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      INTRODUCTION

      Each of the essays in this book was the introduction to an extraordinary event. Each heralded an hour of great poetry read
         by great actors in London, Dublin or New York over a quarter of a century. Josephine Hart was Britain’s greatest impresario
         of poetry in modern times. At each show, before any of her actors performed, before Bob Geldof growled out the lyrics of W.
         B. Yeats, or Harold Pinter intoned Philip Larkin, or Roger Moore played Kipling, the audiences heard Josephine Hart’s introductions.
         Each one was integral to the performance, no longer than was necessary to appreciate what was to come, essential for appreciating
         it at its best.
      

      This book preserves them as she delivered them.

      These are short introductions – to W. H. Auden, Robert Lowell, John Milton and Christina Rossetti among others of her favourites.
         Hart did not make poetry simple: as she said of Emily Dickinson, ‘Short does not mean sweet. Short does not mean easy.’ But
         these pieces remain the perfect preparation for reading the poems aloud and for hearing them read aloud.
      

      Josephine Hart was an acknowledged master of minimalism in her own fiction. She was just as ruthless a ringmaster of the poem
         in performance. She was famed for seven intense and personal novels including Damage, which was filmed by Louis Malle in 1992. But she poured an equal intensity into many hundreds of hours of equally spare,
         precise and passionate readings of words by others.
      

      Great poems, she believed, came to life when they were heard. She often cited Auden’s maxim: poetry is ‘memorable speech’.
         She sometimes called it ‘the Eliot effect’. The darkest, most daunting parts of Four Quartets became clearer, crystalline, in the voices of Edward Fox, Jeremy Irons and Eileen Atkins. The ‘ice writing’ of Elizabeth
         Bishop would always be ‘less than seductive’, she warned, but fine reading could release ‘one of literature’s most frightening,
         and frightened, voices – that of the terrified child’.
      

      Josephine Hart’s Poetry Hours were both education and entertainment, performances played in libraries and theatres before
         audiences of devoted students and fashionable society. Hart herself was an unmistakable figure, never seen in the city except
         in black and white – usually by Chanel – always on performance days in the same pompom-heeled ‘lucky shoes’. She could persuade
         and charm like few others, ensuring that the best of English and American poetry be read aloud and recorded by the best actors
         of her time. Each show was under Hart’s firm and knowing directions, all of them delivered from the black ring-binder that
         always sat on her knee and where this book began.
      

      Josephine Hart was born in 1944 in Mullingar, County Westmeath, in Ireland, the daughter of parents whose business was the
         ownership of a garage but whose legacy to their bookish daughter was a catalogue of family catastrophes and the death of three
         siblings, two of them within six months of each other when she was seventeen years old. Her last novel, The Truth About Love (2009), which sets the history of modern Ireland against a family struggling with dismemberment in all its forms, came as
         close as she ever did to addressing these tragedies directly. Damage, her first, told of a moderately successful, purposeless politician who meets destruction through a woman who warns him of
         the deeper truths that he cannot see: ‘Damaged people are dangerous. They know they can survive.’
      

      She was a pupil at Catholic schools where the learning and reading aloud of poetry were compulsory and writing, too, was praised
         and encouraged as God’s work. She lost her convent Catholicism but kept the nuns’ belief in the transformative power of poetry
         – for good and ill. If life could be damaging, so could art. She considered an acting career but instead became a unique impresario.
         She loved Robert Frost, not just for his power of ‘cutting along a nerve’ but because, as Allen Ginsberg put it, he literally
         created the audience for poetry readings in his time.
      

      Her work lives on not just here but in CDs distributed free to schools, anthologies of the performed poetry and an app that
         has so far attracted almost forty thousand users. Audiences have always been amazed at whom they heard. Would great actors
         work for no pay before small audiences, reading Milton and Gerard Manley Hopkins and other writers who rarely figure in a
         life on stage? They would, it seemed, if Josephine Hart asked them to. In 2005 Sir Roger Moore gave a rendering of Kipling’s
         ballad ‘The Mary Gloster’ at the British Library; the Hollywood star had not been expecting to perform a piece that was quite so long; the audience,
         made up of sceptics and the star-struck, was barely more certain what would transpire. Under Hart’s hardest gaze, Moore proved
         his seemingly effortless power over Kipling’s story of the helpless shipping magnate disappointed in his son, using no accents,
         no grand gestures or regional burrs – and he left the rows of his audience in tears.
      

