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CHAPTER 1


ALL SOULS’ NIGHT BY W. B. YEATS


W. B. YEATS











Midnight has come, and the great Christ Church Bell


And many a lesser bell sound through the room;


And it is All Souls’ Night,


And two long glasses brimmed with muscatel


Bubble upon the table. A ghost may come;


For it is a ghost’s right,


His element is so fine


Being sharpened by his death,


To drink from the wine-breath


While our gross palates drink from the whole wine.







I need some mind that, if the cannon sound


From every quarter of the world, can stay


Wound in mind’s pondering


As mummies in the mummy-cloth are wound;


Because I have a marvellous thing to say,


A certain marvellous thing


None but the living mock,


Though not for sober ear;


It may be all that hear


Should laugh and weep an hour upon the clock.







Horton’s the first I call. He loved strange thought


And knew that sweet extremity of pride


That’s called platonic love,


And that to such a pitch of passion wrought


Nothing could bring him, when his lady died,


Anodyne for his love.


Words were but wasted breath;


One dear hope had he:


The inclemency


Of that or the next winter would be death.







Two thoughts were so mixed up I could not tell


Whether of her or God he thought the most,


But think that his mind’s eye,


When upward turned, on one sole image fell;


And that a slight companionable ghost,


Wild with divinity,


Had so lit up the whole


Immense miraculous house


The Bible promised us,


It seemed a gold-fish swimming in a bowl.







On Florence Emery I call the next,


Who finding the first wrinkles on a face


Admired and beautiful,


And knowing that the future would be vexed


With ’minished beauty, multiplied commonplace,


Preferred to teach a school


Away from neighbour or friend,


Among dark skins, and there


Permit foul years to wear


Hidden from eyesight to the unnoticed end.







Before that end much had she ravelled out


From a discourse in figurative speech


By some learned Indian


On the soul’s journey. How it is whirled about,


Wherever the orbit of the moon can reach,


Until it plunge into the sun;


And there, free and yet fast,


Being both Chance and Choice,


Forget its broken toys


And sink into its own delight at last.







And I call up MacGregor from the grave,


For in my first hard springtime we were friends,


Although of late estranged.


I thought him half a lunatic, half knave,


And told him so, but friendship never ends;


And what if mind seem changed,


And it seem changed with the mind,


When thoughts rise up unbid


On generous things that he did


And I grow half contented to be blind!







He had much industry at setting out,


Much boisterous courage, before loneliness


Had driven him crazed;


For meditations upon unknown thought


Make human intercourse grow less and less;


They are neither paid nor praised.


But he’d object to the host,


The glass because my glass;


A ghost-lover he was


And may have grown more arrogant being a ghost.







But names are nothing. What matter who it be,


So that his elements have grown so fine


The fume of muscatel


Can give his sharpened palate ecstasy


No living man can drink from the whole wine.


I have mummy truths to tell


Whereat the living mock,


Though not for sober ear,


For maybe all that hear


Should laugh and weep an hour upon the clock.







Such thought—such thought have I that hold it tight


Till meditation master all its parts,


Nothing can stay my glance


Until that glance run in the world’s despite


To where the damned have howled away their hearts,


And where the blessed dance;


Such thought, that in it bound


I need no other thing,


Wound in mind’s wandering


As mummies in the mummy-cloth are wound.






Oxford, Autumn 1920








I WANT TO SAY A WORD OR TWO about my choice of this somewhat booming, perhaps even slightly bumptious phrase, “the end of the poem,” for the general title of this series of lectures. To begin with, the idea of delivering fifteen lectures over five years is an extremely resistible one—matched only in its resistibility, I dare say, by the idea of receiving fifteen lectures over that same period. Who in his or her right mind would commit to a relationship that lasts longer than many marriages, and where one party in the contract, the aforesaid receiver of the lectures, is assigned much more favourable terms than the other? Whereas the receiver of lectures can always come up with some pressing, prior engagement to excuse his or her absence—for ten or twelve of the lectures, say—it’s a little more tricky for the deliverer. Not only must the poor deliverer show up—which, despite what Woody Allen says, accounts for about eight rather than eighty per cent of the success of any venture—he must positively shine, maybe even scintillate. And he must scintillate, be there three hundred in the Examination Schools or three. I have to confess that I had this latter figure of three quite firmly in mind when I hit on the idea of the general title, The End of the Poem, for, while I was confident that the three most perspicacious readers in the audience—you know who you are—would continue to find it rich and resonant over the entire five years, I was less confident of being able to persuade anyone else that the phrase might be rich and resonant for more than about five seconds.


When I began to think of where I might find a little toe-hold on the slippery slope of this huge subject, particularly in the context of an inaugural lecture, it struck me that “All Souls’ Night” by W. B. Yeats was tailor-made for the occasion. I use the words “context” and “tailor-made” advisedly because, as we’ll see, the poem turns out to be in part a shuttling, as it were, between the words “textual” and “textile,” words that this notoriously poor speller might well have mistaken one for the other, though neither appears in the poem. (I’m reminded, with regard to the spelling, of the occasion on which Yeats misspelt the word “professor” in his letter of inquiry about a professorship at Trinity College, Dublin.) It’s clear that Yeats was very conscious of an appropriateness of the slippage between these two words, “textual” and “textile,” conscious that they share the Latin root texere, “to weave,” just as he’s very conscious of the etymology of the word “line,” and that there’s an etymological “line” running through the poem that is quite at one with, and mimetic of, its material. I’ll also be looking at other invisible threads through the poem, mostly having to do with proper names, including the name of at least one other poet who looms large in “All Souls’ Night.”


The poem comes to mind most immediately, of course, as being tailor-made by virtue of the occasion and the setting, this being All Souls’ Day in Oxford, the city where Yeats wrote the poem in the autumn of 1920—perhaps, as Richard Ellmann suggests in The Identity of Yeats, beginning it on this very date. That the poem was written in Oxford in the autumn of 1920 might not ordinarily be of any great significance to anyone other than a literary critic, except that Yeats does indeed assign this information a significance, placing it, literally, at the end of the poem. There it is, in small italics: Oxford, Autumn 1920. Now, one of the unlikely, generally overlooked, aspects of reading a poem is that one may begin, as I just have, at the end. One may scan the poem as a shape on the page, taking in aspects of its geometry, well before one embarks on what we think of as a conventional line-by-line reading. Since I’ve begun at the end, let me continue by taking that piece of information, the dating and placing of the poem, and folding it back into the title “All Souls’ Night.” At first sight, the information that the poem was written in Oxford in the autumn of 1920 can hardly be seen to extend the meaning of the poem. It’s self-evident that All Souls’ Night falls in autumn. And, as the poem begins, the setting is also self-evident:






Midnight has come, and the great Christ Church Bell


And many a lesser bell sound through the room;


And it is All Souls’ Night.








Now, I suppose that some of the first readers of “All Souls’ Night” might have had a momentary sound-picture of the great bell of the twelfth-century Augustinian priory church in Christchurch, Hampshire, or the great bell of the Anglican cathedral in Christchurch, New Zealand, when they came upon something along the lines of the poem, either in The London Mercury of March 1921, or in its simultaneous appearance in the United States in The New Republic of March 9, 1921, when they did not have the benefit of the date and place. I speak of “something along the lines of the poem.” I should say, “what passed for what we now take to be ‘All Souls’ Night.’” For, as we know from Allt and Alspach’s The Variorum Edition of the Poems of W. B. Yeats, the poem began thus in The New Republic:






It is All Souls’ night and the great Christ Church bell …








while in The London Mercury, where a little smidgin of good old-fashioned poetic diction didn’t raise an eyebrow, it read






’Tis All Souls’ Night and the great Christ Church bell …








with a version of what is now the opening line, “For it is now midnight,” appearing as line 3. It’s worth pondering what might have been going on in Yeats’s mind when he made these revisions, and to judge what might have been gained, or lost, in the process. One gain would have been the mimesis of the tolling of the bell in the predominantly spondaic metre of what is now the first line:






Midnight has come, and the great Christ Church Bell


And many a lesser bell sound through the room;








For what it’s worth, one may divine (particularly if one’s predisposed to hearing them) twelve stresses or bell-tolls in those first two lines before the release of






And it is All Souls’ Night.








Another consideration that Yeats would have weighed, in the revision of the opening lines of the poem, would have been his urge to avoid the stress falling on the wrong foot, resulting in a loss of balance of sound and sense in the iambic “For it is now midnight.” “And it is All Souls’ Night” is an altogether more effective rounding out of the spondaic pattern, with almost equal stress on each of those five syllables. The word “spondee,” if you recall, has at its heart the idea of duration, the duration of the pouring of a drink-offering or libation to the gods or, as it turns out in this poem, the ghosts of the dead.






And two long glasses brimmed with muscatel


Bubble upon the table.








The recurrence of the word “and” at the beginning of three consecutive lines results in an extraordinary combination of the incantatory and the carefree, the negligence which in Yeats is often merely apparent, sometimes massively real. (It’s always worth remembering that we’re dealing here with a man who was ignorant of which side his ancestors had fought on at the Battle of the Boyne, as is evidenced by an early version of the “Introductory Rhymes” to his 1914 volume Responsibilities, when he names James II as the “bad master” of his “old fathers.”)


I seem to recall a critical discussion of these present lines centering on whether muscatel is indeed a wine in which we could decently expect to meet a bubble, the implication being that it’s introduced here to meet what commentators used to refer to as “the exigencies of rhyme.” This question of whether muscatel, not to be confused with muscadet, does indeed “fume” is one on which I propose to do a great deal of research over the next five years, and I’ll report back to you when I have a finding, though, as I’m sure you’ll realise, the likelihood of my making any finding will depend largely upon funding. For Yeats’s purposes, it’s vital that this particular bottle of muscatel exhibit a certain sparkle, given that it announces the contiguous spirit-world associated with All Souls’ Night.


