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Delmore Schwartz, from Vogue








I



It’s late afternoon on Christmas Eve 1974 and growing dark. I sit alone at a long wooden table in the Rare Books and Manuscripts Room of the Beinecke Library at Yale. On the table are six large cardboard storage boxes. I take the top off of one and peer inside: chaos. Manuscripts, letters, loose papers, and manila envelopes, all jumbled together as if they’d been tossed in the box by movers in a hurry—which, as it happens, they had.


The boxes contain the accumulated detritus of the poet Delmore Schwartz, who died of a heart attack at the Columbia Hotel in Times Square on the night of July 11th, 1966, while taking out the garbage. His body lay unclaimed in the morgue at Bellevue for two days, until a reporter noticed his name on a list of the dead. The next morning a lengthy obituary, accompanied by a photograph of a tormented-looking Schwartz, appeared in The New York Times. He was fifty-two.


It was his friend Dwight Macdonald, one of the great critics of that era, who salvaged the papers strewn about Schwartz’s hotel room at the time of his death. They would have vanished forever if it hadn’t been for a chance encounter in a bar between Macdonald’s son Michael and the owner of a moving company in Greenwich Village called the Covered Wagon. Macdonald lost track of them and would write me later: “I find in my files a note on ‘Delmore, re. White Horse days’ w. places the C.W. as being over Bradley’s restaurant, University Place at 11 st.” Schwartz’s papers were at the Covered Wagon.


Macdonald took on the role of Schwartz’s literary executor—no one else had volunteered—and for years afterward the papers were stored at Hofstra University on Long Island, where Macdonald was teaching at the time. But three months before my visit, in the fall of 1974, he arranged for them to be transferred to his own alma mater, Yale. I would be the first person to examine what Macdonald had rescued—barely—from oblivion.*


It was nearly five now, and the library would soon be closing for the holidays. There wouldn’t be time for more than a brief look at Schwartz’s papers, but I was eager to see them. I was twenty-five and had signed a contract with the distinguished publishing house Farrar, Straus & Giroux, committing me to write a biography of Schwartz without having any idea whether, in fact, there was enough material to do so.† What was in these boxes—they could have been the junk of a college student moving out of his dorm—would determine the course of my life.


I pulled out a letter from the top of the pile. It was typed on the stationery of Faber & Faber, the English publisher of T. S. Eliot, who had also worked for many years as the firm’s poetry editor.


The letter was from Eliot himself. It was brief but significant. Acknowledging receipt of an article by Schwartz in the Kenyon Review on Eliot’s journal, Criterion, the great man had written: “You are certainly a critic, but I want to see more poetry from you.” The letter was dated October 26th, 1939. Schwartz would have been twenty-five, the exact age I was at this moment.


As I stared at Eliot’s signature, I felt like Keats in his poem about discovering Chapman’s translation of Homer, “some watcher of the skies / When a new planet swims into his ken.” I was there with the young poet, tearing open the envelope with eager hands, tipped off to the identity of its author by the return address, scanning it quickly, breathing hard as he came to the sentence about his poems, then setting the letter down gently on his desk and smoothing it out to read again and—or so I imagined—again and again and again. T. S. Eliot!


I rummaged through a sheaf of discarded drafts and notes for poems until a letter in a schoolboy’s neat blue script caught my eye. It was six pages long and addressed “Dear Delmore Schwartz”—the stiff salutation of someone who didn’t know him very well. I flipped to the last page. The letter was signed “Wystan”—W. H. Auden.‡ I raced through its contents with the nervous fervor of an heir reading a will. Which in a sense I was. Only my inheritance would turn out to be, instead of worldly goods, the custodianship of an obscure poet whose unlikely name would resonate through my life like a mournful bell.


The letter’s subject was a two-hundred-page poem by Schwartz entitled Genesis. Written in biblical-sounding prose alternating with long passages in blank verse, it told the story of Hershey Green, a “New York boy” born to Jewish-immigrant parents, and his efforts to find his way in the bewildering New World of America:




O land


Whence come chiefly the poor hurt peoples


Who for a reason good or bad cannot endure


Or be endured by the old Vaterland.





Published in an edition of three thousand in 1943, when Schwartz was thirty years old, it was a hugely ambitious effort, and he hadn’t quite pulled it off, in Auden’s view—at times the tension between “high” language and pedestrian detail was forced, and the epic conceit grew tiresome. Still, it had a kind of crazy energy, spilling forth in a hypnotic rhythm unlike anything ever seen in American poetry.


Not wanting to pour cold water on such a heroic effort, Auden concluded on a solicitous note: “This is a muddled and priggish letter I fear, but I really am both hopeful and anxious about your future development, as you have been given great gifts which, like all of us, you are turning against yourself.”


The brass lights on the table flicked on and off. I put the folder back in the box and shrugged on my puffy winter coat. As I headed out across the dark campus, snowflakes swirling around the lamps’ white orbs, I knew that I would soon be back in that hushed room, spending long days in the company of someone I had never met but would come to know better than anyone else in the world.


Schwartz’s story had lingered in my mind since I was in high school. I recall the exact date when I first encountered this exotic name: October 9th, 1966. My father, a book-mad physician who subscribed to Encounter and The Saturday Review, liked to pick up the New York newspapers’ Sunday editions from the out-of-town newsstand a few blocks from our home in Evanston, Illinois. (He found the book reviews in the local papers “primitive.”) On that particular Sunday, leafing through the New York World Journal Tribune Book Week* in the breakfast nook of our kitchen, I had come across a front-page article about a poet who had died that summer at the age of fifty-two, his once-promising career cut short by drugs and alcohol.


The article was by Alfred Kazin, the author of a memoir, A Walker in the City, about growing up the child of Jewish immigrants in Brooklyn during the great Diaspora; I had read this book in high school, excited by its passionate voice. Kazin was lavish in his praise of Schwartz, describing him as a figure of “immense intellectual devotion” whose poems “astonished everyone by being impeccably, formally right in the prevailing Eliot tradition—emotional ingenuity tuned to perfect pitch by gravity of manner.” But his long descent into madness had begun early. By the time he was thirty, he was exhibiting signs of erratic behavior, and his last years were a tale of squalor: he drifted from the Twin Elms Hospital, a sanitarium near the campus of Syracuse University, where he had been on the English faculty, to a desolate apartment in Manhattan, and finally to the seedy Times Square fleabag where he died.


The photograph on the cover of Book Week showed the poet on a park bench in Washington Square in a dark suit, his cigarette held outward between thumb and finger, Russian style. (I recognized this grip from my uncle Grisha, one of the old Russians who used to gather in my immigrant grandparents’ living room on Saturday nights for pinochle.) His eyes were wild. His gaze was averted from the camera. A scrap of the Daily News with the bold headline HEIRESS KEEPS HER MILLIONS lay beneath his feet. Over a quarter of a century, Schwartz had gone from a literary Adonis to a derelict stumbling in the street.


It was a haunting story, and after my Sunday morning encounter with this strangely named poet, I began to encounter references to Schwartz from time to time, experiencing that jolt of recognition one gets when registering the existence in the world of a person one hadn’t been aware of before. Oscar Williams had included him in Immortal Poems of the English Language, his face staring out from one of the oval portraits of contributors on its cover. Hair brushed back, eyes gazing off-camera in a sensuous stare, he looked like a movie star. But it wasn’t until I came across the story that had made Schwartz famous in his day that I understood Kazin’s preoccupation with this curious, self-doomed figure. It was called “In Dreams Begin Responsibilities.”


I first read this beautiful, deeply unnerving story during my sophomore year in college, while taking a course on American literature in the 1930s. I was deep in the stacks, reading back issues of Partisan Review to get a sense of what our professor liked to call the “intellectual currents” of the period, when I noticed Schwartz’s name in the table of contents of the autumn 1937 issue. His story was the first piece. “I think it is the year 1909,” it began. The narrator is sitting in a darkened movie theater, watching a newsreel of his parents as they stroll on the boardwalk at Coney Island, four years before his own birth. As the film unfolds, Schwartz listens to his father boast of how much money he has made, “exaggerating an amount which need not have been exaggerated,” and starts to weep, overcome by his father’s suspicion that “actualities somehow fall short, no matter how fine they are.” The son, transfixed by the tragedy unfolding before his eyes—his parents’ unhappy marriage, his father’s lost fortune in real estate, his mother’s lonely widowhood—leaps up from his seat in the darkened theater at the very moment his father is about to propose to his mother and shouts, “Don’t do it! It’s not too late to change your minds, both of you. Nothing good will come of it, only remorse, hatred, scandal, and two children whose characters are monstrous.” When I got to the end, I had the experience described by the critic Irving Howe upon encountering the story for the first time: “I felt my blood rise.”