      There was no house style for the Poetry Hours. When Kenneth Cranham took on the Kipling duties (he had met Hart through a
         shared passion for Elvis Presley) it was as an equally potent, but very different, character part. Harold Pinter was never
         offered Kipling; Hart knew who would do what and why. Pinter did Larkin. A controlled encouragement of variety was the key.
         When Bob Geldof had his rock star’s pick of early Yeats – ‘The silver apples of the moon, / The golden apples of the sun’
         – there were the sights and sound of crouching concentration. The Boomtown Rat and campaigner for Africa was allowed to luxuriate
         before his fans in the familiarity of ‘I have spread my dreams under your feet; / Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.’
         When the actor Sinéad Cusack took over, she gave the ‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’ a more classic tone: ‘Now that my ladder’s gone, / I must lie down where all the ladders start / In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.’
      

      In the Ireland of Hart’s youth there had been ‘Holy hours’ when it was wiser not to be seen entering or leaving a bar, and
         when the trapped drinkers would perform – each to their own individual standard of excellence under the landlord’s guidance.
         To some this was the key to her style, as much as the convent and the classroom. She understood well the perils. In her third
         novel, Oblivion (1995), there is a rhetorically gruesome scene in which a director sets out his skills before a documentary-making journalist,
         showing how he fires up his stars into ‘giving life to the dead’. Not every performance was a masterpiece. Not every actor
         repaid Hart’s faith in his or her power to make poetry understood. But so many did – and surprised even themselves in what
         they did.
      

      Josephine Hart died on a Thursday afternoon, of a cancer whose existence few of even her closest friends had known. She recognised
         herself as a connoisseur of death and had chosen her way to meet it. Four hours later, on the bare black-bricked stage of
         the Donmar Warehouse in Covent Garden, the actor Deborah Findlay carried on stage the familiar black binder. With her was
         Cranham, representing the older generation of her cast; Ruth Wilson and Rupert Evans representing the younger, and with them
         Max Irons, son of Cusack and Jeremy Irons, the star of Damage and probably the most loyal of all Hart’s players over three decades.
      

      There was a short, shocked exhalation from the audience when the news of the death was announced. Then there were readings,
         as planned, of war poetry – by Yeats, Owen, Sassoon and Brooke, and epitaphs by Kipling. This book – with poems by each of
         her chosen writers selected by her husband, Maurice Saatchi – provides a permanent reminder of events that those who have
         experienced them will never forget.
      

      Peter Stothard

   



      PART I

      THE COMPLETE
INTRODUCTIONS

      
      Accompanied by extraordinary actors, Josephine Hart introduced remarkable programmes of poetry. Life Saving is dedicated to preserving these introductions. It was important to include the poets’ voices too, and the poems have been
         chosen by Josephine Hart’s husband, Maurice Saatchi.
      

      
      These introductions are as she delivered them, from platforms in London, Dublin, New York; from the British Library, the National
         Theatre, the Donmar Warehouse, the American Embassy, the National Library of Ireland to the New York Public Library. Some
         of the poems referred to in the introductions are not included here, but we hope that readers will be inspired by this book
         to make their way back to all of the poems she loved.
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      W. H. AUDEN

      
      Wystan Hugh Auden was born in York in 1907. A poet, playwright, librettist and critic, his 1930 collection Poems brought him instant fame. Awarded the Gold Medal for Poetry in 1937 and the Pulitzer Prize in 1948, he was Professor of Poetry
         at Oxford University from 1956 to 1961. He died in 1973.

      
      
      W. H. AUDEN

Truth Out of Time

      
      ‘One Sunday afternoon in March 1922, a school friend casually asked me if I wrote poetry. I, who had never written a line
         or even read one with pleasure, decided at that moment that poetry was my vocation.’ Just like that. And therein lies the
         mystery of Auden. The critic and novelist John Bayley writes: ‘That he turned out to be a brilliant poet … does not alter
         the arbitrariness of his decision to become one.’ Art and will conjoined; fame and success followed. Poems, published in 1930 by Faber and Faber (T. S. Eliot’s initial rejection had been a great disappointment), made his name and
         almost immediately. Edward Mendelson in his introduction to The Collected Poems points out that, in the history of English literature, only Byron became famous more quickly. Two further collections, The Orators (1932) and Look Stranger!, led to two Gold Medals for Poetry, one from the Queen, one from the King – George VI. During a lifetime as a poet, playwright,
         essayist and librettist, W. H. Auden garnered further awards and honours on both sides of the Atlantic. In America he won
         the Gold Medal for Poetry, the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize. In 1956 he was elected Professor of Poetry at Oxford
         University.
      