As the Encyclopaedia Britannica reminds us, this is




the day appointed in the Roman Catholic church for a special commemoration of all the faithful departed, those baptized Christians who are believed to be in a state called purgatory because they have died with the guilt of lesser sins on their souls. Catholic doctrine holds that the prayers of the faithful on earth will help cleanse these souls in order to fit them for the vision of God in Heaven … The institution of a day for a general intercession on November 2 is due to Odilo, abbot of Cluny (d. 1048). The date, which became practically universal before the end of the thirteenth century, was chosen to follow All Saints’ Day, November 1st … The feast was abolished in the Church of England at the Reformation but has been revived in Anglo-Catholic churches.





In the Britannica entry for “All Saints’ Day” we’re reminded that “in medieval English usage the festival was known as All Hallows, and its eve is still known as Halloween.” It’s as “Halloween” that Yeats would have known, as a child, the November 1 festival, though by the turn of the century he’s more likely than not to have come to think of it by another term, Samhain, the Celtic New Year. The word “Samhain” means “summer’s end” (from the Old Irish sam, summer, and fuin, end), and it was, as James MacKillop reminds us in his very handy Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, “the most important of the four great calendar feasts of Celtic tradition … The antiquity of Samhain is attested to by the Coligny Calendar [the series of bronze tablets dating from the first century B.C. unearthed in 1897 at Coligny, in eastern France] which cites the feast of Samonios … Samhain’s equivalents on the Christian calendar are All Saints’ Day (introduced by Pope Boniface IV in the 7th cent. to supplant the pagan festival of the dead) and Halloween.” Samhain was, if you recall, the name of the house magazine of the Irish Literary Theatre, which appeared intermittently between the years 1901 and 1908 and was, of course, edited by Yeats.


Another of the unlikely, generally overlooked aspects of reading a poem has to do with the intermittent quality of our reading, so that having begun it, and proceeded a little into it, one may now leap back to the beginning, now again leap forward. This is particularly true of poems with which we’re familiar, as Walter Fenno Dearborn pointed out in The Psychology of Reading (1906):




That which we ordinarily do when we run over in “our mind’s eye” the lines of a page which we have just been reading or of a passage which we have committed to memory offers an instance of a movement of attention over a field that is not present in the visual sense, except as a memory image … As is well known, many can recall during the recitation of a memorized passage a pretty constant image of the general appearance of the page and of an occasional word or group of words.





Now, one group of words that leaps off Dearborn’s yellowed page is the phrase “mind’s eye,” which we also meet in line 33 of “All Souls’ Night,” an allusion to the best-known usage of the phrase, by Shakespeare, in Hamlet, where the prince sees the ghost of his father—“In my mind’s eye, Horatio”—a not inappropriate allusion in the context of this poem about familiar spirits.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me go back to the line






And two long glasses brimmed with muscatel








There’s a great deal of data packed into these seven words. To begin with, these “two” glasses take the place of “two” people, two people who have had an intimate dinner, perhaps, and are about to toast each other in a strong, sweet dessert wine. The glasses are “brimmed,” about to overflow, just as the line itself flows over, the verse turns, into the next, with the violent enjambment on “muscatel/bubble.” The last syllable of “muscatel” most certainly sends us back to “bell” and signals that we have entered what might be described as a restricted area. For it’s only now, as we come to where the fourth line ends on “muscatel,” that we fully understand that we are in a stanza, or “room,” through which “the great Christ Church Bell / And many a lesser bell sound,” the internal perfect rhyme now defining the very chamber through which its chime echoes and reechoes. When I say “perfect” in this instance I mean the rhyme of “bell” and “bell,” and I’d remind you of Yeats’s bold use of perfect rhyme in two consecutive stanzas of “Byzantium,” a poem thematically linked to “All Souls’ Night,” though written ten years later, in 1930:






Before me floats an image, man or shade,


Shade more than man, more image than a shade;












Miracle, bird or golden handiwork,


More miracle than bird or handiwork








I’ll come back to the question of perfect rhyme in just a moment. For now, let me direct you to a near-perfect rhyme, the rhyme between Yeats and Keats. I’m reminded immediately of the occasion when Yeats read at Colgate University in Hamilton, New York, and the university president, who’d insisted on making the introduction and had obviously boned up big-time, introduced Yeats as the author of “Ode to Psyche,” “Ode to a Nightingale” and “Ode on Melancholy.” This is not only an honest mistake, of the sort that anyone who stands up to speak is likely to make, but it’s not entirely without basis. For this very line, on which we’ve lingered quite a while, includes at least two words that Yeats has borrowed from Keats. The words are “brimmed” and “bubble” and they come directly from “Ode to a Nightingale”:






O for a beaker full of the warm South


    Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene,


        With beaded bubbles winking at the brim.








“Ode to a Nightingale” also includes the line “The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine,” and I’ve no doubt—though some will say I should—that the musk ghosts the muscatel just as, towards the end of the Keats poem, we have






Forlorn! The very word is like a bell








Which brings us back to “the great Christ Church Bell.” Now, if I were still involved in my Clarendon Lectures on Irish literature I’d be inclined to say something about this scene conforming to the convention of a feth fiada, where the sound of a bell is often a signal of a moment of interface between this world and some other, but I’m not, so I won’t. I will, however, quote a few sentences from Yeats’s brief treatise, collected in The Celtic Twilight, “Concerning the Nearness Together of Heaven, Earth, and Purgatory”:




In Ireland this world and the world we go to after are not far apart … A lady I knew once saw a village child running about in a long trailing petticoat upon her, and asked why she did not have it cut short. “It was my grandmother’s,” said the child; “would you have her going about up yonder with her petticoat up to her knees, and she dead but four days?”





Then I’ll go back to James MacKillop, who writes:




Standing between the two halves of the Celtic year, Samhain seemed suspended in time, when the borders between the natural and the supernatural dissolve and the spirits from the Otherworld might move freely into the realm of mortals.





It’s the possibility of this free movement of a spirit into the mortal realm that the speaker anticipates in these last lines of the first stanza of “All Souls’ Night”:






A ghost may come;


For it is a ghost’s right,


His element is so fine


Being sharpened by his death,


To drink from the wine-breath


While our gross palates drink from the whole wine.








By the time we get to the end of this predominately spondaic line there’s a realisation that we’ve arrived at a stopping-place, what with the length of line 10 now back in sync with 1, 2, 4 and 5, not to speak of its being complete emphasised by the word “whole.” That awareness would have been underlined for readers of both The New Republic and The London Mercury by the fact that each of the ten stanzas appeared under a Roman numeral. There’s a realisation, too, that this being line 10, the stanza is somewhat outside Yeats’s normative ottava rima, the form of most of his big poems of the previous ten years. That “All Souls’ Night” should make its way into the world in ten-line units reintroduces the idea of Yeats being visited by Keats, since a ten-line unit (though not with the same rhyme-scheme) is employed in both “Ode to a Nightingale” and “Ode on Melancholy,” each of which has very specific connections with this first stanza of “All Souls’ Night.” In “Ode on Melancholy” we find the occurrence, again within one line, of two key words, “palate” and “fine”:






Aye, in the very temple of Delight


    Veiled Melancholy has her sov’reign shrine,


        Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue


    Can burst Joy’s grape against his palate fine.








In “Ode to a Nightingale,” meanwhile, we have:






 My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains


    My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk,


Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains


    One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk.








Now, I want to make the first of several suggestions which may strike some of you, including the three most perspicacious among you, as being quite outlandish. This has to do with a term for what would be offensive to a “palate fine,” a synonym for the “drains” in what has been “emptied … to the drains,” a term which, in his simultaneous recognition of, and resistance to, its appropriateness, would have presented Yeats with a problem. The term is “lees,” which Webster’s defines as “dregs, grounds, residue,” and it’s an indicator of what lies under the surface of these lines which centre on his wife, Georgie Hyde-Lees. It’s the unnamed Georgie Hyde-Lees, after all, who is the presiding spirit not only of the poem but of A Vision, the prose work to which it is “an epilogue,” a reference which I glossed over as I embarked on this close reading of the first stanza of “All Souls’ Night,” beginning as I did at the end of the poem.




[image: alt]





I WANT TO CHANGE PACE for a moment to try to understand one aspect of Yeats’s dating and placing of the poem—probably the most obvious aspect of it—which is, of course, more about the dating and placing of Yeats. And the dates are somewhat more significant than the mischievous W. H. Auden suggested in “Academic Graffiti”:






To get the last poems of Yeats


You need not mug up on dates;


    All the reader requires


    Is some knowledge of gyres


And the sort of people he hates.








We should remember that in November 1920, Yeats was fifty-five years of age. Only three years earlier, in 1917, he had married Georgie Hyde-Lees, twenty-five years his junior, in a Register Office in Paddington. Yeats was even then perceived as a major poet. A report of his wedding in the Freeman’s Journal in Dublin had described him as “perhaps the greatest figure in Anglo-Irish literature, and … by general consent of his literary critics first among the poets of the time.” Georgie Hyde-Lees had now borne Yeats a daughter, Anne, in 1919, while his son, Michael, would be born in the village of Thame, just outside Oxford, the following year, in 1921. Georgie Hyde-Lees had also been a party to an extraordinary outpouring of images and symbols through her “automatic writing.” Richard Ellmann’s account of, and accounting for, her contribution—in The Identity of Yeats—remains the most succinct:




A few days after their marriage, Mrs. Yeats tried to distract her preoccupied husband by “faking” automatic writing, and then discovered, to her astonishment, that she could write it without meaning to. The writing continued sporadically over several years, but had to be sorted, organized, and completely revised before it could be published. A reader of A Vision may have difficulty in accepting this account, even though masses of automatic writing exist to authenticate it, because the ideas in the book are not novel in Yeats’s work … That Georgie Hyde-Lees Yeats’s automatic writing should have assumed so Yeatsian a form is not surprising. She had belonged to the same or similar occult organizations as her husband and had read many of the same books. She knew his work thoroughly, especially the most recent, such as Per Amica Silentia Lunae (1917), a long essay which discusses the mask, the anti-self, and their supernatural counterpart, the daimon. And she spoke on these matters every day with a talkative husband.





