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Introduction





From 1956 to 1966, the Observer had a poetry editor, the critic A. Alvarez. Even in those days it was not to be expected that newspapers would publish poetry, but there was a renewed interest in the art and Alvarez’s enthusiasms were playing a part in it. He spoke up for a poetry that lived ‘on the edge’ and championed young authors impatient with what he called ‘gentility’, then (as he saw it) the prevailing vice of middle-class English culture. Pretty well every week the Observer published a poem, often several poems, and the poets given most prominence were Ted Hughes, Sylvia Plath and Thom Gunn, all then in their late twenties and early thirties. In 1962 Alvarez published an anthology of the poets he admired: The New Poetry. It began with two Americans, Robert Lowell and John Berryman, and represented Gunn and Hughes substantially. (A revised edition included Plath and Anne Sexton.) That same year, 1962, also saw the publication of the Selected Poems of Thom Gunn and Ted Hughes, an attempt by their publisher, Faber & Faber, to showcase the two young men who were increasingly seen as the major figures in an expanding market. This book became an A level set text and, partly as a result, was reprinted six times over the next eleven years. It sold 81,500 copies: a spectacular success for a book of poetry.


Lowell, Berryman, Plath and Sexton came to be known, rightly or wrongly, as Confessional poets, all of them dealing with extreme forms of personal experience – breakdown, depression, suicide and so on. Alvarez himself preferred to speak of ‘extremist’ poetry, and in that category he was also able to include Ted Hughes, who was noticed for the violence in his work. But what about Gunn? He undoubtedly had a preoccupation with what Browning called ‘the dangerous edge of things’, but he seemed to be a different kind of poet. Some readers of the Gunn/Hughes selection found him difficult, intellectual, too strictly formal, even cold. Gunn was gay at a time when gay people tended not to be open about themselves. He had also lived in the United States for some years and his language had begun to hover between British and American usage. Yet, despite his evident obsessions with leather boys, biker gangs, rock ’n’ roll and the nightlife of sprawling American cities, he did not expose an inner self. People used to talk in the 1960s – perhaps they still do – about true poets ‘finding their own voices’. Gunn appeared not to have a distinctive voice. Indeed, he appeared to have no wish to find one. What he aspired to achieve in poetry was something he found in Elizabethan song – for instance in a song he was fond of quoting, Thomas Campion’s ‘Now winter nights enlarge’:




This time doth well dispense


    With lovers’ long discourse.


Much speech hath some defence


    Though beauty no remorse.


All doe not all things well:


    Some measures comely tread,


Some knotted Ridles tell,


    Some Poems smoothly read.


The Summer hath his joyes,


    And Winter his delights;


Though Love and all his pleasures are but toyes,


    They shorten tedious nights.





There is in this a certain anonymity of tone, which Gunn sought to emulate. He began by doing so in poems constructed with a comparable musical structure. He later became interested in the open forms of avant-garde American writing, but even in those poems, with their free verse and colloquial turns of phrase, there remains an impersonal touch. Take, for example, this passage from his ‘Sweet Things’, in which a street encounter leads to a sexual proposition:




Boldly ‘How about now?’ I say


knowing the answer. My boy


I could eat you whole. In the long pause


I gaze at him up and down and


from his blue sneakers back to the redawning


one-sided smile. We know our charm.


We know delay makes pleasure great.


In our eyes, on our tongues,


we savour the approaching delight


of things we know yet are fresh always.


Sweet things. Sweet things.





In the last six lines of this passage, Gunn veers away from the personal, the local, the modern, even the specifically gay, and reaches for the general – for a kind of truism, but truism grounded in feeling and experience (as the context reminds us). At this point in the poem, the speaker’s first-person ‘I’ is replaced by ‘we’ and the rhythm briefly shifts to something like the iambic tetrameter:




                          We know our charm.


We know delay makes pleasure great.





It is not only in Campion or his contemporary John Dowland that we find this but sometimes in Shakespeare and Jonson, to say nothing of Sappho and Catullus. At the same time, no one could accuse the poem of not being modern or of naively aspiring to the universal. 


This taste in Gunn for truism and the impersonal tone went with an attitude to his subject matter that was unfashionable. He was not interested in self-expression. He didn’t write to give a voice to interior anguish. He had a good deal, in fact, to feel anguished about, but, as he suggests in another rather casual free-verse poem, ‘Expression’, he didn’t want to give dramatic expression to it. The students in his creative writing class write, he tells us,




of breakdown, mental institution,


and suicide attempt, of which the experience


does not always seem first-hand.


It is very poetic poetry.





Impatient with this, he turns for relief to an ‘early Italian’ Madonna and Child in the nearby art gallery:




The sight quenches, like water


after too much birthday cake.


Solidly there, mother and child


stare outward, two pairs of matching eyes


void of expression.





The absence of expression refreshes because it turns the matter of poetry outward – towards the world. In an essay on William Carlos Williams, Gunn praises that master for being more interested in the world than in himself.


Some of Gunn’s poetry, like some of Williams’s, seeks simply to register real things, because the interest of things is independent of human emotion. At the same time, Gunn is conscious that putting things into words is also, from the start, an attempt to make sense of them. This view of language was emphatically endorsed for Gunn in the 1950s by his teacher, the Californian poet Yvor Winters, who recommended the poems of Ben Jonson. Jonson became something of a touchstone for Gunn. Jonson prefaced his book of epigrams, The Underwood (1640), with this couplet:




Pray thee, take care, that tak’st my booke in hand,


To reade it well: that is, to understand.





Gunn comments on this in the introduction to his selection of Jonson’s poems in the Penguin Poet to Poet series (1974): ‘The process of understanding’, he wrote, amounts to something ‘more than the business of comprehending the text … Understanding means taking [the poems] to heart, means – ultimately – acting on them’ (OP, p. 110).


