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Books – Reading the Fine Print









Isaac Babel


(2002)


My wife, Ann Pasternak Slater, met Nadezhda Mandelstam in Moscow in 1971, shortly after the publication of Hope Against Hope. The sequel, Hope Abandoned, was finished and waiting in another room. The poet’s chain-smoking widow jerked her thumb over her shoulder: ‘More dynamite in there.’


Isaac Babel was another dynamitist – a writer whose explosive force derives from his terse transcriptions of first-hand experience. He wrote to his friend Paustovsky: ‘on my shield is inscribed the device “authenticity”.’ Some paragraphs of his prose are acts of deliberate terror. The simple shock-waves of the actual, the cruel, the irrefutable, are his speciality. His sudden, ruthless, marvellous gift leaves the reader trying – too late – to look away from what Babel is compelled to show us. There is no escape. The violence is calculated to injure the reader’s bourgeois sensibility, to destroy his good taste, to trap him in the epicentre of the blast – to terrorise him.


Dulgushov is fatally wounded: ‘He was sitting propped up against a tree. He lay with his legs splayed far apart, his boots pointing in opposite directions. Without lowering his eyes from me, he carefully lifted his shirt. His stomach was torn open, his intestines spilling to his knees, and we could see his heart beating’ (my italics). The narrator lacks the ‘courage’ to finish him off, as the wounded man asks.


‘Afonka Bida’ tells the story of a Cossack whose wounded horse has to be shot. First, he feels in the wound with his copper-coloured fingers, then a comrade shoots the horse: ‘Maslak walked over to the horse, treading daintily on his fat legs, slid his revolver into its ear, and fired’ (my italics). Deranged with grief, Afonka Bida goes on the rampage and returns with a replacement mount. It has cost him an eye: ‘he had combed his sweat-drenched forelock over his gouged-out eye.’


Afonka expresses his sorrow in a phrase – ‘Where’s one to find another horse like that?’ – which recalls another story in the collection, ‘Crossing the River Zbrucz’. The narrator is billeted on a family of Volhynian Jews in Novograd. He lies back on ‘the ripped eiderdown’ and dreams restlessly about battle. He is woken by a pregnant Jewish woman tapping him on his face. I quote the rest of the two-page story, about one quarter of the total:




‘Pan,’ she says to me, ‘you are shouting in your sleep, and tossing and turning. I’ll put your bed in another corner, because you are kicking my papa.’


She raises her thin legs and round belly from the floor and pulls the blanket off the sleeping man. An old man is lying there on his back, dead. His gullet has been ripped out, his face hacked in two, and dark blood is clinging to his beard like a lump of lead.


‘Pan,’ the Jewess says, shaking out the eiderdown, ‘the Poles were hacking him to death and he kept begging them, “Kill me in the backyard so my daughter won’t see me die!” But they wouldn’t inconvenience themselves. He died in this room, thinking of me ... And now I want you to tell me,’ the woman suddenly said with terrible force, ‘I want you to tell me where one could find another father like my father in all the world!’





That sudden ‘terrible force’ is Babel’s speciality, too. But it depends not just on the way the mundane nightmare is succeeded by the infinitely worse waking nightmare. It depends also on what follows the dark blood in the beard – shaking out the eiderdown. In those four alert words is all the shock, all the tragic incongruity, of ordinary life’s unbearable, bearable continuities.


This is ‘Berestechko’ and more Jews:




The old man was screeching, and tried to break free. Kudrya from the machine gun detachment grabbed his head and held it wedged under his arm. The Jew fell silent and spread his legs. Kudrya pulled out his dagger with his right hand and carefully slit the old man’s throat without spattering himself. He knocked on one of the closed windows.


‘If anyone’s interested,’ he said, ‘they can come get him. It’s no problem.’ (my italics)





You know it is true. No fiction writer would dare this black farce – the fastidiousness of the barbarian’s meticulous barbarity, the etiquette observed by the executioner knocking on the closed window. It is writing with the greatest possible specific gravity. It exerts an awful, irresistible pull on the reader. There are the ingredients for a sick joke here, the shape of perverse laughter – but Babel skirts the absurd and renders it as sober, almost off-hand, factual, unquestionable.


The casual cruelty and the laconic prose recall the italicised prefatory micro-bulletins above the stories in Hemingway’s In Our Time. Quoted like this, the Babel stories satisfy the imperatives set down in his diary: ‘short chapters saturated with content’; ‘very simple, a factual account, no superfluous description’; ‘rest. New men. Night in the field. The horses, I tie myself to the stirrup. – Night, corn on the cob, nurse. Dawn. Without a plot.’


Of course, there are moments of more insidious vividness – a prostitute squinting to squeeze a pimple on her shoulder, a Jew on his way to synagogue (‘he fastened the three bone buttons of his green coat. He dusted himself with the cockerel feathers’), ‘a moaning hurrah, shredded by the wind’. Babel knows the ‘round shoulders’ of plump women. He is as expert on backs as a chiropractor: ‘scars shimmered on her powdered back’; passion means that ‘blotches flared up on her arms and shoulders’; ‘her back, dazzling and sad, moved in front of me.’ Or there is the mistress of Division Commander Savitsky, ‘combing her hair in the coolness under the awning’, smilingly chiding her lover as she buttons up his shirt for him. Not unbuttoning, but the far greater intimacy of buttoning up.


This is an utterly authentic vignette of a landscape transformed by battle:




Cossacks went from yard to yard collecting rags and eating unripe plums. The moment we arrived, Akinfiev curled up on the hay and fell asleep, and I took a blanket from his cart and went to look for some shade to lie down in. But the fields on both sides of the road were covered with excrement. A bearded muzhik in copper-rimmed spectacles and a Tyrolean hat was sitting by the wayside reading a newspaper.





The fatigue we might have guessed – and even the excrement – but it took Babel’s being there to assure us so confidently of those unripe plums and that implausible yet irrefutable Tyrolean hat. Equally, Babel’s first-hand knowledge can assure us that cooking pots are stirred with a twig, or that sleeping cavalry tie their horses to their legs. Or consider the narrative hypnosis that holds us while a Cossack, Prishchepa, executes a bloody revenge to restore the looted furniture to his family hut. He arranges it as he remembers from childhood, drinks vodka for two days, sings, cries – and finally sets fire to the hut. Before he vanishes, he throws ‘a lock of his hair into the flames’. A remarkable, inexplicable, unforgettable final touch.


Elsewhere, Vytagaichenko, the regiment commander, is woken by a Polish attack. ‘He mounted his horse and rode over to the lead squadron. His face was creased with red stripes from his uncomfortable sleep, and his pockets were filled with plums.’ The creases are good, but they are to be expected. The plums are the surprise – the authenticating detail, the guarantee of genuineness, by this alert connoisseur, this calm Berenson of the battlefield. Both Lionel Trilling and Henry Gifford are exercised by the perceived conflict between the timorous intellectual and the warriors he fought alongside. (See Trilling’s introduction to Collected Stories (Methuen, 1957) and Gifford’s shrewd and learned essay in Grand Street (Autumn, 1989).) In a revisionist spirit, Gifford offers the testimony of Viktor Shklovsky, the Russian formalist, who knew one of Babel’s comradesin-arms: ‘They liked Babel very much in the army. He had a calm fearlessness of which he was quite unconscious.’ The internal evidence of the stories suggests how closely this was related to an almost scholarly impulse. Those plums are recorded twice in the unflinching spirit of thoroughness – the pedantry of genius.


But selective quotation is distorting. It ignores the aesthetic pleasure of form and shapeliness. The stories are wholes. Who can tell from fragmentary quotation whether that verbal parallel lamenting the loss of a father and the loss of a horse is intentional and ironic, or inadvertent repetition? (There are unintentional repetitions in Babel, but here I think he is covertly ironising horse-centred Cossack morality.) A weak, early, overwritten, knowingly improbable story like ‘Shabos-Nakhamu’ can look intriguing if you quote only the last paragraph: ‘The innkeeper, naked beneath the rays of the rising sun, stood waiting for her huddled against the tree. He felt cold. He was shifting from one foot to another.’ And, up to now, most of my quotation has been sensationalist and Babel’s subtler registers under-represented. For example, ‘Dolgushov’s Death’ is more than its core – the slow cascade of intestines and flexing heart of Dolgushov, who is eventually put out of his misery by Afonka Bida. He shoots the dying man in the mouth. Bida despises the bespectacled, ineffectual narrator, whose fastidious tenderness is actually a form of cruelty – and he threatens to shoot him, too. The story ends like this: ‘“Well, there you have it, Grishchuk,” I said to him. “Today I lost Afonka, my first real friend.” Grishchuk took out a wrinkled apple from under the cart seat. “Eat it,” he told me, “please, eat it.”’ A quiet, indirect, apparently inconsequential, Chekhovian close. But the soothing gesture is germane. Grishchuk, the subordinate, is consoling his friend and superior, whose feelings have been wounded in parallel to Dolgushov’s physical wounding. The wrinkled apple is a token of friendship. It also carries an edge of impatience, a hint of rebuke, as the lowly driver confronts the narrator’s self-indulgent egotism with an act of self-sacrifice, the giving up of the precious apple.


Consider ‘A Letter’, a four-page masterpiece about the civil war. In it, a father butchers his son Fyodor and is in turn butchered by another son, Semyon. The narrative is contained in a letter dictated to Babel by yet a third son, Vasily. The appalling cruelties are matched by the calculated subtlety of the narrative’s ironies. The main thrust of the letter is prefaced by the tenderest of digressions – tenderness which, as it turns out, indicates a lack of affect. It concerns Stepan. It is several unpunctuated sentences before we realise that Stepan is not a child but a horse. ‘Write to me a letter about my Stepan – is he alive or not, I beg you to look after him and to write to me about him, is he still scratching himself or has he stopped, but also about the scabs on his forelegs, have you had him shod, or not?’ The father makes his first, unfavourable appearance in the context of the horse: ‘I beg you, dearest Mama, Evdokiya Fyodorovna, to wash without fail his forelegs with the soap I hid behind the icons, and if Papa has swiped it all then buy some in Krasnodar, and the Lord will smile upon you’ (my italics). The tenderness privileges the horse over the human being.


Like the peasant boy this soldier is, he then describes the local inhabitants, the crops, the poor soil, before broaching the story of his father’s brutality: ‘In these second lines of this letter I hasten to write you about Papa, that he hacked my brother Fyodor Timofeyich Kurdyukov to pieces a year ago now.’ When the revenge is achieved, it is Greek in its restraint: ‘Semyon sent me out of the yard, so that I cannot, dearest Mama, Evdokiya Fyodorovna, describe to you how they finished off Papa, because I had been sent out of the yard.’ Who could have guessed that a null tautology – ‘because I had been sent out of the yard’ – in conjunction with the formulaic endearment and patronymic would manage to convey so vividly the hideously inept offstage murder? In the hobbled clumsiness of the prose, in the awkward, inappropriate expression of affection, Babel’s oblique mimesis is horrifyingly exact. The letter concludes with other ‘news’ about the wet town of Novorossisk – which situates the letter’s moral tone somewhere between the affectless and a misplaced sense of naive politesse.


(Babel is uniformly good on letters: ‘Trunov scrawled gigantic peasant letters on a crookedly torn piece of paper’ (my italics); Khlebnikov ‘asked me for some paper, a good thirty sheets, and for some ink. The Cossacks planed a tree stump smooth for him, he placed his revolver and paper on it, and wrote till sundown, filling many sheets with his smudgy scrawl.’ His comrades tease him as ‘a regular Karl Marx’.)


The story of Vasily’s letter concludes with a family photograph, showing his father and ‘next to him, [his mother] in a bamboo chair, a tiny peasant woman in a loose blouse, with small, bright, timid features. And against this provincial photographer’s pitiful backdrop, with its flowers and doves, towered two boys, amazingly big, blunt, broad-faced, goggle-eyed, and frozen as if standing at attention: the Kurdyukov brothers, Fyodor and Semyon.’ What is the photograph telling us? Beyond, that is, the blunt irony of the photographer’s ‘flowers and doves’ and the record of family togetherness? The photograph is eloquent about how little it is telling us. It confesses its fraud, its nugatory pretence. It keeps us out like that earlier repetition: ‘because I had been sent out of the yard.’


‘A Letter’ is a story perfect in every particular – and therefore rare in Babel’s consistently imperfect œuvre. And the cause of the imperfections? So far selective quotation of the high points might imply that Babel is a realist – ‘sisters with their little moustaches’ – whereas he is only partly a realist. He has a fatal hankering for poetry, too. By which he understands something essentially anti-realist. Babel was a writer, uneasy with the idea of documentary. The editor of this sumptuous and thorough Complete Works, the writer’s daughter, Nathalie Babel, emphasises in her headnote to the Red Cavalry stories that they were, ‘as Babel himself repeatedly stressed, fiction set against a real backdrop’. Art, then, not reportage. According to Henry Gifford, Babel was a great reviser, taking twenty-two drafts to finish ‘Lyubka the Cossack’: he didn’t want posterity to think him a passive onlooker and recording stenographer-angel merely taking down dictation. Lest we should undervalue the writing itself, Babel’s opus includes a number of characteristically Russian over-statements about the writing process. They are fondly quoted by credulous admirers like Cynthia Ozick, who here contributes a breathless, brainless introduction. ‘I spoke to her of style,’ he writes in ‘Guy de Maupassant’, ‘of an army of words, an army in which every weapon is deployed. No iron spike can pierce a human heart as icily as a period in the right place.’ This self-vaunting credo might carry more weight were it not for another obiter dictum about repetition on the same page: ‘When a phrase is born, it is both good and bad at the same time. The secret of its success rests in a crux that is barely discernible. One’s fingertips must grasp the key, gently warming it. And the key must be turned once, not twice.’ This is sound, subtle, tactful – and violated by Babel in the previous paragraph, where we are twice told that the maid had ‘pointed breasts’. ‘Debauchery had congealed in her gray, wide-open eyes,’ Babel confides on one page, only to write on the facing page, ‘turning away her eyes in which debauchery had congealed’.


