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PREFACE





I have translated novels (a lot of novels) and written poems (not so many poems), but probably what the Germans call the “red thread” of my life is here: in what I have written about novels and poems and, more occasionally, paintings and films. Here, safely between covers, you will find my most regular and responsible writing, the hand on the shoulder, the earnest or incredulous voice in your ear, the animated gestures of deprecation or delight or indifference or bafflement. Here you will find a history of my spontaneity, a requiem to my intransigence, calipers for my taste. Here you will see—if you are disposed to at all—my version of what to read, why to think, how to like.


In 2001, a first book of my “pieces on writing and pictures” came out—fifty-six of them, called Behind the Lines. That was taken from twenty years of work—if you call literary reviewing work—and was adventurously assembled from an array of carbons, photocopies, and newsprint, three things that probably need footnotes nowadays. Even then, it felt like a late book of its kind. And now here we are again, the same but different, with thirty more pieces from the dozen years since, turned out at the rate of two or three a year (given the time it takes me to prepare and write them, an almost unbroken chain). Is there—aside from the sourcing of everything on computer files, where “documents” are so effortlessly preserved and traced, though less well by your maladapted writer—a difference?


The pieces seem to have become longer and more rounded. Their blending of service to the reader (information, summaries, background, quotations, dates, titles) and self-delighting freedom of expression is more pronounced. Their occasions—Lowell, Seidel, Hamilton, Antonioni, Zweig—mean more to me, and I have had more time to rise to them; many I have spent years, sometimes even decades, waiting for. Just as the publications—the Collected Poems of Ted Hughes or the Selected of Adam Zagajewski, the life of Weldon Kees—are events, so it was my hope that my consideration would be something of an event too: Schnitzler in 2003, Herbert in 2007, the Bishop/Lowell letters in 2010. As I was taught, by my father and others, I wanted my words and noticings to be of a piece with my subjects’; I aimed to write an homage (for the most part) to literature in something that itself approached the condition of literature. If there is something monumental about most of my subjects, something marble or granite or bronze, then maybe (I thought) I can investigate and animate them, make them resonate, play with and in and over them, like the water in a fountain.


Just as it was my hope and part of my brief in the original writing to pique and amuse everyone from the author (if alive) and the devotee to the skeptic and the happily or unhappily oblivious, so now I hope this book can be read with profit and enjoyment by anyone from littérateur to layperson. I like to think the reader of Schuyler might (in spite of all) make his way back to Lowell, or the reader of Bishop to Solie, or of Seidel to Bernhard (I don’t believe in a language island or a poetry island or even a literature island, though that would come closest!). I don’t see why books have to be written on purpose, or by design, and from scratch. Wouldn’t there be as much intensity, originality, adventure, and revelation here as in, say, a single-author study or a book with a thesis to fail to prove? So, yes, as the TV chefs say, here’s one I made earlier. These are pieces that were written, most of them, to commission, and that have appeared here or there. I wrote them, even at the time, so that they might be reread years later, and why not a gaggle of them, “scratching each other’s backs,” as Lowell says, “like cans in a sack”? Why not in fact a book already tested by its separate occasions, by the discipline of print, and the challenge of propinquity?


Last thing. My title, Where Have You Been? As is often the way, it was the last thing. I imagined it leveled—personally or impersonally, kindly or accusingly—at me, and this my answer. And then, I thought, isn’t it also the constant clamor or refrain, bandied from book to reader, reader to critic, critic to book, in an endless farce of ill timing? And vice versa, too, of course. Where increasingly everything is global and blogal and instant and on demand, where the things we think we want talk to us (or at least the things that have been told to want us), isn’t it odd and lovely and even a little reassuring that there’s so much itinerant lostness about? This book is a sort of baroque convenience, a vade mecum, a few more connections, a few more lines, a further wrinkle of mapping.
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BISHOP/LOWELL CORRESPONDENCE





Words in Air is such a formidably and dramatically and lingeringly wonderful book, it is hard to know where to begin. Well, begin in the manner of the physical geographer and the embarrassed statistician and the value-for-money merchant, with quantity, though that’s absolutely the wrong place. Here then are 459 letters, 300 of them not previously published, exchanged over thirty years, between 1947 when the two great poets of late twentieth-century America first met—Robert Lowell just thirty, Elizabeth Bishop thirty-six, both with one trade book and one round of prizes under their belts—and 1977 when Lowell predeceased his friend by two years; covering all told some nine hundred pages from Bishop endpapers—one hand-scrawled, one typed—to Lowell endpapers—one in his laborious, also not greatly legible child-print (“I know I’m myself beyond self-help, and at least you can spell”), one typed. The apparatus of footnotes, chronology, and compendious glossary of names—take a bow, Saskia Hamilton—is modest, helpful, and accurate. At this point in our postepistolary (no joke), postliterary, almost postalphabetical decline, we would probably receive any collection of letters with a feeling of stupefied wistfulness and a sigh of valediction, but Words in Air is way beyond generic. It feels like a necessary and a culminating book, especially for Bishop. To read, it is completely engrossing, to the extent that I feel I have been trekking through it on foot for months, and I don’t know where else I’ve been. “Why, page 351,” I would say. “Letter #229; March 1, 1961. Lowell’s forty-fourth birthday. Where did you think?”


But what is it like? How in fact do you read it? “I am underlining like Queen Victoria,” Bishop remarks at one stage. How do you filter, assimilate, crunch it down to the space of a review? Its eight hundred pages of letters—every one of them bearing my ambiguous slashes of delight, interest, demurral, startlement—still left me with eight sheets full of page numbers of my own. It’s like starting with a city and ending up with a phone book—hardly useful as a redaction. Really, I might as well have held a pencil to the margin and kept it there, for bulk reread.


