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Abstract: 

In his poem The Bookmark, Swift suggests that imagination is a way to take a distance from oneself. “Memory 

and longing amounting to the same”, Swift claims in his poem We Both Know (240). In both poems, the poetic 

persona needs to put together different parts of their personality to feel complete. This reminds us of the 

individuation process described by Carl Jung. The title We Both Know suggests a dialogue with the poetic 

persona’s own self. By unifying past and present incidents and aspects of personality, the poetic persona 

comes to a better understanding of himself. Swift’s poems remind of a therapeutic process.  
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Introduction 

Graham Swift is still writing novels. So far, there are few studies that analyze them: 

Understanding Graham Swift by David Malcolm (2003), An Aesthetics of Vulnerability: The 

Sentimentum and the Novels of Graham Swift, a published Ph.D. thesis by Jakob Winnberg (2003), 

Graham Swift by Daniel Lea (2005), Trauma and Ethics in the Novels of Graham Swift by Stef Craps 

(2005), and Graham Swift by Peter Widdowson (2006). In 1991, Catherine Bernard wrote a study in 

French, called Graham Swift: La parole chronique. Nouveaux échos de la fiction britannique. What is 

common to all these studies is that they place him as a writer that stands apart from those of his 

generation. In her article “Tremulations on the Ether: The Sublime and Beauty in Graham Swift's 

Humanist Art” (2014), Nathalie Massoulier speaks about a particularity of Swift. She takes it over 

from Winnberg’s observations regarding the importance of emotion in Swift’s work. Her article 

focuses on the ideas of sublime and beauty in his works, claiming that these belong to the depiction 

of ordinary life. Pamela Cooper has a study dedicated to the analysis of Swift’s novel Last Orders: 

Graham Swift’s ‘Last Orders’: A Reader’s Guide (2002). None of these studies focuses, though, on the 

lyricism of Swift’s fictional works. Or not enough, I think. 

David Malcolm briefly mentions that there are similarities between Swift’s work and that of other 

writers, including Virginia Woolf, in particular (10). Indeed, Sabina Draga (242) claims that the one-

day duration of some of Swift’s novels is common to the Modernist novels. Marcus claims in his 

article that the brief duration of incidents in Modernist novels shows a “preoccupation with the 

relationship between narrative and mental processes” (88). It leads to a subjective time which relies 

on mental processes. It is accompanied by the use of flashbacks, used in order to tell the story 

without removing the action from the allotted day. 

It has been said about Graham Swift that he rewrites the Modernist stream-of-consciousness 

novel, as practiced by Virginia Woolf and James Joyce (Draga 242). According to Catherine Pesso-

Miquel, Swift’s novels include “Not narration therefore, but a fictitious flow of thoughts sometimes 

close to the modernist ‘stream of consciousness’” (135). Malcolm mentions aspects of “fugitive 

lyricism” (189) in Swift’s novels, claiming that Swift’s language is “full of subtle linguistic effects” 

(189). Stef Craps states that Swift’s language is “characterized by its attempts to improvise a fugitive 

lyricism out of the patterns of ‘ordinary’ speech” (177).  

In this paper I have chosen to focus on two of Graham Swift’s poems, The Bookmark and We Both 

Know as they are concerned with uniting different pieces from the past with their influence on the 

present and with introspection. The Bookmark is concerned with using imagination as a way to take 
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a distance from oneself. The poetic persona opens a book and notices an old bus ticket; he starts 

wondering about “The story it seems to want to tell” (Swift 256). He wonders about the person who 

put the ticket there and at the end of the poem we read “You know, of course, it must have been 

you” (Swift 257). Here, Swift suggests the passage of time and the memories of one’s past 

personality. Sometimes, “those images of what might have been/ Can’t be so different now/ From 

images of things that really were, / Memory and longing amounting to the same”, as Swift claims in 

his poem We Both Know (240). The poetic persona wishes to feel complete, which can only be 

achieved by examining the past and integrating past incidents and wishes into the present. In the 

first poem, the past and the present selves should unite and in the second poem, the person he is 

and the person he would like to be should become one. This process reminds of Carl Gustav Jung’s 

theory of the individuation process. The title We Both Know suggests a dialogue with the poetic 

persona’s own self. Swift explores the general theme of the workings of memory and the characters’ 

inner world in his novels and poems, which are strongly connected in terms of themes and motifs. 

Swift’s novels include reflecting on the past, present, and future, as well as on certain moments in 

one’s life. Making an Elephant: Writing from Within, where Swift comments on his works, allows us 

to understand his perspective on his writings; it also makes readers aware of the fact that he wrote 

poems in-between writing his novels. 