It was Gunn’s misfortune that this highly moralistic view of poetry and its purposes was not what most people wanted to hear in the later twentieth century. While ‘extremist’ preoccupations seemed to prevail in his work he remained fashionable, but by the late 1960s he had moved on to a more humanistic mode of writing, which first communicated itself in his 1967 volume Touch. The high point of his humanistic poetry was attained – paradoxically, it might seem – in a volume of poems about drug-inspired visions and experiences: Moly, published in 1971. In these volumes, Gunn came across as a fully adopted Californian and also as a much happier man than he had at first seemed. The result – in Britain, at any rate – was a drastically reduced readership at precisely that point in his life when (as it will probably now seem) he was writing at his best. The strange thing was that, if private conversation is to be relied on, he cared very little about fame. I once mentioned to him my disquiet as to how unjustly he was estimated. He was silent for a minute and then said, ‘I think I’m famous enough.’ I have come to think that the loss of his youthful celebrity gave him a kind of freedom to experiment.


Freedom, at any rate, was of the essence. In a memoir of his time as an undergraduate, published in 1977, he tells this story:




… one day, hitch-hiking along a long narrow dusty road in France, I experienced a revelation of physical and spiritual freedom that I still refer to in my thoughts as the Revelation. It was like the elimination of some enormous but undefined problem that had been across my way and prevented me from moving forward. But now I suddenly found I had the energy for almost anything. And wherever I was … I pushed myself through an apprenticeship in poetry. I was greatly influenced by Auden still … And Donne gave me the licence to be obscure and to find material in the contradictions of one’s own emotions.


(OP, p. 159)





The key words in this passage are ‘freedom’ and ‘energy’. Gunn called his second book The Sense of Movement, conscious that ‘sense’ can mean both ‘meaning’ and ‘sensation’. The ambiguity sums up his poetry. For him, the starting point was the feeling of freedom and the energy it enabled. He would talk of the sensation of feeling full of energy. It was almost like a mystical experience: the consciousness of simply being alive. It caused him to want to turn physical into verbal energy. What the energy permitted in the poems was – to quote again – ‘the contradictions of one’s own emotions’: it allowed him to bring together the animal and the intellectual, openness and closure, morality and hedonism; to believe in ‘the hippie values’ of love, trust and peace alongside a taste for promiscuous, sadomasochistic sex; to draw equally on Elizabethan song and the poetry of the American avant-garde.




 





Thom Gunn was born in Gravesend, Kent, on the southern bank of the Thames Estuary. The date was 29 August 1929. His name was registered as William Guinneach Gunn, Guinneach being an old family name on his father’s side, but for most of his childhood he was known as ‘Tom’. His parents were both of Scottish origin. They were journalists and had met while working for a local newspaper. His father, Herbert Gunn, was to become a successful national editor, notably of the tabloid Daily Sketch. Gunn’s relationship with him was to prove difficult; something of his ambivalence is expressed in the monologue ‘From an Asian Tent’: ‘each year [I] look more like the man I least / Choose to resemble, bully, drunk, and beast’ (p. 47). He was by contrast extremely close to his mother. Charlotte Gunn (née Thomson) was the source of Gunn’s enthusiasm for literature; she was also (as he was) politically rather left-wing and inclined to be unconventional. Gunn cherished her memory throughout his life – indeed, two of the key poems in his final collection are directly concerned with her (see pp. 183–85). He once remarked that ‘from her I absorbed the idea of books as a part of life, not merely a commentary on it’ (WS, p. 7). In his conversation he frequently referred to the books he had read with passion as a child and many of these he would reread as an adult from time to time. The ones I particularly remember him mentioning are Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Samuel Whiskers, George MacDonald’s At the Back of the North Wind, Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Tanglewood Tales, Robert Louis Stevenson’s A Child’s Garden of Verses and Kidnapped, and, above all, the novels of E. Nesbit. Most of these books had some influence on poems included in this selection. It is my private suspicion that he associated Nesbit – ‘that sensible woman’, he used to call her – with his mother, who shared Nesbit’s utopian politics and her sense of the practical value of literature.


In 1938 the Gunns moved to Hampstead in north London. Hampstead is one of the city’s wealthiest districts and a famously cultured one, so the move no doubt reflected Bert Gunn’s rising income and status. By this time there was a younger brother, Alexander, who came to be known as Ander. The common land of Hampstead Heath became the boys’ playground. Both were later to attend University College School, which was round the corner from their home. UCS was an elite grammar school and Gunn did well there, though he was evacuated to Bedales in Hampshire during the war.


Gunn always described his early childhood as ‘happy’, which it does seem by and large to have been, but in 1940 his parents, always incompatible, divorced. Both of them soon remarried, the boys staying with their mother and her new husband. Before long, however, her second marriage failed and, on 29 December 1944, she committed suicide. Her body was discovered by her sons, an experience later reflected on in ‘The Gas-poker’ (p. 184). There is an extraordinary account of their discovery of the body in Gunn’s diary for that day. I have included it in the notes to this edition (pp. 270–72).


It was accepted that Thom and his father could not get on, so while Ander went to live with Bert Gunn’s new family, Thom lodged with a friend of his mother’s in Hampstead. Weekends and holidays he spent with two of his mother’s six sisters, unmarried aunts who ran what had been his grandfather’s farm at Snodland in rural Kent. Gunn retained feelings of gratitude and affection towards these women throughout his life. It is an important fact about Gunn that – lover of great cities though he was – he had roots and affections in the countryside.