It’s an epistolary novel, if not a full-blown romance, then at least at moments an amitié amoureuse. It’s a variation on García Márquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera. Or it’s an Entwicklungsroman in later life, both parties already poets but perhaps more importantly still on the way to becoming poets, as perhaps one only ever and always is becoming a poet. It’s an ideally balanced, ideally complex account of a friendship, a race, a decades-long conspiracy, a dance (say, a tango?). It’s a cocktail of infernal modesty and angelic pride. It’s a further episode in Bishop’s increasingly sweeping posthumous triumph over her more obvious, more ambitious, more square-toed friend. It’s a rat-a-tat-tat Ping-Pong rally, an artillery exchange, a story told in fireworks, a trapeze show. One can read it for gifts sent up and down the Atlantic, from Lowell’s traditional northeast seaboard to Bishop’s serendipitously arrived-at Brazil, where she mostly lived from 1951, having disembarked from a freighter for a short visit; for projects completed, adapted, revised, abandoned, published, and responded to; for blurbs solicited, struggled with, and delivered to greater or lesser satisfaction; for houses bought and done up and left; for other partners encountered and set down; for visits and time together passionately contrived, put off, and subsequently held up to memory or guiltily swept under the carpet; for gossip and the perennial trade in reputations; for a startlingly unabashed revelation of mutual career aid (“we may be a terrible pair of log-rollers, I don’t know,” writes Bishop in 1965, having asked Lowell for a blurb for Questions of Travel after he had asked her for one for Life Studies); for loyalty and scruple, independent thinking and prudent silence, insistent generosity and occasional self-seeking; a longing to submit to the other’s perceived discipline and a desire to offer unconditional admiration; for personal, professional, and public events. One can read it for movements of place, gaps in time, and discrepancies and disharmonies in feeling or balance; for the dismayed Bishop’s agonized criticism of aspects of two of Lowell’s books, the rather coarse free translations in Imitations of 1961, and the use of private letters from his second wife, Elizabeth Hardwick, in The Dolphin of 1973; for various other crises and cruxes: their heady, teasy-flirty mutual discovery of 1947, Bishop’s difficult visit to a near-manic Lowell in Maine in 1957, Lowell’s visit to Brazil and another manic episode in 1962, the death by suicide of Bishop’s companion, Lota de Macedo Soares, in 1967, Bishop’s uneasy return to Boston (to fill in for Lowell’s absence, if you please), and Lowell’s ultimate shuttling between wives and countries of the late 1970s. It’s social history, comedy of manners, American dissidence, the search for a style. It’s not least a gender myth more astute about men and women than that of Atalanta and Hippolytus (in any case, I always think Atalanta, like Bishop, should have won—she should have been provided with the apples, and Hippolytus, the ambitious, distractable male, goofed off in their pursuit, rather than the other way round). He is her anchor, she his kite.


The haunting issue in these letters is how much the vast difference between their authors brings them together and how much it pulls them apart. Because that Lowell and Bishop are unmistakably and unignorably and quite intractably dissimilar, of that there can be no doubt. The letters might as well have been printed in different type or different colors, so little is there ever any question of who is writing. (Which, if you think about it, is rather striking over some eight hundred pages of often close personal communication.) Even when, in the manner of friends, Lowell mimics Bishop, or Bishop teases Lowell, there is no real blurring of identities. The attraction of opposites is a simplification in this context, but the Lowell-Bishop association does bring to mind the school construction of a molecule: the proton (Lowell) massive, positively charged, hugging the center, and the electron (Bishop) almost weightless, negatively charged, speedy and peripheral and orbiting.


All this is exacerbated, of course, by the way one reads, which is to question, to cross-refer and compare, to doubt, to go behind the back of words, to tap for hollowness and cracks and deadness. One reads not with a vise or glue, but with a hammer and chisel, or an awl. It’s not—or at least not by intention, or not immediately—a consolidating or fortifying activity, but more like looking for safe passage across a frozen river. Hence, the very form of this book—not one voice, but two voices, and then such different voices and such completely different temperaments—inclines one to further doubt. It’s as though two incompatibles had rebased themselves and in some Nietzschean way sworn undying loyalty. The loyalty, whether unspoken or occasionally voiced along the lines of “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” one tends to disregard—it makes, as it were, the hard covers for this book—while the reader is again and again made aware of the incompatibility, which is everything in between.


The thought came to me early on that this is a dialogue of the deaf, or to put it in the way I first conceived: it’s like an arm writing to a leg. It’s all a matter of what you want to do: tickle or walk. Bishop is acute, Lowell obtuse; Bishop sensitive, solicitous, moody; Lowell dull, sometimes careless, rather relentlessly productive; she is anxious, he, when not shockingly and I think genuinely self-critical, insouciant; she is open to the world, whereas with him—and this is an understateme—“sometimes nothing is so solid to me as writing”; her poems in her account of them are fickle, small scale, barely worth pursuing—and how many of them seem to get lost in the making—whereas his are industrial-scale drudgery and then quite suddenly completed. It seems symptomatic that as these letters begin, Lowell is working on his long poem, “The Mills of the Kavanaughs,” “12 hours a day—it’s now 24 sections of almost 400 lines, and I think it may go to about 50 sections,” only for that to be followed by his prose memoir in the ’50s, various translations and dramatic adaptations in the ’60s and ’70s—Imitations, The Old Glory, Oresteia, Phaedra—and the several versions of another “section” poem, Notebook, followed by another long poem, The Dolphin. He writes like a man consumed—and not at all made happy—by his own industry, a sort of tin Midas: “I have a four hundred line sequence poem which might make a book, twenty pages on a New England essay, and my obituary on Randall. Thank God, we two still breathe the air of the living.” If Lowell proceeds like a bricklayer—you see the string and the plumb line, everything is so and so many courses of bricks—Bishop is like a butterfly hunter, now one, now another, in pretty pursuit, a little forlorn, and likely to come home at night with nothing to show for a day’s gallivanting. (Strange to think that they were both fisherfolk, and on occasions fished together.) She is much more protective of her poems too, either not mentioning them at all, or else habitually deprecating them: “I have two new ones I’ll send you when I get back, but not very serious ones I’m afraid.” Even length—and the term is relative—is not comforting to her, but rather the opposite: “However I have just about finished a long & complicated one about Key West.” The poem in question is “The Bight,” which is all of thirty-six lines.