In his masterwork, World of Our Fathers, Howe would note with tolerant irony “the sing-song, slightly pompous intonations of Jewish immigrants educated in night schools, the self-conscious, affectionate mockery of that speech by American-born sons, [and] its abstraction into the jargon of city intellectuals.” I was deeply familiar with that world, one in which the Jewish elders, ashamed of their provincial homeland, boasted of belonging to “the right class of people” and enjoying “the finer things in life.” As for the bookish characters I had encountered in Schwartz’s stories, “suspicious, rejected, ambitious to win more than most human beings desired”—I recognized them, too.


There were five titles listed in the library’s card catalog: Schwartz’s first collection, In Dreams Begin Responsibilities, which contained, apart from the title story, a series entitled “Poems of Experiment and Imitation,” and a strange play, “Coriolanus”; The World Is a Wedding, a collection of stories; Shenandoah, a pamphlet-size play whose eponymous protagonist, Shenandoah Fish, possesses one of those supposedly haughty “American” first names combined with an ordinary Jewish surname that were a Schwartz trademark (note Bertholde Cannon and Belmont Weiss); Genesis, the two-hundred-page poem in “biblical verse” that Auden had written him about; and Vaudeville for a Princess, a collection of poems and eccentric prose pieces that provided evidence of the rapid decline Alfred Kazin had charted in his eulogy to Schwartz.


It was a modest but impressive body of work by my estimate: three stories—“The World Is a Wedding,” “New Year’s Eve,” and “In Dreams Begin Responsibilities”—and five or six lyric poems that routinely show up in anthologies of American poetry, along with Whitman and Frost, Longfellow and Poe. The titles were often the first lines: “I am to my own heart merely a serf”; “Tired and unhappy, you think of houses”; and “In the naked bed, in Plato’s cave,” where the insomniac poet gazes out the window at “the stony street,” awaiting dawn as he listens to a bird’s first call:




So, so,


O son of man, the ignorant night, the travail


Of early morning, the mystery of beginning


Again and again


While History is unforgiven.





When I first read this poem, I was too young to understand what it was about: the depredations of time, the innate will to survive, the way life crushes us in its inexorable march toward oblivion. But there was another poem I did understand, or thought I did, even at the age of seventeen. It was a poem so piercing in its insight into the human condition that it made me want to learn more about the author. How could he have known what he knew so early? It was called “The Heavy Bear Who Goes With Me,” and Schwartz was twenty-four when he wrote it—the same age at which he wrote “In Dreams Begin Responsibilities”:




Breathing at my side, that heavy animal,


That heavy bear who sleeps with me,


Howls in his sleep for a world of sugar,


A sweetness intimate as the water’s clasp,


Howls in his sleep because the tight-rope


Trembles and shows the darkness beneath.


—The strutting show-off is terrified,


Dressed in his dress-suit, bulging his pants,


Trembles to think that his quivering meat


Must finally wince to nothing at all.





The sexual imagery—“his quivering meat . . . bulging his pants”—was hard to miss, and to describe orgasm as a “wince” was genius. But there was something else—vulnerable, guarded, inaccessible even to himself—that made the poem memorable. It was the presence of the poet’s double, the self from which he could never escape. The poem bespoke a loneliness of unfathomable depth. You could never get away from who you were.
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Richard Ellmann





 


* The second actually, the first having been a “graduate student at Hofstra” to whom Macdonald had given access to the papers. I never learned the identity of this precursor, destined to remain forever unknown, like the anonymous “person from Porlock” who interrupted Coleridge while he was writing Kubla Khan.


† And if so, whether I could do it; but that is a whole other story—in fact, the story.


‡ When I was seventeen, I had gone to hear Auden read at a local college. Hunched over the podium, he muttered incomprehensibly, his face cracked with deep wrinkles like the mud floor of a dried-up lake. Poetry makes nothing happen, he had famously declared. As far as I was concerned in those days, poetry made everything happen.


* The elongated name was the result of an ill-considered merger that lasted less than a year.





II



I can trace my obsession with biography back to the fall of 1971, when, armed with a B.A. in English literature that offered few prospects of future employment, I headed off to Oxford on a fellowship for study abroad. The turmoil of the sixties hadn’t reached England’s shores. In America, protests against the war in Vietnam were shutting down college campuses all across the country; every time you went to a comp lit seminar, you felt as if you were crossing a picket line. But Oxford was still defiantly archaic. Students who elected English literature had to begin at the beginning—the summer before my departure, I was sent a handbook of Anglo-Saxon grammar.*


I was affiliated with New College (“new” when it was founded in 1379 with a grant from Richard II), but rather than live on campus, as most students from America did, I found “lodgings” in a Victorian redbrick house on Boars Hill, miles from the center of town. My days were a dreary expanse of dead time. There were no requirements, few lectures, no seminars—or none discoverable by the uninitiated. One’s only hope of establishing some formal connection with the university was through a tutor. I had been assigned J. O. Bayley, the husband of the novelist Iris Murdoch—and in later life, under the de-initialed name of John Bayley, a memoirist who pitilessly recorded his illustrious wife’s descent into Alzheimer’s.


Bayley, alas, had no interest in teaching, or at least in teaching me. A distinguished critic, he was preoccupied with his “pieces” for this journal and that—and would dismiss me with a wave of the hand on the few occasions when I wandered into his office in search of an assignment or, at the very least, human contact. “Go read George Eliot, my boy. And not just Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda. The whole lot. That ought to keep you busy.”


I did as I was told, spending my afternoons loitering in Blackwell’s Bookshop on Broad Street, where—to the detriment of my stipend—I was allowed to purchase books simply by signing my name in a ledger. In this manner I also got through Stendhal, ten or twelve Balzacs (The Black Sheep, Cousin Bette, Lost Illusions), Laclos’s Dangerous Liaisons, and Manzoni’s The Betrothed; the major Russians; most of Dickens; and the entire works of Hardy, Forster, and Henry James, all in Penguin paperback editions. Their spines were color-coded according to period and nationality—black for nineteenth-century European literature, orange for the English Victorians, gray for the twentieth-century Moderns—and that was how I shelved them in my perpetually cold “bedsit,” where the only heat was from an electric coil in the sealed-up fireplace.


Four decades later it troubles me that I spent hundreds—thousands!—of hours absorbed in books that now spark not a single memory neuron, but I’ve grown comfortable with this recollective nullity. Somehow the experience of reading as a priestly task—a calling—has stayed with me. Whenever I pass through the dining room of my New York apartment and see these old companions on the shelves, I feel a certain pride: I may have nothing to show for all my efforts, but I didn’t waste my time. It was from books that I learned the imagination is real: I knew Julien Sorel and Lucien de Rubempré and Frédéric Moreau better than I knew my own friends.


At the beginning of my second year at Oxford, my luck changed. Richard Ellmann, the renowned biographer of James Joyce, was in residence at New College as the Goldsmiths’ Professor of English, and he had agreed to supervise me, though with the gracious deferment of ego that I would later come to recognize as an element of his character. In answer to the importuning letter I’d written him upon learning he was there, Ellmann replied, “You may well prefer to have an Englishman rather than an American so as to savour* Oxford more completely.” I didn’t. Steven Dedalus had stumbled upon his Leopold Bloom.


I spent my days and nights that year working my way through Joyce’s allusion-stuffed behemoth with the help of Ellmann’s own book, Ulysses on the Liffey, a genial guide that I referred to constantly, like a disoriented tourist navigating the streets of a foreign city, Fodor’s in hand. I was often lost, but I plunged ahead anyway, reassured by the analogue of The Odyssey that trotted alongside it, chapter by chapter, and by Ellmann’s erudite yet amiable crib. I grew to love Ulysses. I was defeated, though, by the hermetic stream-of-consciousness of Finnegans Wake, a book to which Joyce expected his readers to devote their entire lives. I didn’t have that kind of time.


For Ellmann, the book was as clear as Trollope. Sometimes, while he read aloud from that mellifluous and daunting text—“Untie the gemman’s fistiknots, Qvic and Nuancee . . . Tez thelon langlo, walking weary! Such a loon waybash—wards to row!”—I would study the row of pale-green Dublin phone books* on the shelf behind his desk and wonder what had drawn him to his subject.