Poetry was intended as a stay against the accusation of reportage, the lowest form of realism. In practice, for Babel, ‘poetry’ meant overwriting, flirtation with non-sense, exaggeration, deliberately chosen imprecision, anti-realism. And it is fatal for many of the stories. In an early story, ‘Odessa’, Babel complains that in Russian literature ‘there haven’t been so far any real, clear, cheerful descriptions of the sun.’ His stories are, among other things, a sustained effort of reparation and overwriting. Here is a partial cull: the sun ‘poured into the clouds like the blood of a gouged boar’; ‘the sun soared up into the sky and spun like a red bowl on the tip of a spear’; ‘the sky changes colour – tender blood pouring from an overturned bottle’; ‘the dying sun in the sky, round and yellow as a pumpkin, breathed its last rosy breath’; ‘a timid star flashed in the orange battles of the sunset’; ‘we rode toward the sunset, its boiling rivers pouring over the embroidered napkins of the peasants’ fields’; ‘in his yard, the sun was tense and tortured with the blindness of its rays’; ‘the cross-eyed lantern of the provincial sun’. Every one a dud. You can have too much of a bad thing.


Nor is the moon exactly ignored: ‘the snaking moon’; ‘only the window, lit up by the fire of the moon, shone like salvation’; the moon is twice described as ‘a nagging splinter’, which for once has a kind of precision. Otherwise, Babel seems bent on the widest gap possible between tenor and vehicle – as a guarantee of poesis. Now and then, success seems close. For instance, there is a kind of metaphoric counterpoint between the cool of evening and a mother tending a fevered child: ‘The evening wrapped me in the soothing dampness of her twilight sheets, the evening placed her motherly palms on my burning brow.’ Maybe it sounds less cluttered and more natural in Russian. In English, the nursing details, the dampened sheets to lower the temperature, simply overwhelm the cool crepuscular half of the comparison. Then there is the judiciously indecorous, anti-poetic comparison I associate with Pasternak: ‘the sunset was boiling in the skies, a sunset thick as jam.’ Again, the two-stage comparison with jam-making is unwieldy and faintly argumentative. I prefer the precisely Pasternakian comparison, ‘the kerosene-coloured night of Baku’, or the real oddity of the word ‘implausible’ in this figure: ‘the fire of the sunset swept over him, as crimson and implausible as impending doom.’


But mostly the implausibility lies in the metaphors and similes themselves. ‘Bullets unfurled like string along the road.’ Bullets bring out the worst in Babel: ‘the bullets plunge into the earth and writhe, quaking with impatience’ (my italics). Any metaphor with an olfactory element is invariably solipsistic and inscrutable: ‘her sponge cakes had the aroma of crucifixion’; ‘a sour odor rose from the ground, as from a soldier’s wife at dawn’; ‘I stink like a slit udder’; ‘a red-headed widow, who was drenched with the scent of widow’s grief’; ‘the cadaverous aroma of brocade’; ‘Sashka’s body, blossoming and reeking like the meat of a slaughtered cow’.


There is no single rationale for these overblown figures, rather a variety of contributing reasons. As well as the Russian tradition of the opaque, apparently unjustified comparison, there are two other causes to take into account: the potent example of the epic simile and the vernacular tradition. The vernacular tradition employs exaggeration as its stock in trade: think of Huckleberry Finn retailing (with an inflection of doubt) an image of his father’s, when a man who has fallen from a high roof is buried not in a coffin but between two barn doors. It might be the Beano. You can identify this bent in Babel’s imagery now and again. For instance, when Benya Krik fights his father, the favoured figure of speech is ‘he shuffled his father’s face like a fresh deck of cards.’ In English pub argot, the equivalent euphemism would be ‘to rearrange someone’s features for the worse’. What makes these phrases both popular and vulgar is their artifice, their frank contrivance. Raymond Chandler’s Marlowe is, like Babel, equally given to suave, original variations of this wise-cracking demotic.


‘Konkin’ subtly but self-consciously comments on the vernacular. In this story, a Cossack pursues a Polish officer whose dignity will not allow him to surrender to anyone other than the supreme commander, Budyonny. Exasperated, the Cossack declares his civilian identity and demonstrates it. He is a ventriloquist from Nizhny. And the whole story is ventriloquised by Babel, who is interested in the anecdotal method of the anonymous soldier. ‘Konkin, the political commissar of the N Cavalry Brigade and three-time Knight of the Order of the Red Flag, told us this story with his typical antics during a rest stop one day’ (my italics). The demotic style is antic. Doors don’t simply open. They burst open. ‘Barbara Stepanovna turned purple.’ ‘Her voice boomed like mountain thunder.’ ‘The snake of his peasant grin slithers across his rotten teeth.’ Exaggeration is an implicit declaration of class solidarity.


Writing of the Red Cavalry, Babel was aware of his political duty to heroise, even as he unflinchingly and critically depicted the casual barbarities of his Cossack comrades. I believe that Babel was consistently subversive. ‘And in a loud voice, like a triumphant deaf man, I read Lenin’s speech to the [illiterate] Cossacks.’ The speech is there for the political commissar. The ‘triumphant deaf man’ is there for the reader alert for irony. In ‘Salt’, another ventriloquised story, the narrator throws a female smuggler off a train, then shoots her. The story ends with this affirmation of Bolshevism: ‘we will deal relentlessly with all the traitors who pull us into the pit and want to turn back the stream and cover Russia with corpses and dead grass.’ The speaker, Nikita Balmashov, has just left the corpse of the woman by the side of the railway. This contradiction, that the revolution brings destruction indistinguishable from that of the former tyrants, is one to which Babel returns time and again.


The epic simile is part of the iron necessity to heroise, lest the ironies become transparent. And the epic simile carries the requirement of radical indirection. Where the normal simile insists on likeness, the epic simile prescribes differentiation. So Savitsky rises ‘splitting the hut in two like a banner splitting the sky’. The commander’s ‘long legs looked like two girls wedged to their shoulders in riding boots’. In Babel’s prose, the expansiveness of the epic simile proper is cognate with demotic hyperbole: ‘he ran after [the prisoners] and gathered them under his arms, the way a hunter grips an armful of reeds and pushes them back to see a flock of birds flying to the river at dawn.’ ‘And Madame Gorobchik stood by her husband’s bed like a mud-drenched crow on an autumn branch.’ Only occasionally does Babel allow the epic simile its iota of irony: ‘The damp mold of the ruins blossomed like a marble bench on an opera stage. And I waited with anxious soul for Romeo to descend from the clouds, a satin Romeo singing of love, while backstage a dejected technician waits with his finger on the button to turn off the moon.’


Yet, after all the allowances and explanations, much remains that is simply indigestible – confused, arbitrary, affected, contrived, arch and preening. ‘My husband brings me firewood as wet as newly washed hair.’ ‘Blue roads flowed past me like rivulets of milk trickling from many breasts.’ ‘I rise from my bunk from which sleep had run like a wolf from a pack of depraved dogs.’ ‘You have laid impetuous rails across the rancid dough of Russian prose.’ Babel’s first Red Cavalry story, the two-page ‘Crossing the River Zbrucz’, has an ending that is not unforgettable but inescapable – the account of the dead Jew with his face ‘hacked in two’. But almost equally inescapable is the melodrama of the sun ‘rolling across the sky like a severed head’, the ‘snaking moon’ – and the Jews who ‘hop around in silence, like monkeys, like Japanese acrobats in a circus, their necks swelling and twisting’. My italics mark a physiological impossibility – an impossibility which is bound to mar the authenticity, the realism, on which Babel’s uncertain claim to greatness is founded.
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The Complete Works of Isaac Babel, edited by Nathalie Babel and translated by Peter Constantine (W. W. Norton & Co., 2002).









Derek Walcott’s Poetry


(2000)


Plagiarism is, of course, the original sin. But a still more original version is copying yourself. There are many examples of self-plagiarism in Derek Walcott’s extensive œuvre. On at least six occasions, Picasso is reported denouncing self-plagiarism as abject: ‘copying others is necessary, but what a pity to copy yourself,’ he told Dor de la Souchère.


Others first. Walcott’s stated position on the anxiety of influence – that you could just as easily say ‘the influence of anxiety’ – is as unequivocally evasive as you might expect from a writer so clearly, lastingly and fatally touched by Dylan Thomas. ‘The Bounty makes clear Walcott’s continuing relationship to Dylan Thomas’s verse,’ writes Bruce King, his sympathetic biographer. He must mean Walcott’s ‘snail-horned steeples’ which owe so much – everything, in fact – to Thomas’s ‘Poem in October’: ‘the sea wet church the size of a snail / With its horns through mist.’


But Thomas’s legacy to Walcott isn’t simply the odd purloined image or two – or more – but also the considered embrace of fuddled syntax as a chosen poetic method. When T. S. Eliot said that the modern poet must ‘dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning’, Thomas evidently took Eliot too literally. There is in Thomas and Walcott a great deal of wilfully crippled language. Bruce King has this to say: ‘some of [Howard] Moss’s other comments point to difficulties that are so common to Walcott’s writing that they are part of his style. There are words with uncertain reference which look forward and backward, there is a lack of verbs, the syntax may be erratic, punctuation is erratic in terms of clarifying meaning.’ The amount of incompetent exposition in, say, Omeros is astonishing.


There are not only loose ends of plot. Hector loses his canoe in a storm on page 50, only to sell it on page 116 to buy his Comet car. Helen has stolen Maud’s yellow frock on page 31, even though Maud Plunkett has altered it for Helen on page 29. On page 64 we are told (how reliably?) that the dress was a gift to Helen which Maud forgot. After all, Helen has definitely nicked towels from the Plunketts. There are also frequent passages where syntax and grammar seem designed to obstruct and occlude. Here are two related passages, dealing with Warwick Walcott, the poet’s dead father: ‘Out on the sidewalk the sunlight drained like a print / of a postcard flecked with its gnawing chemical / in which there was light, but with a sepia tint’ (my italics). Walcott wants to say, I think, that the scene outside looks like a faded sepia postcard. This is Warwick Walcott in full fatherly spate: ‘But before you return, you must enter cities / that open like The World’s Classics, in which I dreamt / I saw my shadow on their flag-stones, histories / that carried me over the bridge of self-contempt, / though I never stared in their rivers, great abbeys / soaring in net-webbed stone, when I felt diminished // even by a postcard’ (my italics). The sense nearly survives its setting forth. Warwick Walcott prophesies his son will encounter at first hand the European culture the father only read about. He recalls his sense of inferiority and insularity, which could be exacerbated by a postcard of Europe, and yet was soothed by his reading. Reading his son, though, you start to dread the apparently helpful, but actually phantom connectives. In which. The syntax is purely gestural. It is no accident that my grammar-check – admittedly a crude instrument for assessing poetry – has underlined that entire quotation. It doesn’t make sense.


Though Dylan Thomas (‘past sleep-tight houses’) is the main Other in Walcott, there is, via Thomas, Hopkins: ‘in the indigo dark before dawn’ is indebted to Hopkins’s ‘Moonrise’. Walcott is also touched by Auden, Yeats, Lowell, Heaney and Brodsky – less permanently, but so extensively that one is almost embarrassed by his lack of guile. The clichéd colonial paradigm of invasion and conquest has been fulfilled aesthetically. Odd, given that Walcott’s pronouncements on the colonial past and its role in the present are so eminently sensible. Drawing on the Caribbean experience, he sees that no one and no race is without guilt – what happened, he asks, to the aboriginal Aurac people? Forget the past, then. Prepare, guiltlessly, to take advantage of English literature and all its language has to offer. In the event, though, English literature seems to have taken advantage of him – to have imposed its poetic practitioners successfully, absolutely.


Derek Walcott’s reputation rests primarily on three works: Another Life (1973), ‘The Schooner Flight’ (1979) and Omeros (1990). The last, a work of over 300 pages, written over three years, published in 1990, is widely seen as the work that secured him the Nobel Prize in 1992. This review will concentrate therefore on Omeros. How good is it?


Walcott has always been a striking phrase-maker, and there are wonderful, memorable touches throughout Omeros. ‘Then I heard patois again, as my ears unclogged’ – whenever Walcott turns to dialect, ‘then everything fit’. You are quenched and convinced by the authority, by the authenticity – ‘Girl, I pregnant,/ but I don’t know for who.’ Now and then, of course, there are poetic flourishes rhetorically beyond the speakers. ‘Their leaves start shaking / the minute the axe of sunlight hit[s] the cedars,’ for example. This is a problem intrinsic to vernacular. How does the writer accommodate his linguistic gifts within the cramped, if fresh, givens of the vernacular? And unquestionably Walcott has those gifts: the egret’s ‘one rusted cry’, the iguana’s ‘slit pods of its eyes’, ‘sunrise / trickled down its valleys’, ‘whales burst into flower’, ‘the wick of the cypress charred’, ‘the gold sea / flat as a credit card’, ‘and the only sound is the hot, lazy drum of the sea’ (my italics). Walcott’s metaphoric resource is widely celebrated – though a phrase like ‘a bouquet of spume’, if 200 pages away from ‘whales burst into flower’, still looks repetitious – parsimonious trope rotation.


In fact, surprisingly, the best Walcott is the plainest, those instances of straight observation, of unadorned directness: for Philoctete’s perpetual shin-sore, ‘like a radiant anemone’, there is ‘the usual medicine for him, a flask of white / acjou, and a jar of yellow Vaseline’ (my italics). The colour is careful. That ‘anemone’ is fine, too, but weakened when, eleven pages later, we read that ‘His knee was radiant iron’ – an echo undiminished by the difference senses of ‘radiant’. Walcott is good, also, on the way the erotic situates itself in the ordinary without being diminished – even perhaps enhanced. His St Lucian Helen of Troy, the casus belli between the fishermen Hector and Achille, is seen on several occasions, perhaps too many, ‘swinging a plastic sandal’ – a credible goddess, who, when she leaves Achille’s exhausting jealousy for Hector, leaves ‘a hair-pin / stuck in her soap dish’. Though there are fine phrases which, as it were, straddle the literal and the metaphoric – ‘The reek of the beach / was rimmed with a white noise’ – the more literal are the better. Walcott’s much vaunted metaphoric facility has its negative side. Sometimes, he simply can’t say things simply. In Omeros, there is precious little crying that isn’t precious: ‘Dew was filling my eyes’, ‘my dewy gaze’, ‘a coming rain hazing his pupils’, ‘both of them wept / the forgiving rain of those who have truly loved.’ It could be Enoch Arden.