That “talkative husband,” whom she dubbed “William Tell,” was the main source for the revelation that Georgie had been a medium for the “unknown writer,” a revelation made by Yeats in his introduction to A Vision:




I persuaded her to give an hour or two day after day to the unknown writer, and after some half-dozen such hours offered to spend what remained of life explaining and piecing together those scattered sentences. “No,” was the answer, “we have come to give you metaphors for poetry.”





Yeats goes on to describe the chief among those metaphors, the aforementioned “cone or gyre”:




On December 6th [1917] a cone or gyre had been drawn and related to the soul’s judgement after death; and then just as I was about to discover that incarnations and judgements alike implied cones or gyres, one within the other, turning in opposite directions, two such cones were drawn and related neither to judgement nor to incarnations but to European history.





This idea of the “gyre” or “cone” may be traced partly to Swedenborg, who mentions “double cones” in his Principia rerum naturalium, partly to Hegel’s ideas about “the continuous unification of opposites,” but also, I want to suggest, partly to a source that was much nearer home for Yeats, Arthur O’Shaughnessy’s (1844–81) very popular “The Poets,” which begins:






We are the music makers,


    And we are the dreamers of dreams,


Wandering by lone sea-breakers,


    And sitting by desolate streams … 





And ends:






We, in the ages lying


    In the buried past of the earth,


Built Nineveh with our sighing,


    And Babel itself with our mirth;


And o’erthrew them with prophesying


    To the old of the new world’s worth;


For each age is a dream that is dying,


    Or one that is coming to birth.











These last two lines are a paraphrase of what will become Yeats’s system. The very phrase “each age” is picked up by Yeats in one of the most famous passages from A Vision:




Each age unwinds the thread another age had wound, and it amuses me to remember that before Phidias, and his westward moving art, Persia fell, and that when full moon came round again, amid eastward moving thought, and brought Byzantine glory, Rome fell; and that at the outset of our westward moving Renaissance Byzantium fell; all things dying each other’s life, living each other’s death.





The image of the “gyre” followed hard on the heels of the idea of “the phases of the moon,” Yeats’s madcap system for categorising human nature. A visitor to the Yeats house at 4 Broad Street, now Wendy News, in October or November 1920 could have expected to find him-or herself coming under the fierce scrutiny not only of a green parrot (one of a host of caged birds in which Yeats delighted), but of Yeats himself, before being classified and assigned a position in the appropriate phase of the moon. “The power to classify,” Ellmann writes in Yeats: The Man and the Masks,




is the power to control, and a new sense of strength comes into his writing. The ideal phase in A Vision, the phase “where Unity of Being is more possible than at any other phase,” is shortly after the full moon, phase 17, and here Yeats classifies himself along with Dante, Shelley and Landor … In the Yeats household at Oxford in 1920 and 1921, as L.A.G. Strong has described it, the poet would often shoot some searching question at an unsuspecting guest whose answer would reveal where he could be typed in the lunar cycle. Mrs. Yeats and John Butler Yeats belonged to phase 18, where unity is beginning to break up, though a “wisdom of the emotions” is still possible. Lady Gregory was in phase 24, where codes of conduct must dominate; and George Russell, in spite of his vigorous objections, was put in phase 25, where the self accepts “some organized belief.” Ezra Pound was originally in the highly subjective phase 12, but Yeats moved him among the humanitarians of the late objective phases after seeing him feed all the cats at Rapallo.





In Yeats’s system, the particular “phase” into which an individual fell might be quite out of sync with the “gyre” of history, as Yeats found himself out of sync with the era which he believed was about to end seven years later, in 1927. As Frank Kermode puts it in his unfortunately entitled The Sense of an Ending:




One of the assumptions prevalent in sophisticated apocalyptism was what Yeats called “antithetical multiform influx”—the forms assumed by the inrushing gyre as the old one reaches its term. The dialectic in Yeats’s gyres is simple enough in essence; they are a figure for the co-existence of the past and future at the time of transition. The old narrows to its apex, the new broadens towards its base and the old and new interpenetrate.





I have to confess that it was only when I read this description by Kermode that I recognised in his description of the “gyres” the “two long glasses” on the table on this liminal night. Kermode continues:




Actually, on Yeats’s view of the historical cycle, there were transient moments of perfection, or what he called Unity of Being; but there was no way of making these permanent, and his philosophy of history is throughout transitional. In this he is not, of course, original; but his emphasis on the traditional character of our own pre-apocalyptic moment, in contrast with those exquisite points of time when life was like the water brimming beautifully but unstably over the rim of a fountain, seems, for all the privacy of the expression, characteristically modern.





Yeats will be revisited by this image of the vessel “brimmed” to overflowing in a related poem written in the apocalyptic year itself, between July and December 1927:






Such fullness in that quarter overflows


And falls into the basin of the mind








 The poem is “A Dialogue of Self and Soul” and it ends with the lines:






We are blest by everything,


Everything we look upon is blest.








Let me try now to “ravel out,” to use a term Yeats uses in line 51, the complex skein of imagery in “All Souls’ Night,” beginning with the word “blest” or “blessed.” You’ll notice it there on line 6 of the last stanza. The word is double-edged, not only in the context of “A Dialogue of Self and Soul,” a poem centering on a Japanese sword, but in “All Souls’ Night” itself. The etymological sense of “bless” is given by the OED as “mark so as to hallow with blood.” Another meaning of the word “bless” is “to wound.” Now, while that second meaning of the word is obsolete and comes, supposedly, from a different root, the two meanings are, according to the entry, “often associated, either humorously or in ignorance.” I think Yeats associates them, neither humorously nor in ignorance, for the simple reason that the word “wound” appears as the very last word of the poem, though we correct our reading of it immediately to have it rhyme with “bound” and mean something else, the past participle of “wind.” We’ve been wrong-footed on this same word earlier in the poem, in line 3 of the second stanza, where one is tempted to pronounce it as [image: alt] rather than waund. That’s partly because, now that the stanzaic pattern has been established, we expect a rhyme for “sound” at the end of the fourth line and are somewhat taken aback when we meet the word “wound” as the first word of the third line, and are inclined to pronounce it [image: alt]. That’s compounded by some of the vocabulary of the preceding two lines—“cannon,” “quarter”—words that have violent associations. We revise our reading of “quarter” from the “hanging, drawing and quartering” association to the sense in which it’s also used in “A Dialogue of Self and Soul”:






Fix every wandering thought upon


That quarter where all thought is done.








The fact that the word “wound” appears at both the beginning of line 13 and the end of line 14 is not without its significance and underlies the idea that there is no beginning and no end. In that sense, the line is mimetic of what it describes, and what must be “ravelled out” of the poem is the line itself. The first definition of “line” in the OED is “a rope, cord, string,” relating to its root in the word linum, meaning “flax.” (We have to wait for definition 23e of “line” to meet “the portion of a metrical composition which is usually written in one line.”) Now, there are two words having to do with flax that are relevant here. One is “linen,” the material of the “mummy-cloth” in which the mummy is bound, the material no doubt of the petticoat worn by the child and her grandmother in “Concerning the Nearness Together of Heaven, Earth and Purgatory.” In his essay on “Swedenborg, Mediums, Desolate Places,” written in 1914 and collected in Explorations I, Yeats comments:




If our terrestrial condition is, as it seems, the territory of choice and of cause, the one ground for all seed-sowing, it is plain why our imagination has command over the dead and why they must keep from sight and earshot. At the British Museum at the end of the Egyptian room and near the stairs are two statues, one an august decoration, one a most accurate-looking naturalistic portrait. The august decoration was for a public site, the other, like all the naturalistic art of the period, for burial beside a mummy. So buried it was believed, the Egyptologists tell us, to be a service to the dead … A shepherd at Doneraile told me some years ago of an aunt of his who showed herself after death stark naked and bid her relatives to make clothes and give them to a beggar … Presently she appeared again wearing the clothes and thanked them.





The central imagery of this passage overlaps with the central imagery of “A Coat,” a poem published in this same year, 1914, but written in 1912, in which “my song” is identified specifically with “a coat,” while there’s an aesthetic tension between the formal “embroideries / out of old mythologies” and the naturalistic “walking naked.” There is, in other words, a connection in Yeats’s mind between the “line” of verse, “linen,” and the line between “this world and the world we go to after” that becomes the true subject, insofar as one may determine such a thing, of the poem. For, by the end of the poem, the summoning up of the actress Florence Farr Emery and Yeats’s fellow members of the Order of the Golden Dawn, MacGregor Mathers and William Horton, seem incidental to the poem’s summoning up of itself, incidental to its own coming into being:






Such thought, that in it bound


I need no other thing,


Wound in mind’s wandering


As mummies in the mummy-cloth are wound.