The catalog of differences goes on. Not only is Lowell a sort of monad of literature, with little interest outside its bounds—his occasional comments on painters seem dull and contrived, and in music as well he lags way behind Bishop, a one-time music major, who is capable of recommending jazz clubs in Boston, Gesualdo, Purcell, Webern, and Brazilian sambas, all with deep knowledge and understanding—even within it he is drawn with laddish—or loutish—insistence to the monumental, the papier-mâché, the Ben-Hur. The contrast in their reading is illuminating: he comes to her, at various times, with Faulkner, Pope, Middlemarch, Chaucer, Dryden, Tasso, Shakespeare, Carlyle, Macaulay, Dr. Zhivago, “all of Thucydides. Isn’t Molière swell!”; she counters with Marius the Epicurean, Frank O’Hara, Captain Slocum, Mme. de Sévigné (“so much better than most things written on purpose”—which might be an epigraph for the present volume), Sergey Aksakov. It’s not that her writers are impressively obscure or recherché—though they are that, too!—they bespeak a taste as his, frankly, don’t. They are the product of longer and more grown-up searching. This emerges beautifully in one of the most lovely and softly assertive passages of hers in the book, where she is talking initially about an Anton Webern record, then makes this into nothing less than an ars poetica:




I am crazy about some of the short instrumental pieces. They seem exactly like what I’d always wanted, vaguely, to hear and never had, and really “contemporary.” That strange kind of modesty that I think one feels in almost everything contemporary one really likes—Kafka, say, or Marianne, or even Eliot, and Klee and Kokoschka and Schwitters … Modesty, care, space, a sort of helplessness but determination at the same time.





This brave and smart piece of improvisation, on an aesthetic that is not even wholly her own, and fighting contrary tendencies in Kokoschka and Eliot, at least, is surely quite beyond Lowell, whose programmatic remarks in books and interviews are few, lazy, and approximate—which might not seem to matter very much, except that the regrettable “confessional” label has gone by default.


Literary style is another constant source of difference. Bishop has humor—the lovely air of amusement and being amused that plays over almost everything she writes—Lowell has the more deliberate, more solitary quality of wit. I don’t think Oscar Wilde ever wrote or said anything wittier than Lowell’s observation—itself a witty variation on Juvenal—on his friend (and regular bone of contention in this correspondence: he likes him, she doesn’t) Randall Jarrell: “Then Randall thinks nothing adult is human.” Bishop seeks balance and harmony, even in her most far-flung sentences, so that one’s impression is of a chord: “The man wore a very strange buttoned bow-tie, and as a youth he had carried gold, around his waist, for Wells Fargo.” (Who else would have thought to make one sentence out of that?) Lowell is drawn to energy, imbalance, exaggeration, caricature; here he is on his son, aged just one: “We’ll be at Bill Alfred’s sometime after the 15th, though I dread the effect of Sheridan on Bill’s fragile furniture. Unfortunately he has made great strides in the last month and now walks, and I think takes strength exercises. A little girl visited him and he looked in contrast like a golden gorilla.” To such a distanced, perhaps word-bound, way of looking (remember, please, those “great strides” are literal), everything is apt to seem monstrous; and did anyone ever use the little word “girl” with that undertow of sexual speculation with which Lowell always endows it? Bishop noticed it too: in “North Haven,” her marvelous elegy for him, she has, “Years ago, you told me it was here / (in 1932?) you first ‘discovered girls.’” There seem to be almost two competing notions of literature at work here: to Bishop it is seeing everything clearly and fairly and in complicated harmony, through to the horizon; to Lowell it is something compacted and impacted, often a single quality driven in and in on itself, somehow caricatured even when kind. He does have some wonderful passages, but they seem—compared to hers—so utterly planned and worked: the account of a literary conference in New York, the description of a weekend’s sailing in Maine with the Eberharts and others, a piece of passionate recollection of Delmore Schwartz (on July 16, 1966), which reaches the level of his brilliant published memoirs of Randall Jarrell and Allen Tate:




Delmore in an unpressed mustard gabardine, a little winded, husky voiced, unhealthy, but with a carton of varied vitamin bottles, the color of oil, quickening with Jewish humor, and in-the-knowness, and his own genius, every person, every book—motives for everything, Freud in his blood, great webs of causation, then suspicion, then rushes of rage. He was more reasonable than us, but obsessed, a much better mind, but one already chasing the dust—it was like living with a sluggish, sometimes angry spider—no hurry, no motion, Delmore’s voice, almost inaudible, dead, intuitive, pointing somewhere, then the strings tightening, the roar of rage—too much, too much for us!





This is hammer work, a hammer on the piano or a hammer on the drums; Bishop makes writing seem like breathing.


If one leaves the sheltered hunting grounds of literature—as to an extent we have already—then the differences grow still more apparent. Bishop likes strong Brazilian coffee, Lowell drinks American dishwater coffee (or tea, sometimes he’s not sure). Bishop is the one who brings in words—desmarcar, “when you want to get out of an engagement,” or “found a lovely word at Jane Dewey’s—you probably know it—ALLELOMIMETIC. (Don’t DARE use it!),” and she is the one, too, whose work requires a dictionary: “Dearest Elizabeth: It was fun looking up echolalia (again), chromograph, gesso, and roadstead—they all mean pretty much what I thought. Oh and taboret, an object I’ve known all my life, but not the name.” It’s as though these correspondents have separate vocabularies! And of course separate lives, or rather—to put it a little too brusquely—one life as well: hers. She is the one who travels on freighters, who likes bullfighting, whose “favorite eye-shadow—for years—suddenly comes in 3 cakes in a row and one has to work much harder at it and use all one’s skill to avoid iridescence …” (I belatedly realize what a strangely Hemingwayesque collocation this is). It’s not just that Lowell didn’t do these things, but that even if he had done them, it seems probable that they would have been wasted on him. He after all was at different times in three European cities—Florence, Amsterdam, and London—and was reminded in all three of them of Boston. Meantime, from Boston, his Boston, she wrote him in 1971: “It is nice autumn weather—the ivy turns bright colors but the trees just an unpleasant yellow. On the library steps I realized the whole place smelt exactly like a cold, opened, and slightly rotten watermelon—.” It is hard not to contrast this gift to him of his own place with his hard, raptorlike, plaid-golfing-slacks announcement: “We would like to come and see you and then rapidly a little more of South America.”