Then there are the stars. Plainly: ‘From night-fishing he knew the necessary ones, / the one that sparkled at dusk, and at dawn, the other.’ This is on a par with the flat effectiveness of ‘she [Maud Plunkett] took off her damp gardening hat // and lay down on the faded couch, she loosed her bodice / and blew down to her heart.’ This factuality has an irrefutability shared by the lover who taps Walcott’s knuckles in the morning by way of goodbye – by way of affection, of acknowledgement, by way of saying how little need be said. Add to these the mourners who ‘walk home / to their rusted villages, good shoes in one hand’ (my italics), or the ‘nut-littered troughs’ of the sea, or bank tellers pausing to hear the Angelus – ‘one wet fingertip / drying before it moved on to turn the next leaf’.




By comparison, the metaphors can seem contrived, muscle-bound, if powerful: in ‘The Schooner Flight’, we read ‘nail holes of stars in the sky roof’, conscious of the i’s in the comparison being dotted and the t’s being crossed. As we are in Another Life, where we read for the first time, ‘the usual smoky twilight / blackened our galvanized roof with its nail holes of stars.’ The latest sighting was in The Bounty: ‘the stars that nail down their day’. You begin to wonder about Walcott’s famous fecundity.


Which brings us to the subject of repetition in Walcott’s poetry.


In Omeros, ‘the corrugated iron / of the sea glittered with nailheads’. It is raining. In ‘The Schooner Flight’, it isn’t raining, otherwise nothing has changed: ‘the cold sea rippling like galvanize’. In Omeros, ‘the sunrise was heating the ring of the horizon’, whereas in ‘The Schooner Flight’ ‘the sun / heat the horizon’s ring.’ In The Arkansas Testament, ‘A Propertius Quartet’, bafflingly, ‘the sea’s ring turned red with heat / under bubbling Colombian coffee.’ Then there are the asphalt roads which produce a curiously persistent comparison: in Omeros, ‘I smelt the drizzle / on the asphalt leaving the Morne, it was the smell // of an iron on damp cloth.’ This Proustian equation had already been set down in ‘The Schooner Flight’: ‘every hot road, smell like clothes she just press.’ But even before that, Another Life spoke of ‘The smell of drizzled asphalt / like a flat iron burning’. In the post-Nobel The Bounty, the trope recurs: ‘a singed smell rose / from the drizzling asphalt’.


Omeros is an extraordinary anthology of repetition.


Initially, one is dazzled by the metaphoric brilliance of Walcott’s comparison of the sway of the sea to the swoon of scales: ‘the horizon’s glittering scales’. Then you recall a prior, clumsier sighting, 240 pages previously: ‘each brass basin / balanced on a horizon, but never equal’. And then it all comes back: in Another Life, ‘the steel, silver scales of the sea’. It is possible, however, that these ‘scales’ are the more obvious fish scales, as they are in The Bounty: ‘the sea shone / like its fish, the scales danced.’ Nothing to do with weights and measures.


On pages 98 and 321, there are ‘asterisks of rain’. On page 294, the starfish is an asterisk. On page 7, mosquitoes on his arms are ‘flattened to asterisks’ by Achille. On page 224, we meet ‘asterisks of bulletholes’.


On page 38, the market discloses ‘the iron tear of the weight’ and on page 324 ‘the copper scales, swaying / were balanced by one iron tear’.


Then there are the Homeric lances, flung everywhere to create a spurious, overworked ‘classicism’: page 9 ‘the lances of oars’, page 230 ‘with lances for oars’, page 292 ‘lance of an oar’; page 15 ‘lances of rain’, page 50 ‘lances of rain’, page 149 ‘the rain’s lances’; page 51 ‘the lances / of a flinging palm’, page 31 ‘the palms’ rusted lances’, page 33 ‘copper spears of the palms’; page 35 ‘lances of sunlight’, page 297 ‘a lance of sunlight’. Not to mention ‘lances of yachts’ or ‘the feathered lances of cane’.


We could list all the comparisons of the sea to lace, or the heat haze as wires, but the list would be, well, epic ... Instead, what about the comparison of rain to nails? Page 50: ‘the crash / of thousands of iron nails poured in a basin // of rain on his tin roof’. Page 222: ‘pouring tin nails on the roof’. The sea as parchment recurs on pages 3, 155 and 282. Of course, you can’t have such egregious repetition without a built-in excuse – and Omeros duly supplies one. Page 96: ‘and none noticed the Homeric repetition / of details, their prophecy.’


None noticed. Hold on a second there. Or do I mean a third, or a fourth.


Of course, the poem does have deliberate reprises: ‘This was History. I had no power to change it. / And yet I still felt that this had happened before.’ Often it has. There is a motif which links slavery to the work of ants. And when the slavers come to Achille’s African village, the tableau of destruction depicts a mongrel and child in the street. Later in the poem, when the Sioux are raided, the child and mongrel motif is deliberately redeployed to make the link. But, equally obviously, this doesn’t excuse the swarm of repetition in Omeros because many of those repeats are further repeated outside the poem. Repetition is a kind of disease in Walcott’s work: in Another Life the narrator ‘heard the grey, iron harbour / open on a seagull’s rusty hinge’ and a hundred pages later ‘Day pivoted on a seagull’s screeching hinge.’ Is it indolence or inadvertence or pure incompetence?


Elizabeth Bishop, a peerlessly controlled, precise poet, memorably compared a basin to the moon in ‘The Shampoo’. The whole stanza is memorable for its effortlessly sustained metaphor:


The shooting stars in your black hair


in bright formation


are flocking where,


so straight, so soon?


– Come, let me wash it in this big tin basin,


battered and shiny like the moon.


Walcott helplessly shoplifts her image and wears it out with overuse: page 12, ‘stuck like a basin, / the rusting enamel image of the full moon’; page 235, ‘the moon’s cold basin’; on page 273, ‘Moon-basins flashed in the riverbed.’


Clearly, there is a difference between Elizabeth Bishop’s innate metaphoric tact and Walcott’s unwieldy, wordy procedures. Where Bishop’s analogy with the night sky is beautifully unforced, yet sustained, Walcott’s extended metaphors arrive with the air of brazen, bald contrivance one associates with the cod TV host Alan Partridge. A nudge too far. My italics in the following quotations: ‘roosters, their cries screeching like red chalk / drawing hills on a board’; ‘and a breaker arched with a sound like tearing cloth / ripped down the stitched seam, a sound Mama make sewing // when, in disgust, she’d rip the stitches with her mouth’; ‘The lights stuttered in the windows // along the empty beach, red and green lights tossed on / the cold harbour, and beyond them, like dominoes / with lights for holes, the black skyscrapers of Boston.’ The sound of Walcott painfully explaining. One last absurd unified field of agricultural imagery:


he had counted the clustered berries on the nose,


noted the eyebrows’ haystacks, the dull canal gaze


of his reflection, the forehead’s deep-ploughed furrows,


the bovine leisure with which he turned away eyes


stupefied by distances ...


Could Walcott have a Dutch farmer in mind? Just a thought.


It is interesting to compare repeats in which the second version achieves a crispness denied the initial cluttered attempt. The hurricane in Omeros, Chapter IX provides instances of Walcott’s writing at its worst:


Lightning, his stilt-walking messenger, jiggers the sky


with his forked stride, or he crackles over the troughs


like a split electric wishbone. His wife, Ma Rain,


hurls buckets from the balcony of her upstairs house.


She shakes the sodden mops of the palms and once again


changes her furniture, the cloud-sofas’ grumbling casters


not waking the Sun ...


This epic of plodding ingenuity, of deranged decorum, of laboured proliferation, leaves one longing for the brilliantly prosaic narration of Ma Kilman’s cure of Philoctete, say, or the amusing, if irrelevant chapters about the political aspirations of Statics. How much more lightly the metaphors might be managed is demonstrated by Walcott himself: ‘Lightning lifted his stilts over the last hill.’ Similarly, there is the thumbsiness of ‘in the grey vertical forest of the hurricane season’ and the perfect economy of the later ‘rain was an unshifting thicket’.


Some wordiness is forgivable. Heaney’s brilliant comparison – ‘fungus plump as a leather saddle’ – waves aside the pedantic objection that, since all saddles are leather, ‘leather’ is tautological. The comparison is just, surprising, swift. It is self-explanatory and brilliant – obvious once it is pointed out. It requires no justification, no argumentation. Not that Heaney is entirely immune, though he is an infinitely more accomplished writer than Walcott. In The Spirit Level there is a terrible meddling moment of Walcottian over-insistence, a failure of tact: ‘and the angler’s motorbike / Deep in roadside flowers, like a fallen knight’. The image is perfect, did it stop there. Alas, it continues: ‘Whose ghost we’d lately questioned: “Any luck?”’ The cause here seems to be the rhyme scheme, as much as anything else.


The rhyming in Omeros has been widely acclaimed, particularly by Brad Leithauser in the New Yorker. The currently high value placed on rhyme seems to me much exaggerated. Christopher Reid’s poem ‘Two Dogs on a Pub Roof’ manages effortlessly to rhyme the same word exactly a hundred times. It is, I think, an ironic comment on the facility possible, given the latitude permitted. What was once a minor skill is now absurdly easy. Many of Walcott’s rhymes are outrageous, following the example of Brodsky. The Bounty gives us ‘even a’, ‘novena’ and ‘when a’. Omeros is an encyclopedia of brazen botches: ‘jacket’/ ‘back, it’; ‘tin-stealer’ / ‘Achille, the’; ‘verandah’ / ‘Morne, the’; ‘weather’ / ‘This year, the’; ‘farmer’ / ‘uniform, a’; ‘demeanour’ / ‘seen the’; ‘savannah’ / ‘and the’; ‘were the’ / ‘warrior’; ‘Winchester’ / ‘was the’; ‘flag-pole’ / ‘uphol-[stered]’. I could go on. The point is neither the ingenuity, nor the licence – though Hopkins and Browning have been scolded for greater ingenuity and less licence. The point is the continuous havoc Walcott’s rhymes impose on his lines. Omeros is an epic of ugly lines, each one of which is individually allowable, but cumulatively disastrous:


... a fur monkey over the dashboard altar


with its porcelain Virgin in flowers and one arm


uplifted like a traffic signal to halt. Her [my italics]


Again:


... palm-fronds talking


to each other. It was one of the mysteries


of advancing age to like those tempestuous


gusts that hyphenated leaves on a railed walk, in- [my italics]


stead of keeping things in place and their proper use.


These two examples must stand for many where the integrity of the line is systematically violated.


In an interview for New Letters, Walcott said of Omeros that ‘he had not had a plot in advance’ and that ‘his main aim as a writer was to give a clear picture of life in the Caribbean, especially its beauty.’ Both these statements are fatal for the poem – which suffers from event-famine and an overdose of description. Who would have believed that all that lush landscape could be so monotonous, so relentless? Omeros is also without form. Anything goes in. Walcott goes to Lisbon in 1988 to attend a Wheatland Foundation conference, paid for by Anne Getty, and a touristic section finds its way into Walcott’s epic. The slave trade is the slender link, the pretext for pages of picturesque watercolours in words.


There are three main narratives in Omeros: the love triangle of Helen, Hector and Achille; the Maud and Dennis Plunkett story which culminates in Maud’s death; and the real but masked narrative of Walcott’s own life. The last is potentially the most interesting, but the personal material, as opposed to the tourism of the international writer, is flinchingly unfrank. It seems to touch on Walcott’s tormented relationship with his third wife, Norline Metivier. I deduce this from Bruce King’s ultra-discreet life, which commendably guards the intimate detail of Walcott’s biography, while disclosing the bare minimum of necessary facts. Walcott himself in Omeros mentions no names – and his insufferably coy treatment of sexuality is uniform with its treatment in the fictional narrative. Think of Larkin’s tough candour in ‘Love Again’ – ‘Love again: wanking at ten past three’ – and compare Walcott’s biblical, euphemised hand-job: ‘House whose rooms echo with rain, / of wrinkled clouds with Onan’s stain’. Sex throughout Omeros proves intractable for Walcott – especially masturbation. Helen, apparently to bring back Achille in some unexplained mystic fashion, masturbates in Chapter 29:


... The hand was not hers


that crawled like a crab, lower and lower down


into the cave of her thighs, it was not Hector’s


but Achille’s hand yesterday. She turns slowly round


on her stomach and comes as soon as he enters.


The last line makes Walcott’s cultural difficulty with masturbation clear. It isn’t the real thing. Helen can come only with a man – he enters the room and enters her body too. But an innocent reader could be forgiven for not knowing what was going on precisely – given that crab and all that prestidigitation of hands. This is an early fuck in Omeros, with sperm – I think: ‘we swayed together in that metamorphosis / that cannot tell one body from the other one, / where a barrier reef is vaulted by white horses.’ I could easily be wrong. This is an even earlier fuck: ‘She lay calm as a port, and a cloud covered her / with my shadow.’ I could just as easily be wrong again. And this is Walcott fantasising a fuck with a Polish waitress in Toronto. He is reading at Greg Gatenby’s Harbourfront. He is lonely and horny. It comes out as poetry: ‘snow draped its bridal lace over the raven’s-wing sheen. / Her name melted in mine like flakes on a river / or a black pond in which the wind shakes packets of milk.’ Welcome back, in which. No wonder one of the three alleged charges of sexual harassment against Walcott has been so difficult to resolve. Walcott has never denied his words – only the meaning of what he said.