Outwardly Joyce and his eminent biographer could hardly have been more different. Joyce was, in his own words, “a man of small virtue, inclined to extravagance and alcoholism.” Ellmann was a man of large virtue (though for many years he had a mistress in London) and a moderate drinker, if he drank at all; I remember only the odd glass of sherry. Joyce had a trim mustache, bottle-thick glasses, and in his later years, an eye patch; he was going blind. Ellmann had a receding hairline and a flat midwestern accent that years of dining at High Table with snobbish dons had failed to soften. Maybe it was his seemingly effortless fidelity to his own nature that made him such a shrewd interpreter of others. Ellmann treated his subjects with a benign, avuncular tolerance. He remarked upon, and forgave, their failings.† He was fascinated by genius, yet was himself in outward aspect an ordinary man. I often wondered if, like Leopold Bloom, he feasted on the inner organs of fowl.


Many years later I came across a memoir of Ellmann by a former student, Henry Hart, in Sewanee Review; the title, “Richard Ellmann’s Oxford Blues,” gives a sense of its mournful tone. Hart, who arrived in Oxford just three years after I left, floundered there, too; having been turned away by other prospective tutors, he was taken in by Ellmann and spent seven years writing his Ph.D. thesis (known at Oxford as a D.Phil.) on the British poet Geoffrey Hill. His recollection of Ellmann—“a plump, slightly balding man wearing black-rimmed glasses, baggy pants, and running shoes”—corroborated mine, except for the shoes. Hart reminded me of details about Ellmann’s life at Oxford that I had forgotten, such as the ancient narrow house on St. Giles, near the center of town, where he lived with his wife, Mary, the author of a lively book of essays called Thinking About Women. (She was confined to a wheelchair, the result of a stroke.) But he also told me a great deal I hadn’t known: that Ellmann had started out as a poet, publishing his work in “little magazines” like the Hudson and Kenyon reviews until he decided to follow “the gods of biography”; that his London mistress had written an autobiographical novel about him; and that, like Bloom, he “brooded on his sins.” I also learned the extent to which Ellmann felt like “a loner” at Oxford, excluded even from his own college’s social life because he was an American Jew who specialized in “Modern” (that is, twentieth-century) writers: a deadly triad that could spike your chances of happiness in that city of dreaming spires. No wonder I was drawn to him.


There was another connection, too. Like Ellmann, I had once aspired to be a poet and had published my work in various little magazines; I had even “placed” a poem in The New Yorker when I was nineteen.* But poetry didn’t consume me—a requirement for anyone determined to follow that forbidding path. I was beginning to sense that the lives of poets interested me even more than the poetry. I could recite Robert Lowell’s “Skunk Hour” in its entirety (“I myself am hell; / nobody’s here”), but I was also curious about the car crash that nearly killed his first wife, Jean Stafford, while he was driving. I thrilled to the onomatopoetic mutterings of Eliot reading “The Waste Land” on the Caedmon album† I owned, but I still wanted to know why he had locked away his first wife, Vivienne Haigh-Wood, in a mental institution. Art and life didn’t just coexist: they enriched each other.


Like a promising pianist who discovers that he’s not good enough to get to the top, I gave up my dream of becoming a poet without much regret (not having learned yet that life is about giving up dreams). In a poem dedicated to Schwartz, Lowell had quoted Wordsworth’s lines:




We poets our youths begin in gladness;


But thereof in the end come despondency and madness.





It wasn’t just a matter of talent: I didn’t have the mental stamina. Why chance it?


Besides, poetry wasn’t the only path to immortality. How many books of any kind could rival Ellmann’s biography of Joyce? To say that it was “magisterial,” as so many have, didn’t begin to explain its power. You could admire its stolidity, the eight hundred pages of closely packed type, the dense columns of footnotes. But lots of biographers had produced books that were just as big. It was the way Ellmann told the story that enthralled me. Despite its length, his Joyce (as far as I was concerned, Ellmann’s Joyce was Joyce) managed to avoid the tedious march of facts and data that made these brick-weight biographies such a chore to read. He sought to bring us close to the man. He made his intent clear from the first sentence, assuring us that he would be our companion on the journey through his subject’s life, not an intimidating authority but an intimate guide. “We are all learning to be James Joyce’s contemporaries,” he wrote.


In order to understand Joyce, we had to inhabit the world he had known. June 16th, 1904—the day that Joyceans refer to as Bloomsday—was the day before Joyce’s landlords, the McKernans, “encouraged him to leave until he could pay his rent” (note the verb choice of “encouraged,” a sly ironic touch that lends character to the otherwise unobtrusive narrator). It was also the day that, walking down Nassau Street, Joyce “caught sight of a tall young woman, auburn-haired, walking with a proud stride”—Nora Barnacle, soon to become Nora Joyce. We even learn the weather: “June 16 was a fine, breezy day, with four hours of sunshine, and a clear night.”*


The product of this factual density was a book that recorded its subject’s life as if the biographer were living it alongside him. Recounting Joyce’s efforts to find a flat in Trieste, Ellmann reports that his subject moved into “squalid” quarters at 1 via Santa Catarina, where he and Nora were joined by Joyce’s brother Stanislaus: “To reach their own room James* and Nora had to go through Stanislaus’s.” Eventually he found a more suitable flat, at 8 via Scussa, for 600 crowns: “($120, £25).” Ellmann helpfully converts the sum; for a diligent biographer, no job is too small. “One pupil, Ettore Schmitz, was willing to put up 200, but no more, and Nicolas Santos, a Greek fruit merchant with a buxom wife, also would have helped.”† How did Ellmann discover that the wife of a Greek fruit merchant who in the end loaned Joyce no money was “buxom”? (The source was Stanislaus’s diary.) And why did it matter? Because, we learn a hundred pages later, the wife’s ample bosom would become a synecdochic feature of Molly Bloom.


Ellmann’s Joyce didn’t read like a biography: it read like a work of art. It had the authority of great fiction; it was scholarly but not academic; and behind its facade of objectivity you could detect, if you listened closely enough, the biographer’s own voice. This was the kind of book I aspired to write. Ellmann—though I didn’t know it then—had made me want to be a biographer.


One afternoon I was hurrying through the narrow streets of Oxford, the old cobblestones slick with rain—did it ever not rain in this beautiful but perpetually cloud-shrouded town?—when a sharp pang of homesickness shot through me. I had been in Oxford for two years and had never acclimated myself to its strange ways: the closing of pubs from three to six (“HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME”); the odd Oxford vocabulary (vivas and swots); and the weird food (spotted dick, bubble-and-squeak, toad-in-the-hole). I had bought a used Wolseley Hornet, so dank and old that the carpet had rotted away; after a while I mastered driving on the left, but I could never distinguish between dual carriageways and pelican crossings or bonnets and boots. I might as well have been in Finland.


As I stood on the drizzle-darkened sidewalk in front of Blackwell’s, stirred by the new books in the window—there were always new books—I realized that I would never be at home here. Perhaps I would never be at home anywhere. Life seemed to me indecipherable, except in books, where you could make of it what you would. “Cityful passing away, other cityful coming, passing away too: other coming on, passing on.” Only where was my Dublin? Who my Joyce?


I headed over to the Bodleian Library, that hushed, high-ceilinged cathedral of books, and sat down at one of the long tables, hoping to make some progress in Finnegans Wake (I was still only fifty pages in) when, on a sudden impulse, I got up and hurried over to the “card catalog”—in reality, a counter of atlas-size leather-bound black volumes containing age-buckled pages of entries written out in spidery longhand on strips of paper and pasted in with glue. I looked up Delmore Schwartz. The library had all his books. I filled out the slips and waited patiently for the librarian to bring them over to my table; books at the Bodleian had to be retrieved from some ancient cellar and hoisted up to the front desk by a pulley-operated device like a dumbwaiter. I had learned to wear gloves in the library. It was so cold I could see my breath.


All afternoon I sat beneath the centuries-old portraits of Oxford great men, faint light filling the tall windows, and immersed myself in Schwartz’s books—the stories, with their troubled young protagonists; the sad, eloquent poems; the hyperrhetorical Genesis—marveling at the way he had managed to transform the idiom of immigrant Jews into the formal, echoic language of the English literary tradition. His poetry resonated with a primal depth; it shook literature awake for me in a way that made it seem like something I could actually produce, could do. I wanted to return to my own language and my own people, to hear a voice that spoke to me.


I left Oxford near the end of my second year—I had neither the temperament nor the patience for academic life. I couldn’t even satisfy the demands of the tolerant Ellmann, who was always willing to cut me some slack: at the top of a twenty-page paper on Joyce’s use of the Renaissance philosopher Giambattista Vico’s theory of historical cycles in Ulysses, he had penciled a “good start.”