A great majority of the arresting and beautiful observations in this book are Bishop’s, and one’s sense of the book as a whole is largely conditioned by her part of it. From tiny sparkling details like the salutation “Dear Lowellzinhos” or the signing off “recessively yours,” to a charming haikulike sentence on a postcard from Italy, “Lovely weather—green wheat, wild-flowers, swallows, a ruin with a big fox,” that is like a fast-forward of the creation, it seems she is always good for a vivid and pell-mell and noticing transcription—if not, to use I think it was Derek Mahon’s Joycean neologism, “danscription”—of the natural world that is a match for anything in her poetry:




All the flowering trees are in blossom, delicate patches of color all up the mountains, and nearer to they glisten with little floating webs of mist, gold spider-webs, iridescent butterflies—this is the season for the big pale blue-silver floppy ones, hopelessly impractical, frequently frayed, in vague couples. They hover over our little pool, and pink blossoms fall into it, and there are so many dragonflies—some invisible except as dots of white or ruby red or bright blue plush or velvet—then they catch the light and you see the body and wings are really there, steely blue wire-work. We sat out in the evenings and the lightning twitched around us and the bigger variety of fireflies came floating along like people walking with very weak flashlights, on the hill—well, you missed this dazzlingness—and the summer storms. Lots of rainbows—a double one over the sea just now with three freighters going off under it in three different directions.





The Lowells had paid a more or less calamitous visit the previous year (“hopelessly impractical, frequently frayed”), and this magnificent paragraph is nothing less than a remaking of paradise (“steely blue wire-work”) and a sign of forgiveness (“a double one”) for them all. Even an occasional striking a pose of brisk, tweedy, maiden-auntish refusal is delightful in her: “A very cursory look at the Munch Museum—it was too beautiful a day and I was feeling too cheerful to be bothered with all that nordic nonsense.” For much of this book, Lowell makes really remarkably little showing compared to Bishop’s ironically proffered “superbly underdeveloped country and this backward friend!”


Why this matters I suppose is that—other things being equal—one likes a poet to have (ugly Tory word!) some hinterland—some hinterland basically of prose: to have experiences, to hold opinions, to store memories, to lead a rich and varied life of the senses. (The other type of poet is a unicorn who lives in an ivory tower: he’s frightening and different and real, and we don’t get him. When Lowell spends an evening reading poems aloud with I. A. Richards, that feels like unicorn behavior to me.) It’s the famous Louis MacNeice prescription: “I would have a poet …” and so forth. This, Elizabeth Bishop embodies triumphantly, to the extent that over the course of her life her poems—four short books—have a hard time emerging. She gets involved in the turbulent Brazilian politics of the ’50s and ’60s (and the characteristically ham-fisted American responses to them); Lowell writes: “Let’s not argue politics. I feel a fraud on the subject,” but that sort of retrenchment applies everywhere, and to some extent the feeling of fraudulence too. Bishop is so prodigal with sympathy, attention, interest; Lowell, by contrast, seems to endow even people quite close to him (even Elizabeth Bishop, as we will see) with very little reality. It comes down to something like focal length—his is about a foot. See him in his heavy, black-rimmed spectacles, recumbent on a leather sofa in the Fay Godwin photograph (“my tenth muse, Sloth”), in a study described (in the poem “The Restoration”) as “unopened letters, the thousand dead cigarettes, open books, yogurt cups in the unmade bed,” and writing things like:






                                            Dear Heart’s-Ease,


we rest from all discussion, drinking, smoking,


pills for high blood, three pairs of glasses—soaking


in the sweat of our hard-earned supremacy,


offering a child our leathery love. We’re fifty,


and free! Young, tottering on the dizzying brink


of discretion once, you wanted nothing


but to be old, do nothing, type and think.








This is the poet as house plant, as aspirin-munching studio beast, as day-for-night velvet hairband. Lowell is the linebacker-turned-pasha as poet, Bishop is the lifelong dervish.


Small wonder that Lowell (maybe) felt fraudulent. He knew the value of Bishop’s letters—when he sold his papers to Harvard, he made sure she was paid a decent sum for hers, but that’s not what I mean—even as he apologized (“your letters always fill me with shame for the meager illegible chaff that I send you back”) for the thinness of his own. “You & Peter Taylor both make me feel something of a fake—so I love you both dearly,” he remarks in 1949. It sounds flip, but of course it was deadly earnest. Lowell understood that there was an agility and a naturalness in Bishop that he would never have; he and most of the rest of his generation were manufactured. To my possibly anachronistic modern ear, he sentimentalizes and patronizes her all the time. His letters keep her in place, and almost invariably the wrong place; telling an audience that with her he “felt like a mastodon competing with tanks” is typically inept, but maybe no more than telling her, “Honor bright, I’m not a rowdy.” For decades he championed her prose, the story “In the Village” in particular ad nauseam—an obviously ambiguous accolade to any poet—and praises her poems—it’s a heretical thought, but it did cross my mind—without much sign of having read them. One succeeds the other in his “billfold,” but maybe they didn’t do him much good there: “It’s like going on the pilgrimage of your Fish, or the poem ending awful and wonderful, yet the journey is as utterly new and surprising as a first discovery of what life is all about. And so it is. If I can’t stop what I’ve already done, I must stop. Maybe, if I carry your ‘[Under the] Window’ around long enough, I’ll learn. It’s a kind of patience and freshness.” The enthusiasm is vitiated by the confusion around the “what” and by the stale terms at the end. I’ve developed a thoroughgoing aversion to the (now routine) cult of Bishop as a perfectionist slow coach (Lowell was an early high priest): she was a fast and sure and instinctive writer, but when a vein or a jag broke off, it was much harder to patch or extend than with less sensitive matter. Beyond that, it’s mystifying how anyone could misremember “awful but cheerful.” But then, in a letter near the end, he manages to misremember the whole of her: “I see us still when we first met, both at Randall’s and then for a couple of years later. I see you as rather tall, long brown-haired, shy but full of des[cription] and anecdote as now. I was brown haired and thirty I guess and I don’t know what.” This elicits a characteristically accurate harrumph of friendly fire from her:




However, Cal dear, maybe your memory is failing!—Never, never was I “tall”—as you wrote remembering me. I was always 5 ft 4 and 1 ⁄4 inches—now shrunk to 5 ft 4 inches—The only time I’ve ever felt tall was in Brazil. And I never had “long brown hair” either!—It started turning gray when I was 23 or 24—and probably was already somewhat grizzled when I first met you. I tried putting it up for a very brief period, because I like long hair—but it never got even to my shoulders and is always so intractable that I gave that up within a month or so. I think you must be seeing someone else!*





The asterisk is to her footnote: “so please don’t put me in a beautiful poem tall with long brown hair!” which of course, as she very well knew, is just what he would have done.