Bruce King has a brave try at unifying the bricolage and brocante of Walcott’s epic – but he isn’t convincing. The theme of Book I is ‘that life consists of wounds’ – of Philoctete’s shin, of Dennis Plunkett’s head wound, and of ... Apparently, the quarrel between the Plunketts is a kind of wound. As is, apparently, Helen quitting her job after being insulted by a tourist. Initially plausible, these ‘themes’ do not in fact engross the detailed narrative – where, in the words of Sinatra, anything goes. Including some appallingly twee poetic fictions – the bogus epicese of ‘the surf abated / its sound, its fear cowering at the beach’s rim’ and the weeping porcelain Madonna on Hector’s dashboard when he is killed in a road accident. Worse than these is the encounter in Ireland with the ghost of James Joyce – an ineffably vulgar copy of Heaney’s Dante-influenced encounter with Joyce at the conclusion of Station Island. Where Heaney has Joyce hitting a litter basket with his ashplant, Walcott’s account sinks under the weight of its clichés – the CNN version of the Troubles and the genial company of ‘The Dead’ singing along with their author, ‘his voice like sun-drizzled Howth’. This isn’t poetry at all. It is the Dante Experience Franchise trading at a loss.


Bruce King’s biography is the first and probably the last full-length account of Walcott’s life. It is unintrusive, well disposed, charitable to its subject – and finally, reluctantly, critical of the man and his work. It feels intermittently as if there are two books, not one – the authorised and the rebellious.


King is continuously interesting about Walcott’s troubled relationship to his own blackness. He is authoritative and sometimes tedious on Walcott’s drama, a subject he has already written about. His eagerness to praise Walcott – the biography’s worth being grounded on his subject’s artistic stature – means that his judgements begin to bite only in the second half. Before that, King’s criticism is credulous and a bit budget – for example, the meaningless statement that ‘long before he met Joseph Brodsky, Walcott was already at heart a Russian writer.’ A Russian writer like whom? – Mayakovsky, Pasternak, Goncharov, Griboyedev, Pushkin?


Now and then, though, a piqued biographer lets slip judgements both subversive and true. We learn that bits of Walcott’s prose autobiography went straight into Another Life and ‘became marvellous poetry. Once Walcott moves beyond journalism his prose often becomes poetic – mood, impressionism, epiphanies, and posturing’ (my italics). King proves to be rightly uneasy with Walcott’s easy resort to ‘large gestures’ – ‘running together slavery, imperialism, the attempted extermination of the Jews, the war in Vietnam, and personal sins, loses their specificity, their difference, the reality of what has been done.’ History as simplification, then.


For King, the advent of Brodsky isn’t an unqualified benign influence: ‘this contempt of democratic levelling, assertion of improbabilities, and use of tangential replies was often Walcott’s manner during these years. It is rather grand, probably influenced by Brodsky’ (my italics). On Walcott’s appalling critical prose – prose that can refer, hilariously, ignorantly, to ‘Eliot and Pound in their Byronic romanticism’ – King is divided. On the one hand, ‘his best essays are unusually rich in style, in symbolism, in ellipses, epiphanies; they are, in fact, poetic, deep, rich.’ On the other hand, ‘as I look through fragments and drafts of Walcott’s autobiographical pieces and essays, I am struck by the digressiveness, by the waffling about and the lack of economy.’ I suggest that these two views are saying the same thing – politely, then truthfully.


Finally, before I forget – those ‘slit pods’ of the iguana that I praised. Compare ‘crocodiles, slitting the pods of their eyes’ on page 133. In Omeros there are seven instances of slitted eyes. At the last count.
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Raymond Carver


(2009)


In 1967, Raymond Carver and his wife Maryann filed for bankruptcy protection. Carver was drinking heavily. He decided to train as a librarian and enrolled into the master’s programme at the University of Iowa’s School of Library Science. By June, he had abandoned this plan and was hired as a textbook editor at Science Research Associates in Palo Alto, California. It was Carver’s first white-collar job. Carver’s story ‘Will You Please Be Quiet, Please’ was selected for Best American Stories 1967. In 1968, Near Klamath, Carver’s first book of poems, was published in the spring. So, literary achievement, if on a small scale.


But probably the most important thing in Carver’s life had already happened. Late in 1967, he was introduced to Gordon Lish, the founder editor of Genesis West, an avant-garde magazine. Lish was also working for a textbook publisher in Palo Alto. In 1969, Lish became fiction editor at Esquire magazine and in November wrote to Carver asking for stories. (Lish’s shift from avant-garde to mainstream was ironised in his 1971 essay ‘How I Got to be a Big-Shot Editor and Other Worthwhile Self-Justifications’ – that title, a boast and a knowing, wry disclaimer, gives you some idea of how clever Lish is.) In 1970, Lish line-edited Carver’s story ‘Neighbors’ and accepted it for Esquire. Carver was grateful – for acceptance and editing.


By 1976, Lish’s assiduous promotion of Carver paid off. McGraw-Hill, under the Gordon Lish imprint, published Carver’s first book of fiction, Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? The twenty-two stories had all been previously published in periodicals and were further edited by Lish, with Carver’s approval. In this year, Carver was hospitalised for acute alcoholism and wound up in Duffy’s, a residential treatment centre in the Napa Valley. Did I mention that in 1974, Carver and his wife filed for bankruptcy protection a second time? Well, I did now.


In 1980, Carver, separated from Maryann, set up house with poet and Guggenheim Fellow Tess Gallagher in El Paso, then Syracuse in upstate New York. Carver gave a manuscript to Lish, now an editor at Knopf, and Lish edited the stories so intensively that the original was halved in length. On 8 July 1980, Carver wrote a despairing letter to Lish, insisting that, unless the original text was restored, publication of What We Talk About When We Talk About Love should be cancelled. Part of Carver’s problem was that several other writers, like Tobias Wolff and Stephen Dobyns, had seen the originals. They would know what Lish had done.


In the event, publication went ahead and Carver’s name was made. Though thereafter Carver was confident enough to resist Lish’s editing, ever since, there have been rumours that Gordon Lish was responsible for everything valuable in Carver’s work. The editors of the Library of America Collected Stories (not complete) have chosen to publish Carver’s original manuscript (Beginners) alongside Lish’s edit (What We Talk About When We Talk About Love). They have done so at the urging of Carver’s widow, Tess Gallagher, who feels the original manuscript is superior to Lish’s edit. It isn’t. It is manifestly inferior. Lish was an editor touched with genius.


But does this mean that Carver was untalented? Think of Ezra Pound’s peerless and ferocious editing of The Waste Land. Every edit an improvement – and Eliot’s reputation unaffected. Think of Charles Monteith’s editing of the original typescript of Lord of the Flies: no one would wish back the thirty introductory descriptive pages of nuclear war cut by Monteith, who was Golding’s editor at Faber. What remains is brilliant and all Golding’s own work.


Is Carver a Golding or a T. S. Eliot? That is the fundamental question. We can test the hypothesis by examining Carver’s work before-Lish and after-Lish. Before 1971 and after 1980. A related issue is the nature of the editing. Pound and Monteith cut. On occasion, Lish added and rearranged. He treated Carver’s stories as rough drafts – which is what they were in reality after Lish had redesigned them, a bit like Picasso taking massive liberties with Velázquez’s Las Meninas. Except that Carver was no Velázquez.


One of the things non-musicians find difficult is the attitude of serious composers to tunes. Stravinsky lifts the opening melody of The Rite of Spring from a collection of Russian folk tunes. Beethoven writes variations on the English National Anthem. Bartók and Kodály go out on the road, transcribing folk material. Tunes? They’re for the birds. Messiaen notates birdsong. Carver thought of the tunes: the blue-collar drunks, the spaced-out infidelities, the bitter abruptnesses of alcoholic behaviour, those inexplicable aporias. Lish composed them, sometimes radically, sometimes delicately – but never mistakenly.


‘So Much Water So Close to Home’ in Carver’s original was nineteen pages long. In Lish’s edit it takes six pages. It is improved beyond recognition. ‘I Could See the Smallest Things’ is Lish’s retitled version of Carver’s ‘Want to See Something?’ The original is seven prolix pages, the edit four pages. It, too, is changed and improved beyond recognition.


An easy example. We have two versions of a Carver story where the tune is itself taken from the judgement of Solomon: offer each mother half the child and the true mother will give up her share. (As a topos of justice, this comes in for some searching, only apparently stupid, criticism from Jim in Huckleberry Finn.) Carver’s version is the self-destructive alcoholic version, in which the two parents struggle for physical possession of a baby. It is all about the struggle of two wills. The object of the struggle, the baby, is merely the site of contention. Lish has added a brilliant, ironically affectless title, ‘Popular Mechanics’. The original is called ‘Mine’. It is a perfect, tiny touch, and it is Lish’s. He has changed only one word and added two, but the effect is massive. It adds sardonic detachment, ironic contempt, to the palette of colours.


Lish has also taken out two clunks. Nothing ‘major’, you might think, but the short story depends on getting everything right. In Carver’s original, as the two parents struggle for physical possession of the child, there is an over-explanatory, distracting sentence:




She felt her fingers being forced open and the baby going from her. No, she said, just as her hands came loose. She would have it, this baby whose chubby face gazed up at them from the picture on the table. She grabbed for the baby’s other arm. She caught the baby around the wrist and leaned back.


He would not give. He felt the baby going out of his hands and he pulled back hard. He pulled back very hard.


In this manner they decided the issue. (my italics)





There are several alterations to this passage, but the main one is the excision of the sentence in italics – a sentence that pulls focus somewhere else, disastrously. Lish also cuts the repetition of ‘he pulled back hard. He pulled back very hard.’ In the edit, it is ‘he pulled back very hard’.


The opening paragraph is immeasurably improved by two slight, crucial alterations. Carver is a naturally repetitive writer – heavy on the gas, too reliant on the pedal. His version opens: ‘During the day the sun had come out and the snow melted into dirty water. Streaks of water ran down from the little, shoulder-high window that faced the backyard. Cars slushed by on the street outside. It was getting dark, outside and inside’ (my italics). This is Lish’s version: ‘Early that day the weather turned and the snow was melting into dirty water. Streaks of it ran down from the little shoulder-high window that faced the backyard. Cars slushed by on the street outside, where it was getting dark. But it was getting dark on the inside too.’ You lose the repetition of ‘water’ and the apparent redundancy of Carver’s ‘outside and inside’ is made quietly ominous.


Both Carver and Lish are copying Hemingway, but Lish is better at it. As the opening phrases show – ‘During the day the sun had come out’ and ‘Early that day the weather turned’. Carver’s awkward pluperfect is removed and the time-scale is clearer. It is nothing – nothing at all – and it is everything.


Carver, of course, was copying Hemingway before Lish happened along with his dark green eye-shield, his sharp, bloody pencil and his ample spike. Nothing wrong with imitating a great writer. Hemingway is no exception. This is the famous opening of ‘Up in Michigan’, in which Hemingway takes us inside Liz’s amorous fixation on Jim: ‘Liz liked Jim very much. She liked it the way he walked over from the shop and often went to the kitchen door to watch for him to start down the road. She liked it about his mustache. She liked it about how white his teeth were when he smiled ...’ The catalogue continues, all-inclusively. There isn’t anything much she doesn’t like. It ends: ‘One day she found she liked it about the way the hair was black on his arms.’ Hemingway repeats the trope in ‘Cat in the Rain’: ‘The wife liked him. She liked the deadly serious way he received any complaints. She liked his dignity. She liked the way he wanted to serve her.’ And so on. The addition in ‘Up in Michigan’ of ‘liked it about’ is only two words, but those extra words are lode-bearing.


The trope itself is taken directly from that great source work Madame Bovary. Charles is in undeclared love with Emma and visits her father to supervise the recovery of his broken leg: ‘He liked to find himself riding into the farmyard and to feel the gate turning against his shoulder. He liked the cock crowing on the wall and the boys running to meet him. He liked the barn and the stables, he liked old Rouault, who patted him on the hand and called him saviour. He liked Mademoiselle Emma’s little clogs on the scrubbed stones of the kitchen floor.’


Carver has noticed only Hemingway’s notorious repetition – hence that ‘water’ twice at the beginning of ‘Mine’ [‘Popular Mechanics’]. And he knows that Hemingway’s prose is a beady necklace of terse, declarative sentences. In actuality, Hemingway’s prose can be deliberately prolix and is much more various and rhythmical in a way that escapes Carver. It can also be economical in a way Carver’s prose hardly ever is.


On his own, without Lish, Carver leaves out very little. Try ‘What Would You Like to See?’ It recycles something cut by Lish from ‘Want to See Something?’ – a woman killed by a heart attack at the wheel, so her car crashes slowly into the carport – but is mainly remarkable for its mantra of unremarkable detail. Not technique, so much as obsessive-compulsive disorder. It reads more like a suspiciously circumstantial alibi than a short story.


The first story in this Library of America edition of Carver’s stories is ‘Fat’. It is pre-Lish. The opening story of Cathedral is (post-Lish) ‘Feathers’. This is Carver trying to describe a fat baby in ‘Feathers’, admittedly protected from criticism (you could argue) by a characterised narrative voice:




The baby stood in Olla’s lap, looking around the table at us. Olla had moved her hands down to its middle so that the baby could rock back and forth on its fat legs. Bar none, it was the ugliest baby I’d ever seen. It was so ugly I couldn’t say anything. No words would come out of my mouth. I don’t mean it was diseased or disfigured. Nothing like that. It was just ugly. It had a big red face, pop eyes, a broad forehead, and these big fat lips. It had no neck to speak of, and it had three or four fat chins. Its chins rolled right up under its ears, and its ears stuck out from its bald head. Fat hung over its wrists. Its arms and fingers were fat. Even calling it ugly does it credit.





A not untypical failure. Carver’s method, in essence, is painstaking notation, the prose of a Sunday painter, only one up from painting by numbers, while shielding the point of the story. Immense literalist clarity of detail paradoxically masking a narrative enigma. You see everything – except the point. The point usually proves to be allegorical.