 


* Half a century later my Anglo-Saxon vocabulary, modest even then, has dwindled to a single word: sweord-jiefu, “sword-giving.” It’s not a word that often comes in handy, but once in a while it still pops into my head, as it did one night when I happened to catch a rerun of Robert Zemeckis’s Beowulf. (Anthony Hopkins was terrific as Hrothgar, but I don’t believe he made any mention of swords.)


* Note the English spelling, the only Anglicism I ever detected in anything Ellmann wrote or said.


* Their color reminded me of Joyce’s evocation in Ulysses of “the snot-green sea.”


† Even the title of his collection of biographical essays on the major Modernists, Golden Codgers—the phrase is from Yeats—reflected Ellmann’s affection for the writers whose lives he interpreted so deftly.


* It was called “Lighting the Lamps,” and I got paid ninety-eight dollars, a mysterious sum that didn’t add up by either word or line count. I’ve kept the check stub to this day.


† Albums were played on a “record player,” a machine with a spindle onto which you lowered the “record,” a grooved vinyl disk, which in turn dropped down onto a spinning wheel, causing the arm of the needle to position itself over the record and lower itself onto its outermost groove. You can still find these in antique shops.


* Biographers take justifiable pride in pinning down the exact weather on a significant day in their subjects’ lives. One obvious motive for this ostentatious display of archival labor is to show that the biographer has rummaged through almanacs, old newspapers, and nautical records with impressive, even irrational assiduity; but the case can also be made that these feats of meteorological research really do provide an atmospheric sense of what a particular moment in time felt like. Brian Boyd, in the first volume of his massive and entertaining biography of Vladimir Nabokov, isn’t satisfied to give us the date of his subject’s birth; he must furnish us with the climate conditions: “St. Petersburg. Dawn, April 23, 1899. A day ago the ice began breaking up on the Neva, but at this early hour—already the sun rises at 4:30—the air temperature has dropped again well below freezing.” The information doesn’t seem superfluous; it sets the scene for the opening act of the novelist’s life with the kind of precision Nabokov himself made a fetish of. Or this, from volume one of George Painter’s Proust: “The sky above Paris had never seemed so blue or crystalline—for the factories were closed, and their chimneys had ceased to smoke—as on the Sunday of Mobilisation Day, 3 August 1914, when Proust saw his brother, Robert, off to Verdun at the Gare de l’Est.” The cloudless sky at once foreshadows and obscures the terrible event about to occur.


* Why did Ellmann resort to the familiar James here? My guess is that it was out of deference to the first-name basis he was on with Nora. Ellmann was a courtly man.


† Why the conditional? Perhaps the Greek fruit merchant’s help was proffered but declined—or more likely, turned out for one reason or another to be unnecessary. A biographer can’t explain everything: the story would never get told.





III



Back in the States, I found a room in a rambling old house in Cambridge, not far from Harvard Square, and settled in to an aspiring writer’s life, pounding out essays, collecting rejection slips from various magazines, and chipping away at the modest trust fund I’d inherited from my immigrant grandfather, who had arrived penniless from Russia, sold postcards door to door, and eventually parlayed a job as an itinerant wool salesman into a thriving business. Once in a while I got a break: the literary editor of The Nation let me write book reviews for thirty-five dollars, but other journals paid even less. The fee at the local “alternative” newspaper, The Boston Phoenix, was, I recall, twenty-five dollars; and I once received a check for ten—payment for a painfully convoluted essay on Beckett in The Minnesota Review that ran to some seven thousand words and must have taken weeks to write.*


I had wangled an assignment from Stephen Berg, the kindly editor of the tabloid American Poetry Review, who gave me a shot when I proposed—an unknown writing about a no-longer-known—a biographical essay on Schwartz. It appeared, studded with errors (he died at the age of fifty-two, not fifty-three; it was his aunt, not his uncle, who attended his funeral; etc.), in the January–February 1974 issue. Whatever its flaws, it would serve me well.


It was around this time† that I had lunch at Benihana with Tom Stewart, a college classmate who had just landed a job at the acronymic FSG—as Farrar, Straus & Giroux was known to those who managed to penetrate its dingy sanctum on the fourth floor of a nondescript office building facing Union Square. Tom had read and liked my essay, and as the chef on the other side of the counter flipped shrimp off the sizzling griddle, he suggested I consider writing a biography of Schwartz.
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A page from Delmore’s journal





Thus began a correspondence that dragged on for months. “There are crates and crates full of papers,”* Tom reported: Bob Giroux, the legendary editor of T. S. Eliot, had learned of their existence from Macdonald. The main obstacle, apart from my inexperience, was the unremitting dolor of Schwartz’s story, which “starts at the top and moves inexorably toward the bottom,” Tom noted, quoting Hobbes. “The problem of writing about a life that is ‘nasty, brutish, and short’ is how to avoid a nasty and brutish book.” (“Short” probably wasn’t desirable either; biographies were supposed to be long.)


I wrote a proposal, and eventually Tom persuaded Roger Straus, the house’s famously parsimonious founder, to put up a three-thousand-dollar advance—a small but not unreasonable sum for someone two years out of college whose only published prose consisted of the essay on Delmore and a few book reviews.†


If Roger didn’t exactly shell out the dough (as he might have put it in the tough-guy idiom he affected), he was an enthusiastic supporter of the project in other ways. He was a great prowler, and whenever I came into the office to see Tom, he would stop me in the corridor to offer some tip.


“What about Malamud?‡ Is he a black hole?” Had I thought of applying to Bread Loaf, the summer writers’ workshop in Vermont? He could get me a grant. And so it was.


The most important thing Roger did was send me to Dwight Macdonald. In the spring of 1974 I went to see him at The New Yorker, where he kept an office, though he hadn’t written a word for the magazine in years.


The thought of facing Macdonald intimidated me. Yale-educated, from a family of now-slightly-worn gentility, he had been a vivid figure in the literary life of the 1950s and ’60s, when he wrote the essays that would be collected in Against the American Grain. What stirred people up about Macdonald was his defiant certitude: he was always sure of the rightness of his position. Even if he often changed his mind, he didn’t regard consistency as a virtue. And he was utterly without pretension—a highbrow but not a snob. He made a distinction between “serious” literature and the productions of such “middlebrow” writers as John Steinbeck and Pearl S. Buck, but he did so in a comic spirit, spluttering like Elmer Fudd. One of his most famous essays, “By Cozzens Possessed,” eviscerated James Gould Cozzens, a once-popular novelist, long forgotten now, his descent into oblivion no doubt hastened by Macdonald’s opprobrious attack; in a particularly memorable sally, he likened the novelist’s sex scenes to “a Fortune magazine account of an industrial process” as described by “a tongue-tied Dr. Johnson.”


But Macdonald wasn’t chiefly a literary critic. He was what would now be called a public intellectual. Politics was his main preoccupation—no, his obsession. A Trotskyite in the 1930s (when it was the fashion to be a Stalinist) and an isolationist during World War II, he liked to think of himself as a “conservative anarchist”; he achieved his greatest prominence as a leader of the anti–Vietnam War movement, playing a major if somewhat clownish role in the 1967 March on the Pentagon. In Armies of the Night, that masterpiece of fanciful but dead-on reportage, Norman Mailer expressed admiration for his compatriot’s fanatical probity: “Macdonald was forever referring the act of writing to his sense of personal standards which demanded craft, care, devotion, lack of humbug, and simple a fortiori honesty of sentiment.”


The man who ushered me into his office wasn’t outwardly imposing—he would have laughed at the very idea. His white hair and goatee were streaked with yellow; his skin had a ruddy flush; his Caribbean-blue tropical shirt shimmered in that dusty cubbyhole.


Smoking a long cigarette in a holder, his shirt riding up over his big belly, he gave me a sly smile. “So you want to write about Delmore,” he said, slouching over his desk as if he were protecting an exam from a neighbor’s prying eyes. “But why did you come to me?”


His voice, a high-pitched stutter, was incredulous. He found the whole scene—the young man in his office, the idea of a biography of Delmore, the fact that he was Delmore’s literary executor—comical. Didn’t I see the joke?


“Well, no one else has done it,” I said, provoking another outburst of merriment. The stern critic was nowhere in evidence; he was vague, good-natured, uncomprehending—a shrewd peasant playing dumb.


It was out of the question, he assured me. Delmore’s papers were scattered all over the place, no one knew where; besides, Delmore’s brother had the last word, and he was nowhere to be found. And who was I, anyway? “What makes you think you could write his biography?”


Still, Macdonald conceded, waving his cigarette at me, maybe something could be worked out. He had promised the papers in his possession to Yale and was arranging for them to be transferred there. He’d let me know as soon as they arrived. My effusive thanks cracked him up again, and he gave me a pat as he walked me down the hall.