      
      ‘Poetry’, he once wrote, is ‘memorable speech’. His poems contain some of the most succinct, elegant and unforgettable lines
         in literature. His psychological and philosophical insights into the workings of time, the nature of love, of isolation, the
         ethical choices of the state and the individual, sear themselves into our consciousness. A poetic inquisitor, he drills deep in ‘the deserts of the
         heart’. His poems throw down a moral challenge – can we win ‘Truth out of Time’? Even in the gladiatorial arena of love and
         sex, an arena in human life in which self-deception often rules, he remains clear-sighted. His love for Chester Kallman, ‘the
         wrong blond’ (so named because Auden, who was expecting another male guest when Chester turned up at his hotel room, exclaimed,
         ‘But it’s the wrong blond!’), lasted on its own terms, mostly Chester’s, for the rest of his life. ‘The triple situation of
         being sexually jealous like a wife, anxious like a nanny, and competitive like a brother, is not easy for my kind of temperament.
         Still, it is my bed and I must lie on it.’ He knew the cost when he wrote ‘If equal affection cannot be / Let the more loving
         one be me.’
      

      
      Auden, like Kipling, had a purpose. ‘In so far as poetry, or any of the arts, can be said to have an ulterior purpose, it
         is, by telling the truth, to disenchant, and disintoxicate.’ And yet he himself as Edward Mendelson points out had been ‘enchanted’.
         One night in 1933, ‘something happened’: his ‘Vision of Agape’, captured in a Dali-like image, in the poem ‘Out on the lawn
         I lie in bed’. Of this seminal experience Auden wrote, ‘I felt myself invaded by a power which, though I consented to it,
         was irresistible and certainly not mine. For the first time in my life I knew exactly – because, thanks to the power, I was
         doing it – what it means to love one’s neighbour as oneself.’
      

      
      The disenchanter as an ecstatic points less to fierce internal conflict than to what John Bayley describes in his essay ‘The
         Flight of the Enchanter’ as a ‘dualism’ in Auden. Bayley notes that a certain vulnerability in the poet is cited in both Humphrey
         Carpenter’s biography and Edward Mendelson’s critical study as the possible cause. Charles Osborne in his biography notes
         the same lifelong trait. Evidently a favourite quotation of Auden’s was that of Montaigne: ‘We are, I know not how, double
         in ourselves, so that what we believe, we disbelieve and cannot rid ourselves of what we condemn.’ Certainly it is impossible to miss the almost carefully
         balanced contradictions.
      

      
      Born in York, in 1907, the youngest of three sons of a middle-class professional family, Wystan Hugh Auden became an Anglo-Catholic
         Communist and volunteered to fight in Spain in the Civil War. Many believe he left the battlefield when England was itself
         at war (in fact, he left with Christopher Isherwood, in January 1939, before war was declared, volunteered in America and
         was turned down). He was a hugely disorganised man, one of the most sartorially challenged in literature, often wearing his
         socks on his head – yet his working hours were monastically disciplined. A homosexual, he married Thomas Mann’s daughter Erika,
         who had been declared an enemy of the Nazi state. Marriage to Auden provided her with a passport. Christopher Isherwood, who
         had been initially approached, had rejected the idea. Honourably, Auden stepped in. ‘Delighted,’ he said. He may have believed
         that his dominant faculties were ‘intellect and intuition’, his weak ones ‘feeling and sensation’, yet he wrote one of the
         loveliest lyrics in the language: ‘Lay your sleeping head, my love, / Human on my faithless arm’. An independent man, he nevertheless,
         even in his forties, feared loneliness. ‘I shall,’ he wrote, ‘probably die alone at midnight, in a hotel, to the great annoyance
         of the management.’ He did just that. In the Altenburgerhof, in Vienna, on 28 September 1973, Auden died of a heart attack,
         which he’d once told Charles Osborne was ‘the nicest way’ to go; ‘it’s cheap and it’s quick.’ He was definitely alone. The
         reaction of the management is not recorded.
      

      
      The poetry of such a man should confuse. In fact, it has powerful simplicity. It is his pursuit of truth that gives his poetry
         its moral tone. His poems sound a warning bell. As they summon us to undo ‘the folded lie, / The romantic lie in the brain
         / Of the sensual man-in-the-street’ they also remind us: ‘We must love one another or die.’
      

