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Introduction





‘So far as they can be said to be famous at all, Ian Hamilton’s poems are famous for being small in size and few in number’: thus Dan Jacobson began his subtle, admiring contribution to a Festschrift published for Hamilton’s sixtieth birthday. The latter’s Sixty Poems also appeared at the same time, adding ten new poems, all short, to Fifty Poems, published ten years earlier. Hamilton would have been seventy-one this year. In the three years between the publication of his last volume and his death at the age of sixty-three, he published two further poems. Given seven more years he might well have managed another collection: a Seventy Poems.


He had ruefully acknowledged the unprolific nature of his poetic gift in the moving, matter-of-fact preface he wrote for Fifty Poems in 1988:




Fifty poems in twenty-five years: not much to show for half a lifetime, you might think. And, in certain moods, I would agree. In certain moods, I used to crave expansiveness and bulk, and early on I had several shots at getting ‘more of the world’ into my verse: more narrative, more satire, more intelligence, and so on. Each time, however, I would end up knowing for certain that I could have tackled the material more cogently in prose. Why push and strain?


And so I decided to stop thinking like a poetry pro, to stop fretting about ‘range’ and ‘output’; decided, indeed, to keep the whole business of ‘my poetry’ quite separate from the rest of my so-called literary life: a life of book reviews, biographies, anthologies and magazines. I suppose I thought that I would wait for poetry to happen rather than force myself to go in search of it. After all, the poems I had written arrived more or less out of the blue, prompted by circumstance rather than by any subject-seeking impulse on my part.*





The inspiration for those poems may have arrived ‘out of the blue’, but the poems themselves left little to chance. The circumstances that prompted them were ‘upsetting’ ones, as he later put it: his father’s death from cancer when Hamilton was thirteen, and his first wife’s mental illness. The stakes were as high as they could be. ‘Did I truly think that poetry, if perfect, could bring back the dead?’ Hamilton later asked himself. ‘In some way, yes, I think I did.’


Hamilton’s first collection, The Visit, was published in 1970, though some of the poems in it date from 1961 or ’62, when he was in his early twenties. He had been writing poetry since a bout of scarlet fever in his teens led to the discovery of a ‘so-called heart problem’, and his removal from the football pitch. A sickly figure, ‘banished to the library during games’, he said, ‘I reached for my Keats. Keats was pre-eminent. You know, half in love with easeful death …’ All his life Hamilton maintained, only half-jokingly, that football was where the ‘real poetry’ was. He did not play, at least not competitively, but, he said, ‘You should see me watch.’ His team was Tottenham Hotspur: a lonely and often unrewarding passion, as he admitted, but one that would not let him go.


‘A so-called heart problem’; ‘my so-called literary life’. Hamilton was anything but a so-called poet, however. He was, rather, ‘a poet who was also a critic, an editor and a biographer, and it was his search, in all of these places, for “the real thing”, as he put it, which earned him much of his distinction’. So begins Hamilton’s entry in the Dictionary of National Biography, written by his friend of many years, Karl Miller, and the unhesitating way in which ‘poet’ is placed first among Hamilton’s vocations, though undoubtedly right, may surprise some. The brief entry for ‘Hamilton, Ian’ in the Oxford Companion to Twentieth-Century Poetry, which he edited, very properly restricts itself to listing some of his publications (including verse) without further comment. On his death, more than one obituarist regretted the loss of the best prose stylist of his generation. And by now there is probably another whole generation of readers who know Hamilton not as a lyric poet at all, but as the author of an outstanding Life of Robert Lowell (1982), or as the defendant in a lawsuit brought by J. D. Salinger, the subject of the biography he wrote next. (Salinger objected to some quoting from personal letters, freely available for inspection in university archives, and sought an injunction; Hamilton cut the offending quotes, re-wrote the book, and was mortified. The author of Catcher in the Rye had been a hero of his adolescence, and ‘phoney’ remained one of his favourite terms of disapprobation.)