“By the way,” he said. “No one ever called him ‘Schwartz.’ If you’re going to do this book, you’d better start thinking of him as ‘Delmore.’”


My sharpened pencil and pad for taking notes were at the ready.* Like a detainee under questioning, I had stored all my other belongings in a locker. After an interval that seemed as long as the wait for a job interview (in a sense, I was interviewing myself: Was I the right person? Did I have the experience? Was I up to the task?), the librarian at last arrived bearing the papers I had ordered ten minutes—it felt like ten hours—before.


Since my last visit, they had been cataloged and put in some kind of order. Taut with anticipation, I opened a manila folder, and there, on the table before me, was a stack of typed pages, the brittle yellow sheets riddled with Braille-like holes where the period key had punched through the tissue-thin paper. Now and then a corner would flake off, crumbling like a moth’s wing.


I removed a page and set it down gently on the table, smoothing out the edges. No event in a biographer’s life has such electrifying intensity. It’s the moment of contact, when you travel in a startling instant from the present to the past, your subject suddenly alive before you on the page, redeemed from oblivion—real. Lucasta Miller, on her first glimpse of Charlotte Brontë’s journals in the Morgan Library, felt her eyes filling with tears: “This scrap of paper, covered in tiny writing, recorded the minute-by-minute secret fantasies of a woman who had been dead for nearly a century and a half. I was overwhelmed by an almost necromantic sense of the past coming to life, and could understand for the first time the emotional lure of relics.”


It was thrilling, yes, but there was a nagging question here—the first of many that would trouble me in the years to come. Should I—should anyone—have been looking at these journals in the first place? Did their content “belong” to me? I’d been given permission by the estate—that is, Dwight Macdonald—so there was no criminal malfeasance. Nor was it an ethical matter: I wasn’t here to uncover dark personal secrets (as far as I knew). Not that Delmore was aware of the drama about to unfold. But he was still implicated, even if posthumously. Otherwise why would he have kept his journals? For whom was he writing them? Were they simply for himself, to keep track of his moods? Or were they for posterity—for his biographer? Surely he believed there would be one. How else interpret this ambiguous journal entry of 1942: “Biographies written of you. It is different with everyone; with the great poet. NOT moral.”


After a lifetime of thinking about this declaration, I’m still puzzled by it. Did Delmore mean that biography wasn’t moral, or that it was only moral “with the great poet”? That if you were a mediocre poet, a biography would be intrusive, but if you were a great one, all bets were off? Delmore was only twenty-nine when he wrote this entry—not old enough to be sure if he would be great. (Obviously, he thought he had a shot.) That was the thing about writing a biography: you knew more than your subject could ever know about his fate.


Delmore’s journals (yes, for me, he was now Delmore; I was pouring my own life into the resurrection of his, and taking Macdonald’s advice, I felt free to be on first-name terms with him) were written both for posterity and to keep himself company. They were gossip as internal monologue. Surrounded by scholars laboring away over Dryden variorums in the basement of the windowless, marble-walled library, I investigated John Berryman’s philandering and tensions in the marriage of Lionel and Diana Trilling; I wrote down in my notebook the philosopher Sidney Hook’s opinion of Mary McCarthy: “People do what they want anyway. She at least admits it.” It all belonged to what Bellow’s friend Isaac Rosenfeld called, in a comic euphemism, “social history.”


Despite his garrulous disposition, Delmore had lived mostly alone between his two marriages. Talking to himself, he was talking to me. “January 16: I almost wept into my Hungarian goulash at the Georgian in the cold blank winter evening.” I thought about this passage while refueling at a vending machine in the bowels of the Beinecke. Hunched over a microwaved turkey sandwich, a two-day-old copy of the Yale Daily News open before me on the Formica table, I found his loneliness consoling. He was good company: witty, sympathetic, observant. The simplest note—“July 1st, to Falmouth & Truro; cocktail ecstasy; moonlight summer country evening”—brought back Delmore’s once-living presence. And I was touched by his sorrowful ruminations. “Snubbed by waitress, consoled by sandwiches”—this entry somehow made my own mealy, plastic-wrapped sandwich more palatable. (How I would have loved the presence of a waitress, even at the price of being snubbed.) “I drank in the darkness, arose, looked at my picture, & drank more.” I drank in the darkness. Nice.*


There was also a lot of tedious circumstantial detail: saw this one, saw that one; went here, went there. Habitually short of cash, Delmore would obsessively review his tottering finances:


REVISED BUDGET SEPT.’53–’54














	Certain or almost certain:


	 







	Bank


	1,700







	ND [New Directions]


	600







	Saul [Bellow] textbook


	750†








I was fascinated by these calculations of chronic insolvency. Even at his most mundane, Delmore was interesting. He was present—there—in all his confusion and humanness. I could see him at his desk, desperately monitoring cash in/cash out, the folds of his already furrowed brow deepening as he contemplated the precariousness of his situation. (“The teething anxiety, the gnawing nervousness that wastes so many days and years of consciousness”—I wonder if Delmore wrote that memorable line, from “Seurat’s Sunday Afternoon Along the Seine,” after one of his futile exercises in drawing up a budget.) But the raw numbers, so bland and innocuous, also signaled his desperation; he never had enough money, never would have enough money.


I also had to slog through terse sketches of ossified, long-forgotten events that, decades later, lay dead on the page: “Jay [Laughlin, Delmore’s publisher], Bellow, Jean [Stafford, the writer], and [David, a critic, alas, forgotten now] Bazelon in Ticino’s”; “Tuesday morning, breakfast at the Dicksons’.” But even these entries could resonate with a poignant lyricism (“Kissed Rose’s cheek. Fatigued, depersonalized. The thick lamb sandwich”) or blossom into strange fragments of poetry (“Passes the path of the downing sunlight and is charred, among burning silver”). Flipping idly through the pages, I stumbled upon profound aphorisms buried beneath the detritus of daily life: “Every dream is an illness, and every fantasy from conflict flows.” I was chilled by Delmore’s psychiatric self-appraisals: “I lie in the coffin of my character.” But he was funny, too: “She was frigid, he was rigid: what a marriage.”


Delmore’s journals were the spillover of his genius:




August, a country house


A dry bright day


Summer already waning


Birds—shears & the trimming of hedgerows


A recurrent splash


Above which


Whistlers warblers trillers





He could rattle on for pages at a time in loose blank verse about the events of his day: whom he’d seen, what he’d read, what he’d done and hadn’t done. One night, deliberating about whether to go to a party, he worked out the alternatives in his journal:




Shall I go there tonight, not Dickens read


Who is so large, says [Edmund] Wilson, almost Avon’s*


Great height (desiring this man’s gift, and that


Man’s scope and hope) who might teach much,


And give much joy. (He also had bad taste,


Was maudlin and, says Wilson, “pretty bad”


Are the short stories shoved in “Pickwick Papers”)





He wrote about Wordsworth, Tolstoy, Blake; philosophy and politics; his parents’ marriage and their stories of the Old World. He exhorted himself to produce (“A page a day! No day without a page!”); recorded his friends’ dialogue; and registered the vicissitudes of consciousness:




This is the way


My mind works. From peak to peak, I read


The purple passages of prose and verse,


Having only the stumbling stamina


Of one who comes back after each defeat.





These “excurses”—as Delmore called them—were a joy to read. I admired the galloping rhythm, the rapid alternation of colloquial and formal style, a faux-stentorian tone that was at once pompous and self-deflating. He was playful, audacious, funny.


But I found the meticulous record he kept of his daily alcoholic and pharmacological intake unsettling. He alternated between highs (“Xmas Eve: a lively happy active day, causeless happiness”) and lows (“Dead day, dead Sunday”) that he regulated with an increasingly steep intake of alcohol and amphetamines. By the time Delmore hit thirty, he was already in trouble, drinking too much (“rum at 4”; “two glasses of Zinfandel before noon”) to counter the effects of his truly alarming consumption of Dexedrine, gobbled at the rate of up to twenty a day. May 27, 1952: “Calm after two Dexs.” December 21, 1953: “16 pages of U[lysses]—at 5 Flem.† & back, no liquor, no cigarettes & bubbling of ideas.”


That Delmore was aware of what was happening to him (“This lifelong sickness which robs me of myself, which takes away my power”) didn’t mean he could do anything about it. As he reached his forties, his condition had worsened to the point where he could no longer function without massive quantities of uppers and downers, with predictably deleterious effects that he recorded in his blank verse journals: “How many years have I shortened my life / By barbiturates and alcohol?” Quite a few, as he must have known—and as I knew for certain, reading these prescient words two decades after he wrote them in his journal.