      
      
      The Poems

      
      ‘When I find myself in the company of scientists, I feel like a shabby curate who has strayed by mistake into a drawing room
         full of dukes.’ Not the hierarchical position most poets award themselves. However, in these poems, Auden, the man who’d initially
         read Natural Sciences at university (before switching to English) and whose father was a doctor, uses language forensically
         and to the same purpose as the scientist: the revelation of truth. This pursuit is not necessarily driven by a Keatsian belief
         that ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’, rather more by conviction that we must bear witness to what is real. Heaney describes
         his poetry as ‘magnificently sane’.
      

      
      In ‘Musée des Beaux Arts’, the ship in Breughel’s painting Icarus witnessed the fall, ‘the white legs disappearing into the green / Water’, yet ‘sailed calmly on’. ‘The dreadful martyrdom
         must run its course’ while we are ‘eating or opening a window or just walking dully along’. Perhaps down Bristol Street, with
         the clocks chiming out ‘You cannot conquer Time’ as they do in ‘As I Walked Out One Evening’. The poet reminds us ‘In headaches
         and in worry / Vaguely life leaks away, / And Time will have his fancy / To-morrow or today.’ Less carpe diem than acceptance that ‘Life remains a blessing / Although you cannot bless.’ And, even tougher, ‘You shall love your crooked
         neighbour / With your crooked heart.’ Philip Larkin noted the genius that allowed Auden to convey ‘the inimitable Thirties
         fear, the sense that something was going to fall like rain’ and, he added, ‘The poetry is in the blaming and warning.’ In
         ‘September 1, 1939’ the warning couldn’t be clearer: ‘I and the public know / What all schoolchildren learn, / Those to whom
         evil is done / Do evil in return.’
      

      
      
      In ‘Song of the Devil’ contempt for man’s ego and vanity drips from every mocking phrase. Three further poems are gentler
         but never soft. It’s not his style. Of ‘O Tell Me the Truth About Love’ Auden said, ‘For me, personally, it was a very important
         poem. It’s amazing how prophetic these things can be, because it was just after that that I met the person who did really
         change things for me completely.’ (Enter Chester Kallman, bearing the gifts of beauty and, as a gifted librettist, brilliance.)
         In ‘The Love Feast’, Saint Augustine’s cry of ‘Give me chastity … but not yet’ echoes in ‘an upper room at midnight’ as the
         narrator spots ‘Miss Number in the corner / Playing hard to get’.
      

      
      Auden writes, ‘If I Could Tell You’, but he doesn’t. He can’t. The reason? Love … In the poem ‘In Memory of W. B. Yeats’,
         Auden writes of his fellow poet whom ‘Mad Ireland hurt … into poetry’, and who ‘disappeared in the dead of winter: … What
         instruments we have agree / The day of his death was a dark cold day.’ Another line from the poem is equally appropriate to
         Auden. His ‘gift survived it all’.
      

      
      
      Musée des Beaux Arts

      
      About suffering they were never wrong,

      
      The Old Masters: how well they understood

      
      Its human position; how it takes place

      
      While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;

      
      How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting

      
      For the miraculous birth, there always must be

      
      Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

      
      On a pond at the edge of the wood:

      
      They never forgot

      
      That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

      
      Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

      
      Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse

      
      Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

      
      In Breughel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away
      

      
      Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

      
      Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

      
      But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

      
      As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

      
      Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen

      
      Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

      
      Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

      
      
      In Memory of W. B. Yeats

      
      (d. January 1939)

      
      I

      
      He disappeared in the dead of winter:

      
      The brooks were frozen, the airports almost deserted,

      
      And snow disfigured the public statues;

      
      The mercury sank in the mouth of the dying day.

      
      What instruments we have agree

      
      The day of his death was a dark cold day.

      
      Far from his illness

      
      The wolves ran on through the evergreen forests,

      
      The peasant river was untempted by the fashionable quays;

      
      By mourning tongues

      
      The death of the poet was kept from his poems.

      
      But for him it was his last afternoon as himself,

      
      An afternoon of nurses and rumours;

      
      The provinces of his body revolted,

      
      The squares of his mind were empty,

      
      Silence invaded the suburbs,

      
      The current of his feeling failed: he became his admirers.