In ‘Feathers’, the narrator takes his disaffected wife to supper with a work-colleague and his wife. They are the parents of the ugly baby. There is also a slightly alarming peacock in the story, the pet of the parents, which is allowed indoors because its presence soothes the ugly baby. The narrator and his wife leave – she unaccountably less disaffected and wanting her husband’s ‘seed’. As a result, she becomes pregnant and their life together enters a period of prolonged drabness and discontent. The point of the peacock – the narrator’s wife is given peacock feathers to take home – is that the maternal instinct is a mystery, a powerful biological imperative. When the narrator’s wife plays with the ugly baby, we assume she is faking interest and affection. But the behaviour of the peacock sets us straight: ‘The peacock walked quickly around the table and went for the baby. It ran its long neck across the baby’s legs. It pushed its beak in under the baby’s pajama top and shook its stiff head back and forth. The baby laughed and kicked its feet. Scooting onto its back, the baby worked its way over Fran’s knees and down onto the floor. The peacock kept pushing against the baby, as if it were a game they were playing. Fran held the baby against her legs while the baby strained forward.’


It’s the animal in us, you see.


There is one good piece of writing in this story: the peacock ‘shook itself, and the sound was like a deck of cards being shuffled in the other room’.


In ‘Fat’, the narrator is a waitress, serving a very fat man. We know he is fat because, in this story of four and a half pages, the word ‘fat’ occurs twenty-five times. She is telling her friend Rita what the fat man ate in detail. More Sunday-painter literalism. Just before the end of the story, we reach a genuinely promising, anti-narrative point:






What else? Rita says, lighting one of my cigarets and pulling her chair close to the table. This story’s getting interesting now, Rita says.


That’s it. Nothing else. He eats his desserts, and then he leaves and then we go home, Rudy and me.





Rita, like most readers, wants closure and climax. Carver appears to resist, to deny the appetite for story, for point, purpose and narrative destination, the way Wordsworth does in Lyrical Ballads. In ‘Simon Lee’, Wordsworth snubs his readers with their yearning for ‘outrageous stimulation’: ‘My gentle reader, I perceive / How patiently you’ve waited, / And I’m afraid that you expect / Some tale will be related ...’


Carver, though, succumbs – succumbs to the obvious – though he is careful to include Rita’s bafflement: ‘That’s a funny story, Rita says, but I can see she doesn’t know what to make of it.’ This, of course, is an instruction to the reader: make something of it. It is a story about pregnancy, where ‘fatness’ is a synecdoche for pregnancy. First, the narrator wonders ‘what would happen if I had children and one of them turned out to look like that, so fat’. (Compare, the identical topos of obese baby in ‘Feathers’.) Then, when Rudy starts fucking her, ‘here is the thing’: ‘When he gets on me, I suddenly feel I am fat. I feel I am terrifically fat, so fat that Rudy is a tiny thing and hardly there at all.’ Pregnant with a foetus, in fact. O my homunculus.


I nearly forgot. The fat man, when he orders, uses the plural form to refer to himself. ‘I think we will begin with a Caesar salad.’ He’s feeding for two, is all. This could almost be clever, were it not for the insistence on the plural and the unflagging account of the items on the menu and chosen from the menu. The food in ‘Feathers’ isn’t stinted either in Carver’s account. What you have here, in both stories, is an anecdotal twist, an O Henry ending, buried under a dumpster of dog-eared detail.


Carver is sometimes described as the American Chekhov – about as routinely as William Trevor is described as the Irish Chekhov. It’s no surprise that, towards the end of his life, Carver should examine this parallel in a story, ‘Errand’. Essentially, this story narrates Chekhov’s death from TB in Badenweiler, a German spa town. Carver draws on Olga Knipper’s memoir, Chekhov’s sister’s memoir, Chekhov’s letters and journals. Carver is careful to mention that Chekhov and his friend and patron Souvorin both came from peasant stock – as Carver came from blue-collar, Bruce Springsteen-celebrated, working class. Another important part of the story touches on Chekhov’s relations with his senior writer, Tolstoy. Tolstoy doesn’t think much of Chekhov’s plays, but he admires the stories, and likes Chekhov because he is ‘modest and quiet, like a girl’. Carver’s figure for himself in the story is equally modest. He is the servant who brings Chekhov, Olga and their doctor a bottle of champagne in the middle of the night – for a last drink before death. The servant, appropriately enough, is a shambles: ‘the champagne was brought to the door by a tired-looking young man whose blond hair was standing up. The trousers of his uniform were wrinkled, the creases gone, and in his haste he’d missed a loop while buttoning his jacket. His appearance was that of someone who’d been resting (slumped in a chair, dozing a little) when off in the distance the phone had clamored.’ (‘Clamored’!)


His appearance was that of someone who has slept in his clothes – because Carver was a drunk. But the next morning, his appearance is sober: ‘his uniform trousers were neatly pressed, with stiff creases in front, and every button on his snug green jacket was fastened.’ He’s been to AA, he’s off the sauce and he’s about to become the American Chekhov – modestly.


Which brings us to the champagne cork that is the point of the story. When the doctor opens the Moët, he works the cork carefully out of the bottle – ‘to minimize, as much as possible, the festive explosion’ (my italics). What is wrong with ‘pop’? Or ‘ring’ for the telephone? Carver is writing in his suit and wearing a nineteenth-century tie.


Anyway, when he has poured three glasses, the good doctor, ‘out of habit, pushed the cork back in the neck of the bottle’. An impossibility, of course. Or people wouldn’t need to buy those chromium helmets that batten on the rim of the bottle-neck.


Why does Carver need the cork back in the bottle? Wouldn’t it be enough for the serving boy to see the cork on the floor and close his hand on it surreptitiously. That way, the cork would be a figure for the servant, essential, ignored, peripheral, modest. It would also be a symbol of good writing – and the way it depends on seeing the importance of the detail, the irrelevant detail.


That, however, wouldn’t have brought Carver’s allegory home. The story isn’t about the inadvertent killer detail. The story is about Carver inheriting Chekhov’s spirit. The cork goes back in the bottle so it can leave it, pop out a second time, very shortly after Chekhov dies – like a soul leaving a body. The boy lays his hand on the soul of Anton Chekhov.


We think we know what Carver thought of Gordon Lish. This is from the famous letter of 8 July 1980: ‘If the book were published as it is in its present edited form, I may never write another story, that’s how closely, God Forbid, some of those stories are to my sense of regaining my health and mental well-being.’ He felt ontologically in danger – as a writer and as a person. When he wrote this letter, Carver was already walking out with Tess Gallagher, whose opinion of Lish hasn’t changed. Carver, I’d guess, was caught between a rock and a hard place – between Lish and Gallagher. Lish won the battle over What We Talk About When We Talk About Love, but Gallagher has gone on fighting. Lish’s position is that the matter is closed: ‘a dead letter to me’. In 1991, Lish sold his archive to the Lily Library of Indiana University. The evidence is out there, then. Lish knows what the verdict will be. He doesn’t need to fight. He only needs to wait. Gallagher may think publication of the original unedited manuscript in this Library of America edition will set matters right, support her version of the literary record – but she is wrong. It does exactly the opposite.


The title story of Cathedral, the first post-Lish volume, is about the visit of a blind man whose wife has died of cancer. It is narrated by a lush whose wife once worked for the blind man. They have kept in fairly close touch by exchanging tapes. The narrator’s sensitivity has been permanently eroded by alcohol. The prolixity of the narrative is testing but perhaps excused by the narrator’s impaired state. The Joyce story ‘Counterparts’ is written in style indirect libre for Farringdon, the drunken protagonist: ‘He lifted up the counter and, passing by the clients, went out of the office with a heavy step. He went heavily upstairs until he came to the second landing.’ ‘Cathedral’ has comparable passages: ‘Once she asked me if I’d like to hear the latest tape from the blind man. This was a year ago. I was on the tape, she said. So I said okay, I’d listen to it. I got us drinks and we settled down in the living room. We made ready to listen. First she inserted the tape into the player and adjusted a couple of dials. Then she pushed a lever. The tape squeaked and someone began to talk in this loud voice.’ Now you know how a cassette player works.


Would you like to know how people eat food?




When we sat down at the table for dinner, we had another drink. My wife heaped Robert’s plate with cube steak, scalloped potatoes, green beans. I buttered him up two slices of bread. I said, ‘Here’s bread and butter for you.’ [He’s blind, see.] I swallowed some of my drink. ‘Now let us pray,’ I said, and the blind man lowered his head. My wife looked at me, her mouth agape. ‘Pray the phone won’t ring and the food doesn’t get cold,’ I said.


We dug in. We ate everything there was to eat on the table. We ate like there was no tomorrow. We didn’t talk. We ate. We scarfed. We grazed that table. We were into serious eating. The blind man had right away located his foods, he knew just where everything was on his plate. I watched with admiration as he used his knife and fork on the meat. He’d cut two pieces of meat, fork the meat into his mouth, and then go all out for the scalloped potatoes, the beans next, and then he’d tear off a hunk of buttered bread and eat that. He’d follow this up with a big drink of milk. It didn’t seem to bother him to use his fingers once in a while, either.





Genius.


After this epic meal, the wife and the blind man talk. The narrator is bored, switches on the TV (to his wife’s annoyance) and rolls a joint. His wife takes a toke and is basically out of the action after that. The blind man and the narrator drink Scotch and smoke joint after joint. On TV there is a documentary about medieval cathedrals. The narrator asks the blind man what he knows about cathedrals. The answer is an amalgam of stuff from the TV. Then the blind man says he really knows nothing about cathedrals and he asks the narrator to describe a cathedral. It is a failure. ‘“I’m sorry,” I said, “but it looks like that’s the best I can do for you. I’m just no good at it.”’


The blind man makes a proposition: they will draw a cathedral together. ‘He found my hand, the hand with the pen. He closed his hand over my hand. “Go ahead, bub, draw,” he said. “Draw. You’ll see. I’ll follow along with you. It’ll be okay. Just begin now like I’m telling you. You’ll see. Draw,” the blind man said.’


And they draw a cathedral. ‘“You didn’t think you could. But you can, can’t you? You’re cooking with gas now. You know what I’m saying. We’re going to really have us something here in a minute.”’


We think we know what Carver thought of Gordon Lish. But this story is what Carver thought of Gordon Lish. It is a story about writing, a story about the editorial process – in which someone without talent is used by someone else to write. The major contributor is the blind man. He can’t do it without the boobus, but it is clear who does the writing. It was brave of Carver to write the story. And it is odd that no one, I think, has seen what it is about – mainly because it tells us something we’d rather not know – that Carver had the courage to disclose the raw material, this kind of self-exposure, but Lish had the literary talent.


[image: image]
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Elizabeth Bishop
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‘Oh dear I do loathe explanations, explanations, etc.’


– ELIZABETH BISHOP TO ROBERT LOWELL (17 June 1963)





Teachers are often piously told that they will learn things from their students. This has happened to me twice. Once when an undergraduate told me that Kipling’s ‘Mary Postgate’ reminded him of a Maupassant story, ‘Mère Sauvage’, he’d read as a French A-level set text. It was Kipling’s source. On the second occasion, a student to whom I was teaching Elizabeth Bishop’s poem, ‘Twelfth Morning; or What You Will’, mentioned that one of the Three Kings was called Balthazár. He had no idea how this affected the poem and the boy named Balthazár at its close. But he was intelligent enough to know that he didn’t know what the poem meant and also to feel (rightly) that my explanation was partial rather than definitive.


‘Twelfth Morning’ is an exemplary Bishop poem, well worth understanding for its own sake and for its representative status. The twelfth morning after Christmas is the Feast of the Epiphany, the 6 January, celebrating the manifestation of Christ’s divinity to the Gentiles, the Gentiles who are represented by the Magi (the three wise men, sometimes vulgarly called the three kings). Elizabeth Bishop gives us a seaside scene and a secular allusion to King Balthazár – a black boy with a four-gallon can of water on his head.


In Michel Tournier’s novel The Four Wise Men, Balthazár, the king of Nippur, says: ‘black men put me off because, frankly, they raised a question I was incapable of answering.’ He is white. His African brother, Gaspar, king of Meroë, is the black king traditionally depicted in paintings of the baby Jesus at Bethlehem. So Elizabeth Bishop’s allusion might be no more than a gesture towards the three kings, rather than a specific insistence on names. Balthazár, though, is commonly depicted in Northern European paintings from the fifteenth century onward as a young African or Moor; while Gaspar, usually called Caspar, is an elderly oriental.


The star of Bethlehem has become the flash of sunlight on the can Balthazár carries. It ‘keeps flashing that the world’s a pearl’ – of which the can is its highlight. Pearl, of course, is a medieval text, a dream vision about heaven. (The biblical source of the idea is the parable in which Jesus likens the kingdom of heaven to a pearl of great price, for which a merchant sells everything he has.) But Elizabeth Bishop’s epiphanic revelation is ultimately secular – the black boy is celebrating his birthday – and the veiled but faintly visible spiritual world is earthed by one of Elizabeth Bishop’s most characteristic conceits, brilliant and pedestrian: ‘Like a first coat of whitewash when it’s wet, / the thin gray mist lets everything show through.’ What shows through isn’t heaven but the world, unpromising, prosaic: ‘a fence, a horse, a foundered house’. But the house alludes to the parable of the house that was built on sand (here, a dune), rather than on the rock of the Church. So, we have nostalgia for religion, a familiarity with its metaphoric topoi, its frame of reference, but no certainty, no given guide lines: ‘The fence, three-strand, barbed-wire, all pure rust, / three dotted lines, comes forward hopefully / across the lots; thinks better of it; turns / a sort of corner ...’ The horse, too, is a biblical reference (Revelation 19:11–14, Christ on a white horse) shared with T. S. Eliot’s ‘Journey of the Magi’: ‘And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow.’ In Bishop’s poem, its odd status is indicated by the fact that ‘He’s bigger than the house’ – but whether this is the ‘force of personality’ or dozing perspective is hard to say. And the white horse is actually off-white – ‘A pewter-colored horse, an ancient mixture, / tin, lead, and silver’.