In his late teens Gunn retreated into himself, literature becoming both a passion and a means of escape. A more confident identity began to emerge when, in 1950, after two years of national service in the army and six months working in Paris, he went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, to read English. The previous year he had changed his name by deed poll to Thomson William Gunn, Thomson being his mother’s maiden name. It is important to note that this new self-assurance involved the replacement of a name from his father’s family with his mother’s maiden name. He had always been known as Tom, but in what he later recognised as ‘an attempt to become a new person’, he now began to use the spelling Thom (JC, p. 21). The new combination, Thom Gunn, with its two strong syllables and its evocation of ‘tomcat’ and ‘tommy gun’, suggests a highly masculine self-image that was probably at this stage at odds with much in his overt behaviour. He was introspective, highly sensitive and beginning to be aware of his homosexuality. Ander Gunn remembers their father in angry mood referring to his elder son as a ‘pansy’.


Cambridge nourished Thom’s imagination. He began publishing poetry of striking maturity in student magazines and befriended other writers. His passion for Elizabethan poetry was nurtured by a congenial supervisor, the medievalist Helena Mennie Shire, to whom he remained close in later life. He also attended the lectures of the celebrated F. R. Leavis, whose insistence on the importance to poetry of ‘realisation’ helped to shape Gunn’s firm and energetic style. It also reinforced his mother’s lessons about the relevance of literature to life. Under such influences he could think of himself as a modern follower of Donne and Shakespeare, who, as he said, ‘spoke living language to me … one I tried to turn to my own uses’ (OP, p. 173). His confidence in the value of his work was enhanced by the critical interest of student friends, most notably the future critic and editor Karl Miller, and the star actor among a group of theatrical friends, Anthony White.


Gunn’s sense of Shakespeare’s relevance was enhanced by the vitality at this time of student theatre at Cambridge. Peter Hall and John Barton, both undergraduate contemporaries of Gunn’s, were active in it. Their emerging talent and the support of a senior academic, George Rylands, made for high-quality acting and production. Tony White was beguiling and charismatic, with a beautiful voice and a powerful stage presence. He played several great classical roles, mostly in Shakespeare, ‘as romantic-existentialist characters’. Gunn was strongly attracted to him, but White was heterosexual, and his elusiveness, as Gunn experienced it, played its part in the development of his poetry. The elusiveness was not only due to his different orientation. It was part of the existential loneliness that, despite the depth of his dramatic talent, kept him away from what Gunn calls ‘the life of applause’ (OP, p. 168). In the loneliness occasioned by the loss of his mother, Gunn must have perceived White as in some sense an alter ego. They remained close friends until White’s premature and accidental death at the age of forty-five. The sequence ‘Talbot Road’ (pp. 144–50) is a study of his charisma.


As this story suggests, it was in Cambridge that Gunn was able to acknowledge his homosexuality, if only to himself and to close friends. In the same dramatic circles where Gunn met White, he was soon attracted to another handsome young man, an American student named Mike Kitay. They met on 7 December 1952 and quickly fell in love. Both of them were still quite innocent. Before their meeting, Kitay had not been conscious of being gay and Gunn was still without serious experience. The American’s attractions brought in their wake a tenderness and intimacy new to Gunn, even in time a certain domesticity. Kitay was to become Gunn’s lifelong companion and the addressee of many of his poems (e.g. ‘Tamer and Hawk’, p. 9; and ‘The Hug’, p. 157). Gunn describes him as ‘the leading influence on my life’ and writes of their relationship as long-lasting, deep and complex: ‘his was, from the start, the example of the searching worrying improvising intelligence playing upon the emotions which in turn reflect back on the intelligence. It was an example at times as rawly passionate as only Henry James can dare to be’ (OP, p. 175). They must have looked like complementary opposites: Kitay emotionally open, affectionate, a little needy; Gunn inclined to solitude, inwardly vulnerable, armoured against such feelings as might wound him. My metaphors in that last clause are Gunn’s, of course. See, for instance, the first poem in this selection, ‘The Wound’, the first poem in all Gunn’s own selections and collections of his work (p. 5). Gunn remained in many ways a solitary person. In middle life, though he remained attached to Kitay and dedicated to him as a partner, he opted for a life of sexual promiscuity, and it could be said that in this, paradoxically, his solitude reasserted itself. Certainly in the first three books the ‘romantic existentialist’ (to borrow that description of White) is overwhelmingly in evidence.


By the time he graduated in 1953, Gunn’s first book of poems, Fighting Terms (1954), had been accepted for publication by the small Fantasy Press. The poems explored themes of heroism and masculinity and were dominated by the image of the soldier. Most of them were apprentice work, though a handful – ‘The Wound’ is perhaps the most famous of them – remain among his most memorable. That poem represents the soldier in his full complexity: he is Achilles sulking or angry, he is the disengaged conscript that Gunn had actually been, he is a young man seized by violent emotion who, in his dreams, fights ‘on both sides’.


In the same year as the appearance of Fighting Terms, Gunn was awarded a Graduate Fellowship at Stanford University, California. His aim in applying had been to follow Kitay to the United States, but he had the good fortune, at Stanford, to study under Yvor Winters: poet, critic and charismatic teacher. Under Winters, for a time, Gunn found the discipline he needed for his poetry. That discipline was perhaps a defence against emotional damage, but like the influence (far less personal) of Leavis, it also taught him that poetry could be true to the demands of waking life. Winters is widely thought to have been a chilly, cerebral autocrat. This is quite wrong. Winters’s poems are distinguished, at their best, by formal elegance, moral alertness and what Gunn calls, in his introduction to Winters’s Selected Poems (New York: Library of America, 2003), ‘the sensory sharpness of Imagism’. He loved great poetry as passionately as it is possible to love it, as Gunn often testified, but his criteria for great poetry had severely narrowed with time. Writing to Karl Miller not long after starting work at Stanford, Gunn says this:




I’m working under Yvor Winters, who has something of the same position in America as Leavis does in England. The same stubbornness, rudeness, feeling of persecution once justified but no longer justified. His critical position is just about that of Dr Johnson if Dr J were alive today – rather too much common sense, and an acute dislike of anything ‘romantic’, which term includes Lawrence, Yeats, & Eliot. So, as you see, he’s a good deal more limited than Leavis, tho I can’t help admiring him, and like him personally a good deal.