Others will have known him as a book reviewer and critic, whose hundreds of reviews, essays and articles take twenty-two small-print pages to list in his bibliography; or as the author of a book-length meditation on the artistry of the Spurs and England footballer Paul Gascoigne. Still others, no doubt fewer in number, will have read his stylish study of The Little Magazines, his tour around the literary estates in Keepers of the Flame, or his sometimes caustic thumbnail summaries of forty-five modern reputations in Against Oblivion: Some Lives of the Twentieth-Century Poets; he also edited several anthologies and the Oxford Companion mentioned above. Before or during all of this activity he was ‘Special Writer’, then Poetry and Fiction Editor on the Times Literary Supplement (1965–72), and Editor of The Review (1962–72) and The New Review (1974-79): a flinty-eyed scourge of poetasters and pretension, a witty, sardonic pillar of the Pillars (of Hercules, a pub in Soho), and, among women, a handsome, Bogartian figure with an intriguingly complicated private life.


When Hamilton’s A Gift Imprisoned: The Poetic Life of Matthew Arnold appeared in 1998, some detected a poignant personal subtext in this account of the Victorian poet-sage’s gradual abandonment of poetry – or its abandonment of him – for the drudgery of school-inspecting and other good works. Certainly, Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’ was a touchstone for Hamilton: a left-over Romantic poem, and one that spoke to his own sense of being a left-over romantic. He admitted to having been powerfully moved by this passage from Arnold’s notes:




It is a sad thing to see a man who has been frittered away piecemeal by petty distractions, and who has never done his best. But it is still sadder to see a man who has done his best, who has reached his utmost limits – and finds his work a failure, and himself far less than he had imagined himself.





And Hamilton’s own predicament does haunt several passages in his book, such as this: ‘What the age didn’t need were more poems of the kind that Arnold did have a real gift for, and had indeed already written: lyric poems of the self, that Arnold self which, as he came to believe, had or should have had better things to do than, well, write lyric poems.’


Hamilton may have had many other things to do than write poems, but he would not have agreed that any of them were better things. ‘Miraculous lyrical arrivals’ he called the poems he did write, and, given his so-called literary life (or, as he put it in even less self-forgiving mood, a life spent calculating ‘all the crappy things I’d have to do if I didn’t do this crappy thing’), the miracle would seem to be that they arrived at all. At the very least, their rarity and brevity might seem unsurprising. But that would be to confuse the poet with the busy man of letters, or with the bohemian who took up his station in the saloon bar next door to The New Review offices, ready for the next round – and the next round of critical hostilities. Poetry, though it was ‘revelation’ rather than ‘something constructed’, was also a painstaking and profoundly moral business. Hamilton’s poems, among the most heartfelt of their time, are also among the most reticent: they are, in the best sense, modest. This reticence or modesty is central to understanding both the man and what he thought poetry could and should be. Blake Morrison, writing ten years ago, put it succinctly when he said that writers ‘move between two poles: self-expression at one extreme, self-effacement at the other. Though not as violently as Salinger or Matthew Arnold, Hamilton has himself struggled between these same poles.’





Hamilton was born in 1938, the second son of Robert Tough and Daisy (née McKay) Hamilton, who had left their native Scotland in 1936 and were living in King’s Lynn, where Hamilton senior worked as a civil engineer. In 1951 the family, now increased by a third son and a daughter, moved north to Darlington, Co. Durham, and Ian attended the grammar school there. After two years’ National Service, stationed in Germany with the RAF (Information Service), he went up to Keble College, Oxford, in 1958. At Oxford the young Hamilton, ‘tough, austere, unprivileged, unpretentious’, as his friend and fellow-undergraduate John Fuller has described him, quickly made his mark on the poetry scene, his ‘tight-lipped authority’ already fully formed. As a poet, though, he was still feeling his way, equally unimpressed by torrid 1940s neo-Romanticism, by Dylan Thomas’s bardic posturing and by the preening ironies – a kind of parade of diffidence – that were de rigueur in the Movement-dominated 1950s.† In fact, his undergraduate poems clearly owed something to the cool, tough-guy stance of the Movement’s youngest member, Thom Gunn; but of Keats, anyway, there was no trace. On the evidence of one or two surviving items of juvenilia, he had been ousted even earlier, by T. S. Eliot and Wilfred Owen:




What waits beyond the terror and the dirt,


And the teacup-tinkling laughter and the talk,


The smiles around the mouths of savage men? …


If the lie is spent, the salutes should cease


[etc.]