Why did Delmore’s decline feel so inevitable? In part, perhaps, because only limited help was available. Psychiatry in the 1940s, when his condition was in its incipient phase, was still in the pre-pharmacological era: mental turmoil could be resolved or mitigated only by the conventional form of “talk” therapy. But Delmore had little faith in this method, which he saw as a threat to his powers of imagination. In his essay “The Vocation of the Poet in the Modern World,” published when he was only twenty-eight, he declared that his job was to remain “indestructible as a poet until he is destroyed as a human being.”


Delmore himself was the apotheosis of this myth. The artist was by definition alienated: it was his job to be alienated. In his verse journals, he celebrated the secret fraternity




who find in art


What exile is: art becomes exile too,


A secret and a code studied in secret,


Declaring the agony of modern life.





When I first read these lines in the mid-1970s, I felt stricken—what an ordeal life had been for Delmore. Reading his journals over now, it’s hard to miss the diagnosis. When he writes of “running up and down the hills and dirt roads of sensibility,” or refers to “the roller-coaster” of his emotions, he’s describing what has come to be recognized as a biological condition: Delmore was bipolar.* I knew none of this then. All I knew was that he had suffered. Now I see his anguish, perhaps too simply, as a symptom of faulty wiring, a physical disability no different from diabetes. But knowing—or believing—that there is a creative component to one’s depression perhaps makes it easier to bear. Besides, to medicalize his genius would have been to steal its magic. For Delmore, poetry was a death sentence. But it was also divine.


One afternoon, ready to pack up my notebook for the day—I was copying out in pencil the passages I might need—I came across the following entry, written when Delmore was forty-five:




December 31 [1958]


Alone—alone but free of all bondage to anyone but myself—on the last night of


the year of 1958—save for weaknesses and temptations—


Who knows—BUT GOD—what the future may hold . . .





God and the biographer.
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Leon Edel





 


* The fact that such a humiliating fee could even be countenanced by either editor or contributor should have raised a red flag about the penury in which a freelance writer could expect to live.


† How glad I am to be spared at last the biographer’s flustered rummaging among papers for the exact date; the licensed uncertainty of the memoirist feels liberating after a life spent in the fact-constricted prison of biography.


* It would be impossible to craft a sentence capable of bringing greater joy to a biographer.


† Let’s not forget “The Prose of Samuel Beckett: Notes from the Terminal Ward,” the long-winded piece in The Minnesota Review.


‡ Do I need to identify this once-famous novelist? There was a time when Bernard Malamud, Philip Roth, and Saul Bellow constituted—so Bellow joked—the Hart, Shaffner, and Marx of American literature. (It occurs to me now that I should probably explain that allusion, too: a Jewish clothing company.) At least we no longer need refer to him as a “Jewish-American” writer, a term as obsolete as calling Ralph Ellison a “Negro” writer.


* No pens are allowed in these sanctums, lest some malevolent scholar end up defacing a manuscript.


* Notice, first of all, the consonance of d [drank] and d [darkness]; and (even if unintentional) the ambiguity of the line: Did he drink from his bottle of gin in the dark; or did he “drink in” as a figure of speech, the way one “drinks in” a beautiful landscape? Also, the colloquial way of putting it would have been to write “I drank in the dark”—not “darkness.” It was as if Delmore couldn’t not write poetry.


† An intriguing line item: Bellow and Delmore had gotten a contract from Viking for a textbook on “What the Great Novelists Say About the Novel.” It came to nothing.


* Stratford-on-Avon, Shakespeare’s home—a fresh substitute for that now-threadbare metonym, “The Bard.”


† Flemington, New Jersey, the rural town where Delmore lived in the early 1950s, when he was teaching at Princeton.


* It’s instructive to compare this attitude toward mental illness with David Lipsky’s Although of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, his account of accompanying David Foster Wallace on a book tour around the country. In his introduction, Lipsky offers a detailed chronicle of Wallace’s history with various antidepressants; his suicide is treated purely (though nonreductively) as a psychopharmacological problem. It’s a given that Wallace was a genius, but how contributory that genius was to his illness isn’t raised as an issue and is either beside the point or hasn’t even occurred to the author, who belongs to a generation—and I say this with envy, not disparagement—for whom literary talent was a gift, not a curse.





IV



Not long after my return to Cambridge, I had looked up a girl I used to “court”—probably not the right word to describe my habit of periodically showing up stoned at her dorm in the middle of the night, eager to babble on about Herbert Marcuse and Norman O. Brown. I was drawn by her sharp intelligence, her reserved manner, and her elegant features. She seemed even more striking now that we were in our mid-twenties and our lives were beginning in earnest. Annie was in medical school; I was a writer, or trying to become one. We got married in 1975, when I was a year into my book, and moved into an old wooden three-flat in Cambridgeport.


Annie quickly became what I called a biographer’s widow, the spouse of someone who is not strictly speaking dead but not entirely present either. I spent much of my time in the company of another—my subject, who demanded vast amounts of my time, my energy, and my mental attention, and with whom I also had an actual relationship, even though Delmore really was dead. I loved Annie’s company, but Delmore was always there.


It was strange to be living in the city where Delmore had lived. Everywhere I went, I could sense his shade—“the heavy bear”—by my side. He had spent three years in the 1940s teaching at Harvard; loitering in the Grolier Bookshop, a quaint establishment that stocked only poetry; dining in the Hayes-Bickford cafeteria in Harvard Square (“the Bick”), long since replaced by a Chinese restaurant; and staring morosely out the window of his apartment on Ellery Street. I have a photograph of him in front of the building, a standard three-decker, leaning against a telephone pole in a winter coat, behind him piles of snow—the same frigid tableau I encountered as I trudged past his door (number 47) on my way to the Out of Town newsstand in the Square to flip through Kenyon Review after a long day of clacking away on my Olympic electric typewriter.


When we visited Annie’s family house in Vermont, I discovered that Delmore had beaten me to North Bennington as well. I would drive past the Overlea Inn, where he and his first wife, Gertrude Buckman, swam in the goosebump-inducing waters of Lake Paran, where we swam in the years I was writing my book, and where, a decade later, our children would swim.


The Overlea Inn was on a dirt road that has since been paved; now a private home, it belonged to “Mrs. Stanwood,” whose name for some reason doesn’t appear in the index. What I really wanted to write about here was the heat: the boiling summer days when the air shimmered on the asphalt in front of Powers Market and the sun beat down with a furnace intensity. Delmore must have experienced this heat—he was in Vermont all summer—but I would need a Farmers’ Almanac to prove it.


Nothing, however, prevented me from identifying with Delmore’s conduct on the college tennis courts, where, he confessed in his journals, one day he would lose his temper and the next behave like “a tennis Christian” who gives his wife a chance: “After playing long and well, he tempers the wind to the shorn lamb, he plays pat-pat lightly with her and not only does she enjoy it but he enjoys it also.” I behaved the same way with Annie, whacking forehands cross-court; it wasn’t until she pointed out my bad manners that I recalled Delmore’s conversion and let up.


As I pored over Delmore’s journals, I was haunted by the familiarity of his voice, which I seemed almost to hear as a ghostly emanation from the page. I was dimly aware, as of a voice from one’s past heard over the phone after many years (a high school friend, an old lover), that I knew him, knew his torment, his sense of squandered possibilities, in some deep and fundamental way. Writing a biography was like being a psychiatrist with a single patient, and though Delmore had “terminated” long before I “took him on,” the thousands of hours I spent trying to understand him gave me the kind of insight into his character that often eluded me in my relationships with the living.


Biographers are invariably drawn to the writing of a biography out of some deep personal motive,” noted Leon Edel, the great biographer of Henry James. For many, this affinity with their subjects is overt. They’re from the same place (Theodore Roethke and Allen Seager both grew up in rural Michigan); they write in the same genre (the poet Andrew Motion on the poet Philip Larkin); they’ve embarked on the same religious quest (A. N. Wilson, a writer preoccupied with the sturdiness of his Christian faith, and C. S. Lewis, its tortured questioner)*; or they belong to the same profession (Charles Strozier, a psychoanalyst, and Heinz Kohut, the founder of self-psychology): what binds them is their life experience.