This is “the marvellous thing” Yeats has to say, “a certain marvellous thing,” as he has it in the second stanza. In the deliberate repetition of that “marvellous” I’m pointed towards a very specific Marvell—Andrew of that ilk—to whose “A Dialogue between the Soul and Body” Yeats is indebted for the title and structure of “A Dialogue of Self and Soul.” (As is clear from the revised typescript of “All Souls’ Night,” held in the Bodleian, the word “marvellous” once appeared three times in the poem, until Yeats changed, in line 86, “I have a marvellous thing to tell” to “I have mummy truths to tell.”) I think, moreover, that Yeats is influenced here by some of the core imagery of “A Dialogue between the Soul and Body”—the indivisibility of body and soul that has the Body cry out:






Oh who shall me deliver whole,


From bonds of this Tyrannic Soul?








Yeats again fixes on two words in the last stanza of “All Souls’ Night”—“thought” and “wandering”—and carries them over to those two lines from the first stanza of “A Dialogue of Self and Soul” which I quoted earlier:









Fix every wandering thought upon


That quarter where all thought is done.








I’ll fall in with my notoriously poor-spelling friend and spell that “done” with two n’s, as in John of that ilk. For, to go back to the first line of the poem as readers of The London Mercury read it—“ ’Tis All Souls’ Night and the great Christ Church bell”—Yeats echoes both the cadence and vocabulary of the first line of Donne’s “A Nocturnall upon St. Lucy’s Day”:






’Tis the yeares midnight, and it is the dayes








Part of Yeats’s decision to revise the line might have been based on an urge to avoid not only such a direct quotation of Donne, particularly when the poem turns out to be in essence a metaphysical conceit, but also an echo of Keats, the ghost of the structure of the first line of “The Eve of St. Agnes”: “St. Agnes’ Eve—Ah, bitter chill it was.” When he repositions the phrase in what is now line 3 he manages to take the curse off the overt reference while retaining what one might call its covert operation.


In other respects, Yeats was keen to be in touch with Keats. A year earlier, lodged in the same house at 4 Broad Street, Yeats had inquired of his Communicators about the origin of the image of Keats’s nightingale. The response was that it had come “from a previously existing transference.” Yeats now became exercised by the idea that he might be able to partake of Keats’s mental processes, particularly if they were accessible through the “general mind,” or “Spiritus Mundi,” as he terms it in “The Second Coming.” In addition to the references to “Ode to a Nightingale” to which I’ve already referred, my attention is drawn to stanza 6:






Darkling I listen; and for many a time


    I have been half in love with easeful Death,


Called him soft names in many a mused rhyme,


    To take into the air my quiet breath …








The word “breath” occurs twice in “All Souls’ Night,” in stanzas 1 and 3 (in both cases rhymed with “death”). In the case of stanza 3, the sentiments of Keats’s lines are carried over wholesale and are recognisable in Horton’s death-wish. The idea of the phantom “breath” is one that Yeats would experience a year later, in 1921:




While we were staying at a village near Oxford we met two or three nights in succession what seemed a sudden warm breath coming up from the ground at the same corner of the road.





In stanza 1 of “All Souls’ Night,” meanwhile, two key words—“midnight” and “soul”—are borrowed from Keats’s next lines in “Ode to a Nightingale”:






Now more than ever seems it rich to die,


     To cease upon the midnight with no pain,


          While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad


               In such an ecstasy!








That “ecstasy,” meanwhile, shows up in the penultimate stanza in “The fume of muscatel / Can give his sharpened palate ecstasy.” (If I weren’t running out of time, I’d want to make a case for seeing in that word “sharpened” [we’ve already come across it once in the first stanza—“being sharpened by his death”] the shadowy figure of a certain William Sharp, better known by his pseudonym “Fiona Macleod,” to whom Yeats had written in 1901 that “she” should strive in her writing for the clarity of “a tumbler of water rather than a cup of wine.” If Yeats’s description of him in a letter to his widow after his death in 1905, which I quote from R. F. Foster’s W. B. Yeats: A Life—“he was very near always to the world where he now is & often seemed to me to deliver its messages”—is anything to go on, Sharp/Macleod might easily have appeared somewhat more formally in “All Souls’ Night.”)


I want now to try to link the ghost of this “immortal Bird,” the nightingale, to another, the linnet. For in addition to the connection between the poetic “line” and “linen,” there’s a connection in Yeats’s mind between the “line,” both in the sense of the “poetic line” and the “line of descent,” and the “linnet,” the bird that is indivisible from the flax-seeds upon which it feeds, and from which its name derives through French. Insofar as the linnet might be said to have a symbolic function in Yeats, it stands, I think, partly for peace and contentment. We remember that evening on “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” would be “full of the linnet’s wings.” I mentioned earlier Yeats’s predilection for keeping cage-birds, and we know, indeed, from his “Hodos Chameliontos,” written in 1922, that he associates keeping birds with the security of family life (“Now that I am a settled man and have many birds—the canaries have just hatched out five nestlings—I have before me the problem that Locke waved aside”), while in an extraordinary description of his son, Michael, in a 1921 letter to John Quinn, he writes that he is “better looking than a newborn canary.” In section VII of his introduction to A Vision, meanwhile, he reports:




A little after my son’s birth I came home to confront my wife with the statement “Michael is ill.” A smell of burnt feathers had announced what she and the doctor had hidden.





Now, no canary appears in “All Souls’ Night,” except perhaps in the guise of the meaning of that word as “a light sweet wine from the Canary Isles,” a wine not unlike “muscatel,” which Yeats has borrowed yet again from Keats. This comes from “Lines on the Mermaid Tavern,” a poem which shares its central theme with “All Souls’ Night”:






Souls of Poets dead and gone,


What Elysium have ye known,


Happy field or mossy cavern,


Choicer than the Mermaid Tavern?


Have ye tippled drink more fine


Than mine host’s Canary wine?








Yeats’s intertwining of assorted cage-birds with a sense of his own lineage is already evident from “A Prayer for My Daughter,” written between February and June of 1919, where the relationships of poetic “line,” “lineage” and “linnet” are fused:






If there’s no hatred in a mind


Assault and battery of the wind


Can never tear the linnet from the leaf.








Earlier in the poem, Yeats has associated the linnet with the intellectual life—“May she become a flourishing hidden tree / That all her thoughts may like the linnet be”—and I think this strand connects with “All Souls’ Night” in at least one significant way, having to do, once again, with the indivisibility of “linnet” and “leaf.” It’s hard, in this context, not to read “leaf ” as a leaf of paper, particularly when it’s associated with the word “tear,” but it connects also with the idea of “winding”—Yeats pronounces “wind” (wĭnd) as wīnd—and it reappears in the last lines of “All Souls’ Night”:






Such thought, that in it bound


I need no other thing,


Wound in mind’s wandering


As mummies in the mummy-cloth are wound.








There’s not only a faint echo of William Blake’s “winding-sheet” from Auguries of Innocence but a distinct reference to Yeats’s own “Swedenborg, Mediums, and the Desolate Places” (1914), in which, referring directly to Blake’s description of “a robin redbreast in a cage,” he describes him as being “put into a rage by all painting where detail is generalised away,” before asserting:




Born when Swedenborg was a new excitement, growing up with a Swedenborgian brother … and having, it may be, for nearest friend the Swedenborgian Flaxman with whom he would presently quarrel, he answered the just-translated Heaven and Hell with The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Swedenborg was but “the linen clothes folded up” or the angel sitting by the tomb, after Christ, the human imagination, had arisen.





This passage is remarkable for several reasons, not least for the coincidence of the “flax” in the reference to John Flaxman (1755–1826), the neoclassical sculptor and draftsman, and the “linen” in the allusion to Blake’s categorisation of Swedenborg’s writings in Heaven and Hell as “the linen clothes folded up.” In “All Souls’ Night,” Yeats is striving for an image of wholeness—“the whole wine”—that’s based on this phrase from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, just as the image of the vessel “brimmed”  goes back, with the sideways glance to Keats, to another image in Blake’s text:






The cistern contains: the fountain overflows


One thought. fills immensity.








That comes from the section entitled “Proverbs of Hell” and it’s telling, I suggest, that Yeats uses neither the words “Heaven” nor “Hell” in “All Souls’ Night,” opting instead for the circumlocution “To where the damned have howled away their hearts, / And where the blessed dance.”


I have a final suggestion about another word Yeats doesn’t use here, that has to do with his motivation for dating and placing “All Souls’ Night,” which will, I’m certain, strike some as being totally off-the-wall, but which falls into a way of reading which I find useful, certainly in this poem. It has to do with being alert to another resisted usage—a word, like “lees,” which simply does not find its way onto the page but which is central to a poem that is prefaced by the opening of a bottle of wine. The word I’m thinking of is “cork,” and it’s a word that would have been much in Yeats’s mind at the beginning of November 1920, given that the mayor of the city of Cork, Terence MacSwiney, had died in Brixton Prison only a few days earlier, on October 24, 1920, after being on hunger-strike for seventy-four days. The death of MacSwiney occurred in the context of the Anglo-Irish War, a war which prompted Yeats to publish “Easter 1916,” a poem he had kept under wraps for four years. On November 1st, the day before “All Souls’ Night” was probably begun, the eighteen-year-old Kevin Barry, an IRA volunteer also from County Cork, was hanged in Dublin, shortly thereafter to enter the folk memory through the ballad named after him. The dating and placing of “All Souls’ Night” is a very deliberate contextualising of its occasion, a context and an occasion from which, however much we might like to believe otherwise, it’s hard to entirely disentangle the poem, however freestanding a structure it may appear. That MacSwiney, or Barry, might be spectre at the feast is an idea that Yeats is quite determined not to allow, and which he manages almost successfully. The political context, the context in which MacSwiney or Barry might be a walking wound, would have been all too well understood by many of the first readers in The London Mercury, if not The New Republic. But it had to be signposted, or neonised, in subsequent publications, including the appearance of “All Souls’ Night” in its critical position as the last poem in Yeats’s 1928 volume, The Tower, where “Oxford, Autumn 1920” signalled not only the end of the poem but the end of a book and indicated Yeats’s relationship, geographical and historical, to the material of the moment. My sense is that it’s part of our responsibility as readers to try, insofar as it’s possible, to psych ourselves into that moment, as well as into the mind through which it made its way into this world, not only in terms of placing a text in its social context, but in terms of its relation to other texts.