When the seventeen-year-old Hamilton wrote these lines, in 1955, the Second World War was only ten years in the past. For many – combatants and civilians – who had lived through that war, understatement or some form of stoical holding-back had become essential coping mechanisms. In ‘Not Another Dedication’, written for Hamilton after his death, Peter Dale, another Oxford contemporary and friend, invoked




Something ingrained in our war-child years:


tears were the thing to fight against


when drained of every other strength.





(See, too, Hamilton’s own ‘Veteran’ and note.) By the time he reached Oxford, Hamilton had probably already encountered the poems of Keith Douglas, whose sangfroid and ‘neutral’ tone, as Hamilton later called it, plainly made an impact. (Not long after, in his essay ‘The Forties’, he analysed the rather different ‘self-detachment’, ‘necessary if one is to keep sane’, to be found in the poetry of Alun Lewis. This essay, and an anthology edited by Hamilton, The Poetry of War 1939–45, presented Douglas, Lewis and Roy Fuller as the pre-eminent poets of the war.) Here, perhaps, was a version of the more brooding ‘unspoken’ which sometimes weighed heavily on the Hamilton household.‡ Feelings, anyway, were to be kept manfully in check.


At the same time, poetry was no good without them. What was wanted was something with the craft and discipline of Movement poetry but without its ‘notable aridity’. In later years Hamilton described the crucial importance to him of ‘feelingful’ poems by Anthony Hecht and Theodore Roethke, of Heart’s Needle by W. D. Snodgrass and Life Studies by Robert Lowell, both published in 1959: ‘To me these books, these individual American poets, came as revelations.’ What had drawn him to ‘half a dozen’ of Lowell’s poems at that time were the personal subject matter, the passionate speaking voice with its ‘heartbreak note’, ‘teetering above sentimentality without falling into it’; while the ‘internal rhymes and basic iambic line broken up into highly disciplined free verse sounded like somebody really talking’.§ By 1962 Lowell was being championed by the influential A. Alvarez as a poet who exemplified a much-needed ‘new seriousness’ to combat the ‘English disease’ of gentility, a poet prepared to ‘face the fact that he is moved, whether he likes it or not, by forces that are very difficult and very destructive’. Sylvia Plath, admired by both Alvarez and Hamilton, added her approval in a BBC radio talk: ‘I’ve been very excited by what I feel is a new breakthrough that came with, say, Robert Lowell’s Life Studies. This intense breakthrough into very serious, very personal emotional experience, which I feel has been partly taboo. Lowell’s poems about his experiences in a mental hospital, for example, interest me very much.’


Now Lowell’s voice would help to release Hamilton’s own. But there were important differences. The autobiographical poems of Life Studies are for the most part artfully candid, first-person accounts of family drama, marital tension and mental breakdown, rich in circumstantial details of the poet’s life and the lives of his relations and intimates. In his essay ‘A Biographer’s Misgivings’ Hamilton touches more than once on Lowell’s controversial outspokenness, and he returned to the subject in the conversations with Dan Jacobson that he recorded in the last year of his life. ‘Lowell was a confessional poet, a writer who had gone beyond customary bounds of reticence or personal embarrassment.’ And again: ‘By the early 1970s there was nothing that Lowell would not say in a poem.’


For Hamilton this kind of detailed self-examination and outspokenness were neither possible nor desirable. The perfect poem, he told Jacobson, had to contain ‘the maximum amount of suffering’. But it also had to contain ‘the maximum amount of control’; and the suffering should not be the poet’s suffering, but someone else’s, albeit someone close to him. ‘It wouldn’t be about me; rather, it would be about my inability, however intensely I felt, to do anything about the suffering … One didn’t want, on the other hand, to sound wimpishly hopeless about it.’ His own poems – spare, undemonstrative, full of anguished tenderness and claustrophobic unease – favour ‘you’ or ‘your’ over ‘I’. Speaking ‘to’ his dead or dying father, to his mentally ill wife, the poet is in both cases (and in both senses) recalling them, bringing them back to life or to mind. Like all lyric poets, he is more or less talking to himself – another ‘you’. His only two insistently first-person poems – ‘Complaint’ and ‘Bequest’ – are dramatic lyrics spoken by, respectively, the widowed mother and the dying father. The others are ‘ideal speech’, ‘the perfect thing to say to this person at this time – if they were alive or capable of attending’.