E. M. Forster’s tribute to his beloved professor Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson was a model of overt biography (whether acknowledged or not). Published when Forster was fifty-five, it was, to employ a psychoanalytic term, “experience-near.” Reflecting on Dickinson’s first impressions of Cambridge, Forster wrote: “He had no idea of what Cambridge meant—and I remember having the same lack of comprehension about the place myself, when my own turn came to go up there. It seems too good to be real.” His description of King’s College, Forster’s own, is permeated with a bone-deep familiarity:




Nearly everyone knows what King’s College, Cambridge, looks like; it has been depicted and described since curiosity began. But as we return, as we recross the bridge, as we ascend the gentle slope of the lawn, note how the buildings of Gibbs dominate, how they set their seal upon the composite beauty of the scene.





Goldsworthy’s world is Forster’s, so much so that by the time the biographer himself enters the picture, a hundred pages in (“From his classes and essay-talks we slide onwards into social intercourse and familiarity, and this is the moment when I want to introduce myself”), it’s as if we have been expecting him all along.


There was another significant parallel. Dickinson, like Forster, was “worried by sex”—a euphemism for gay (in the parlance of the time, an “invert”); it was the primary conflict of Forster’s own life. His intimation that Dickinson suffered from a kind of general unrequited love (“He had for many years been offering affection where it was not needed”) is given authority by Forster’s own romantic solitude (assuaged, finally, by a policeman who became his lover). What better way to deal with his own sexual conflicts than by exploring someone else’s?


At other times, however, the biographer’s motive is covert:* he develops an emotional bond with his subject or attaches his own character traits and preoccupations to a figure whose outward circumstances could hardly have been more divergent from his own.


It was this covert form of identification, barely (if at all) conscious, I suspect, that Walter Jackson Bate brought to his life of Samuel Johnson. Bate’s biography is a supreme effort of sustained empathy, yet it’s based on no perceptible resemblances between biographer and subject. The two men belonged to different historical periods and nations; they diverged in sexual orientation—Bate was homosexual, Johnson heterosexual; they had no religion or geography or family circumstances to bind them. But as I watched Bate climb the steps of Widener Library on a chilly winter morning, huddled against the cold in a Gogolian overcoat, I thought of a passage from his biography: “the dark bewildered prison house of the isolated subjective self.”


Leon Edel was another covert biographer. A child of Jewish immigrants who grew up in the remote Canadian province of Saskatchewan, where his father owned a general store, he seemed to have little in common with Henry James, the urbane, fastidious, and worldly novelist to whom he devoted his life. James was at ease in European aristocratic circles, whether he was visiting Edith Wharton’s estate, the Pavillon Colombe, or dining with the popular novelist Horace Walpole at the Reform Club. And yet after years of living in close proximity, many biographers tend to identify with their subjects even as they’re turning their subjects into versions of themselves. Edel, initially a stranger to James’s world, soon made himself at home in it; he studied literature at NYU and the University of Paris, traveled widely abroad, and would become adept at the kind of mild snobbery for which his subject was famous.†


In my Cambridgeport apartment I made my way through Edel’s two-thousand-page epic. I loved the book but eventually tired of his adulatory, even slavish tone. In Switzerland, he wrote, James “seized the romance and the ruin of Europe, the contradictions of old and new, the symbols human and material of the old feudal order.” And all by the age of twelve! A volume later, the biographer compared the novelist to Marcus Aurelius: “He would offer the world the countenance of a conqueror who was, as Arnold said, tender and blameless—tendentemque manus ripae ulterioris amore.”* That Henry James was a figure of great stature, that he moved through the world with inordinate gravitas, no one doubts, but he was a novelist, not a Roman emperor.


Still, if at times he elevated James to an unnatural height, Edel possessed uncanny insight into his subject’s life and mind. One of the most devastating episodes in his biography concerns the reception of James’s play Guy Domville, a work that James had hoped would bring him money and fame but instead brought him public humiliation. In a letter to his friend Morton Fullerton, James reported that he had been driven off the stage by “a howling mob”; Edel saw the “brutish rumpus” as one of the precipitating causes of the nervous breakdown James suffered near the end of his life.


Edel’s chapter on the “black times” brought on by the debacle of Guy Domville and the disappointing sales of the New York edition of his novels is one of the most eloquent in his massive book. Remorselessly he quotes James on “the black devils of nervousness, direst damndest demons,” “the sick inanition and weakness and depression,” the “beastly solitudinous life” he leads at Lamb House. The novelist sobs in his bedroom, frets over his dwindling checkbook, and submits to “electrocutions.” (Today we would call it ECT.) Edel reports all this with such empathic acuity that it’s as if he’s in the room with James, having his own nervous breakdown.


Were my intimations of a deep subliminal connection between Edel and James plausible, or were they mere speculations based on the thinnest of evidence—or on no evidence at all? Only many years later did I come across a long interview in The Paris Review in which Edel confessed that before embarking on his James project, he had gone into analysis out of “confusion and despair.”


My connection with Delmore was overt—so much so that I sometimes wondered if I was writing my autobiography. The circumstantial similarities between us were pronounced: he was born in 1913, the same year as my father; his parents had come over from Russia in the great wave of Jewish immigration that crested around the turn of the last century and brought my own grandparents to these shores; we were both poetry-besotted adolescents, drunk on Eliot, intoxicated by the strangeness of Wallace Stevens, and groping our way through the opacities of Ezra Pound.


As dramatic (and sometimes creepy) as these parallels were, they were incidental. The real ones ran much deeper. Delmore’s attachment to the innocence of early childhood, his unrealizable expectations, his piercing loneliness, his book hunger, his literary ambition, his dread of failure, his sense of the sadness of life . . . these were traits and longings we shared.


There’s a saying in the psychiatric profession: the specialty you choose is your own disease. If so, I had chosen my subject wisely.


 


* Also—is this insane?—they share two-initial names.


* Covert or overt: I like the rhyme of this dyad, the second term an orthological truncation of the first. It reminds me of Auden’s sly observation that the word cosmic is separated by only a single letter from comic.


† I once interviewed Edel at the Century Association, a venerable arts club that has been around in New York since the mid-nineteenth century. It was Memorial Day weekend, and the place had a deserted feel. Over coffee, he explained that Saskatchewan wasn’t as provincial as it appeared. “In that town, all Europe seemed to be gathered,” he said. “It may have been a frontier, but it was cosmopolitan, steeped in a nostalgia for culture.” He showed me the club’s portrait of Henry James—also a member of the Century. Superficially, there was little resemblance between the two men. And yet despite the biographer’s pencil-thin mustache, his slight frame and American accent, I had the unsettling sense that Edel had become the novelist he was writing about. So thorough, so total was his identification with his subject that he had virtually erased himself. The biographer Janet Adam Smith, in her obituary of Edel in The Guardian, confirmed this impression: “I really believe that Leon—wearing a ring that had once belonged to the Master!—felt that by immersing himself so deeply in James’s life and thought something of their essence had been transmitted to him.”


* My seventh-grade Latin has evaporated, so I don’t know what this means.





V



Journals are the log of the inner life; letters are the life presented to the world, the face prepared to meet the faces that you meet. I traveled across the country on a dogged recovery mission, tracking down Delmore’s correspondents and ransacking library archives—I marveled that so many letters had survived the ruthless onslaught of time, which in the end disperses all. Why these and not others? Like the torn scrolls of Greek and Latin poetry that survive the depredations of history, from which we struggle to reconstruct a vanished civilization in its barest outlines, the letters painstakingly collected by the biographer reflect only a shadow of his subject’s life as it was actually lived.


The record, I discovered, is inevitably partial.* There are always more letters: they show up after the biography is written, discovered in some overlooked archive or library; tucked away in a drawer and forgotten; withheld for whatever reason by the recipient. If only I’d had in my possession the letter that turned up at an auction three years after I finished my book, the whole story would have become clear!


Why this feverish quest? Letters are the foundation of biography. Uncensored and unscripted, they often reveal a great deal about their author that the author may not have wanted known—or didn’t know he was revealing. A letter may contain evidence of a secret assignation or identify a lover unlisted on the roster of the author’s known inamorata;* it may disparage a friend or engage in “the mere twaddle of graciousness,” as Henry James called the genre of the tossed-off, jocular, sometimes inane missive one writes to thank a host for dinner or wriggle out of a date. They’re not intended for the Collected Letters—though they may end up there if the recipient decides to sell them to a private collection or a library. If you don’t want your letters to be read, don’t send them.
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Or don’t write them at all. Letters are vessels that bottle up the fluidity of the self; they capsize your expectations and turn your subject into someone else, one of the infinite selves contained within us. Delmore’s letters recounted the same events to different correspondents in different voices, changing their tone, their intent, even the facts when it suited his purpose.