As I’ve tried to suggest, the text or texts to which “All Souls’ Night” might stand as an epilogue is not so much A Vision but a selection of poems by Keats, a writer whom Yeats categorised in a 1913 letter to his father as the “type of vision,” and from whom he conglomewrites key words and images. These poems include not only those to which I’ve already referred but “The Fall of Hyperion,” from which Yeats borrows the ideas of drinking from “a cool vessel of transparent juice / Sipped by the wandering bee, the which I took” (42–43) and “the tall shade, in drooping linens veiled.” At the heart of “Lamia,” a poem in which Keats rhymes “bees” and “lees” (Book I, lines 141–42), is a similar notion of the shift from “when the wine has done its rosy deed / And every soul from human trammels freed” (II, 219–20) through “as it erewhile made / The tender-personed Lamia melt into a shade” (II, 237–38) to the last word of the last line, “And, in its marriage robe, the heavy body wound,” echoed by Yeats in the last word of his last line, “As mummies in the mummy-cloth are wound.”


That still leaves us with “Oxford, Autumn 1920.” The “Autumn” is such an astonishingly direct reference to “To Autumn” that one’s inclined to ignore it until it can no longer be ignored. Again, Yeats has ventriloquized Keats in his vocabulary—“o’er-brimmed,” yet again, and “conspiring with him how to load and bless / with fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run”—those vines as likely as not to bear muscatel grapes, which were common in England on account of their ability to withstand the cold and wet of the climate. Elsewhere we have a version of the “lees” cryptocurrent in “the last oozings” of the “cider-press,” while “drowsed with the fume of poppies” appears in “the fume of muscatel” itself. We might remind  ourselves that the subject matter of “To Autumn” is cyclical movement and the fact that autumn, a season associated with oncoming death, has a “music” every bit as stirring as that of spring. The cyclical movement of things is much in Yeats’s mind here and it accounts largely for the reference back to the conventional dating of “To Autumn,” written in 1819 but published in 1820, in his “Autumn, 1920,” the centennial aspect underscored by the fact that the poem is precisely one hundred lines long.



















CHAPTER 2


THE LITERARY LIFE BY TED HUGHES


TED HUGHES











We climbed Marianne Moore’s narrow stair


To her bower-bird bric-à-brac nest, in Brooklyn.


Daintiest curio relic of Americana.


Her talk, a needle


Unresting—darning incessantly


Chain-mail with crewel-work flowers,


Birds and fish of the reef


In phosphor-bronze wire.


Her face, tiny American treen bobbin


On a spindle,


Her voice the flickering hum of the old wheel.


Then the coin, compulsory,


For the subway


Back to our quotidian scramble.


Why shouldn’t we cherish her?







You sent her carbon copies of some of your poems.


Everything about them—


The ghost gloom, the constriction,


The bell-jar air-conditioning—made her gasp


For oxygen and cheer. She sent them back.


(Whoever has her letter has her exact words.)


“Since these seem to be valuable carbon copies


(Somewhat smudged) I shall not engross them.”


I took the point of that “engross”


Precisely, like a bristle of glass,


Snapped off deep in my thumb.


You wept


And hurled yourself down a floor or two


Further from the Empyrean.


I carried you back up.


And she, Marianne, tight, brisk,


Neat and hard as an ant,


Slid into the second or third circle


Of my Inferno.







A decade later, on her last visit to England,


Holding court at a party, she was sitting


Bowed over her knees, her face,


Under her great hat-brim’s floppy petal,


Dainty and bright as a piece of confetti—


She wanted me to know, she insisted


(It was all she wanted to say)


With that Missouri needle, drawing each stitch


Tight in my ear,


That your little near-posthumous memoir


“OCEAN 1212”


Was “so wonderful, so lit, so wonderful”—







She bowed so low I had to kneel. I kneeled and


Bowed my face close to her upturned face


That seemed tinier than ever,


And studied, as through a grille,


Her lips that put me in mind of a child’s purse


Made of the skin of a dormouse,


Her cheek, as if she had powdered the crumpled silk


Of a bat’s wing.


And I listened, heavy as a graveyard


While she searched for the grave


Where she could lay down her little wreath.











IN MY DISCUSSION of W. B. Yeats’s “All Souls’ Night,” a poem written in Oxford in “Autumn 1920,” I tried to suggest that it was difficult to read it without a proper regard for its intertextual relations, in particular the links between it and a series of poems by John Keats, including “To Autumn,” published one hundred years earlier, in 1820. This centennial aspect of “All Souls’ Night” is underscored by the fact that it’s exactly one hundred lines long. I also suggested that while “All Souls’ Night” is billed by Yeats as being an “Epilogue to A Vision,” it stands less as an addendum to that text than a coda to events in Yeats’s life, including his involvement with the “automatic script” of his wife, Georgie Hyde-Lees. That eternal triangle between husband, wife and a spirit world keen to be in touch is one replicated by Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath, as Plath notes in her description of a Ouija board session in her journal entry of Friday, July 4, 1958:




Last night Ted and I did Pan for the first time in America … There are so many questions to ask it. I wonder how much is our own intuition working, and how much queer accident, and how much “my father’s spirit.”





Like Yeats’s “Communicators,” Pan is not shy about offering some literary commentary:




Pan informed us my book of poems will be published by Knopf … Also: fifty poems for my book. Pan stated his favorite poem of Ted’s is “Pike” (“I like fish”) and of mine is “Mussel Hunter” (“Kolossus likes it”). Kolossus is Pan’s family god … Among other penetrating observations Pan said I should write on the poem subject “Lorelei” because they are my “own kin.” So today for fun I did so …





In a letter to her mother written the following day, July 5th, Plath covered much of the same territory:




We did our Ouija board for the first time in America, and it was magnificent fun—responsive, humorous, and very helpful. It seems to have grown up and claims it is quite happy in America, that it likes “life in freedom,” that it uses its freedom for “making poems.”





That Plath should muse on “life in freedom” is scarcely surprising on the day after Independence Day. Two days later, in her journal entry for July 7, 1958, the idea of independence, or its opposite, was still much on her mind:




My danger, partly, I think, is becoming too dependent on Ted. He is didactic, fanatic … It is as if I were sucked into a tempting but disastrous whirlpool. Between us there are no barriers—it is rather as if neither of us—or especially myself—had any skin, or one skin between us and we kept bumping into and abrading each other.





I want to concentrate in this chapter on that aspect of the phrase “the end of the poem” connected to the notion of there being “no barriers” between the poem and the biography of its author—including the hinterland of the letter, the journal, the gossip column—paying particular attention to “The Literary Life,” the breathtakingly barbed, perhaps even rebarbative poem by Ted Hughes which appeared in his best-selling 1998 volume, Birthday Letters. I’ll try to make sense of why Hughes takes such an extraordinarily hostile view of Marianne Moore, and I’ll try to connect that hostility to the fact that there’s “one skin” between several poems by Hughes and Moore (as well as poems by Plath and Moore) that keep “bumping into and abrading each other.” 




 





LET’S BEGIN WITH THE TITLE, “The Literary Life,” a phrase which, even before we turn to the first line of the poem, sets off a great fizzing and ticking of the irony-meter. For Hughes and Plath, in the summer of 1958, the idea of “the literary life” must have seemed not only desirable but, in Hughes’s case at least, a done deal. They’d spent the previous academic year, 1957–58, at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts. Though Plath had been overwhelmed by preparation for her classes and worked only intermittently on a novel and short stories, she had nonetheless published a significant number of poems in the book originally entitled The Earthenware Head, then The Bull of Bendylaw, then The Devil of the Stairs, which would finally appear as The Colossus, named partly after Pan’s family god, of whom more later. As for Hughes, his first collection had been off to a flying start since as long ago as February 1957. In a journal entry for the 27th of that month, Plath had reported:




Ted’s book of poems—The Hawk in the Rain—has won the first Harper’s publication contest under the three judges: W. H. Auden, Stephen Spender & Marianne Moore! Even as I write this, I am incredulous. The little scared people reject. The big, unscared practicing poets accept.





The logical outcome of this award had been a triumphant visit to New York, some of the highlights of which were described by Plath in a letter to her mother of June 10, 1958:




We saw the Bowery “bums” and the Harlem negroes and the Fifth Avenue tycoons and, best of all, Marianne Moore, who was lovely at her home in Brooklyn and admires Ted very much and served us strawberries, sesame-seed biscuits and milk and talked a blue streak. Can we reserve tickets and take you to see her this Sunday?







This, then, is the scene set in the opening lines of “The Literary Life”:









We climbed Marianne Moore’s narrow stair


To her bower-bird bric-à-brac nest, in Brooklyn.








These opening lines of the opening stanza—the opening stanza on which I’ll concentrate here today—establish almost everything of the tone of what ensues. The term “tone” covers a vast amount, as we know from The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics:




Word choice, syntax, imagery, metaphors, or other figurative devices can contribute to tone as expressing the attitude of the speaker … But one must keep distinct the tone of the poem’s speaker and that of the poem itself.