(KM, 26 November 1954)





Winters, who had reacted against an early attraction to Modernism, insisted on formal precision and rational order in poetry. He nonetheless urged Gunn to read the American Modernists Wallace Stevens and William Carlos Williams, who were still little known in Britain. Gunn’s own reputation as an anti-Modernist was further enhanced when he was included by Robert Conquest in New Lines (1956), the anthology of the so-called Movement: nine poets, including Philip Larkin and Donald Davie, whose work combined strict traditional form with irony, wit and critical perspectives on modern life. But though Gunn was pleased at being anthologised, he never identified with the Movement poets. He was less conservative than they were, more individualistic, more rebellious and not uninterested in Modernism. 


Gunn’s next book, The Sense of Movement (1957), is strongly indebted to Winters and includes a notable tribute to him – ‘To Yvor Winters, 1955’(pp. 25–26) – which is very much in the master’s manner. The debt is partly to be found in the crisply formal versification that Gunn had now mastered, and partly in the severe stoicism, which now added depth to his earlier heroics. The Sense of Movement is distinguished by Metaphysical wit and a strict but elegant formality. Gunn’s love of the big modern city, influenced by Baudelaire and enhanced by his new experience of urban America, is apparent in many of them. There is a poem about Elvis Presley turning ‘revolt into a style’ (p. 21), and in ‘On the Move’ (pp. 15–16) Gunn captures the mood of the time with his image of Californian bikers forging their own direction through an uncertain world: like Marlon Brando in his film The Wild One translated into the language of existentialism. Pictures of Brando, James Dean and Elvis Presley joined Donne and Baudelaire on the wall of Gunn’s study.


Gunn had also been reading the work of Jean-Paul Sartre, both the novels and an important essay, L’Existentialisme est un humanisme (1946; translated into English by Philip Mairet as Existentialism and Humanism, 1948). In such poems as ‘On the Move’, Sartre’s philosophy combined improbably with the ideas of Yvor Winters and with W. B. Yeats, whose poetry, not much admired by Winters, Gunn had recently discovered. As Gunn tells us, both Winters and Sartre talked a great deal about will. Gunn later mocked himself by pointing out that they meant quite different things by it, but that he had fused their ideas together with what he called a Yeatsian wilfulness that would not have been attractive to either of them.


Meanwhile, the stoicism and the admiration of masculine strength and will served to express, and simultaneously to mask, his fascination with the gay subculture of San Francisco. He claimed to have been unconscious of the fact that, in Shakespeare’s English, ‘will’ is a common colloquialism for the penis, one which survives in the childhood euphemism ‘willy’. It is difficult to believe that, when he wrote about leather-clad bikers ‘astride the created will’ in ‘On the Move’ and how ‘their hum / Bulges to thunder held by calf and thigh’, he was not talking about masculine sexuality, but at the time even his critics somehow failed to notice. The poems had, as it were, a double life. Outwardly they displayed the stern discipline admired by Winters; inwardly they explored desires that in both Britain and America fell outside the law. Much the same applied to Gunn’s personal life, in which he had to keep his desires hidden, like the young man in ‘The Allegory of the Wolf Boy’ (p. 22). At Stanford he wore a suit and tie. When night fell, he changed into the new gay ‘uniform’: white T-shirt, leather jacket, jeans and motorcycling boots. There came to be something of the dandy about him. Before long, he had a panther tattooed the length of one arm, a broad strap of black leather as a watch strap and a bunch of keys hanging from his cowboy belt.


In 1958 Gunn became an instructor at the University of California, Berkeley, where he was to teach off and on until 1999. He and Kitay now shared a San Francisco apartment. The year 1961 saw the publication of My Sad Captains, a book divided into halves, the first developing and complicating the heroic manner of The Sense of Movement, the second experimenting with the ‘unpatterned rhythms’ of syllabic verse (OP, p. 179): verse, that is to say, in which the syllables are counted but not the accents or feet. The freer rhythms involved in syllabics allowed Gunn to register observations of a less obviously momentous kind. The poems are no less profound, however. ‘Considering the Snail’ (p. 41), which asks half humorously, ‘What is a snail’s fury?’, provides some sort of an answer to the large questions posed in ‘On the Move’. It is also arguably a finer poem. Under the influence of William Carlos Williams and Marianne Moore, Gunn was learning to be more of a humanist and opening himself up to Modernist experiment. As he always insisted, his work in syllabics was a stage on the road to free verse, which he had earlier found difficult to write. This is undoubtedly true, but I think it does not do justice to his achievements in syllabics to see the work as simply a staging post. As in Marianne Moore’s poetry, most of which is written in syllabics too, the poems seem to uncover the poetry latent in prose, often unsensationally prosaic prose. At any rate, the title poem of his next full collection, Touch (1967), reveals a new Gunn able to write without the overt constraints of either iambic metre or syllabics. This is true free verse and ‘Touch’ (pp. 56–57) is one of Gunn’s finest achievements. In it, for the first time, he is able to write a poetry of process, in which he appears to be thinking aloud, reflecting on his circumstances as they change and develop. Such a poetry is in striking contrast to the monumental closure of his metrical verse. From the mid-1960s on, he made it his business to master both methods.