I loved Virginia Woolf’s letters; I owned two volumes and would eventually own all six. “Letter writing is one of the gifts which was kept back when fairies stood at my cradle and gave me an affectionate heart,” she wrote the novelist Hugh Walpole. Hardly. She was a master of the vivid image, the wry detail, and could depict a scene with fine satirical verve. “Oh I’m so furious!” she complained to her sister Vanessa: “Just as we’d cleared off our weekend visits, the telephone rings, and there comes to lunch late, hungry yet eating with the deliberation and mastication of a Toad, Mr. Gillies of the Labour Party. It’s 5:30. He’s still there, masticating.”


Her bipolarity is on vivid display; moods fluctuate with an almost dangerous versatility. Toward importuners—young novelists, pushy acquaintances, literary editors—she is polite but firm; toward the Bloomsbury circle, she vacillates between subtle shades of intimacy; toward her aristocratic friends, she’s engaging, flattering, and disarmingly attractive but never unctuous. Welcoming a visit from Lady Sibyl Colefax, she warns: “(1) View is ruined (2) No room for chauffeur in house (3) the smallest possible doghole for you (4) Village char is cook.” Returning from a visit to Vita Sackville-West at Sissinghurst, one of England’s great houses, she writes her friend Ethel Smyth: “The whole place was a magnificent proof of our old English aristocratic tradition. When I got back here I was positively ashamed of my middle class origin. It was a wet night and the kitchen was damp and my room all strewn with old clothes.”


Smyth, a strong-willed composer and memoirist in her seventies who had become infatuated with Woolf, made her impatient. The novelist’s hectic, stilted letters to her elderly friend are ill tempered to the point of comedy. “And you now,” she writes, “now drop your trumpet, which by the way is upside down, and tell me: about the opera; about the orchestra”—and about a lot of other matters that Woolf makes it clear don’t interest her in the slightest. She is forever putting off her aggressive admirer, bestowing on Smyth praise so extravagant that it verges on hostility; to others she’s snippy: Ethel is a “termagant,” a “catastrophe.” “Ethel’s new dog is dead,” she writes Vita. “The truth is, no dog can stand the strain of living with Ethel.”


But then, writing to her sister Vanessa about her unshakable marriage to Leonard Woolf, she sounds an elegiac note:




We get snatches of divine loneliness here, a day or two; and sanguine as I am I said to L. as we strolled through the mushroom fields, Thank the Lord, we shall be alone; we’ll play bowls; then I shall read Sevigne; then have grilled ham and mushrooms for dinner; then Mozart—and why not stay here for ever and ever, enjoying this immortal rhythm, in which both eye and soul are at rest?





This is the Virginia Woolf whose voice captivates us in the novels. It’s eerie to hear it in a letter, where, as nonfiction, it gives us a vivid sense of the life—the real life, in which the Woolfs have grilled ham and mushrooms for dinner—behind the work. The biographer mines letters for addresses and dates, but if we read carefully, we can glimpse in the dense underbrush of footnotes the living—or once-living—figure, in all its erratic reality.


A theme runs through the stories of writers pursued by their biographers: call it epistolary pyromania. Henry James was one of the worst offenders: he lit a match to his correspondence with defiant gusto on more than one occasion. “I kept almost all my letters for years,” he wrote to a friend, “till my receptacles would no longer hold them; then I made a gigantic bonfire and have been easier in mind since.”


James was obsessed with fending off predatory biographers. In his story “Sir Dominick Ferrand,” a struggling writer, Peter Barron, discovers a cache of letters by a major literary figure of the recent past, now deceased, in the hidden compartment of a desk that Barron has purchased from a secondhand furniture dealer. He resists the temptation to sell them to the “hungry little editor” of a literary journal called The Promiscuous, choosing—out of pride and honor—to burn them instead. (James was undoubtedly providing a lesson in how biographers should behave.) And in “The Aspern Papers,” reflexively invoked by masochistic biographers as a damning critique of their profession, James’s narrator, a journalist named Geoffrey Aspern, moves into the desolate Venetian palazzo of an elderly woman who had once been the lover of a famous poet, hoping to ferret out letters he suspects are in her possession; she surprises him in the act of opening a desk where he supposes them to be hidden and denounces him as “a publishing scoundrel.”*


For James, biography was a sport, a game designed to set biographer against subject. In an essay on George Sand, he addressed the issue with a pumped-up rhetoric that verged on paranoia, challenging the “cunning enquirer, envenomed with resistance,” to discover his subject’s traces: “The pale, forewarned victim, with every track covered, every paper burnt and every letter unanswered, will, in the tower of art, the invulnerable granite, stand, without a sally, the siege of all the years.” This is James at his word-swaddled worst—defensive, grandiose, beleaguered by the world and its demands. The fact is, he could have incinerated enough letters to burn down Lamb House and still not got his hands on the ones that really mattered—the ones he wrote himself, safely in the hands of his recipients.


I grew weary of reading about these backyard autos-da-fé. Dickens burned his correspondence with his mistress, Ellen Ternan. Flaubert once spent eight hours incinerating a lifetime’s worth of letters. Thomas Hardy was always setting fires in the backyard of Max Gate, his gloomy Dorset manse. (“I have not been doing much—mainly destroying papers of the last thirty years,” he wrote a friend with maddening insouciance.) At the age of twenty-nine, Freud kindled his first conflagration. “As for the biographers, let them worry,” he wrote his wife, Martha Bernays: “I am already looking forward to seeing them go astray.” Why not just throw your correspondence in the trash? Because you could end up like Wilfred Barclay, the novelist in William Golding’s novel The Paper Men, who catches his biographer rooting about in the garbage for his letters—“the badger in the bin,” as he’s henceforth known.


But as with journals, intention can be equivocal. T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden urged their correspondents to “destroy” their letters—an even more violent directive than “burn,” which didn’t make it more sincere. If they felt so strongly about the matter, why didn’t they do more about it while they still could? When Kafka directed his friend and executor, Max Brod, to burn his papers—including, by implication, their correspondence—surely he knew, or at least suspected, that Brod would decline. Which Brod did, on the grounds that he knew Kafka didn’t really want them destroyed and was just bluffing.


This ambivalence was not uncommon. Thomas Carlyle left instructions for his heirs regarding the love letters between him and his wife, Jane: “My strict command now is ‘Burn them if ever found. Let no third party read them; let no printing of them or any part of them be thought of by those who love me.’ ” And yet here they are, still with us—thirty-eight volumes in all. Philip Larkin was always threatening to set his papers on fire. “When I see the Grim Reaper coming up the path to my front door I’m going to the bottom of the garden, like Thomas Hardy, and I’ll have a bonfire of all the things I don’t want anyone to see,” he wrote Andrew Motion. (Again with the fire.)


This couldn’t have been what Motion, who was then planning to write Larkin’s biography, wanted to hear. Fortunately for him, the instructions Larkin gave the trustees of his estate were so complicated and contradictory that any decision in regard to the disposition of his papers could be justified. The trustees were given permission to publish “all manuscripts and letters,” yet those same papers were to be “destroyed unread.” Then in still another clause, Larkin stipulated that the trustees were to consult the literary executors “in all matters concerned with the publication of my unpublished manuscripts.” As a journalist wrote in The Independent: “In three breaths Larkin gave his trustees the power to publish his unpublished work, instructed them to destroy it, and told them to discuss the matter with the literary executors.” Is that clear?


Holed up in the Beinecke Library one day reading the verse journals that Delmore typed on yellow paper, I came across a deft couplet about the afterlife of letters: “These pieces of the self are with my friends / They show me as myself, which never ends.” Never ends is right. Gathering Delmore’s correspondence was turning out to be a big job. For one thing, the letters weren’t all in research libraries, filed in the card catalog, and ready to be brought out by silent librarians gliding across carpeted floors in the hush of a reading room. They were scattered across the country, in their recipients’ desk drawers—or in the memorable case of a literary critic with a hook for a hand, in a box under the bed, which he dragged out with his piratical prosthesis.* Still, I depended on these letters and not only as primary sources, territory—in my case virgin—that mapped out the all-crucial chronology of who, what, and where (the why was up to me). They were also artifacts on paper. The stationery itself was a text studded with valuable information: the logo of a hotel, accompanied by a little drawing—the Roosevelt, Manhattan; the Palmer House, Chicago (where Delmore’s father lived for a time); the blotted letters issued from a faulty pen; the addenda in the margins, scrawled in haste. What the biographer is inspecting is so much more than a written communication: it’s a document from a remote period in history, miraculously spared the random attrition of moving house or the impulsive purge, on a rainy afternoon, of a chaotic archive because papers annoyingly cascade out whenever you open the cabinet door.
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