So what we are left with is, as it were, the oxymoronic ‘pure rust’ – the promised land, the glimpse of Pisgah, but in decay, reduced to a few ruined references, dominated by the ‘slap-slapping’ of water in the can in all its irreducible reality.


There is something ragged always about Elizabeth Bishop’s glimpses of the ineffable. She isn’t a believer. She hasn’t the courage of her convictions. Her affirmations are strictly tentative and temporary. Nothing is there for all time. Only, now and then, reality offers the after-image of a fleeting gesture – an empty outline she is tempted to fill. Nostalgia very nearly supplies the loss. ‘The Moose’, a poem from Geography III, approaches one kind of eternity – eternity as a final settlement, as accountancy – and displaces it with something insoluble. As if elementary arithmetic were ousted by Fermat’s Last Theorem. The poem begins with a 36-line opening sentence whose subject, a bus, is postponed till line 32. It is a sentence which, by its epic deferment, summons the epic. The opening offers us a comprehensive, commanding overview – with local counter-intuitive surprises (‘the long tides / where the bay leaves the sea / twice a day’) – that is quasi-Godlike. It approaches omniscience. The epic invokes a topos of ancient tradition, of fixed ritual, of order. There is a pronounced inference of stability in this sure syntactical conduct through complication. There is a telos implied in the syntax, and we safely achieve it. Safe conduct as a sensation of syntax – much as it is in the majestic second sentence of To the Lighthouse. The clarity on offer is succeeded by fog and a narrower focus: ‘cold, round crystals / form and slide and settle / in the white hens’ feathers’; ‘the sweet peas cling / to their wet white string’. The restricted view is reinforced by the sudden absence of syntactical amplitude: a woman shaking out a tablecloth is ‘A pale flickering. Gone.’ As the bus settles to sleep in the darkness, Bishop gives her readers ‘a gentle, auditory, / slow hallucination’. It resembles the adult conversations overheard by a sleepy child: ‘Grandparents’ voices // uninterruptedly / talking, in Eternity.’ In this eternity, ‘things [are] cleared up finally’: ‘what he said, what she said, / who got pensioned’. Facts, memories, sifted, sorted, and solved.


Then the moose appears – not a figure for the Muse, Derek Mahon’s glib guess – but as the representative of something ‘grand, otherwordly’. The moose is also a moose in a Gertrude Steinian way: ‘awful plain’, ‘a she’, ‘homely as a house’. But a moose with a pronounced noumenon marked by the count of repetitions: ‘Why, why do we feel / (we all feel) this sweet / sensation of joy?’


Whereas before we were offered moral reckoning, settlements, justice, accountancy, now we encounter something unforeseen, unsettling and inexplicably wonderful – eternity shadowed forth and already fading, erased by the pressure of familiar things: ‘a dim smell of moose, an acrid / smell of gasoline’. So finality is ousted by the quasi-mystical, whose mystery is in turn ousted by the insistent ordinary.


There are several poems in the Bishop canon that illustrate this approach to completion, which almost close on certainty, only to turn away at the last – principled and ruefully bereft. They are ‘Sandpiper’, ‘The Fish’, ‘At the Fish-houses’, ‘A Miracle for Breakfast’ and ‘Over 2,000 Illustrations and a Complete Concordance’. In this last poem, the title promises us something definitive – far from niggardly, far from partial, something comprehensive. In fact, Bishop conflates the Bible with other old books, a procedure she was subsequently doubtful about: she wrote to her friends, U. T. and Joseph Summers (18 July 1955), ‘Something wrong with the middle of “Over 2,000 Illustrations”, and I really shouldn’t have used that title if I wanted to drag in the old books we had with the Seven Wonders of the World in them, too.’ This entails a certain local confusion, it is true, but the conflation serves the central argument. As the poem proceeds, place and milieu change. There is a quality of palimpsest, where we sometimes glimpse reality through biblical etchings, and sometimes in its own right. The second paragraph is actual travels – Mexico, Ireland, Rome, Marrakesh – an anthology of Bishop’s itinerary across the world. At the end of this section, Bishop describes an actual encounter with ‘what frightened [her] most of all’. It is a ‘holy grave’ in a ‘pink desert’ – a holy heathen grave. We have to infer what kind of a prophet is buried here – a Muslim, because the ‘marble trough’ is ‘carved solid / with exhortation’. We also have to infer what it is that frightens her. The guide, Khadour, ‘in a smart burnoose’ is unafraid, ‘amused’ in a patronising way. At first, you think that Bishop is frightened by a direct encounter with a site still saturated with religious significance – however unpromising the signs seem to be. However, her fear is provoked by the very obliteration of significance – ‘not looking particularly holy’, ‘an open, gritty, marble trough’ (my italics), ‘half-filled with dust, not even the dust / of the poor prophet paynim who once lay there’ (my italics). She is frightened by the spectacle of the spiritually defunct – a deserted grave in a desert.


Her final section turns from the pagan to Christianity. Her travels – a synecdoche for our existence – are designated an accumulation: ‘Everything only connected by “and” and “and” .’ (How gravely witty to connect those two ‘and’s with ‘and’.) There is no telos, no meaning, no argument, even of insidious intent. Just one not-even-damned thing after another. The ‘and’s also refer forward to biblical polysyndeton – not particularly hopefully. She opens the Bible, though, and the gilt ‘pollinates’ her fingertips. Or, rather, there are two imperatives: ‘Open the book’; ‘Open the heavy book.’ The source of these imperatives? Both a voice, her own voice, from within – and a disembodied voice from outside the self. (Perhaps like the voice St Augustine tells us he heard in The Confessions, directing him to open the Bible.) There is an ambiguous aura of possibility. What Bishop sees is an illustration of the Nativity. Which she imagines. In brilliant detail – ‘the dark ajar’ (my italics), a flame which transcends physics, being ‘undisturbed, unbreathing’. Yet, at the very moment we are half persuaded of transcendence, Bishop brings us down to earth: the Holy Family are ‘a family with pets’. The final line is both a hyperbolic tribute to innocence and a concession to objective calculus. We observe the Nativity – ‘and looked and looked our infant sight away’. We are so rapt that we continue to look for years. And/or we lose our innocence. The first is a pious hope. The second is reality. The ambiguity holds but then resolves itself.


In ‘The Armadillo’, Bishop is wrier. The poem describes illegal fire balloons and the fall of one from the sky – burning an owl’s nest, disturbing an armadillo, and revealing a short-eared rabbit with fur intangible as ash and ignited eyes. The final stanza is in italics: ‘Too pretty, dreamlike mimicry! / O falling fire and piercing cry / and panic, and a weak mailed fist / clenched ignorant against the sky!’ From amused notation to candid rhetoric, from the casual – ‘the stars – / planets, that is’, she corrects herself – to emphasis, to italics. What is the ‘weak mailed fist’ shaking itself at the sky? It is an emblem of how man reacts to natural catastrophe. We protest against intention, vindictiveness. We do not see that these things are merely contingent. We take them personally. And the mailed fist? It is, of course, the armadillo, in Spanish ‘the little armoured one’, as synecdoche. The ironic distance between the emblem of human behaviour and Bishop’s sophisticated awareness marks out her position precisely. She can empathise, as it were, with Browning’s Caliban, who sees lightning as a sign of Setebos’s divine displeasure, but she herself understands the physics without the need for metaphysics.


‘At the Fishhouses’ is a kind of conversation poem like ‘Tintern Abbey’ – moving from description, through a transitional passage, to meditation, with a kind of anti-Benediction. Bishop’s letters tell us the location is real, but that she dreamt most of the poem. This disclosure needn’t concern us. The fisherman is real enough: ‘The old man accepts a Lucky Strike.’ ‘He was a friend of my grandfather.’ Yet he is also an emblematic figure, ironically beautiful (‘There are sequins on his vest and on his thumb’), a pragmatist, an unsentimental survivor, who has scraped a living: ‘He has scraped the scales, the principal beauty, / from unnumbered fish with that black old knife, / the blade of which is almost worn away.’ He is emblematic of a Spartan existence, unable to afford beauty, the nearly last of a threatened line (that depleted blade): ‘We talk of the decline in the population.’ It is as if something less local, as if humanity itself, clinging, precarious, is represented by him.


There follows Bishop’s meditation on the sea, the unpunctuated, continuous ocean: ‘Cold dark deep and absolutely clear’. That unpunctuated extension represents infinity. It is ‘bearable to no mortal’. Man’s relationship with the inhospitable, inimical, as in ‘The Armadillo’, is examined. Religion here is the Baptist religion, with its ironic belief in ‘total immersion’ – something already said to be impossible. She sings Baptist hymns to a seal – a parody of conversion, of misplaced evangelism. The water remains itself: ‘Cold dark deep and absolutely clear’. And there follows a passage of repetition reminiscent of Eliot’s ‘rocks and no water’ sequence in The Waste Land: ‘I have seen it over and over, the same sea, the same, / slightly, indifferently swinging above the stones, / icily free above the stones, / above the stones and then the world.’ ‘Over and over’ ushers in a kind of infinity. As does the water, which is said to be above the stones and, therefore, above the world beneath those stones. In Bishop’s coda, she examines the effect of contact between this inhuman, other-worldly element and the mortal. It is almost a version of hell fire: ‘as if the water were a transmutation of fire’. But in fact it is simply the unbearable truth about the universal indifference surrounding us. Unbearable? Yes. Even as she articulates it, the truth is dressed, helplessly anthropomorphised: ‘It is like what we imagine knowledge to be [objective, cold, neutral]: / dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free, [note the advent of punctuation, of organisation, of making sense] / drawn from the cold hard mouth / of the world, derived from rocky breasts ...’ The mouth may be hard and cold, the breasts hard and rocky, but the indifferent and inhuman has been humanised. We cannot not see in human terms. (It is like Wallace Stevens’s ‘In The Carolinas’, where nature seems suddenly hospitable, and Stevens asks Mother Nature why her aspic nipples for once vent honey.) And the typically inconclusive conclusion? We know what we know only in time, which means our knowledge is temporary, provisional: ‘and since / our knowledge is historical, [our knowledge is] flowing, and flown.’ It is Bishop’s ‘Dover Beach’.


In ‘Sandpiper’ the key poetic predecessor isn’t Arnold but Blake. But the end-point – uncertainty, inconclusion – is the same. This is partly a matter of Bishop’s temperament as much as a worked-out system. In ‘The Fish’ we are given an inventory, exhaustive, comprehensive, poetically brilliant, of the fish. At its completion, Bishop lets the fish go. She stares and stares – ‘until everything / was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow! / And I let the fish go.’ The rainbow is her tears. Compare the first page of Golding’s The Spire: ‘The tears of laughter in his eyes made additional spokes and wheels and rainbows.’ The rainbow is also the sign of the covenant between man and God in which man is granted dominion over birds and beasts – a covenant Elizabeth Bishop rejects. Her sand-piper is said to be ‘a student of Blake’ – seeking a world in a grain of sand, in other words, but here trapped by the fixed focal length designed for the micro-detail. The ocean again stands for the infinity on every side of us. And the bird is cognate with the armadillo – a solipsist with a short focus, deprived of the larger view. He is in search of meaning: ‘looking for something, something, something’. Rather than a comprehensive overview, he is lost in beautiful detail: ‘The millions of grains are black, white, tan, and gray, / mixed with quartz grains, rose and amethyst.’ Any summation is a total that leaves out the working, the detail, the living.


How are we to take Elizabeth Bishop’s sestina ‘A Miracle for Breakfast’? She called it her Depression poem and there is a soup-kitchen element. But dimly discernible behind it also is Christ’s miracle of the loaves and fishes. And there is the spectral presence of John 14:2: ‘In my father’s house are many mansions.’ What is related is both not a miracle (‘it was not a miracle’) and a miracle (‘my mansion, made for me by a miracle’). The charity on offer is nugatory (a single crumb and one drop of coffee) but is transformed momentarily by the imagination: ‘I saw it [a white plaster mansion sumptuously supplied] with one eye close to the crumb.’ The ‘miracle’ is intermittent, only temporarily a real presence – and the awaited miracle then appears to be working ‘across the river’ ‘on the wrong balcony’. Revelation, miracle, then, is a bit like communism – an international failure that once, according to its adherents, worked perfectly somewhere, even if only in one soviet in 1919. What we have here is Elizabeth Bishop’s ironic, playful take on the idea of the movable feast – a holy day of celebration whose date migrates and which has no fixed address.


‘In the Waiting Room’ also describes a miracle, the miracle of human existence – and how horrifying a miracle that can seem. The miracle of life is a cliché we all unthinkingly assent to. In this poem, Bishop modifies the cliché significantly and gives us the disconcerting miracle of life. Her position – the instinct to opt out of humanity – is cognate with that of Stendhal, as summarised by Valéry in Masters and Friends: ‘every pure, strong being feels that he is something other than a man; he refuses and in a naive way fears to recognise in himself one of the innumerable examples of a species or a type that repeats itself. In all profound minds some hidden virtue is perpetually at work creating a recluse. When brought in contact with or reminded from time to time of other people, they become conscious of a peculiar sensation that pierces with a sudden sharp pain, making them withdraw at once into some indefinable inward island. This is an attack of inhumanity.’ This is so close to Bishop’s poem – especially her aunt Consuelo’s oh! of pain in the young Elizabeth’s mouth – you wonder if perhaps Stendhal isn’t somewhere in the mix.


Her last collection, Geography III, in 1976, pretends to the certainty of the primer. Presumably, Geography IV, V and VI would be more advanced. But even now, in the quotation from ‘First Lessons in Geography’, the initial simplicities and certainties – ‘What is the shape of the Earth? Round, like a ball’ – quickly complicate themselves, and the extract ends with a welter of questions: In what direction is the Volcano? The Cape? The Bay? The Lake? The Strait? The Mountains? The Isthmus? What is in the East? In the West? In the South? In the North? In the Northwest? In the Southeast? In the Northeast? In the Southwest?’ I think Elizabeth Bishop here is defining the limits of definition, its pseudo-clarity: compare, what is a novel? Answer, say: a composition of words. Actually, these ‘answers’ simply redescribe and defer the problem. What kind of a composition in words? What is a poem? An arrangement of words. These are the kind of illusory clarities, limited clarities, that Bishop rejects – preferring that welter of questions rather than a redescription of the question minus its interrogative tone.