He knew she had everything he didn’t; she—in terms of his persistence, his confidence, his diligence—will have known the same. A kind of justice and a kind of vicariousness prompted each of them in hopes for the other, though in the end I don’t believe that either helped the other’s writing very much. (The title, “words in air”—the words are Lowell’s, incidentally—tells its own story.) She is afraid to read him while writing; it influences her too much. While her praise and minute criticism, droppered out over years (“‘ganging’ is just right”), would have made him think she was responding on an insignificant, immedicable scale, and beyond anything he could do. “I’m mailing you a copy and wish you’d point [out] any correctable flaws. Correctable—the big ones alas I’m stuck with,” Lowell wrote to accompany a typescript of Life Studies. But of course he was stuck with the little ones too, in the end not so little. With his swaggering inexactitude Lowell was absolutely wrong—a red rag for Bishop. In one dangerous letter, she wonders: “If I read it [“The Old Flame”] in Encounter under someone else’s name I wonder what I’d think?” He, too, had cause to wonder from time to time: “I see in a blurb you’ve written you object to confession and irony”—it doesn’t leave much of him, and he sounds accordingly bemused and hurt. They were contraries. Each enshrined the other. Short of enmity, it was all they could do.



















ROBERT FROST AND EDWARD THOMAS







I thought all the mails had gone down in the Laconic, but evidently not.


—Helen Thomas to Robert Frost





Parnassian friendships—in particular friendships between poets—are rarer than one might imagine. A friendship late in life is unlikely, poets are so botanically specialized and overdetermined, each one stuck at the extremity of his or her personal development, craning and twisting apotropaically toward his or her personal light. Early friendships are subject to volatility, the vicissitudes of life, competitiveness, and the torque—or torc—of the Muse. When one has further taken away such things as alliances (Pound and Eliot), dalliances (Lowell and Bishop), rivalries (Goethe and Schiller), dependencies (Spender and Auden), romantic entanglements (Verlaine and Rimbaud), and mentor-pupil relationships (Akhmatova and Brodsky), one is left with really not very many.


Montaigne’s marvelously, irreducibly simple formulation for friendship, “Parce que c’était lui, parce que c’était moi”—because it was him, because it was me—can have few juster claimants among poets than Robert Frost (1874–1963) and Edward Thomas (1878–1917). Friendship is such a mystery (and therefore such a provocation, a diaphanous rag to a bull) that it’s no surprise scholars have queued up to explain this instance of it, but it doesn’t come down to such things as more or less one-sided influencings, or the critic Linda Hart’s impressively foolish list of congruencies. For Frost, who outlived by the best part of half a century the friend he saw for one year, and wrote to for another two, the relationship was unrepeatable and irreplaceable. For Thomas, it was both an enabling agency—but for it, we might never have read him, or even heard of him—and an object of intensest focus. One could do worse, as one reads through the letters, poems, and reviews assembled in Elected Friends than murmur Montaigne’s words to oneself from time to time.


A starting point better than the second-guessing and computer-matchmaking of some of the critics, is to understand that the friendship between Frost and Thomas came about, in a strange way, out of time and out of place. This creates the space for some of its electiveness. Frost, evidently, was not in his own country but in the England he had bravely and arbitrarily plumped for a year earlier; nor did Thomas have home advantage either. Often, he was guesting in his hated London, touting for work (“I hate meeting people I want to get something out of, perhaps”), or else, in the Edwardian fashion, passing himself around like the port among various addresses (Eleanor Farjeon he met in the course of a “cricket week”). In fact, if one imagines, in one of P. G. Wodehouse’s “Psmith” novels, a meeting in a London chophouse or a country pile—say, Blandings in Shropshire—and a fast friendship being formed between Psmith’s likable friend Mike Jackson and—not Psmith but instead Ralston McTodd, “the powerful young singer of Saskatoon”—I don’t think the story of Frost and Thomas is altogether unlike a serious version of that. Even when they were living in adjacent cottages, in Ledington and Ryton, Thomas didn’t know that particular bit of country (not far from the imaginary Blandings); there was a local hill from which he could see Wales, but basically he was no more “at home” there than the American visitor.


Nor could either man draw on the authority of years, family, accomplishments. True, they both had families—Frost with his four children, Thomas his three—but to some extent, both were on the run from them. They were in settled, or serious years, mid- to late thirties—Frost the older by four years, and seeming older than that, I would guess, by virtue of being American and having traveled, of having grown up half-orphaned, of having come into money from his grandfather—but basically neither had very much to show for his time on earth, and both were well aware of the fact. If anything, Thomas, who was a hugely prolific and hardworking literary journalist with a string of books to his name, should have had the upper hand on an erstwhile farmer and occasional teacher, an idle and irascible man who had published hardly anything—only he saw in his own extensive production chiefly grounds for shame. (In fact, he was a wonderful writer of prose: the original texts have long since disappeared from sale, and even selections like Roland Gant’s Edward Thomas on the Countryside and Edna Longley’s A Language Not to Be Betrayed are not easy to find, but they are all worth the trouble: marvelously alert and rapturous prose.) Both Frost and Thomas had the discontents and aspirations of much younger men, though both, evidently, had seen and experienced far more of life. This strange mixing of ages characterized them, separately and together. On the one hand, the immoderateness and capacity and ebullience of youth, and youth’s faith in friendship’s great exchange, and on the other, the urgency and narrowing purpose of midlife, what the Germans call Torschlusspanik (fear of the gate closing). It was one of the conditions of their friendship, the inability of either man to “be his age.” They were unfinished, unappreciated, adrift, and thrown together.