At the same time, a poet ‘must always be suspicious of making poems out of suffering which is someone else’s’. Hamilton could not, for example, condone Lowell’s inclusion, in his late poems, of unaltered or barely altered passages from letters written to him by his second wife when he abandoned her – though it’s true he also thought the poems in question ‘weren’t any good’. For himself, ‘I am expressing very private emotions as if to another person. But I have no right to make that person’s real-life suffering public … I was speaking to someone who couldn’t answer back.’


The pained awareness that his solicitude comes too late or falls on deaf ears puts these poems in a direct line from Thomas Hardy’s ‘Poems of 1912–13’, written after the death of Hardy’s first wife and full of, as well as tender remembrance, sorrowful acknowledgement of his own failures or neglect while she was alive. And Hamilton’s concern for the subject’s right to privacy makes for a poetry that is, for all its indebtedness to Lowell and other American exemplars, not just self-effacing but self-denying. The poems contain very little information about the everyday lives or identities of the people in them. The reader is a kind of eavesdropper on the moment of crisis or climax in a personal drama. Interiors – bedrooms, sickrooms, hospital rooms – are no more than implied; a countryish, perhaps suburban out-of-doors is evoked with highly selective precision. (To Jacobson, Hamilton admitted having ‘a rather melodramatic or pinpoint visual sense. One thing strikes me.’) Apart from the odd, startling touch of chinoiserie or japonaiserie – brevity is not the only Imagist contribution here – there is almost no individualised description. (Those aestheticising touches in fact tend to blur rather than sharpen the dying man’s identity, and that of his mourners.) Too much description, Hamilton said, ‘might seem like a poetic relishing of the situation’. The real issue was: should he be writing about this at all?


Later Lowell made Hamilton uneasy because his refusal to censor himself often caused damage in his life – damage which would in turn provide the subject matter for more poems. Just as Hamilton qualified Lowell’s line from ‘Epilogue’, ‘Yet why not say what happened?’, with ‘You want to say what happened, but not necessarily who it happened to’, so the poems of his own middle years (and there was to be no opportunity for a late flowering) revisit familiar scenes and relive familiar unhappiness in search not of poetic capital but of emotional salvage. They hint at unspoken regret for things done or undone, lives not lived or lived badly; they touch glancingly, ironically on precedents in literary careers such as Edmund Wilson’s (‘Was it not dolorously fitting that he should find himself, at forty-five, serving the creativity of an old college chum whom he habitually viewed with condescension?’, Hamilton wrote about Wilson’s mission to rescue F. Scott Fitzgerald from oblivion). They attempt to acknowledge whatever – light, love, happiness – has ‘managed to get through’. Perhaps reflecting the much greater part that was being played by fiction and biography in Hamilton’s life as a reviewer, biographer and editor, they let in slightly more of the world, more detail, more description or evocation. As in earlier poems of Lowell’s such as ‘Home After Three Months Away’, the impulse to confession in them, far from a straightforward unburdening, encompasses the hope of forgiveness, healing or repair.


What was it that had done or was doing the damage? A clue was provided by Hamilton himself when he wrote about these later poems that, although they were written from the heart,




I’m not sure that my heart was in much of what I got up to in these ‘trashy years’ – from about 1973 to 1979. The raggedness of everything, the booze, the jokes, the literary feuds, the almost-love-affairs, the cash, the somehow-getting-to-be forty …





Poetry, then, had more than ever to be kept apart, protected from the worldliness of the poet’s everyday existence. The booze and jokes would become the stuff of legend, and of magazine journalism (‘An Alternative Agenda’ contains intimations of Hamilton the boon companion, but he knew his gifts were not really for ‘light’ verse of this kind, and he did not reprint it in either Fifty or Sixty Poems). The raggedness, the almost-love-affairs, the literary feuds and the cash – ‘the trouble with money’ as Hamilton called it, the trouble being that he hardly ever had any, and never kept it for long when he did: these are all very much part of the hinterland of his poetry after The Visit, and that poetry’s peculiar melancholy, the melancholy of tarnished dreams and troubling responsibilities, survival and counting-the-cost.