Why would a poet who moved so confidently in the standard English metres, and insisted, moreover, on the need for discipline, feel this need to work in a new and looser medium? The answer must lie in part in the poetry Gunn had discovered in America: the poetry of Whitman, Pound and Williams, as well as that of Robert Creeley, Allen Ginsberg and Gary Snyder. There was also a theoretical interest inspired by an essay of D. H. Lawrence’s. In the Preface to his New Poems (1920), Lawrence talks of free verse as pre-eminently the medium of present-tense meditation, of perception in the process of taking form. Most poetry, he says, deals with ends and beginnings, with past and future:




It is in the realm of all that is perfect. It is of the nature of all that is complete and consummate. This completeness, this consummateness, the finality and the perfection are conveyed in exquisite form … But there is another kind of poetry: the poetry of that which is at hand: the immediate present. In the immediate present there is no perfection, no consummation, nothing finished.


(D. H. Lawrence, ‘Introduction to New Poems’, Selected


Literary Criticism, ed. Anthony Beal, London: Heinemann,


1956, pp. 84–89)





The incompleteness Lawrence talks about had always been part of Gunn’s subject matter, inseparable from his preoccupation with energy. As he says in ‘On the Move’, ‘One is always nearer by not keeping still’, and ‘One moves … always toward, toward’. The excitement of Gunn’s earlier poetry had lain in the tension between form and content, yet it is not surprising that he should also have come to admire a poetry which possessed the very qualities that moved him in real life.


In the 1980s and 1990s, Gunn was to talk about his poetry in terms of ‘openness’ and ‘closure’, terms derived largely from post-modern theory but associated in his thinking with the ideas and practice of the fiercely experimental poet Robert Duncan, who became a friend of Gunn’s in the 1970s. Gunn was very much inspired, not always to good effect, by Duncan’s notion of the poem as a process, as a construct that was essentially incomplete. But as his elegy for Duncan, written in strictly metrical form, suggests, there remained in his mind occasions to which a poetry of closure, Lawrence’s poetry of the past, was more appropriate than a poetry of openness such as Duncan’s. (See ‘Duncan’, pp. 181–82, and the note for it on pp. 268–69.) In the late 1960s and early 1970s, many of Gunn’s contemporaries on both sides of the Atlantic abandoned metre in favour of free verse. Gunn by contrast continued to regard free verse and orthodox metre as viable alternatives. Free verse became a new string to his bow, but metre continued to make some things possible that were not possible without it. It is noteworthy that at two key periods of his subsequent life – in the late 1960s, when he was experimenting with psychedelic drugs, and in the late 1980s, when numbers of his friends began dying of AIDS – he produced bodies of work in iambic metre that stand among his finest achievements.


The alternation between old and new manners, however, was not always productive. He was never happy with Touch, which he thought dull, over-moralistic and uncertain in direction. Much of it was, paradoxically, the outcome of a very productive year, 1964–65, spent in London. The carnival atmosphere of ‘swinging London’ and the sound of joyful rebellion made by the Beatles appealed to Gunn’s temperament. He had written a book of verse captions for photographs by his brother, Ander (Positives, 1965; see p. 223), and completed a long sequence, ‘Misanthropos’ (pp. 58–79), about the lone survivor of a nuclear war. It was in Positives that he first achieved the transition from syllabics to free verse, and it was there, too, that he began to work out a more humanistic attitude to life. The early work had been largely heroic in tone. In the first half of My Sad Captains, very much under the influence of Albert Camus, who had replaced Sartre in his enthusiasms, Gunn began wondering what heroic action would be in ‘a valueless world’ (to quote from ‘On the Move’). As in Camus’s novel The Plague (1947), moral action is an arbitrary choice; it brings no advantage with it, except the affirmation of our humanity. Two poems about Nazi Germany exemplified this outlook: ‘Innocence’ (pp. 33–34) evokes the career of a young SS officer whose amoral upbringing has resulted in moral numbness, while Claus von Stauffenberg, in the poem of that name, motivated by love of honour ‘In a cold time where honour cannot grow’, refuses to accept that ‘An unsanctioned present must be primitive’ (p. 38). In a quieter and more circumstantial way, the Positives captions look affectionately at what it is to be human. They do so in a manner that Gunn had learned in part from the poems of Williams, on whom at the time he was writing a groundbreaking essay (OP, pp. 21–35). ‘Misanthropos’, which he included in Touch, brings these different elements together. It even includes a poem, ‘Epitaph for Anton Schmidt’, which deliberately calls to mind the German poems from My Sad Captains. But there are also syllabic poems, which show Gunn as a poet able to respond imaginatively to fortuitous circumstance. ‘Misanthropos’ is not an unqualified success. The first two-thirds of the poem is as good as anything Gunn wrote and seems to anticipate a work of real authority, but the last section, in which the persona rediscovers his humanity, suffers from crude didacticism and plods rather heavily along.


The moral of ‘Misanthropos’ is that we rediscover our humanity through touch: not through willing ourselves to virtue but by opening up to others. This is the theme of the title poem, ‘Touch’, which is probably the finest of Gunn’s love poems. Getting into bed with his sleeping lover, the speaker rediscovers the warmth of their shared lives. ‘You are already / asleep’, he begins, and then ends with an echo of that beginning:




What I, now loosened,


sink into is an old


big place, it is


there already, for


you are already


there …


             … the place is


not found but seeps


from our touch in


continuous creation, dark


enclosing cocoon round 


ourselves alone, dark


wide realm where we


walk with everyone.