Their time, their era, too, left them alone. The whole beginning of the twentieth century was in a somewhat similar muddle to themselves, a sort of soft interregnum. It was old and young, and it didn’t have long to go. Historians don’t know quite what to do with it; often, they simply add those fourteen years to the nineteenth century, as if that was where they really belonged. The great reputations—James, Hardy, Yeats—had all been founded in the Victorian age. When Frost’s favorite living poet died in 1909, it was George Meredith. The reputations of the 1900s and 1910s, of the Edwardians and Georgians (those characters listed in the “Biographical Table” at the back—I would almost call it a glossary!) have disappeared more thoroughly than those of any other decade. No one now reads those poets Edward Thomas spent a great part of his lifetime sifting in the Daily Chronicle. And against that, the Modern had pushed its foot in the door. “On or about December 1910,” as Virginia Woolf would have us believe, “human character changed.” Lawrence is a dangerous presence, Pound is at home in London—“sometimes,” as he wrote on his visiting card to a predictably nettled and crestfallen Frost—and the soon-to-be Imagists Flint and Hulme are there to be met, and always our knowledge of the impending war. It is a confused and unimpressive waiting, the situation of Saul Bellow’s first book, Dangling Man, George Orwell’s Coming Up for Air, or Julian Maclaren-Ross’s Of Love and Hunger.


In this brief abeyance, the friendship took hold and grew. They met twice in 1913; 1914 was “their year”; in February 1915, the Frosts sailed (taking with them—as a kind of wonderful pledge or earnest—Thomas’s oldest child, Mervyn or Merfyn); Thomas started to write poems and enlisted, Elinor Frost suffered ill health and a miscarriage, Frost embarked on his prodigious career as a professional bard and performer (“Dear Edward: First I want to give you an accounting”). Everything is changed, changed utterly. This was, for all involved (even, one suspects, the onlookers), a transformative relationship. The plot has the bold X shape of a perfect short story (say, Chekhov’s “Lady with Lapdog”) and, indeed, the friendship has absolutely the intensity of an affair.


This “story”—a kind of natural, unprocessed narration, with beginning, middle, and end—is most exquisitely set off, or inverted, by the epistolary form. Because there can be no doubt that its deepest moments were when the two men were together at Ledington, improvising walks and conversations. It was not in its essence a written (or even primarily a literary, except inasmuch as both men were literary) relationship at all—not Fernliebe, heady and disinhibited—but one founded on time eagerly and intensely spent together, and it is of precisely this that we are necessarily ignorant. First names—the tu or Du form that registers electrically upon a European ear—are only used once the Atlantic has come between the writers. Intimacy, perhaps, to redress distance. Strikingly, and sadly, there seems not to be a single photograph—what one might jokingly call prima facie evidence—of the two men together. A handful of poems (one by the awful Gibson), a few paragraphs of recollection from the principals, and by Helen Thomas and Eleanor Farjeon. What is proposed to us is the form of an arch, but all we see of it are the beginnings or foundations. We see the men building toward each other. The middle, their meeting, eludes our inquisitiveness. Letters are predicated upon absence; in an extreme instance of this, one single letter from Frost to Thomas seems to have survived from the time before his departure. They have a natural, aleatory tact, very much in keeping with the characters of both men. In her wonderful memoir, As It Was, Helen Thomas wrote of Edward: “for though he needed and loved my impulsive and demonstrative nature, these qualities were foreign to him.” Frost, meanwhile, wrote to Edward Thomas: “I have passionately regretted exposing myself”—though not to Thomas.


Precisely because of what one might call its refusal of distance, though, the collection displays a characteristic and very appealing exaggeration, blandishment, almost flirtatiousness. Again, this is supplied almost as much by what isn’t there—the “silence” from Frost, which of course isn’t a real silence—as by what is: Thomas’s tireless charm, solicitude, address, seductiveness. There is just no way for him to be without his friend, and Frost’s absence or unavailability leads him—almost from the beginning, “Dear Frost (if you don’t mind)”—to the brink of excess, impropriety, fantasy, whatever one wants to call it. The early notes from Thomas seem to live always toward their next meeting, to sigh, almost romantically, for more favorable conditions, where cake can be had and eaten: “There must be a world where that is done. I hope you & I will meet in it.” He is like a man pressing his suit upon some chilly fair, or even—such is the force of so much charm, desire, wistfulness—a woman. In 1910, Thomas had published a book called Feminine Influence on the Poets; “till I got to his signature,” he writes of Richard Burton, “I thought he was a she”; his concluding presentations of himself are regularly “feminine”: “but you know already how much I waver & on what wavering things I depend,” the odalisquelike “It is purely disinclination to sprawl about before your eyes as I feel I should do, more than usual, just now,” or the frankly eye rolling “If you were there I might even break away from the Duke for 3 days, but it would be hard.” (I’m sure I overstate Thomas’s femininity. It’s just my somewhat coarse approximation for the combination of youth, pliancy, respect, teasing that he offers Frost. And of course, with his “strength and silence,” Frost plays his male part.)


All this, of course, is not to suggest there was any homoerotic component in the relationship, but rather to propose that something of what one thinks of as merely or exclusively sexual—the gallantry or flirtatiousness of seduction—inheres in many, if not most great friendships. (The magnificent thing about Montaigne’s sentence is that it is as applicable, or rather more obviously applicable, to love as to friendship.) In fact, I would say there is something a little strange where it’s not there. There is something, in Robert Lowell’s words, “too little nonsensical” even in the twinkle of Brecht’s invitation to Walter Benjamin to share his Danish exile with him: “How’s your health? How about a trip to the northland? The chess board lies orphaned; every half hour a tremor of remembrance runs through it; that was when you made your moves.” There is something deliberate and deflected and third-person neuter about this; too much depends on the cartoon-animated chessboard; it is not torrid but cool, witty-whimsical rather than charming, and seems already to accept the possibility of defeat. Thomas, by contrast, like the heroine of a bodice ripper, seems always ready to hurl himself quixotically against any let or hindrance: to walk anywhere, cycle any distance, use any pretext, accept any lodging. It’s as though he always has their coordinates plotted on a map, and has in his pocket a compass with Frost his true North. And in this he is even occasionally—happily!—outdone by a still more exorbitant Frost, who makes the amazing suggestion that he take a little three-week leave of absence from the army so that Thomas can cross the Atlantic to talk to him. After all, he says, reasonably (because reason also is part of the process), “They ought to consider that you were literary before you were military.” The assertion of primacy, like the—naked or exaggerated or (to the writer) surely irresistible—expression of need, seems to me a term from love’s lexicon.