‘In the Waiting Room’ is the first poem in Geography III. It is set on 5 February 1918, a strangely precise date. It takes place in a dentist’s waiting room. The nearly seven-year-old Elizabeth Bishop is reading the National Geographic. Her aunt Consuelo is under the dentist in his surgery. In other words, the situation couldn’t be more pedestrian, more unpromising. And yet Elizabeth Bishop manages to convey the absolute strangeness of the ordinary – the bizarreness of being human at all, of existing. It is not unlike Chekhov’s deathbed assertion that life is as mysterious as a carrot. He was asked by Olga Knipper about the meaning of life and replied that her question was like asking what a carrot means: ‘A carrot is a carrot and nothing more is known.’ In literature, the strangeness of the ordinary – Nabokov’s ‘halo round the frying pan’ in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight – is usually epiphanic, celebratory. Compare Derek Mahon’s ‘Ovid in Tomis’: ‘If so [no God], we can start / To ignore the silence / Of infinite spaces // And concentrate instead / On the infinity / Under our very noses – // The cry at the heart / Of the artichoke, / The gaiety of atoms.’ In Bishop, though, the enigma of the ordinary is tainted with disgust and horror – oddly for a writer who lavished attention on details. As often in Bishop’s poetry, we have ‘cold, blue-black space’ and the unlikeliness of human beings existing at all. The photographs in the National Geographic are there to show us how foreign the human species can be – ‘black, naked women with necks / wound round and round with wire / like the necks of light bulbs’ – but the rest of the poem makes us see how bizarre everything human is. The ordinary is implacably strange – as if seen, defamiliarised, by an anthropologist or a Martian (or even a Russian formalist). It is one of Bishop’s best poems, I think, because its short lines are actually long conversational lines in disguise. For example, ‘How had I come to be here, / like them, and overhear / a cry of pain that could have / got loud and worse but hadn’t?’ The breaks are there but the thrust has something of C. K. Williams’s slightly breathless, looping momentum of a poem like ‘Reading: The Cop’: ‘but still, today, when I noticed him back in the hallway reading what looked like a political pamphlet, / I was curious and thought I’d just stop, go back, peek in, but then I thought, no, not.’


It’s important to emphasise that though Bishop’s poetry may have this major theme – of recoil away from overarching explanation – it is also thrillingly various. ‘Crusoe in England’, for example, is a singular, intriguing poem, an allegory whose specifics are involving, deliberate distractions, concrete details disguising the central drift of meaning. ‘Crusoe in England’ is a poem about depression, a meditation on unhappiness, and, possibly, an enquiry into the essential singularity of same-sex relationships (‘The island had one kind of everything’; ‘Friday was nice, and we were friends. / If only he had been a woman! / I wanted to propagate my kind’). It is also a poem about loneliness, about being on an island, about being an island. It contradicts Donne’s famous sermon. On his island, Crusoe is unhappy: ‘My island seemed to be / a sort of cloud-dump.’ The island’s smallest industry is ‘a miserable philosophy’.


Obviously, the speaker is someone else in addition to Crusoe: he tries to remember Wordsworth’s much-later, anachronistic lines about the daffodils. The word that escapes him – ‘The bliss of what?’ – is solitude. However, once Crusoe is back in England, his existence is strangely depleted: ‘The knife there on the shelf – / it reeked of meaning, like a crucifix’ when he was on the island. His survival depended on it. ‘Now it won’t look at me at all.’ In other words, unhappiness is an intrinsic condition, rather than conditional on circumstances. He is unhappy on the island. He is unhappy back in England. This relates to Bishop’s overarching theme: there are no solutions, no resolution.


Elizabeth Bishop was the least confessional of poets, but it is impossible not to read ‘Crusoe in England’ as an oblique account of her move back to the USA after the suicide of her lover, Lota de Macedo Soares. The poem, according to the extraordinarily useful chronology of the Library of America edition, tells us that ‘Crusoe in England’ was completed in 1971, four years after Lota’s suicide in September 1967. The poem was begun in 1964, however – three years before her death. I don’t believe the inception date completely rules out my idea that it was conditioned by Lota’s death and a difficult year in San Francisco with her replacement, the woman known as ‘R’, who seems to have supplanted Lota as Bishop’s lover and contributed to her suicide.


Bishop admired the primitive painter Gregorio Valdes but notes, with the shrewdness of a fellow-practitioner (she painted herself), that his work was very uneven. She was attracted to the primitive because it privileged the detail over the whole – as she does in an entirely deliberate, meaningful way. Bishop doesn’t share the other fault of primitive painting and writing which she identifies in ‘The USA School of Writing’: ‘There was also the same tendency in both primitive painting and writing to make it all right, or of real value to the world, by tacking on a grand, if ill-fitting, “moral”, or allegorical interpretation.’ Her own attempts at folk poetry, ‘The Burglar of Babylon’, ‘Manuelzinho’ and ‘The Riverman’, are highly sophisticated, discriminating attempts at the genre. She manages to preserve the unstable freshness, the irrefutable naivety, the intrinsic conviction – while dumping the moralising. ‘The Riverman’ is an extraordinary poem, the best of a brilliant bunch, spoken by an Amazonian native, who wants to be a sacaca, a ‘witch doctor who works with water spirits’. She wrote it before she had been up the Amazon, but its narration is pitch perfect. The story unfolds in the only way it can. It is like the human body, any body, however peculiar, once all clothing is removed. It could only be like this. It could not be different, any other than the way it is. Despite the tone of simplicity, the pitch is downright. It has some of the fairy-tale authority that Yeats could muster in ‘The Happy Townland’: ‘The little fox he murmured, / “O what of the world’s bane?” / The sun was laughing sweetly, / The moon plucked at my rein.’ ‘Riverman’ starts: ‘I got up in the night / for the Dolphin spoke to me ...’ The story begins in medias res in a special sense: the back-story, the background that might explain ‘the Dolphin’, is omitted, to wonderful effect.


The speaker follows the Dolphin (‘a man like myself’) into the river, while his wife is snoring. ‘I went down to the river / and the moon was burning bright / as the gasoline-lamp mantle / with the flame turned up too high, / just before it begins to scorch. / I went down to the river ...’ The pedantry, the clumsiness, is beautifully judged, as is the inappropriateness of the quotidian image for a supernatural event. It is charming and authentically primitive. The repetition is divested of poetry. It is the speaker picking up his thread after the diversion of that comparison of the moon to a gas mantle. Once under water, the events are oneiric – bizarre and indisputable.


They gave me a shell of cachaça


and decorated cigars.


The smoke rose like mist


through the water, and our breaths


didn’t make any bubbles.


We drank cachaça and smoked


the green cheroots. The room


filled with gray-green smoke


and my head couldn’t have been dizzier.


Then a tall, beautiful serpent


in elegant white satin,


with her big eyes green and gold


like the lights on the river-steamers –


yes, Luandinha, none other –


entered and greeted me.


She complimented me


in a language I didn’t know;


but when she blew cigar smoke


into my ears and nostrils


I understood, like a dog. [my italics]


It carries more conviction, this passage, than Miss Havisham’s ruined wedding cake and dirty bridal train. Why? Because Elizabeth Bishop has managed to inhabit the primitive imagination with its strange literalness. The tone is bled of whimsy: he smells his comb and he knows his hair smells of river. Without saying so, this is evidence, proof that he has been under water. Further visits involve a party with Luandinha: ‘Her rooms shine like silver [nothing unexpected there] / with the light from overhead, / a steady stream of light / like at the cinema’ (my italics). There is a kind of repeat, deliberately clumsy, towards the end, when the speaker again describes the moon: ‘When the moon burns white / and the river makes that sound / like a primus pumped up high ...’ The fantastic, as ever, has to be earthed.


Her last (or possibly penultimate) poem, ‘Sonnet’, envisages death (the ‘broken thermometer’) as release from uncertainty into a kind of freedom: she becomes the ‘rainbow-bird’ produced by ‘the narrow bevel / of the empty mirror’ which no longer contains her image of ‘a creature divided’ (a possible reference to bi-sexuality). The rainbow-bird – a version of the soul – can fly ‘wherever / it feels like, gay!’ In the sestet, the problem for the ‘undecided’ self is direction: ‘the compass needle / wobbling and wavering, / undecided’. In the octet, direction doesn’t matter: ‘flying wherever / it feels like’. It is a lovely, peculiar sonnet: it preserves the typical versus, necessarily in a poem about change, but the rhymes, appropriately, are rarely decided: ‘level’/ ‘bevel’; ‘divided’ / ‘undecided’; ‘away’ / ‘gay’. Then ‘bubble’ / ‘needle’, ‘mirror’ / ‘wherever’. Then unrhymed words: ‘wavering’, ‘broken’ (a lovely, simply mimetic line-break, followed by ‘thermometer’), ‘mercury’, ‘rainbow-bird’. The prized constraint of the sonnet – ‘Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow rooms’ – is loosened, relaxed.


She was a great poet, and it has been a gratifying experience to observe, in my own lifetime, this gifted writer, mysteriously slighted by critics, though prized by poets, come into her kingdom. This Library of America volume – with all her published (and some previously unpublished) prose and a generous selection of her letters, economically but illuminatingly annotated by Robert Giroux and Lloyd Schwartz – is a fitting monument to her extraordinary achievement. How the Library of America persuaded her publishers to forgo their commercial interests in such a profitable asset is itself a minor miracle. But perhaps the copyright holders and the publishers simply take a cut of the take, so, appropriately enough, it isn’t a miracle after all.
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Elizabeth Bishop: Poems, Prose and Letters, edited by Robert Giroux and Lloyd Schwartz (Library of America, 2008).









William Golding


(2009)


William Golding began by wanting to be a poet. In The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, T. S. Eliot quotes T. E. Hulme’s Speculations with approval: ‘There is a general tendency to think that verse means little else than the expression of unsatisfied emotion ... The great aim is accurate, precise and definite description. The first thing is to realise how extraordinarily difficult this is ... Language has its own special nature, its own conventions and communal ideas. It is only by a concentrated effort of mind that you can hold it fixed to your own purpose.’ Accurate, precise and definite description. This is surely one of the main reasons for reading Golding the novelist, for thinking him a great writer. This modest, irreplaceable, central skill – like being able to draw if you are an artist, like being able to capture a likeness, the likeness of a person’s features, the likeness of a fingernail, the likeness of tears.


This is Tennyson on tears in The Princess: ‘The gracious dews / Began to glisten and to fall’; ‘shook and fell, an erring pearl’; ‘glittering drops’; ‘the dew / Dwelt in her eyes’; ‘down the streaming crystal dropt’; ‘she fixt / A showery glance upon her aunt.’


Why does everything in this little anthology fail? Each example fails because Tennyson has not captured a likeness. He is like Mr Joyboy in The Loved One titivating a corpse. The poetic process here is one of idealisation and improvement. Tennyson isn’t seeing the object as in itself it really is. He is seeing the tears as if they were items in a theatrical costumiers. The tears are in fancy dress, poetic Sunday best.


However, it doesn’t follow that the great artist must capture a likeness photographically, like an academician trotting out meticulous sanguine portraits for Oxford Senior Common Rooms. Think of Brancusi’s great drawing of James Joyce, set down with the inspired clumsiness, the bold shorthand, of a child eager to get on to the next drawing. Spontaneous, laconic, summary in its execution. A technique that transcends technique.


Here are some tears in Golding. First, Lord of the Flies. Ralph is alone and Samneric have gone over to the other side.






Memory of their new and shameful loyalty came to them. Eric was silent but Sam tried to do his duty.


‘You got to go, Ralph. You go away now –’


He wagged his spear and essayed fierceness.


‘You shove off. See?’


Eric nodded agreement and jabbed his spear in the air. Ralph leaned on his arms and did not go.


‘I came to see you two.’


His voice was thick. His throat was hurting him now though it received no wound.


‘I came to see you two –’


Words could not express the dull pain of these things. He fell silent, while the vivid stars were spilt and danced all ways ...





Why is this passage so brilliant? The context, of course, feeds into the imagery. We need Ralph to repeat his simple statement as if it were a cul-de-sac, an oubliette. An ordinary writer would say that Ralph’s throat ached. Golding adds ‘though it received no wound’. The negative comparison implies the degree of pain. And how much better this is than the automatic phrase that is just off-camera: Ralph’s feelings were wounded; his wounded feelings. The nature of the pain should be precise: it is dull, but it is inexplicable. Think how often doctors ask you to describe what kind of a pain you are feeling. Pain isn’t always the same. Every pain has a likeness that has to be caught. And then the actual tears are simply occluded and we are offered instead the effect they have on the vision: ‘the vivid stars were spilt and danced all ways.’


This is essentially a poetic procedure, a symbolist procedure. There is a letter of Mallarmé to Henri Cazalis in which he writes that poetry should ‘Peindre, non la chose, mais l’effet qu’elle produit’. Don’t paint the thing – tears – but the effect it produces – astral instability. It follows for Mallarmé that the reading process cannot be straightforward but must proceed by a series of decipherings, ‘par une série de déchiffrements’. But of course this particular trope isn’t restricted to poetry. In Paper Men, Wilf meditates on Homer’s portrayal of Helen of Troy; ‘the way in which Homer gets his story across by describing not the woman but her effect on others’.


Compare Conrad in Typhoon, where he describes not the storm but the effect of the storm. ‘The lamp wriggled in its gimbals, the barometer swung in circles, the table altered its slant every moment; a pair of limp seaboots with collapsed tops went sliding past the couch.’