Hamilton had always been preoccupied with the question of how a writer should live: in a poet’s case, how daily life could be reconciled with obedience to ‘the Muses’ sterner laws’. At least part of the fascination of his biographical writings lies in his search for examples or models – or warnings. His own sparing ‘output’ of poems was not of the kind to attract the honours, grants and prizes which have eased the lives of many poets in the post-war world, and he knew it. In Stephen Spender, he seems to have found a compelling anti-type: the Establishment man of letters, circumambulating the globe from conference to committee meeting to cultural jamboree. Even if Hamilton never settled for anything, he knew what it meant to do so, and inevitably he responded warmly to the poems of the librarian Philip Larkin: to ‘Mr Bleaney’ especially. (In widowhood Hamilton’s mother had supported the family by taking in paying guests, and later there was a brief period when Hamilton himself felt too close to Bleaney’s circumstances for comfort.) In Against Oblivion he quotes Larkin on the subject of Edward Thomas: ‘“One cannot help thinking that Thomas was that unfortunate character, ‘a man of letters’, to whom no humiliation or hardship outweighs the romance of scraping a living from the printed word”’, and adds, ‘of course, “romance” is the key word. Just as Thomas saw the romance draining from his once splendid love of [his wife] Helen, so he witnessed the erosion of his youthful fantasies about the “literary life”.’


Though this should not be taken as a statement of Hamilton’s own case, it is revealing all the same. The ‘so-called literary life’ he did live, though it barely provided him with a living, was – as one of his obituarists pointed out – all the life he craved. There might have been, in this, a touch of puritanism inherited from his Scottish parents, or ‘something ingrained’ during his wartime childhood and the years of post-war austerity. In Writers in Hollywood he explored the lives of those who had sold out in some way, who were ‘unable to cleave to the high road’. His own youthful fantasies, clearly, cleaved to that road. ‘It was Mammon vs. the Muses’, he recalled much later in his essay ‘The Trouble with Money’. ‘Back when I started, insolvency spelt glamour. There was a near-priestly romance in the idea that a high-purposed literary career would be profitless, at least in terms of cash.’ Puritan and dreamer seem to meet in that ‘near-priestly romance’. In reality it could not be sustained for long. On the one hand, to have a mortgage was contemptible; on the other, ‘a fellow ought to be able to pay for the next round’, without stooping to Dylan Thomas-like indignities. Not having achieved a good enough degree for a career in academe, Hamilton hit on a novel compromise: starting a poetry magazine. (Or so he saw it in retrospect. But before The Review he had produced Tomorrow; and before that, at school in Darlington, The Scorpion. ‘The little magazine virus’, according to John Fuller, ‘raged untreated in Ian’s blood.’)


Sending off a new issue to the printer to reassure him that he would be paid for the previous one, Hamilton made The Review a byword for critical fearlessness, encouraging it in his contributors as well as practising it himself. ‘The texture, always dangerously thin … wilfully chopped up, undramatic … superficial rhyming … arbitrary seeming … the general drift towards prose’, etc.: in these terms Colin Falck, in The Review no. 2, chastised Robert Lowell – the same Robert Lowell whom The Review’s editors thought the most important poet writing in English. Adopting the pseudonym ‘Edward Pygge’, Hamilton could have fun at his subjects’ expense; of Ned O’Gorman, for instance:




Toweringly pretentious, intricately boring, and painstakingly derivative, [he] unleashes his clichés with an effrontery that can only be termed: ‘rare’ … The poems stand, defying all attempts at interpretation or justification, almost begging, it would seem, to be ignored.