With its short lines and stark enjambments it is very much a poem of process; it calls to mind the style of Robert Creeley, though the content is reminiscent of John Donne. What the process seems to reveal is the recovery of a warmth the speaker and his partner had been losing. This reflects something of Gunn’s life in the late 1960s. Growing away from armoured solitude seems to have involved becoming more openly promiscuous, a development that was eventually to loosen his relationship with Mike Kitay. In 1972 Gunn bought a house on Cole Street in Haight-Ashbury, the ‘hippie’ district of San Francisco. He and Kitay expanded their relationship to include other men, their own relationship ceasing to be sexual, and the house became, in effect, a gay commune – or as Gunn, ever one to épater les bourgeois, liked to say: ‘a queer household’ (PR, p. 150). The changes in social mores associated with the 1960s were spreading across the world and San Francisco was in the vanguard. Young people were ‘dropping out’ and ‘turning on’, and Gunn, Kitay and their friends identified with them. They attended the free rock concerts in Golden Gate Park and experimented with the mind-expanding drug LSD. These experiences and a personal quest to rediscover human innocence resulted in the achievement of which Gunn was most proud: Moly (1971) can be read as a single work on the themes of metamorphosis, evolving identity, and the physical world as paradise. The title refers to a magical herb that features in Homer’s Odyssey. In Gunn’s book, it stands for the consciousness-changing drugs, such as LSD, with which he was experimenting.


The Moly poems represent (to borrow from a title of William Empson’s) a version of pastoral. They recall that element in the Elizabethan poetry Gunn so loved. They also revive the early vision of America as the new paradise, uninfected by the sins of the Old World. In one of the poems not included here (‘To Natty Bumppo’), Gunn says of a field:




Open on all sides, it is held in common,


The first field of a glistening continent


Each found by trusting Eden in the human





But though he insists on the utopian element implicit in the words ‘open’, ‘trusting’ and ‘in common’, he is also aware of the conflicts and complexes that occupy the human interior. The dope-peddler who, in ‘Street Song’ (pp. 94–95), brings the possibility of visionary experience, proposes his inward journey in these terms:




Call it heaven, call it hell,


Join me and see the world I sell.


 


Join me, and I will take you there,


Your head will cut out from your hair


Into whichever self you choose.





This is surely alarming. It is not only that we might not care to risk hell, but that the choice of selves is not, to most of us, an obvious benefit either. Gunn’s exploration of his own identity, moreover, is hardly confined to the terms of love and peace. The opening poem of the collection, ‘Rites of Passage’ (p. 85), evokes an Ovidian metamorphosis that is plainly to be understood in terms of the Oedipus complex: a fierce conflict between the hated father and the desired mother, the latter long dead and buried but still insistently present to the poet as his Muse. In his notebooks and conversation Gunn would insist on the femininity of the Muse, even in the imagination of a gay man. This is the subject of a fine earlier poem, ‘The Goddess’ (p. 55), and is firmly stated here: ‘I stamp upon the earth / A message to my mother.’


The utopian pastoral of the Moly poems found its antithesis in the much less successful volume that succeeded it, Jack Straw’s Castle (1976). The poems that open the collection, all in traditional metre, to some extent continue and develop the world of Moly; but the title poem and a group of free verse poems related to it disclose the darker consequences of the drug culture. The castle of the title is partly the human body and partly the usual setting for ‘Gothick’ nightmare. It is presided over by the notorious ‘hippie’ psychopath Charles Manson, who had driven the members of the so-called ‘Manson family’ to commit nine murders at their commune in the Californian desert. The book concludes on a gentler note, however, with a number of autobiographical poems, mostly about Gunn’s former life in England. Jack Straw’s Castle is an uneven collection, but it marks a significant change in Gunn’s work: it was in the title poem, for instance, that Gunn ‘came out’ as a gay poet, having masked his orientation in earlier books. From now on, Gunn had at his disposal a substantial range of new subject matter.


For most of the 1960s, Gunn had been an Associate Professor at Berkeley. He was by all accounts an effective and charismatic teacher of English literature and creative writing, as poets such as Jim Powell, Belle Randall and Joshua Weiner, all taught by him, have testified. Temperamentally, teaching suited him. He liked the daytime discipline: he read and wrote on the bus journeys across the Bay Bridge to work. Teaching, moreover, kept him in touch with the young, as with the need for poetry to communicate. In the early 1970s, however, he decided to go part-time in order to give himself more freedom to write. He was eventually to return to a more regular programme, perhaps conscious that empty days do not necessarily fill up with creative achievement. 


Jack Straw’s Castle was followed in 1982 by The Passages of Joy, a book poised between the open and closed aspects of his poetry. The subjects of The Passages of Joy are friendship, pleasure and the passing of time. Gunn was now fifty-three and this was very much the book of a middle-aged man, looking back on past delights and re-evaluating friendships – most, though not all, of the friends being representative of the life of gay men in this new, more open era. The year 1982 also saw the publication of The Occasions of Poetry: Essays in Criticism and Autobiography, which included the essay on William Carlos Williams, introductions to Fulke Greville and Ben Jonson, and some pungently condensed essays in autobiography. Eleven years later, a further collection of criticism, Shelf Life, contained the finest of his essays, ‘What the Slowworm Said’, on Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot and Basil Bunting, as well as articles on Robert Duncan and memoirs of Yvor Winters and Christopher Isherwood. Gunn’s criticism is impressive, though modestly framed; it is always accurate and sharply exemplified, but not at all academic. The prose is direct and limpid; he does not theorise but leads the reader through the process of reading poems.