This last distinction is appropriate in the case of many poems, I’m certain, where one of our first tasks as readers is to determine who’s speaking the poem. In the case of “The Literary Life,” the “We” of the first line refers to two historical characters, Plath and Hughes, and the conceit of the poem is that there’s almost no distinction between those historical characters and the characters who appear in the poem. I write “almost” because, in any account, formal or informal, there is necessarily an element of invention, of construction and reconstruction of the self, including what looks very much like a revision of the first impressions made on Plath and Hughes. One of the difficulties facing readers not only of this poem but any poem in Birthday Letters is an odd one. It is, simply, that we run the risk of knowing too much about the identities of the main characters. We know too much from sources extraneous to the poem, not least of which is the immediate context of other poems featuring the same characters and exhibiting much the same tone. This tonal consistency—some would say “monotony”—does suggest to me that many, if not most, of the poems in Birthday Letters were written within one time-frame. The jacket copy for the Faber and Faber edition describes them as being “written over a period of more than twenty-five years,” from which some might suppose that they were written here and there along the way over the entire span of those years. Again, my own supposition is that, other than the one we know to have been published (“You Hated Spain,” included in Selected Poems 1957–81), most if not all of these poems were written at the same time, long after the events they describe, perhaps even at one sitting. This hunch is borne out by the fact that Emory University, where almost all of the Hughes papers are held, has nothing whatsoever in the way of manuscripts from Birthday Letters. I use the term “one sitting” and it brings me back to the séance described in an earlier poem in the collection, “Ouija”:






Once, as we bent there, I asked:


“Shall we be famous?” and you snatched your hand upwards


As if something had grabbed it from under.


Your tears flashed, your face was contorted,


Your voice cracked, it was thunder and flash together:


“And give yourself to the glare? Is that what you want?


Why should you want to be famous?


Don’t you see—fame will ruin everything.”


I was stunned. I thought I had joined


Your association of ambition


To please you and your mother,


To fulfill your mother’s ambition


That we be ambitious.








This kind of writing is “literary” in the sense of “carried on by letter,” in that it partakes of a tone—chatty, catty, half condescending, half conciliatory—we might meet in a letter from someone we know well about someone else we know well. Again, this presents a difficulty to us as readers, as we’re brought up and taken aback again and again by the realisation that what we know well about the subject matter and its treatment derives from that aforementioned wide range of extraneous sources. It’s hard, for example, to draw a line between Birthday Letters and Letters Home, both rather blatantly sharing the word “Letters” and, less blatantly, much of the same information. As Anne Stevenson puts it in her preface to a new edition of Bitter Fame, without a sense of the wider context, the poems in Birthday Letters are “at the least opaque, at the most meaningless.” However problematic this regard for the wider context may be for us, it’s surely no less problematic for Hughes himself as he kicks off here with what is virtually the royal “We” and revisits the scene already familiar to many readers from that letter of June 19, 1958, in which Plath mentions the “Bowery bums” in the same breath as “Marianne Moore.” I suspect, indeed, that Hughes has so recently read Letters Home that he retains the word “Bowery” and carries it over as the “bower” component of “bower-bird.”


But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me go back to my assertion that much of the tone of the poem is established in that first line:






We climbed Marianne Moore’s narrow stair








The word “narrow” brings with it not only the pejorative connotations having to do with a failure of intellect, with rigidity or lack of openness—“narrow-mindedness”—that prefigure Moore’s failure to respond appropriately to Plath’s poems, but also a sexual innuendo that will be picked up later in the word “nest.” There’s a faint echo of Wordsworth’s “Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room” that carries with it a comment on what seems to have been Marianne Moore’s barely perceptible sexuality, a sexuality that nonetheless exhibited itself in her common use of the image of a “wedge,” or cuneus, to represent the female part, the wedge itself defined as an object “narrow” at one end. The idea of the “stair” that is “climbed” as a metaphor for sexual activity (or, in this case, an ironic comment on Moore’s seeming inactivity) would have been much in Hughes’s mind in 1958, the year of the publication of The Hawk in the Rain, since it was a concluding image in a poem collected in 1955 by the writer with whom he would already have seen himself as being in serious contention:






For you would hardly care


That you were less deceived, out on that bed,


Than he was, stumbling up the breathless stair


To burst into fulfilment’s desolate attic.








There’s not exactly anything of Larkin’s “bursting” into the attic here, but there is surely an alliterative overload on the “bower-bird bric-à-brac nest, in Brooklyn,” its “stumbling” and “breathless” tongue-twisting pointing yet again to the ironic undercutting of its subject, Marianne Moore set up in her ivory tower only to be knocked down. One might note, by the way, that Hughes prevents the poem from collapsing into a mere log-jam of alliteration by the shrewd use of a comma before “in Brooklyn.”


I use the word “tower” here, and I use it advisedly, since Yeats is another presence, a presence to which we’re alerted by the proximity of the words “stair” and “nest,” not to speak of all those buzzing bs, all sending us back to “The Stare’s Nest by My Window,” section VI of “Meditations in Time of Civil War,” a poem from Yeats’s 1928 volume The Tower:






We have fed the heart on fantasies,


The heart’s grown brutal from the fare;


More substance in our enmities


Than in our love; O honey-bees,


Come build in the empty house of the stare.








The appearence of the “stare” (in this case a starling, though echoic of a “winding stair”) prepares the way for the “birds” later in the poem. The “bower-bird,” it turns out, is itself a member of the starling family. The allusion to “Meditations in Time of Civil War” also signals that there’s considerable “substance” in Hughes’s “enmities,” particularly this one for Marianne Moore, and that Marianne Moore’s poetic house, her “nest,” is “empty,” her poetic enterprise bogus and bankrupt. Not only is Moore’s poetry bric-a-brac, she herself is described as a curiosity:






Daintiest curio relic of Americana.


Her talk, a needle


Unresting—darning incessantly


Chain-mail with crewel-work flowers,


Birds and fish of the reef


In phosphor-bronze wire.








The “needle / Unresting” of Marianne Moore’s “talk” is corroborated by Plath’s account of how she “talked a blue streak,” just as her being a “curio” is recognisable already in Plath’s suggestion that she might be a theatre-or museum-attraction (“Can we reserve tickets and take you to see her this Sunday?”). The word “curio” comes from the last line of “The Camperdown Elm,” a Moore poem set in Brooklyn, in which the tree is described as “our crowning curio,” and that phrase is used as a section heading in the final chapter of Charles Molesworth’s 1990 biography of Moore, a book with which I suspect Hughes was familiar. The “needle” “in line 4 also suggests a nasty, pointed aspect of Moore’s personality, particularly when we meet it again in line 42—“that Missouri needle”—the repetition mimetic of the repetitive action of sewing which dominates the poem. We see other examples of such repetition in the poem—“Daintiest” and “Dainty,” “Americana” and “American,” “bowed” and “bowed,” “face” and “face.” The inversion, meanwhile, of “darning incessantly / Chain-mail with crewel-work flowers” suggests the artificiality of the “flowers” and their subjects “Birds and fish of the reef / In phosphor-bronze wire.” It turns out that a description of one of those very birds of which Moore writes, the ostrich, includes the word “needle”:






he


whose comic duckling head on its


great neck revolves with compass-needle nervousness


when he stands guard.








This “needle” also darts in the direction of Heart’s Needle, the 1959 collection by W. D. Snodgrass, a poet admired by Plath who was credited by Robert Lowell as being the first “confessional” poet, a tradition to which this poem surely belongs. There is, indeed, a humorous nod in the direction of the more conventional “confessional” in lines 47–50, where Moore and Hughes adopt the poses of priest and penitent respectively and conduct their conversation “as through a grille.” That “grille” is just one of the distancing, self-protective devices associated with Moore, beginning with the “Chain-mail” here in line 6. Her own poems abound in images of armor and armor-plating, as in the case of “Armor’s Undermining Modesty,” with its description of a moth:      






        It was a moth almost an owl,


        its wings were furred so well,


with backgammon-board wedges interlacing


on the wing—   












        like cloth of gold in a pattern


        of scales with a hair-seal Persian


        sheen.








Meanwhile, in “His Shield,” we come upon:






The pin-swin or spine-swine


        (the edgehog miscalled hedgehog) with all his edges out,


        echidna and echinoderm in distressed-


pin-cushion thorn-fur coats, the spiny pig or porcupine,


           the rhino with horned snout—


        everything is battle-dressed.








Let’s concentrate for a moment on the fact that Moore’s “Chain-mail” is embroidered with “crewel-work flowers.” The term “crewel-work” refers to “work done with crewels or worsted yarns,” but two other words come to mind, two near versions of “crewel.” The first, “cruel,” is pretty obvious in the context of a cruel poem concerning itself with Moore’s cruelty. The second, less obvious, is much more significant. It’s the word  “accrual,” a word describing perfectly the most common method employed in the “work” of Marianne Moore, that’s to say the method of accretion—of image heaped upon image, trophy upon trophy in the “bower-bird bric-à-brac nest.” This word “accrual,” I want to suggest, also describes perfectly the most common method employed in the “work” of Ted Hughes, with its breathless piling on of significant detail upon significant detail. I quote from “Dehorning,” a poem collected in Hughes’s 1979 volume, Moortown:






The needle between the horn and the eye, so deep


Your gut squirms for the eyeball twisting


In its pink-white fastenings of tissue. This side and that.


Then the first one anaesthetised, back in the crush.