‘I’d feel, You call this poetry?’: thus Hamilton summed up his early crusades in an interview with Gerry Cambridge in 1996. He would come to look back with a certain amount of self-irony on his youthful absolutism, an absolutism reinforced by the conviction that a bad line was ‘a crime against nature’. ‘I’m prepared now to concede that there might be various kinds of excellence in poetry, some of which I’m blind to. I felt then that there was only one sort – which I was custodian of,’ he told the same interviewer. Yet the confidence and seriousness that fuelled The Review’s stringencies were remarkable, and the stringencies themselves remarkably even-handed. True, the tone was more acerbic when it came to ‘legitimate targets’, ‘popsters and barbarians’ such as the Liverpool poets: ‘They were getting praised and enjoyed. They had an audience. There was a sort of Leavisite/Arnoldian feeling, that the Philistines were at the gate,’ Hamilton said, many years after the event. Not unduly hampered, in his criticism, by his otherwise highly developed sense of the rights of others, Hamilton (also, by now, reviewing regularly in the London Magazine and the Observer) set about making enemies.


Some of them were still enemies when he started the more lavish and ambitious The New Review; and this new magazine made other enemies besides, many of whom were motivated by envy or exclusion. Most of the best and best-known writers of its (and our) time were published in it. But, while it had its complement of poets, including some carried over from The Review, it would be more celebrated for its discovery and promotion of prose-writing talent. By now (the mid-1970s) Hamilton had lost his appetite for the poetry wars. And there was the usual trouble with money – in fact even more trouble, since, thanks to Arts Council subsidy, there was more money. ‘It was completely mad,’ Hamilton told Gerry Cambridge. ‘We started out very grandly paying contributors. We ended up borrowing money from them.’ The New Review achieved much in its fifty issues before the bailiffs moved in – in 1979, the year of Margaret Thatcher’s first election victory. The bigger battle, against consumerism, mass communications and the ‘flood of mediocrity’, was now a losing one. The Philistines were no longer at the gate; they were swarming all over the citadel.


Retrospectively, again, Hamilton could be valiantly self-romanticising about the ‘failure’ of this particular dream: ‘I liked the idea of being up against it, on the run and in the right.’ Privately, he would admit to feeling that he had ‘lost whatever it was we set out to achieve’ – lost in more than one sense. Poetry was supposed to be a message in a bottle from a culture ‘shipwrecked’ by money; perhaps it could even hold back the tide. Now everything seemed to have been engulfed. And the career he had subsequently taken up, that of biographer, might even have made him complicit in the draining away of poetry’s prestige. Biography, he saw, by offering readers a way of ‘possessing’ a poet, also provides an excuse not to bother with the poetry; or plays into the hands of Philistines by giving them ‘something to use against the work they don’t anyway want to read’. The weariness, the wry acknowledgement of defeat, in most of Hamilton’s poems of the 1980s (‘Larkinesque’, ‘The Forties’, the unpublished ‘Untranslatable’), remains personal, but a note of Arnoldian cultural lament can just be heard through the sadness, the ‘late acknowledged bewilderment’ and the foreboding in poems such as ‘House Work’, ‘Again’ or ‘Dream Song’.


‘Dream Song’ borrowed its title from the celebrated sequence by John Berryman, who had rivalled his friend and contemporary ‘Cal’ Lowell in poetic invention, and outdone him in determined self-destructiveness. But it was Lowell’s particular way of excess with which Hamilton, as his biographer, became more personally involved. As he told Dan Jacobson, he was often appalled:




What’s at issue is the idea of a life given over to creativity; and the belief that because a person believes himself to be possessed of some profound and special gift, he has certain rights to live his life in a certain way. I suppose the real question is: what price do such persons pay and what price does the world pay for this gift which they think they have, which they claim to have, and perhaps do have? Lowell seemed alarmingly and repugnantly, overweeningly, to believe that he was a great poet, so he thought he could do pretty well what he liked.





In Salinger, too, ‘there was a sense of specialness, a sense of I am’. For both these writers, and for many close to them, the price paid had been high. ‘Great poetry might get written about madness, but there is no such thing as great madness,’ Hamilton noted on the very first occasion he wrote about Lowell, in 1963. From the vantage-point of the 1990s, he looked back unenchanted (though with perhaps the merest hint of nostalgia) to what he called ‘the glamour of poetic instability’, to the days when ‘the best American writers were crazy, drunk or dead by their own hands’. He heartily disliked the new dispensation according to which writers ‘are expected to project themselves as cool, well-organised achievers, just like everybody else’. But he also instinctively recoiled from the attention-seeking self, the tyrannical I am. He had witnessed enough of it – in poets, in his own private life – to know the damage it could do.