Then compare Betty Flanders at the beginning of Jacob’s Room. She is writing a letter, a grieving widow on the beach:






Slowly welling from the point of her gold nib, pale blue ink dissolved the full stop; for there her pen stuck; her eyes fixed, and tears slowly filled them. The entire bay quivered; the lighthouse wobbled; and she had the illusion that the mast of Mr Connor’s yacht was bending like a wax candle in the sun. She winked quickly. Accidents were awful things. She winked again. The mast was straight; the waves were regular; the lighthouse was upright; but the blot had spread.





This is a famous passage – deservedly, when you watch Virginia Woolf fusing the pen with its lachrymose owner, tearful both; the pen sticks, the eyes fix. Famous, but not that familiar. The procession of details – the bay, then the lighthouse, and finally the mast – chart the progress of crying from inception to delivery. But they do so without any of Golding’s lethal speed. We admire the treatment but we are not hurt by the moment. The bay, the lighthouse, the mast of the yacht process in a measured way and arrive like items in an inventory. And ‘winked’ isn’t right, twice. So the technique is almost the same: we see the effect of tears, but in the Woolf the tears as well. The Woolf isn’t bad, but the Golding is better. It is instantaneous and recognisable.


It is also subtle. I would single out the adjective ‘vivid’ as a crucial extra: this is the tropics; there is no light pollution. ‘The stars were spilt and danced all ways’ is good, but not as good as the vivid stars in Golding’s account. Suppose the stars had been merely ‘bright’. ‘The bright stars were spilt and danced all ways.’ Less good. Vivid implies precise points, a bright fixity, so the damage is the greater. An order is disrupted.


A few lines later, Ralph cries again and the stars ‘spilled about the sky’ again. There is a difference between ‘were spilt’ and ‘spilled’ and not just the difference between passive and active. ‘Spilt’ and ‘spilled’ aren’t the same thing. They don’t sound the same, of course. But ‘spilt’ contains within it the word split, just as ‘all ways’ (all directions) contains ‘always’ (forever). Together, these subtle shifts suggest a permanent alteration to the cosmos. Something larger than a local effect created by crying. They are a spectral gesture towards the universal, beyond the local. (An abiding preoccupation in Golding, a characteristic shift in focus.)


Now tears in The Spire. This is Jocelin’s aunt, ‘the naughty one’, the old king’s mistress who has contrived Jocelin’s preferment: ‘Eyelids, dark and glistening, painted perhaps, eyelashes long and thick; water now caught among the lower ones ... The smile became a grimace, and the water fell.’ Golding, unlike Tennyson, has seen that crying involves the entire face – not simply tears.


I turn now to The Inheritors. When Lok is utterly alone, Golding shifts his narrative perspective to the outside and Lok becomes ‘the creature’. (It is a move as brilliant as the new focus on Jack at the close of Lord of the Flies: the monster reverts to a small boy again on the penultimate page: ‘A little boy who wore the remains of an extraordinary black cap on his red hair and who carried the remains of a pair of spectacles at his waist, started forward, then changed his mind and stood still.’ Little. We are looking at him from the new perspective of the naval officer.)


Lok’s interior has now to be inferred. His foot finds by chance the child Liku’s little Oa doll, a root that resembles ‘the exaggerated contours of a female body’. For the first time, Lok realises Liku must be dead, something his mate Fa had already worked out. His grief is observed as a physical phenomenon, not as emotion. We see the physical signifiers of grief.




The creature looked again towards the water. Both hands were full, the bar of its brow glistened in the moonlight, over the great caverns where the eyes were hidden. There was light poured down over the cheek-bones and the wide lips and there was a twist of light caught like a white hair in every curl. But the caverns were dark as though already the whole head was nothing but a skull.


The water rat concluded from the creature’s stillness that it was not dangerous. It came with a quick rush from under the bush and began to cross the open space, it forgot the silent figure and searched busily for something to eat.


There was light now in each cavern, lights faint as the starlight reflected in the crystals of a granite cliff. The lights increased, acquired definition, brightened, lay each sparkling at the lower edge of a cavern. Suddenly, noiselessly, the lights became thin crescents, went out, and streaks glistened on each cheek. The lights appeared again, caught among the silvered curls of the beard. They hung, elongated, dropped from curl to curl and gathered at the lowest tip. The streaks on the cheeks pulsed as the drops swam down them, a great drop swelled at the end of a hair of the beard, shivering and bright. It detached itself and fell in a silver flash, striking a withered leaf with a sharp pat. The water rat scurried away and plopped into the river.





It is interesting to see what Golding has done to cause and effect here. Lok is grieving for the death of Liku. But Golding withholds the explicit significance of the doll. We have to work out what it means – and what it means is what it means to Lok – and we work that out gradually, slowly, as the tears make their way into our consciousness, gradually, slowly. The cause is hidden and the effect disguised. There is a pause between them that is mimicked by the meticulous indirection of Golding’s description. There is a delay on our part which echoes the slowness in Lok’s mind.


Why are these tears described as if for the first time? Because they are happening to Lok for the first time. The Neanderthalers do not cry. So, at the moment when the narrative makes Lok inhuman – the creature – Golding grants him the human gift of tears. Compassionately, ironically.


Let me quote Kipling’s Jungle Book by way of explanation. Mowgli has been expelled from the Seeonee wolf pack: ‘Then something began to hurt Mowgli inside him, as he had never been hurt in his life before, and he caught his breath and sobbed, and the tears ran down his face. “What is it? What is it?” he said. “I do not wish to leave the jungle and I do not know what this is. Am I dying, Bagheera?”’ Bagheera replies: ‘“No, little brother. Those are only tears such as men use. Now I know thou art a man.”’


In The Spire, Jocelin has a confrontation with Pangall. The caretaker is miserable because the builder’s men mock him. Finally: ‘There was a sharp tap on the instep of Jocelin’s shoe; and as he looked he saw a wet star there with arms to it and tiny globes of water that slid off the dubbin into the yard.’ Another great tear singled out by a great writer. I will come back to it.


Now I want (a bit more briefly) to look at fires in Golding. Whereas tears are human, fire is not, though the Neanderthalers naturally assimilate it to themselves:




She knelt in the overhang and laid the ball of clay in the centre of it. She opened the clay, smoothing and patting it over the old patch that lay there already. She put her face to the clay and breathed on it. In the very depth of the overhang there were recesses on either side of a pillar of rock and these were filled with sticks and twigs and thicker branches. She went quickly to the piles and came again with twigs and leaves and a log that was fallen almost to powder. She arranged this over the opened clay and breathed till a trickle of smoke appeared and a single spark shot into the air. The branch cracked and a flame of amethyst and red coiled up and straightened so that the side of her face away from the sun was glowing and her eyes gleamed. She came again from the recesses and put on more wood so that the fire gave them a brilliant display of flame and sparks. She began to work the wet clay with her fingers, tidying the edges so that now the fire sat in the middle of a shallow dish. Then she stood up and spoke to them. ‘The fire is awake again.’





How important that last sentence is. Without it, what we have is almost a witness statement, almost flatly factual, with gradual touches of art: the single spark; then the quasi-fireworks display; then the climactic poetry of that final sentence which transforms the fact into poetry and ignites the prose.


Here are some fires in Lord of the Flies that assess Golding’s ability to render the inanimate, the non-human. A lovely poetic paradox: ‘The branches grew a brief foliage of fire.’ Then there is Nabokov’s pale fire, imperceptible in sunlight. ‘The flame, nearly invisible at first in that bright sunlight, enveloped a small twig, grew, was enriched with colour, and reached up a branch which exploded with a sharp crack.’ At the novel’s end, the boys set the island on fire in their pursuit of Ralph. It is Golding’s great descriptive opportunity and he excels himself: ‘He heard a curious trickling sound and then a louder crepitation as if someone were unwrapping great sheets of cellophane.’ (The poet Robin Robertson has a fire that unwraps sweetie papers, ‘the sound of coals / Unwrapping themselves like sweets’: good, but belated.) Finally, the flames reach the beach: ‘the fire reached the coconut palms by the beach and swallowed them noisily. A flame, seemingly detached, swung like an acrobat and licked up the palm heads on the platform.’ Swung like an acrobat. And look what Golding has done with those old stagers, tongues of fire. They are there, renewed, in the orality of ‘swallowed’ and ‘licked’.


Unless writers can do this – describe the human and the non-human – their themes could not matter less. The academy, though, likes to pretend that it is the seriousness of the subject that lends importance to a writer. And actually Golding has very profound themes, great themes, though they are not, in themselves, what make him a great writer. For many writers – Dickens, for one; Joyce for another – their themes are ways of organising and provoking their invention, their imagery and the sentences that constitute their work. Golding is a different kind of writer from either Joyce or Dickens. His subjects are not there to excite creation. The writing serves the subject. But unless it was great writing, we wouldn’t care about the subject, those themes that Golding returns to, compellingly, compulsively, from first to last.


When I was speaking about tears, I said I would return to the tear of Pangall that falls on Jocelin’s dubbined boot in The Spire. ‘There was a sharp tap on the instep of Jocelin’s shoe; and as he looked he saw a wet star there with arms to it and tiny globes of water that slid off the dubbin into the yard.’ I want to return to it because Golding himself returns to it in his last novel The Double Tongue, where we read about the first period of Areika, the Pythia: ‘I heard a faint but positive tap and, by some instinct looking down, I saw the first drop of my blood starred on the strap of my right sandal.’ A tap followed by a star, in both cases, separated by 31 years. And in The Inheritors, the tear falls backwards, as it were, with a pat on a withered leaf. Why does Golding repeat that topos of a tap followed by a star? Probably because he remembered the original but couldn’t find it – it took me some time before I found it – and therefore decided that he hadn’t already used it after all.


(By the way, this star of first menstrual blood is a masculine mistake: there is no bright blood in the first instance of menstruation, only a brown viscous discharge that commonly makes young women think they must be ill in some way they don’t understand. The discharge could not fall.)


And now to the repeated theme in Golding’s work of the mystical and the medical. In The Double Tongue, Arieka, when she becomes the Pythia and enters the oracle for the first time, feels that she has been raped by Apollo (or just possibly Dionysus) – or possessed by a god. But she is uncertain: ‘Perhaps the first time I went shrouded down the steps as into my own grave I became hysterical. A medical condition. Or possessed by a god. By Him. Him. It was something I brooded over.’ This is Arieka’s recollection and meditation. Golding also gives us the actual event in all its confusion: she is first possessed by laughter, the god’s laughter issuing from her own mouth. Then she uses her mouth to beg for mercy in her own voice: ‘it was so strange to feel that same mouth which had opened and bled at the passage of the god’s voice could now make words for a poor woman on her knees.’ Her mouth has a double function, then – and the answers it gives as the oracle are always double, capable of two interpretations. So, on the one hand, a rape by Apollo: ‘the god would have me there in the holy seat whether I would or no, oh yes, it was a rape, this was Apollo who fitted me into the seat, twisted me any way he would, then left me.’ She shouts out with her own voice: ‘One mouth or the other!’ Meaning that the god should choose whether the mouth was hers or his – and further between her proper mouth and the lips of her vagina. So, she is used, possessed, and feels it as a rape. On the other hand, it is a hysterical episode and there is a medical explanation. The Double Tongue is Golding’s posthumously published novel.


In Golding’s first book, Lord of the Flies, Simon is a mystic with clairvoyant powers. ‘Passions beat about Simon on the mountain-top with awful wings’ is Golding’s gloss when Simon retrieves Piggy’s specs after Jack has smacked them off. We don’t feel disproportion, or exaggeration in this evocation of Simon’s emotional turbulence. We feel Simon is on the side of the angels – literally. Simon is also Golding’s mouthpiece in the novel, perhaps a trifle too conveniently: he thinks maybe there is a beast, but ‘maybe it’s only us.’ Later, after Samneric have fled, he thinks usefully and logically, feeling ‘a flicker of incredulity – a beast with claws that scratched, that sat on a mountain-top, that left no tracks and yet was not fast enough to catch Samneric’. This is plausible, but Golding then issues a press release through Simon, who is briefly an author surrogate: ‘However Simon thought of the beast, there rose before his inward sight the picture of a human at once heroic and sick.’ This is over-articulate and it was better earlier when Golding disguised his message: ‘Simon became inarticulate in his effort to express mankind’s essential illness.’ When Simon has his confrontation with the Lord of the Flies, he learns that ‘I’m part of you’ – but the gift of a schoolmaster’s voice to the pig’s head saves the section from being over-expository. It is a near thing. But great art is full of near things.


Golding attempts to offset Simon’s authority by making it clear that he is suffering from a form of epilepsy. Right at the beginning of the novel, Simon ‘faints’: ‘ “He’s always throwing a faint,” said Merridew. “He did in Gib; and Addis; and at Matins over the precentor.”’ The medical versus the mystical, again, for the first time in his œuvre. Karen Armstrong’s 1982 book Through the Narrow Gate is an account of her religious experiences as a nun – and their origin in her undiagnosed epilepsy. My own father frequently described a mystical experience of being taken over bodily by his Negro spirit guide, Massa. This involved physical gigantification – or a sense of physical gigantification – and I am sure was a form of epileptic seizure.


In The Paper Men, Wilf Barclay’s vision of a vindictive God, an unforgiving Intolerance, is also perhaps the result of what the Sicilian doctor calls a ‘leedle estrook’ – a stroke. A stroke, thinks Wilf, or a universal flail. Likewise, Wilf’s ironic stigmata in his hands and feet could be explained by acute gout. He experiences relief from pain when he moderates his drinking. The final stigma, the missing wound in his side, will be supplied by his thwarted and deranged biographer, Rick Tucker, when he pulls the trigger of Capstone-Bowers’s Bisley gun.


In The Spire, Jocelin has an angel that sometimes warms his back and sometimes thrashes it. There is also a medical explanation: ‘So in the end Jocelin felt nothing but the pain of his back (and the sick fire when they turned him over to pack it with lamb’s wool).’ Jocelin has TB of the spine: ‘a wasting, a consumption of the back and spine’. Just before his death, he escapes the sickroom and encounters an apple tree outside – ‘a cloud of angels flashing in the sunlight’.
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‘Raine the critic, like Raine the poet, is

incapable of a dull thought.” lan McEwan