The bulldog pincers in the septum, stretched full strength,


The horn levered right over, the chin pulled round


With the pincers, the mouth drooling, the eye


Like a live eye caught in a pan, like the eye of a fish


Imprisoned in air. Then the cheese-cutter


Of braided wire, and stainless steel peg handles,


Aligned on the hair-bedded root of the horn, then leaning


Backward full weight, pull-punching backwards,


Left right left right and the blood leaks


Down over the cheekbone, the wire bites


And buzzes, the ammonia horn-burn smokes


And the cow groans, roars shapelessly, hurls


Its half-ton commotion in the tight cage. Our faces


Grimace like faces in the dentist’s chair. The horn


Rocks from its roots, the wire pulls through


The last hinge of hair, the horn is heavy and free,


And a water-pistol jet of blood


Rains over the one who holds it—a needle jet


From the white-rasped and bloody skull-crater.








This is surely an enactment of Hughes’s exhortation to Plath, reported by her in a journal entry, that you should “get hold of a thing and shove your head in it.” Hughes would insist that poetry should come, or  be seen to come, as Keats put it in his 1818 letter to Benjamin Bailey, “as naturally as leaves to the tree,” an idea in marked contrast with the “treen” aspect of Moore:






Her face, tiny American treen bobbin


On a spindle,


Her voice the flickering hum of the old wheel.








Hughes uses this archaic word “treen,” meaning “made of tree,” to point up what he would propose to be the archaic, the wooden, in Moore’s work, including the urge to turn animals into furniture, as she does “The Jerboa”:






Its leaps should be set


to the flageolet;


    pillar body erect


    on a three-cornered smooth-working Chippendale


        claw—propped on hind legs, and tail as third toe,


        between leaps to its burrow.








It’s from this same poem, “The Jerboa,” that Hughes borrows the “bower-bird”:






Looked at by daylight,


the underside’s white,


    though the fur on the back


    is buff-brown like the breast of the fawn-breasted


       bower-bird.








And it’s from a sister poem to “The Jerboa,” “Logic and ‘The Magic Flute,’” which also associates animal and musical movement, that Hughes has derived, I propose, some aspect of the opening line of “The Literary Life”:









Up winding stair,


    here, where, in what theater lost?


    was I seeing a ghost—


a reminder at least


        of a sunbeam or moonbeam


that has not a waist?


        By hasty hop


        or accomplished mishap,


the magic flute and harp


somehow confused themselves


        with China’s precious wentletrap.








At the risk of going “by hasty hop / or accomplished mishap,” I’ll suggest that Hughes, in “The Literary Life,” is alluding to Yeats mediated through Moore—the “wentletrap” is the “winding stair” of a spiral seashell, a neighbour of the “fish of the reef / In phosphor-bronze wire.” In the course of two lines, Hughes points to the two main metaphors for poetry-making used by Yeats—poetry as metal-working in the “birds … in phosphor-bronze wire” and poetry as spinning and weaving in these images of the “bobbin,” the “spindle,” the unabashedly Yeatsian “old wheel.” Hughes picks up on this thread in lines 42 and 43—“drawing each stitch / Tight in my ear,” with its echo of Yeats’s “Adam’s Curse”:






I said, “A line will take us hours maybe;


Yet if it does not seem a moment’s thought,


Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.








In the midst of all these images of sewing and working at the loom, I’m struck by the fact that Hughes simply cannot bring himself to use that word “loom,” though he comes close to it a little later on. In this instance of a phenomenon we might call “poetic recusancy,” Hughes points to the subject, if we may call it such, of his poem. That subject is less “The Literary Life” than literary influence, and the combination of the unspoken “loom” and the “crewel-work flowers” are clear indications of Hughes’s acknowledgement of a near version of the word “loom.” I refer to Harold Bloom, the author of The Anxiety of Influence, his great 1973 study which remains one of the most illuminating contributions to our understanding of the working of poets and poetry.


I’ll leave off this close reading of the first stanza of “The Literary Life” to remind myself of Bloom’s thesis. As he states in his introduction:







Poetic history, in this book’s argument, is held to be indistinguishable from poetic influence, since strong poets make that history by misreading one another, so as to clear imaginative space for themselves. My concern is only with strong poets, major figures with the persistence to wrestle with their strong precursors … But nothing is got for nothing, and self-appropriation involves the immense anxieties of indebtedness, for what strong maker desires the realization that he has failed to create himself? Poetic influence, or as I shall more frequently term it, poetic misprision, is necessarily the study of the life-cycle of the poet-as-poet.





Bloom goes on to expound on this life-cycle, which he sees as falling into six parts, having to do with (1) Clinamen, or “poetic misreading,” which suggests a failure in the original; (2) Tessera, the “completion” by the poet of his precursor, where that failure is in some way rectified; (3) Kenosis, “a movement towards discontinuity with the precursor”; (4) Daemonization, where “the later poet opens himself to what he believes to be a power in the parent-poem that does not belong to the parent proper”; (5) Askesis, where the later poet embarks on “a movement of self-purgation which intends the attainment of a state of solitude”; and (6) Apophrades, “the return of the dead,” in which “the later poet, in his own final phase, holds his own poem so open again to the precursor’s work that at first we might believe the wheel has come full circle and that we are back in the later poet’s flooded apprenticeship … But the poem was once held open to the precursor, where once it was open, and the uncanny effect is that the new poem’s achievement makes it seem to us, not as though the precursor were writing it, but as though the later poet himself had written the precursor’s characteristic work.”


I suggest that this is precisely what’s happening in the case of this poem, to the extent that it seems almost written to Bloom’s order, what with “the old wheel” immediately preceding the “return of the dead” from what must be a version of Hades, complete with the obol for the ferryman:






Then the coin, compulsory,


For the subway


Back to our quotidian scramble.


Why shouldn’t we cherish her?








That “cherish” sends me back to Act III, Scene ii, of Shakespeare’s King Henry VIII, a play with which Hughes deals very briefly in Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being, to the injunction by Cardinal Wolsey to Thomas Cromwell, “Love thyself last: cherish those hearts that hate thee.” I suspect that Hughes is using the word “cherish” as a marker of the cryptocurrent of hatred running under these lines, including those “enmities” that have “more substance” than “love,” the “fantasies” that have “fed the heart” in “The Stare’s Nest by My Window” from “Meditations in Time of Civil War.”


You notice, by the way, how Hughes resists what would be the obvious word to fill out the syntax of lines 12–14:






Then the coin, compulsory,


For the subway [fare]


Back to our quotidian scramble.








He resists that “fare” partly because it would rhyme with “stair” from line 1, partly because it would then conjure up Yeats’s “the heart’s grown brutal on the fare” in a way that would be much too overt, perhaps so overt as to raise a smile. The “coin” has to carry the weight by itself. The fact that it is “compulsory” is corroborated by Elizabeth Bishop’s “Efforts of Affection,” her memoir of Moore and her apartment at 260 Cumberland Street:




On the end of the bookcase nearest the front door sat the famous bowl of nickels for subway fare (nickels for years, then dimes, then nickels and dimes, and finally quarters). Every visitor was made to accept one of these upon leaving; it was absolutely de rigueur. After one or two attempts at refusing, I always simply helped myself to a nickel as I left, and eventually I was rewarded for this by Marianne’s saying to a friend who was protesting, “Elizabeth is an aristocrat; she takes the money.”





The “coin” in “the coin, compulsory” does indeed sustain considerable pressure per square inch, deriving as it does from cuneus, the “wedge” used to strike the blank metal, so that it could be said to be “characteristic” of Moore in the Bloomian sense, “as though the later poet himself had written the precursor’s characteristic work.” Hughes has alluded to Moore’s “wedge” before now, of course, as long ago as his poem “An Otter,” collected in his 1960 volume, Lupercal. This poem was written at the behest of Pan, in the course of that same Ouija communication of Independence Day 1958, as Plath mentions in her journal entry of July 5th:




The Ouija board also told Ted to write about “Otters,” so he is doing so, and the beginnings sound quite good.





The “wedge” appears there in two guises. The first is in the description of the otter as an implement which “cleaves the stream’s push.” The second instance of the “wedge” is typographical, in that the poem is indented on the page, a visual allusion to Moore’s stepped patterns, familiar to us from any number of poems including “The Jerboa.” The two-part structure of “The Jerboa” is picked up in “An Otter,” as is the very irregular syllabic prosody of the first part of the poem, irregular because Hughes is determined to subvert what was probably a much stricter syllabic template so as to throw the reader off the trail and almost completely lose him. Like the animal he’s describing, he’s involved “in double robbery and concealment.” For the very subject matter of the poem derives, I propose, less from the exhortations of Pan than from a reading of Moore’s poem “The Wood-Weasel,” which includes the image of “that otter-skin,” the image with which “An Otter” concludes:






Yanked above hounds, reverts to nothing at all,


To this long pelt over the back of a chair.








There’s a connection between this otter and “Wodwo,” the eponymous speaker of the title poem of Hughes’s 1967 collection, each coming and going out of “nothing”:






I seem


separate from the ground and not rooted but dropped


out of nothing casually





Earlier in the poem the “Wodwo” has inquired:







What am I to split


The glass grain of water








The answer to that question is surely “Another wedge.” In an introduction to a reading of “Wodwo,” Hughes described this speaker of the poem as “some sort of satyr or half-man or half-animal,” a description which sounds remarkably like that of the conventional Pan, the goat-man who is an emblem of fertility, including poetic fertility, though he also has it within his power to cause “panic” in flocks of sheep and herds of cattle. I quote again from “Dehorning”:






Then tweezers


Twiddle the artery nozzle, knotting it enough,


And purple antiseptic squirts a cuttlefish cloud over it.


Then the other side the same. We collect


A heap of horns. The floor of the crush


Is a trampled puddle of scarlet. The purple-crowned cattle,


The bullies, with suddenly no horns to fear,


Start ramming and wrestling.