Keepers of the Flame looks at the way some writers go on claiming attention beyond the grave, and even controlling what kind of attention they receive: managing their own immortality, or ensuring its management by ‘flunkeys, acolytes’ – and widows. Even before the Salinger case, Hamilton had learnt some hard lessons about the morality and politics of biography. In the 1960s, writing his introduction to the Selected Poetry and Prose of Alun Lewis, he realised that Lewis had probably killed himself while on active service in Burma, but Lewis’s still-living widow and mother were understandably ‘committed to the idea’ that his death had been an accident. With Lowell, there had been many affairs, and there were his widow, his ex-wife, his children and his mistresses to consider. The opportunity existed, here, to do even more damage. ‘So what do you do? Tell the truth or bear in mind their feelings?’ Hamilton’s priority as a biographer was the truth, but other people’s priorities mattered too.


And what if the biographer’s work amounted to nothing more than ‘snooping’? A brilliant chapter of Keepers of the Flame makes Henry James’s ambivalence towards biography into a paradigm. For all his love of mystery, of the inscrutable (‘the artist was what he did – he was nothing else’), his shudders of distaste at ‘vulgarity and publicity and newspaperism’, James could also acknowledge the ‘supremely natural’ nature of biographical curiosity. Hamilton had himself become, through a combination of disposition and necessity, one of the ‘new style inquisitors’, but one who was well aware of what James called ‘the whole question of the rights and duties, the decencies and discretions of the insurmountable desire to know’. As a biographer Hamilton remained very close, in this respect, to the poet who carefully weighed his responsibility to the subjects of his poems. And somewhere behind both was the thirteen-year-old boy who sat at his dying father’s bedside through weeks of what he later called ‘service’.




From that came what amounted to a belief: that what a virtuous life would be about would be caring for somebody else. I think my mother made all of us feel very responsible for her welfare after he died … She’d been left on her own with this terribly hard life … And then in my marriage it became clear that I had married a sick person, a person who was going to be ill repeatedly and probably for ever, so there was this continuity with what I had felt throughout my adolescence: this was what life’s about. And with that maybe came the wish for a controlled structure: you had to keep your control however bad things were; you had to be in charge.





‘Possibly I exist or only feel I exist’, he continues, ‘when I am called upon to serve or assist or something. Otherwise I don’t really have a personality, an existence.’ For anyone with such a feeling, most poetry – perhaps poetry per se – would probably look like an indulgence. It might look less like one if, in its controlled structure, in its decencies and discretions, it could become something like caring for somebody else, or at the very least, one area where that remained possible.


This almost certainly played a part in the appeal, for Hamilton, of poets such as Alun Lewis – ‘The Depression, plus a high-minded literary mother, shaped the essentials of Lewis’s always pressing sense of duty. From early on, though, he had trouble reconciling his dreamy, introverted personality with the ruder practicalities of public service’ – and Keith Douglas, whose father had left home when he was eight: ‘His mother was his chief confidante: she was sickly and impoverished but staunchly genteel … Keith in turn saw himself as both dependant and mainstay, as stand-in for his absent and unmentionable dad’ (both as seen in Against Oblivion). Above all, it played a part in his eventual reckoning with the shade of Matthew Arnold, whose far-from-absent and much-mentioned ‘dad’ dominated his son’s life.


Arnold stopped writing poetry when he reached the age at which his father had died, in his mid-forties. This, and the tension between Arnold’s sense of social responsibility and his irresponsible, lyric self, the feeling in some of his poems that ‘he was running counter to something’, fascinated Hamilton, who was in his early fifties when he began to contemplate writing Arnold’s biography. His own dad had died at fifty-one. When he reached the same age Hamilton visited his father’s grave in Darlington and was, he wrote in an unfinished essay, painfully aware of absence (‘Today, for the first time, I had the feeling that he wasn’t there. He had become more dead, or dead and gone’) and of being somehow delinquent or disloyal for ‘going on ahead’, into unknown territory, or at least territory unknown to Hamilton senior. ‘I went up and stood beside his grave’, Hamilton told Gerry Cambridge, ‘and did a second goodbye, and thought: now what? Now what?’ His last poems, ominous, otherworldly, owe much of their power to a sense of disorientation, of lost bearings as well as lost years. In more than one of them he seems to inhabit his own afterlife.