We notice similarities between Swift and the Romantic poets. A comparison between the 

Romantic poets and Swift’s novels can rely on common themes, all present in both his poems and his 

novels, such as: isolation of the hero, travelling, moments of vision, nature, personal and public 

history, self-expression, and the use of imagination. The poetic monologues found in Swift’s poems 

discussed in this paper are the result of the hero’s isolation. Isolation, in Romantic poetry, prompts 

the need for confession. The first-person speaker in Swift’s poems, which favors Romantic self-

expression, is also borrowed from Romantic poetry. What is more, Swift believes that “fiction – 

storytelling – is a magical thing” (11). He makes us recall the idea of “being under a story’s ‘spell’” 

(Swift 12), claiming that “the power of a good story is a primitive, irreducible mystery that answers 

to some need deep in human nature” (Swift 12). For Swift, stories can express a hidden truth, a 

revelation: 

 

The real magic (if that expression is legitimate) of fiction goes much deeper than a few 

sprinklings of hocus-pocus, but we know when it’s there and we feel its tingle in the spine. There 

can even be something magical about the perfectly judged and timed revelation on the page of 

an unanswerable truth we already inwardly acknowledge. In good fiction, without any trickery, 

truth and magic aren’t incompatible at all (13). 

 

According to Swift, therefore, stories draw our attention to moments of vision, which remind of 

the Romantics. The characters, and poetic personas, use imagination in a way similar to that of 

Romantic poetry, in the way they reshape reality. Indeed, the everyday life is presented poetically in 

Swift’s poems: “So this is their life, what they do every day,/ [...] No, no, look again. It’s not what it 

seems” (Swift, Rush Hour). Apparently common incidents are presented in a different light, due to 

this special use of language and movement through time. 

The leap in time is quite clear in the two poems under analysis. In The Bookmark, from the 

present, the narrator returns to the past, to the moment when he used it and to the moment 

memory and imagination become the same. The special effects in this poem come from using a 

structure reminding of the way a patient talks during psychotherapy, returning to the past, making 

free associations, saying anything coming to his mind in no particular order, while also using the 

contrast past-present, certainty-uncertainty, forgetting-remembering. When the poetic persona 

does not know who put the bookmark, he takes a distance from himself, and examines himself from 

another perspective, from the outside, trying perhaps to behave like a therapist. This is all done by 

memory and imagination. The reflection on how memory and imagination have the same result in 
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the poem We Both Knew seems like a comment on the poem The Bookmark, which presents in a 

practical case the way memory is misleading, how the narrator forgets who has put the bookmark, a 

bus ticket, in a book. There is a strong interconnection between these two particular poems. First, 

the poet presents the case of forgetting then remembering about the bookmark, then come the 

thoughts and theorizing on why and how memory and illusions go hand in hand. When you forget 

something, you try to understand and make suppositions about what could have happened. This 

stimulates the work of imagination. A common forgetting incident is, in Swift’s poem, the occasion 

for imagining and making suppositions as well as for introspection and self-analysis. The Bookmark 

suggests two sides of the poetic persona, the one from the past and the one from the present. It is 

natural to presuppose that anyone can change over time, yet he remains the same person. Evolving 

implies understanding the way someone evolves, or grows up, and this in turn implies self-

understanding. Wordsworth’s double awareness of memory could be used to explain the connection 

between the past and present selves. Wordsworth believed that past and present selves may be 

united into a coherent sense of identity by means of memory. He says about his role as a poet that 

he sees himself as “two consciousness, conscious of myself/ And of some other being”
1
, referring to 

“the person he is and the person he was” (Güneş 185). Yet, the memory finds its place, in terms of 

time, in the character’s story’s presentation or, in our case,  in the poetic persona’s introspection 

process. As Freud claimed, there is no recognition of the passage of time in the unconscious
2
. This 

reinforces the idea that memories are not necessarily aspects of the past. 

The Romantic poets have given expression and artistic form to creativity, imagination, and 

sensitivity, which will always be relevant to human psychology. There is a general tendency for 

readers, critics, and writers to associate lyricism with Romantic poetry. This can be seen in the 

moments when such Romantic tropes are introduced in Swift’s novels. Such moments include 

reflecting on the past, present, and future, as well as on certain moments in one’s life; they include 

imagining stories about another character, and expressing one’s feelings of joy when walking 

throughout the city, as well as other kinds of dreamy states. Romantic tropes lead readers to apply 

the pattern of Romantic poetry in order to experience a novel’s, or poem’s, lyricism more intensely. 

These tropes are there to compensate for moments when prose or poetry may not really use lyrical 

language (Drobot 2014). 