In 1983 the world began to be conscious of a new epidemic. It was called acquired immune deficiency syndrome but quickly came to be known by the acronym AIDS. In the Western world, its most visible victims were sexually active gay men, and San Francisco became the epicentre of what quickly came to be perceived as a real plague. As the plague spread, so did alarm. In 1986 Gunn agreed to care for a close friend dying of the disease. His two-week bedside vigil resulted in the longest continuous poem that he wrote, the 116 lines of ‘Lament’ (pp. 167–71), a major addition to the great English tradition of pastoral elegy that includes poems by Milton, Shelley and Tennyson. Soon afterwards other friends fell ill and died. One month in 1987 saw the deaths of no fewer than four of Gunn’s friends, two of them on the same day. Among them was Charlie Hinkle, a talented young poet in his late twenties with whom Gunn was emotionally and sexually involved. In ‘The J Car’ (pp. 175–76), he evokes his late meetings with Hinkle as the latter’s short life reached its last stage:




I’d leave him to the feverish sleep ahead,


Myself to ride through darkened yards instead


Back to my health. Of course I simplify.


Of course. It tears me still that he should die


As only an apprentice to his trade,


The ultimate engagements not yet made.


His gifts had been withdrawing one by one


Even before their usefulness was done:


This optic nerve would never be relit;


The other flickered, soon to be with it.


Unready, disappointed, unachieved,


He knew he would not write the much-conceived


Much-hoped-for work now, nor yet help create


A love he might in full reciprocate.





If Gunn ever rose to an occasion, it was in these poems expressing these dreadful losses. The poems recall the tone of Ben Jonson, master of brief laments and the poetry of friendship. Gunn disliked the Confessional poetry of the 1960s and 1970s, with its emphasis on self-display and self-exposure. The stoical reticence practised by Jonson now gave him the means of writing about his loss without betraying the depths of private feeling or falling into hysteria. As more and more friends died, a string of elegies followed, each of them deeply poignant, the poignancy an effect of the reticence. The achievement is as much moral as literary. The collection containing these poems, The Man with Night Sweats (1992), brought about a revival in Gunn’s reputation. 


Remarkably, Gunn did not himself contract AIDS, though the title poem of The Man with Night Sweats evokes his apprehensions in that regard. He began to think of himself as a survivor and death became a major new subject for him. There were not only the AIDS elegies, but the poems he wrote about literary friends – Christopher Isherwood (p. 161) and, later, in his last book, Boss Cupid (2000), Robert Duncan (pp. 181–82). Then, in 1991, he finally dealt with the death that had haunted him since the age of fourteen: his mother’s. ‘The Gas-poker’ begins with reflections on the length of time that had passed: ‘Forty-eight years ago / – Can it be forty-eight / Since then? – they forced the door …’ The key word there is ‘they’. He at last succeeded in getting the memory down only when it had occurred to him – taking a hint from Thomas Hardy – that it was possible to write in the third person. A slight crankiness to the rhyme scheme and metre also recalls Hardy – in disyllabic rhymes such as ‘barricaded’/‘they did’, for instance. It is by ‘closures’ of this kind that Gunn succeeds in distancing the experience and, as in the AIDS elegies, it is precisely the note of reticence needed for speech to occur at all that moves the reader, who is forced to imagine for him- or herself the pain that occasioned the poem.


Like the AIDS elegies – and in remoter ways, like ‘Misanthropos’ and Moly – ‘The Gas-poker’ is a pastoral. The setting is a garden. The ‘sort of backwards flute’ that fed gas into Charlotte Gunn’s mouth is a perversion of the reed or ‘oaten stop’ of pastoral song. ‘Ago’ at the end of the first line rhymes with the first lines of each of the four subsequent stanzas, the sequence culminating with ‘flow’, which evokes the uninterrupted flow of a musical line. The brothers ‘Repeating their lament’ are not only in the everyday sense a burden to each other, but to quote the line correctly ‘A burden, to each other’ – that is (in musical terms), ‘a chorus or refrain, or the drone of an instrument’. The dead woman is, at the end of the poem, filled up by the poker’s ‘music’ and so ‘mute’. Mute, yet alive in her son’s songs, whose Muse, giver of music, she had always been.


Reading this poem with its distancing, wit and artistry, it is not difficult to see why Gunn was wary of Confessional poetry. ‘I don’t like dramatizing myself,’ he said in an interview. ‘I don’t want to be Sylvia Plath’ (JC, p. 15). As it happens, he didn’t read the last poems of Sylvia Plath until 1965 – two years after her death – when I lent him my copies. When he returned them to me, he wrote this:




I am still not quite sure what they add up to. Each poem is a series of exclamations and images loosely connected by the themes stated in the title, but the connection is often very loose. Only about two of the poems … have any construction worth talking about. The result is that they together make a kind of rambling hysterical monologue, which is fine for people who believe in art as Organic but less satisfactory for those who demand more. Nevertheless there are some incredibly beautiful passages, where an image suddenly emerges from the crowd of other images and takes over for a few lines … The trouble is with the emotion, itself, really: it is largely one of hysteria, and it is amazing that her hysteria has produced poetry as good as this. I think there’s a tremendous danger in the fact that we know she committed suicide. If they were anonymous poems I wonder how we’d take them.


(CW, 25 February 1965)





What he did not say is that, if he had wanted to be Plath, he had the perfect subject matter ready and waiting. But he didn’t believe that dying was an art and his subject hurt too much to permit direct expression.


It is beginning to be clear that Gunn’s last two books were carefully planned as the formal conclusion to his life’s work. He may not have been consistent in this plan, but despite the appearance of bohemian spontaneity, he was an orderly man – almost obsessively so – and he had very clear ideas of what he wanted his work to be. Any poem that dissatisfied him he excluded from the books, and each is meticulously shaped. Not long after publishing The Passages of Joy in 1982, Gunn told his friends and publishers that he would not be publishing another book for ten years, about twice as long as his usual gap between books. He had always found that, once a new book was out, he would suffer from writer’s block for a year or two, so he decided that this time he would not think about a new collection until he was sure he had more than enough poems to select from. In the event, the AIDS elegies, which he could not have anticipated, determined the shape of The Man with Night Sweats and there were a few poems left over that found their way into his last book. The opening poem of Boss Cupid, ‘Duncan’, was begun as early as 1988, when he was still involved with writing about AIDS, and it continues the preoccupation with elegy, as does ‘The Gas-poker’, written a year before the publication of The Man with Night Sweats. Everything else one can say about Boss Cupid suggests that he knew it would be his last production.