‘I think I feel’, Hamilton had written when he was fifty, ‘that if you are a lyric poet of the “miraculous” persuasion, then you will never properly “grow up”. There won’t be a middle period of worldliness and commonsense – or if there is, you won’t know what to do with it, in verse.’ Poems such as ‘The Garden’ and ‘Responsibilities’ suggest, though, that it might take a poet almost a lifetime to know ‘what to do with it, in verse’ – ‘it’ this time being the most important dream of all, ‘the imaginable moral power of perfect speech’ to which Hamilton refers in his life of Lowell. Just what he meant by that he made clear in a conversation with Peter Dale published in 1993:




Say that the subject of a poem is the suffering of another person. I think I believed that by writing the poem, there might be some mitigation of the suffering. One knew that in life ordinary speech made little difference, couldn’t save the other person from death or from illness. Poetic speech might work differently … While writing a poem, one could have the illusion that one was talking in a magic way to the subject of the poem. One might even think that this was doing some good, making things better.





Though, he went on, ‘of course, you know it isn’t. You wake up and it hasn’t’, this was one dream Hamilton never relinquished, one no worldliness or common sense could touch, no matter what else had, bafflingly, changed.





And much had changed. According to Hamilton’s near-contemporary Hugo Williams, ‘it would be hard to exaggerate the influence Ian had on the way poetry was written in the Seventies’. Now several decades have passed, it would be hard to exaggerate the extent to which that influence has waned. In part, this has to do with fashion, with inevitable changes in what we want from poetry and poets. (If we want anything, that is. ‘The poet,’ as Hamilton put it in the 1990s, ‘if he has any sense of his own importance, it’s a huge sense, of being the central figure of the tribe, the seer, the wise man … Yet the facts tell him that he’s of no consequence at all.’) Hamilton saw the way things were going when he came to write the introduction to Fifty Poems in 1988. Twenty years later (and forty years after the heyday he was looking back on), expansiveness, bulk and range are highly valued commodities, the poetry pro reigns supreme and the poet is less a seer than a licensed entertainer, no longer mad or drunk but tamed and tenured and spruced up to teach remedial creative writing. Hamilton’s withdrawnness and intensity, the way poetry, ‘by his practice of it’, became ‘not craftsmanship or profession but catastrophe’ (as Michael Hofmann put it), his insistence that, a really good poem being almost impossibly difficult to write, most poets will never write one: none of this was going to be exactly welcome in the all-shall-have-prizes world of ‘outreach’ or the poetry workshop’s cheerful, can-do ethos of co-operative endeavour. (Not that he didn’t have a go: there was more than one short stint as a poet in residence, but the title, and the role that went with it, didn’t seem to take.)


Then there was his voice: not just ‘the emotional climate we like to call “voice”’ but his voice. During his interview with Dan Jacobson Hamilton recalled a brief period spent (see above) at Hull University, which brought him into contact with Philip Larkin: ‘He was immensely tall and very deaf. I don’t speak loudly, so I could never be sure he heard anything I said. We used to go and have a beer in the bar, and I’ve really no idea how much he heard.’ ‘I don’t speak loudly’: in fact he spoke precisely, laconically, wittily – and extremely softly. And the ‘voice’ in his poems rarely rises above a tentative whisper. It has not been difficult for other voices, louder, more insistent, more hectoring or simply more indulgent towards the supposed needs of the audience, to take up the available space, let alone the ‘space’ for readings. (Reading his poems to a roomful of strangers was close to torture for Hamilton, and he was never going to be a popular or successful figure in a world where ‘it’s the day-to-day expectation of poets that they spend two-thirds of their time reading their poems aloud in village halls or wherever’.)
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