The romance of friendship is to me a beguiling trait in these letters. And while Thomas, who wrote most of the letters that have come down to us—and most of the longer letters at that—seems to make most of the running, this is an accidental impression (although it is one of the minor pleasures of reading this collection deliberately to entertain it). Frost’s letters may be less engagingly volatile—less frisky, almost, than Thomas’s—but rarely can he have come over as so attractively involved as he does here: one cannot say with any degree of confidence that “the more loving one”—Auden—is Thomas. Rather, dangling before his friend such heavenly and Kafka-ishly impossible notions as the “lecture-camp” in New Hampshire, Frost entered fully into the solicitous optimism of the relationship.


At the same time, most movingly, Thomas quit it. It’s as though the torch of hope and ambition (and illusion) had passed from him to Frost. In his last two years of soldiering and poetry, he seems to move, consciously, into an unreachable final solitude. At the end of a tightening spiral—shorter, more “mannish” sentences, less self-reflection and self-censure, renunciation (of his Gloucestershire village of Steep, of reading, of friendship, of the idea of a future), the affirmation of more and more negatively couched perspectives—there is only death. “All the anchors are up,” he writes. He sees himself in a sort of continual masquerade, in strange, tight clothes, an artilleryman’s mustache, rising through spectral ranks, a dirty somnambulist, and yet—absurdly—a schoolmasterly figure among much younger men, quite unrecognized (“I wonder would you recognise me with hair cropped close & carrying a thin little swagger cane”; “Nobody recognises me now”; “my disguises increase, what with spurs on my heels & hair on my upper lip”) to the point where he simultaneously becomes himself and doesn’t know himself (“Niemand, der mich kennt”—no one knows who I am—are Rilke’s dying words). Thomas seems to rebalance himself in negation. Frost, meanwhile, is a tender irrelevance, not quite knowing whether to cheer from the sidelines of American neutrality—very much as at a sports event—to praise the personality of Lloyd George, to recall old memories of their times together, to envy Thomas’s uncomfortable mastery of “black talk,” or to give him an anxious shaking: “Don’t be run away with by your nonsense.” Many of these pages are at the extremity of friendship.


I haven’t talked much about poetry. Poetry seems to come naturally and variously out of the relationship. It is Frost telling his friend that of course he can imagine him “taking to verse.” It is in both Thomas’s sublimely candid and intelligent reviews of North of Boston—and his bantering references to “North of Bostonism” in his own work. (“Influence” seems to me such a ridiculously, barbarously heavy notion here: I don’t think Thomas set himself to write Frost poems any more than Frost set himself to write Thomas poems. Thomas may be vastly less known than Frost—especially in the United States—but I don’t think he has anything to fear from the comparison. Rather, I should say that their poems, as I should take it their wives and their children, were on friendly terms with one another.) It is Frost sending Thomas “The Road Not Taken”—and I don’t suppose anyone who reads it in such a context will ever view Frost or the poem in the same way again. It is Thomas taking exception to the closing line of a poem, and his discreetest reservations about plays, about plainness, and—less discreetly—about things being “made up” or “thought out” or “done too much on purpose.” It is in innumerable felicities of expression one finds on the wayside, as it were, in these letters, such as Thomas’s feeling “thinned out by all this reading & smoking”; or his writing about “little trees & some great pears,” and wishing Frost, in an utterly Keatsish way, “I hope you have some as good, so that you eat them till your teeth are sad with them”; his comparing “a foxhunting major” to “a mandrill” (though what else is an officer, if not someone who drills men?); it is Frost’s astonishing, unpunctuated, inverted, unquestioning question: “For what has a man locomotion if it isnt to take him into things he is between barely and not quite understanding.” It is Thomas saying, “I could read Frost, I think,” and later, in his last letter, revising this—you see, these really aren’t bookish letters—assuring his friend: “yet you are no more like an American in a book than you were 21 ⁄2 years ago.”



















WELDON KEES





There is a short story by Weldon Kees called “Farewell to Frognall,” one of the last he wrote before giving up prose at the age of thirty, where there is the following memorable little exchange:




“What have you been doing?” said Frognall. He was a tall man, no longer so very young, with bushy carrot-colored hair and bad teeth. He did not look straight at one when speaking.


St. Clair said, “Translating the poems of Gröbman-Pauli.”


“Never heard of him.”


“Few have. He is quite unknown here. His poems are virtually untranslatable and depend for their effectiveness on an almost unbearably tedious repetition of guttural sounds. It is very difficult to reproduce their flavor in a translation. He wrote exclusively in septenaries. Little is known of his life. He abandoned poetry in his twenty-fourth year and seems to have allowed himself to be supported by women of a low sort from that point on until his death, a peculiarly revolting one at the age of forty.”








The humor of the description is a strange and uncomfortable blend of the drolly academic—the silly poet no one has ever heard of, for very good reasons—and the savagely self-mocking: because surely, whether it was by accident, intention, or merely prophecy, Gröbman-Pauli has a lot of Kees in him.


Weldon Kees (1914–1955?) is the nearly man of twentieth-century American poetry, and not just poetry but—as above—fiction; art, music, and poetry criticism; Abstract Expressionist painting; traditional jazz (both pianism and composition); avant-garde theatricals; and documentary filmmaking. Until I read James Reidel’s biography, I hadn’t realized how “nearly” Kees was, and how far he came, in how many fields of artistic endeavor. Here was someone who ate hamburgers with Mary McCarthy, dined with William Carlos Williams, took over as Time magazine’s cinema editor from James Agee, and as the Nation’s art reviewer from Clement Greenberg; who wrote a splendid piece for Time on Fats Waller, and had poems in The New Yorker, on one occasion two in three weeks; who helped edit Paramount’s historic newsreel footage of To the Shores of Iwo Jima; was friends with John Cheever, Malcolm Cowley, Conrad Aiken, Theodore Roethke, Mark Rothko; had his paintings hung next to those of Jackson Pollock, and had several one-man shows in New York; talked about films on the radio with the youthful Pauline Kael; who published his first story as an undergraduate aged twenty, and as late as 1955, his (so far as we know) last year, was awarding a poetry prize to Robert Fitzgerald. Nor would it be right to think that these luminaries condescended to Kees, or that he was in any way, in any of these fields, an also-ran, a water carrier, someone to help fill the room: he was met, always, as an equal.