‘Duncan’ (pp. 181–82) is not just a tribute to a friend and poet but an ars poetica. It both describes and exemplifies the interplay of process and formality in Gunn’s own poetry. A few pages after it comes ‘The Gas-poker’, prefaced by ‘My Mother’s Pride’, the two poems suggesting that at last he had managed to come to terms with the love and the tragedy that had shaped his thought and work. The middle section of the book, ‘Gossip’, is a set of light free-verse poems a little in the manner of Frank O’Hara, a section very much in contrast to the weighty summations and sequences in the last section, though it includes a self-portrait of some beauty: ‘The Artist as an Old Man’ (pp. 188–89). The final section of the book is a series of poems, heavily influenced by Elizabethan poetry, about love. It is presided over by that very Elizabethan deity, the bullying god Gunn refers to as ‘Boss Cupid’. The last section covers all kinds of love, from the paradisal love of Dante for Beatrice to the desires of a serial killer who ate the men he was attracted to. Gunn had never attempted summations before but he does so in this book, and in the final sequence, almost the last thing he wrote, he presents himself as King David dancing before God. The three monologues of ‘Dancing David’ cover the key periods of David’s life, and the book concludes with dancing David taking his final bow: ‘A brief bow following on the final leap’ (p. 197).


Few of the book’s first readers can have guessed that this was to be Gunn’s farewell – like Prospero drowning his books. Though Gunn was seventy and had just retired from teaching, he was still energetic and physically fit; he retained his ebullient good nature and sense of fun. But once he had lost the order imposed by a regular job, his habit of self-discipline seemed to fail him. His need for youth, both in himself and in those he encountered sexually, became an affliction. He found that, though he could compose by will, the resulting poems were lifeless: ‘I’ve got no juice,’ he told me in 2003, which turned out to be the last time I saw him. For many years he had taken drugs recreationally, but he had always remained conscious of the necessity for rational self-control. To fuel his nights of cruising and leather bars, he now began taking ‘speed’ or methamphetamine, tremendously dangerous for an elderly man’s heart. He knew, or had decided, that his literary life was over, so he felt no need to preserve himself for adventures of the intellect. As we gather from some of the poems in Boss Cupid, he became more and more attached to the homeless young gay men who haunted the streets of San Francisco, many of them addicts. Increasingly this became a problem for his housemates. For one thing there was noise off and on throughout the night. For another the boys were hard to communicate with, occasionally robbed Gunn and generally disturbed the life of the house. Gunn himself seemed unconscious of the fact that he was alienating his friends, people he had lived with for half his life – in Kitay’s case for two-thirds of it.


On 10 April 2004, his friends heard someone drop by in the early morning. They could hear the television in Gunn’s bedroom all day long, so imagined he was in the room with a boy. But no one ever seemed to leave the room. Eventually one friend, Bob Bair, decided to risk a confrontation. He went into the room and found Gunn dead on the floor beside the bed, mouth open and eyes staring. At some stage the boy he had been with must have slipped out into the street. According to the coroner’s report, Gunn died of a drug overdose, with methamphetamine, heroin and alcohol in his system.


I tell this story in detail here because it seems so out of character for Thom Gunn. But that is not quite it, exactly. Rather, it shows how he might have led his life but in the event did not. He adored his mother but she killed herself and let him find her body. He continued to make excuses for her until the end, but he must have felt at some level betrayed and abandoned. That feeling shows in the attraction he felt for boys who had been similarly abandoned; as somebody once said to me, he mothered those boys. But his mother had left him a way of coping without her. Sharing her love of literature and her respect for it, he found he was able to convert experience into words, rhythms and the ‘concord of sweet sounds’. In his work as a poet, as in most of what he did – his teaching, for instance – he was extremely self-disciplined and orderly, but he must have seen that a time would come when he no longer had the energy to sustain a poem or a sexual relationship. He planned his work for as long as he could, and then (long before he needed to have done so) he gave up. In a sense he killed himself, not in an act of willed suicide like his mother’s, but by letting himself go, courting death – he always enjoyed risk – and doing it so rashly that at some time, as he must have known, his body would give up the struggle. It was a chosen death, but chosen by a man who had earlier chosen life.




 





Thom Gunn’s reputation peaked early, his first book appearing when he was twenty-four. He was the leather-jacketed, existentialist hero the late 1950s required. But fashion overtook him. He detested the confessional mode, preferring an almost anonymous tone like that of the Elizabethans he loved. His increasing Americanisation lost him much of his English audience, but he never won a wide following in the United States. This did not discourage him. Tall, lean and handsome, he loved posing and dressed at times like a dandyish buccaneer; but he was also rather a modest man, his behaviour marked by consideration for others. He ran the risk, indeed, of underestimating his own importance. But this enabled him to regard the creation of a wellmade poem as something that mattered more than his ego did, the result being a body of work more consistently well written than that of any of his contemporaries. He also remembered the lessons he had learnt from his mother and from the poets and teachers he most admired: that poems are concerned with life and that to put an experience truthfully into words is to begin to understand it, the understanding being a moral act. As a result, when his world was shaken by crisis, as it was by AIDS in the 1980s, his art was ready for it.
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