In addition to Hughes’s use of her method of accrual, the subject matter of this poem is quintessential Moore—the “battle-dressed” animal. Elsewhere in Moortown there are descriptions of cows “mailed with dung, a rattling armour.” I won’t belabour the point, but I will repeat it, that “Dehorning” comes from a book in which the very word “Moore” is an element of the title, as clear an indicator as one might find of Hughes’s desire to simultaneously include and occlude her influence.




 





LET ME BEGIN to conclude here by reminding you that on July 17, 1958, twelve days after Hughes had begun “An Otter,” Plath would record in her journal:




Marianne Moore sent a queerly ambiguous spiteful letter in answer to my poems and request that she be a reference for my Saxton [grant application]. So spiteful it is hard to believe it: comments of absolutely no clear meaning or help, resonant only with great unpleasantness: “don’t be so grisly,” “I only brush away the flies” (this for my graveyard poem), “you are too unrelenting” (on “Mussel Hunter”), and certain pointed remarks about “typing being a bugbear,” so she sends back the poems we sent. I cannot believe she got so tart and acidy simply because I sent her carbon copies (“clear,” she remarks). This, I realize,must be my great and stupid error—sending carbons to the American lady of letters.





Hughes’s version of the sending of the “carbon copies” of Plath’s poems to Marianne Moore (I’m struck by the humorous repetition of this term “carbon copies” in line 22) is consistent with Plath’s account in some respects (“I took the point of that ‘engross’” may be drawn from Plath’s description of Moore’s “pointed remarks”), inconsistent in others (the copies are “Somewhat smudged” in Hughes, “clear” in Plath). What’s absolutely clear, I think, is Hughes’s continuing sense of the Bloomian underpinning of what he’s describing. Immediately following the idea of one strong poet sending “carbon copies” to another is a description of the contents of those “carbon copies,” first among which is “the ghost gloom,” a near version of “the ghost Bloom.” That “Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor” should have been a poem thought by Moore to be “too unrelenting” is perhaps less odd than it must have seemed to Plath, and raises questions about one aspect of the anxiety of influence on which Harold Bloom does not dwell—namely the attitude of the precursor to the later poet when their lifetimes and careers overlap. My suggestion is that what Moore recognised in “Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor” was the beginning of the attempt by Plath to render her obsolete. In a journal entry of March 20, 1957, Plath had set down her sense of where she stood in relation to the competition:




Arrogant, I think I have written lines which qualify me to be The Poetess of America (as Ted will be The Poet of England and her dominions). Who rivals? Well, in history Sappho, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti, Amy Lowell, Emily Dickinson, Edna St. Vincent Millay—all dead. Now: Edith Sitwell and Marianne Moore, the aging giantesses.





A few sentences later in this same entry, Plath writes of how her “most close” rival, Adrienne Rich, “will soon be eclipsed” by Plath’s new poems. The idea of eclipsing Moore, of cutting this “aging giantess” down to size, is already on Plath’s mind, just as it’s on Hughes’s here. Part of Hughes’s method is to distort the perspective on Moore. We’ve already seen “her face, tiny American treen bobbin.” By lines 49–50 we meet “her upturned face / That seemed tinier than ever.” As I suggested earlier, Moore is presented here as a penitent, appealing for absolution, for forgiveness for the sin of not responding appropriately to the “carbon copies.” That “Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor” was indeed a “carbon copy” of Moore was acknowledged by Plath herself in a letter to her brother Warren, dated June 11, the day after her description to her mother of the visit to Moore in Brooklyn:




Here is a poem I made about the fiddler crabs we found at Rock Harbor when we went to get mussels last summer for fish bait … This is written in what’s known as “syllabic verse,” measuring lines not by heavy and light stresses, but by the number of syllables, which here is 7. I find this form satisfactorily strict (a pattern varying the number of syllables in each line can be set up, as M. Moore does it) and yet it has a speaking illusion of freedom (which the measured stress doesn’t have) as stresses vary freely.





This consideration of “freedom” comes just a few days before the July 5 letter I quoted earlier, the one in which “We did our Ouija board for the first time in America,” in which Pan is quoted as liking “life in freedom.” That Plath associates Pan with “freedom” is clear from a journal entry of May 1, 1957, in which she writes of the tension between her academic and creative work:




My prophetic Pans and Kevas are free already and their impatient tugs toward writing at every itch applied by reading Marianne Moore, Wallace Stevens, etc., disturb my equilibrium—suddenly I no longer care—let The Waste Land run how it may—I am already in another world—or between two worlds, one dead, the other dying to be born.





These last phrases faintly echo that passage from Yeats’s A Vision which begins “Each age unwinds the thread another age had wound” and ends “all things dying each other’s life, living each other’s death.” Plath is here appealing to Yeats because of her association of A Vision and her own spiritualist ventures, but her indebtedness to Yeats was longstanding, evident as early as her 1956 poem “Pursuit”:






Entering the tower of my fears,


    I shut my doors on that dark guilt,


    I bolt the door, each door I bolt.


Blood quickens, gonging in my ears:







The panther’s tread is on the stairs,


Coming up and up the stairs.








This last image of the “stairs,” whereby Yeats is mediated through Plath, is yet another source for the opening of “The Literary Life.” We know that the “panther” in question is largely symbolic of Hughes, though it’s somewhat symbolic of Yeats. The two poets are deeply connected in Plath’s mind, as her journal entry of February 25, 1957, makes clear:






Ted is an excellent poet, full of blood & discipline, like Yeats.








It was this same entry in which she recorded how The Hawk in the Rain—the “Hawk” that had barely escaped the pull of the “widening gyre” in which “the falcon cannot hear the falconer”—had won the Harper’s contest “under the 3 judges: W. H. Auden, Stephen Spender & Marianne Moore!” I want to suggest that, for Plath, a version of the “panther” comes to stand for the poetic influence, not so much of Yeats, or Hughes, but Moore herself. I want to suggest that the name of the Ouija board communicator, “Pan,” is an abbreviated form, a pet name, of the very same “panther.” You may recall Plath’s questioning the extent to which Pan might be a manifestation of “my father’s spirit,” which may explain why, in his communication of Independence Day 1958, Pan “also told Ted to write about ‘Otters,’” since a near version of that word, Otto, is the given name of Plath’s father, “Prince Otto” being another regular guest at the Ouija board. The Oedipal drama set down by Bloom, in which a father figure must be obliterated by a son who is possessed of love and admiration along with envy and fear in almost equal measure, would account for Plath and Hughes’s susceptibility to Pan’s statement, in this same communication, that “his favorite poem of Ted’s is ‘Pike,’” adding that “I like fish.” This is a communication, I suggest, of the fact that the “accrual-work” method of “Pike” is, yet again, based on Moore’s poem, “The Fish,” so much so that Hughes has carried over several words from Moore’s poem. Moore’s “The water drives a wedge / of iron through the iron edge / of the cliff ” is picked up in the wedge-image of






One jammed past its gills down the other’s gullet;


The outside eye stared: as a vice locks—


The same iron in this eye


Though its film shrank in death.








Moore’s “crabs like / green lilies, and submarine / toadstools” is echoed in Hughes’s description of how the pike move “over a bed of emerald, silhouette / Of submarine delicacy and horror” and the pond “whose lilies and muscular tench / Had outlasted every visible stone / Of the monastery that planted them.” The idea of what survives as it “grows old”—this last word another instance of shared vocabulary—might indeed be said to be the subject of both poems. As for Pan’s enthusiasm for Plath’s “Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor,” Plath must surely have hoped that her precursor poet might still hold her, the later poet, in high regard. What the real Marianne Moore, rather than Marianne/Pan, would have recognised in “Mussel Hunter” would have been a number of “carbon copies” of images drawn not only from “The Fish”—Plath has taken over both the vocabulary and the subject matter of “the crow-blue musselshells” and the “crabs like green lilies”—but Moore’s general image-field of “claws,” “one / Claw swollen to a shield large / As itself,” “mottled mail,” not to speak of the tendency toward the exotic miniaturism of






The crab-face, etched and set there,







Grimaced as skulls grimace: it


Had an Oriental look,


A samurai death mask done


On a tiger tooth, less for


Art’s sake than God’s.








No wonder the real Marianne Moore found this “too unrelenting,” no wonder she would “not engross” the “carbon copies.” When Hughes writes that “I took the point of that ‘engross’ / Precisely” he sends me to the OED to check on the precise meaning of the word. It means “to write in large letters; chiefly, and now almost exclusively, to write in a peculiar character appropriate to legal documents; hence, to write out or express in legal form.” I suspect that what Hughes is driving at here is Moore’s reluctance to legitimise Plath as an heir. That critical imprimatur would have to wait, at least in this version of events, until Moore’s visit to England in 1964, a year after Plath’s death. So far as I know, this 1964 visit was the last for Moore, which makes Hughes’s throwaway “a decade later,” with the suggestion that the visit might have taken place in 1968, precisely that—throwaway. Hughes is determined, though, to allow a decent interval to elapse so that Plath’s star will have risen sufficiently to force Moore to reverse her initial poor judgement.






Holding court at a party, she was sitting


Bowed over her knees, her face,


Under her great hat-brim’s floppy petal,


Dainty and bright as a piece of confetti—


She wanted me to know, she insisted


(It was all she wanted to say)


With that Missouri needle, drawing each stitch


Tight in my ear,


That your little near-posthumous memoir


“OCEAN 1212”


Was “so wonderful, so lit, so wonderful”—











OEBPS/inline_1_online.png





OEBPS/1_1_online.png
woond







OEBPS/faber_online.png
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571263783_cover_epub.jpg
OXFORD LECTURES’
IN POETRY