As impressive, in all his many fields, is Kees’s discrimination. He was an intuitive cosmopolitan—born in a small town in Nebraska, never once went abroad—of a kind that I wonder whether the universities and the “fly-over states” of America can still produce. At twenty-one, he was lugging the two-volume translation of Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz with him to read on the train. He adored the Modernists—Joyce, Eliot, Pound, Crane, Wolfe. “Back to the Twenties!” was a battle-cry of Kees’s, “Or even further!” Of Denver, where he spent some time as a librarian, he wrote: “The intellectual life here is very saddening.” He proposed an edition of the extremely little-read Victorian poet Thomas Lovell Beddoes to James Laughlin at New Directions. He admired Arthur Waley, Rilke, Cavafy decades before everyone else did. He read and reread Malcolm Lowry’s masterpiece Under the Volcano, which appeared from the same publisher, in the same season, and with the same editor, Albert Erskine, as Kees’s own one and only trade book of poems, The Fall of the Magicians. He tried to invite Robert Lowell to a series of events he put on in Provincetown in the late 1940s. He championed the cause of the Abstract Expressionist painters and was one of their best early spokesmen. He wrote about Jelly Roll Morton’s Kansas City Stomp: “made in the summer of 1928, with”—wonderful phrase!—“an exceptionally knowing group of men.” In San Francisco, he ran into and recorded with Jesse “Lone Cat” Fuller, who, many years later, opened for, as James Reidel says, “his fans the Rolling Stones.” Where, you wonder, as you read all this, given always that Kees’s own accomplishments are of a piece with these others—as indeed they are—is the wrong in any of it? Where did the magician fall down?


There are probably four answers. He was, first, in a way the ancient Greeks would have understood, too gifted. He spread himself over his different fields, serially and simultaneously, too thin. To do anything else would have bored him; but to others it made him seem uncommitted and even a little implausible. Not only is it not really “done” for American poets to paint and play the piano and make films; most of them don’t even write prose. Even Frank O’Hara, ten years after Kees, as bubbly and as diversely interested, didn’t paint his own pictures.


Second—it seems banal to say so—he was quite genuinely unlucky. If a lot of things had fallen out even a little differently, it would have made a huge difference: if the United States hadn’t joined the war, then his Midwest campus novel, Fall Quarter, might have been published at the time, rather than posthumously, in 1990, and he might have had a career in fiction; as it was, it was rejected two days after Pearl Harbor. If his poetry publisher, Reynal and Hitchcock, hadn’t been bought up by Harcourt, Brace, and World (whose editor, Robert Giroux, published Lowell and twice rejected Kees), then he might have had more of a showing in the poetry world. If Clement Greenberg had written the piece it seemed he was going to write on Kees’s paintings, that might have been the making of him as a painter. If the San Francisco theater building where he was working hadn’t been shut down by the fire department as unsafe, he might have stayed longer in the area of performance and “happening.” And so on, and so on, and so on. Much more than with other artists and writers one might think of.


Third, there is an important element in Kees that much preferred, in John Ashbery’s phrase, “the mooring of starting out.” It is easy to sentimentalize his failure and probable suicide (on July 18, 1955, his car was found abandoned on the approach to the Golden Gate Bridge); to some extent Robert Knoll is guilty of this in his otherwise excellent book Weldon Kees and the Midcentury Generation with his formulation “ten minutes too soon.” The fact is that, probably, Kees’s career was going nowhere, probably he didn’t want it to go “anywhere,” and the idea of a “career” as anything other than a plunge into a combination of death and deathless obscurity didn’t have much appeal to him. Reidel has a nice phrase about “the subtlety with which he operated his own career.” It is interesting to note, in this context, the description of Kees’s longtime friend, Norris Getty, of Kees’s “unearthly cleanliness,” and of his much-remarked upon “aloofness.” At any rate, the repeated pattern with Kees is that of a sudden, spectacular beginning and a failure to grub and grind it out thereafter. A revealing instance of this is when, newly arrived in San Francisco from New York (another sideways, if not backward move), Kees started circulating ideas for cartoons to New Yorker cartoonists like Charles Addams, with whom he had, in some cases, acquaintance, the sort of humble and speculative behavior one would hardly expect from—after all—a New Yorker poet and multidisciplinarian at the height of his prowess. Not the sort of thing Elizabeth Bishop would have done.


Fourth, and last, there is throughout Kees’s writing, at any rate, an element of the macabre and the fastidious. He is a blackly funny writer, in prose and verse, who compounds satire and dread. In a representative line of his, say, “The tambourine did not function with its usual zest,” one hears the pert disengagement of Eliot and Oscar Wilde. He is a wonderful poet of rooms and atmospheres. Social and external details are produced with a bracing and inexhaustible dysphoria. Here is his short poem, “For H. V. (1901–1927)”:






I remember the clumsy surgery: the face


Scarred out of recognition, ruined and not his own.


Wax hands fattened among pink silk and pinker roses.


The minister was in fine form that afternoon.







I remember the ferns, the organ faintly out of tune,


The gray light, the two extended prayers,


Rain falling on stained glass; the pallbearers,


Selected by the family, and none of them his friends.








(“The pure products of America go crazy,” William Carlos Williams wrote once; a puzzling remark, it would seem, to many.) Perhaps one has not to be an American to relish this comprehensively ruined account for its dry, almost scurrilous wit, and not merely to find it “depressing.” Most poetry written nowadays is again as sanctimonious and as imperially overblown as in the 1940s and 1950s. What a tonic a wider appreciation of Kees would be! He still seems, as his editor, Donald Justice, remarked back in 1960, the sort of poet readers discover for themselves, and by accident. Now, thanks to this really good, well-written, and thoughtful biography, by James Reidel, himself a Keesian of twenty years’ standing, he will be just a little harder to ignore than before.
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