 

Memory and Imagination 

Creating a whole story around the ticket is the result of a failure in memory and of using 

imagination instead, to compensate for it in the poem The Bookmark. In We Both Know, memory 

and imagination are no longer distinctive: “Those images of what might have been/ Can’t be so 

different now/ From images of things that really were, / Memory and longing amounting to the 

same” (Swift 240). Anything we actually do, and anything we imagine, is part of ourselves, speaks 

about our personality. We have here two issues when we notice the intersection and overlapping 

between memory and imagination: double awareness of memory and false memories. Time in the 

case of the double awareness of memory refers to both the present and past identity of characters; 

their identities are united imaginatively with the help of memory. Psychoanalysis talks of false 

memories from the past that influence our present-day perception. Bringing the past into the 

present has a therapeutic function, according to Freud. It is not healthy to repress memories. Freud 

formulated his “Seduction Theory” in which he argued that “hysteria” resulted from repressed 

memories of childhood sexual trauma. Bringing these memories into consciousness would lead to 

                                                
1
The Prelude, II, 32-3. 

2
In The Interpretation of Dreams, we may find that “…it is a prominent feature of unconscious processes that 

they are indestructible. In the unconscious nothing can be brought to an end, nothing is past or forgotten” 

(Freud 577). In The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, Freud claims that “The unconscious is quite timeless”, 

adding this as a footnote in 1907. 
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alleviation of the hysterical symptom, he believed. Yet, we may have difficulties remembering events 

accurately. This is because we forget as well as because we sometimes tend to embellish the past if 

we feel nostalgia or even because since it all happened long ago we lose the distinction between 

facts and imagination. We confuse what we wished for back then with what really happened. 

The issue of events not faithfully stored present in We Both Know and The Bookmark make us go 

back to the theories of psychoanalysis: 

 

[…] related events are not stored faithfully, independently, and veridically, but rather the 

individual events are used to construct an integrated memory trace that represents the gist or 

general meaning of the episode (e.g., Bransford and Franks, 1972). […] original events cannot be 

distinguished from the potentially false inferences in a memory representation. […] false 

memories could include retrieval of false suggestions or inferences, or retrieval of blends of 

original and intervening (false) information (e.g., Loftus & Hoffman, 1989) (qtd in Gleaves, Smith 

et al, 3-28). 

 

Indeed, the poetic persona in both poems claims that memory is like imagination, that is, not 

faithful to reality. In We Both Know, the poetic persona speaks about images, that is, about 

fragments from memory. The word “know” in the title suggests something known for sure, it 

suggests facts, and not hypothesizing about what could have been. This shows that sometimes we 

can be so sure that we remember events correctly, that we mistake imagination for remembrance. 

However, false memories can have something truthful about them. They can be impressions, what 

we understood from certain events and the way we perceived them even if what truly happened 

was different. False memories are not necessarily fake, but only a matter of subjective perception, 

which is why they still influence our whole later development, as Freud claims. The longing in Swift’s 

poem can be interpreted as a fantasy, which in Freud’s theories means something as real as facts. 

Fantasies have a great impact on our development as adults. They shape our whole personalities 

later, even if we had some fantasies, and illusions, or false impressions in childhood. Even if our 

vision of events was wrong, it was the way we felt them and were affected by them. This accounts 

for the blurring of boundaries between imagination and memory.  

Closely linked to this issue is the unknown side of the self to which access is given through 

unfaithful memories and imagination. In psychoanalysis, a mistake is more valuable than certain 

action performed in the right way, meaning that somebody may forget incidents, actions, thoughts, 

which highlight his or her issues. What is forgotten is more important as it helps to gain insight into a 

person’s true self. The Bookmark refers to “All the books you meant to read” but never did, 

suggesting that part of your personality was left unexplored. In We Both Know, the lines “We never 

say, we never will”, suggest what is left unsaid, what is left aside, like the unopened books, what is 

never explored further.  

Reasons for going back to the past are present in the two poems. In The Bookmark, the lines “the 

bus ticket falling from page thirty-one” prompt self-analysis, meaning that the event in the present is 

triggering analysis of memories. In We Both Know, the lines “It hovers now around us when we 

meet/ Like some trick of light” suggest that here is the key to understanding the present day 

situation.  

Past and present selves meet in the two poems. The poetic persona in The Bookmark  wonders 

about the person who put the ticket there and at the end of the poem we read “You know, of 

course, it must have been you” (Swift 257). In We Both Know, the lines “Our eyes meet” and “We 

burned but never were consumed/ This soft ash keeping in the fire” suggest the individuation 

process still in progress. Past and present selves meet in Swift’s novels as well as in his poems. 

Connecting past selves with present selves is not a “straightforward process of cross-identification, 

but a reconstruction of disorderly, discontinuous fragments of memories”. The therapeutic function 

of the narrative consists in establishing coherence between past and present selves (Lea, 2005). This 
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reminds one of Carl Gustav Jung’s individuation. Jung described this very process as “self-realization” 

- a “natural transformation”, something that “the unconscious had in mind”, - something that would 

develop our individual personality; the process by which a person becomes a psychological 

“individual”, that is, a separate, indivisible unity or “whole”. In Swift’s poems, we could say that 

individuation takes place by dialogue. In both poems the poetic persona needs to put together 

different parts of their personality to feel complete. In the first poem, the past and the present 

should unite and in the second poem, the person he is and the person he would like to be should 

become one. These aspects can be seen as representing the integration of the psyche that should be 

achieved according to Jungian therapy: Individuation is the transformational process of integrating 

the conscious with the personal and collective unconscious (Jung 301). To integrate conscious and 

unconscious, the first step is to look for the memories that have been suppressed. Thus, 

psychological traumas will be cured. We can see the process of going to the past and making an 

effort to remember the real story about the bookmark in Swift’s poem. In the poem We Both Knew, 

we can see what is still left unclear about what is memory and what is fantasy, which is the next 

step, according to Jungian therapy, understanding your own thoughts and feelings. Then, as we 

become aware of what happened, we need to have a strong will to feel calm, responsible, at peace 

with oneself, and fully grown up. 

 
Conclusions 

The two poems under analysis cross the border between genres, poetry and prose, while the 

lyrical effect remains. Prose is mixed with a poetic effect in Swift’s novels, while poems have a prose 

quality to them, yet retain their lyricism. De Paiva Correia believes that there is always at least some 

minimal action even in a lyric poem. De Correia claims that “the lyrical mode, similarly to the 

narrative and dramatic ones, is a powerful transmitter of action” (Ms), and thus can lend itself to a 

coherent plot. The use of the lyrical mode transmits action, and it is here that the active role of the 

reader comes in. Hühn also claims that there is always a story, even in lyric poetry. There are always 

incidents, even in a poem. These features will make poetry suitable for a narratological analysis. 

According to Hühn: 

 

[…] first, poetry can profitably be analyzed on the basis of narratological categories and thus be 

compared with prose narratives proper (by poetry, I mean the lyric in the narrow sense, not 

merely narrative poems such as ballads or verse narratives); and second, events are a 

prerequisite of narrativity in fictional literature as well as in the lived world (n.p). 

 

While reading The Bookmark and We Both Know, we imagine a narrator going back through 

sorting his memories. At first he forgets and uses imagination, then he remembers what has really 

happened, in The Bookmark. In We Both Know, imagination shows what the poetic persona is really 

like inside, and perhaps is even more relevant than memory. Yet, the memories we go back to are 

always relevant to our present situation. We do not go back in time to remember a certain detail or 

incident for nothing, psychoanalysis claims. “Rules in poetry are made only to be broken”, Leech and 

Short say (12). They divide the use of poetic language into categories such as plain, middle and grand 

styles. They suggest that there is an aesthetic value common to all these styles which distinguishes 

poetic language from ordinary language. For the plain styles, we pay attention to the choice and 

arrangement of words, as Swift does. In order to be surprising, to “Revitalize the language of poetry, 

the poet draws directly on the resources of contemporary language” (Leech and Short 23). Swift uses 

both ordinary and poetic language in a surprising mixture. 

We notice the theme of memory, of going back to the past, for which Swift is famous in his 

novels. Swift adds an element of surprise to an apparently ordinary contemplation of the past: the 

mistake of using imagination instead of going directly to the memories about the certain details 

analyzed. Yet it is this very mistake which leads to a moment of revelation: memory and imagination 
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are not that different. From this point of view, Swift defamiliarizes the usual expectations from 

Romantic poetry, where imagination is the source of creativity and wisdom. He uses it 

interchangeably with memory. At the same time, Swift preserves elements specific to Romanticism, 

such as the influence of imagination on obtaining moments of revelation. What is more, Swift shares 

with the Romantic poets, such as Wordsworth, the preference for very simple and clear language, as 

well as the combination of the ordinary with the extraordinary. From the Romantic culture, Swift’s 

poems raise actually universal issues, transcending the experience shared by one culture alone. Such 

experiences are not restricted to a certain period of time, as Swift proves. We still judge the world 

through such experiences. They have not lost their relevance. 
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