      
      Now he is scattered among a hundred cities

      
      And wholly given over to unfamiliar affections,

      
      To find his happiness in another kind of wood

      
      And be punished under a foreign code of conscience.

      
      
      The words of a dead man

      
      Are modified in the guts of the living.

      
      But in the importance and noise of to-morrow

      
      When the brokers are roaring like beasts on the floor of the Bourse,

      
      And the poor have the sufferings to which they are fairly accustomed,

      
      And each in the cell of himself is almost convinced of his freedom,

      
      A few thousand will think of this day

      
      As one thinks of a day when one did something slightly unusual.

      
      What instruments we have agree

      
      The day of his death was a dark cold day.

      
      II

      
      You were silly like us: your gift survived it all:

      
      The parish of rich women, physical decay,

      
      Yourself. Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry.

      
      Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still,

      
      For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives

      
      In the valley of its saying where executives

      
      Would never want to tamper, flows on south

      
      From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,

      
      Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives,

      
      A way of happening, a mouth.

      
      III

      
      Earth, receive an honoured guest:

      
      William Yeats is laid to rest.

      
      Let the Irish vessel lie

      
      Emptied of its poetry.

      
      
      In the nightmare of the dark

      
      All the dogs of Europe bark,

      
      And the living nations wait,

      
      Each sequestered in its hate;

      
      Intellectual disgrace

      
      Stares from every human face,

      
      And the seas of pity lie

      
      Locked and frozen in each eye.

      
      Follow, poet, follow right

      
      To the bottom of the night,

      
      With your unconstraining voice

      
      Still persuade us to rejoice;

      
      With the farming of a verse

      
      Make a vineyard of the curse,

      
      Sing of human unsuccess

      
      In a rapture of distress;

      
      In the deserts of the heart

      
      Let the healing fountain start,

      
      In the prison of his days

      
      Teach the free man how to praise.
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      ELIZABETH BISHOP

      
      Elizabeth Bishop was born in Massachusetts in 1911. Her four short collections, North and South (1946), A Cold Spring (1955), Questions of Travel (1965) and Geography III (1976), won many literary awards including the National Book Critics Circle Award, the National Book Award and the Pulitzer
         Prize. She died in 1979.

      
      
ELIZABETH BISHOP

She came. She saw.
She changed the view.

      
      ‘Everything has written under it – I have seen it.’ Randall Jarrell is right. However, what Elizabeth Bishop saw was never quite what the rest of us see, nor indeed was it how we see it. And she knew it. She challenges us to look again. Her declared intention to combine ‘the natural with the unnatural’
         gave us poetry as ‘normal as sight … as artificial as a glass eye’. Well! It’s hardly surprising that it takes us some time
         to adjust to the view. The landscape is unfamiliar. The temperature is arctic and is therefore less than seductive. However,
         deep treasure lies within the extreme geography of Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘ice writing’. She gifts us what few other poets ever
         have, a strange, exact hallucination of ‘the always more successful surrealism of everyday life’. It is thus – after the necessary
         period of adjustment – that she becomes not just compelling but addictive. She is the poetic equivalent of a Dalí or de Chirico.
         Like them, she disturbs the universe and our limited perception of it. We are indeed ‘far away within the view’, longing to
         understand, if a little nervous of revelation. In ‘Love Lies Sleeping’ she word-paints, perhaps, inert terror in her portrait
         of the man … ‘whose head has fallen over the edge of his bed, / whose face is turned / so that the image of / the city grows
         down into his open eyes / inverted and distorted. No. I mean / distorted and revealed, / if he sees it at all.’ Is he, eyes
         wide open, in some hypnotised dream-state, a state she declared vital to the creation of her poetry? Is he dead? Miss Bishop herself is less than certain. She is the poet of question marks and when she answers it is
         rarely reassuring. ‘I think [my italics] the man at the end is dead,’ she told a rather startled Anne Stevenson. She’d been reading Newton’s Opticks during the writing of the poem – ‘Reflections, Refractions … and Colours of Light’ were as much her obsession as the subject
         of his masterpiece. (Is Bishop uniquely the only poet to have worked grinding binoculars at a US Navy shop?) Newton, whose
         work of discovery inspired eighteenth-century poets, is not normally a presiding figure in twentieth-century poetry. Nor indeed
         is Darwin, whose continued literary influence lies more within fiction. Bishop, the poet of vision, deeply admired his ‘heroic
         observations … his eyes fixed on facts and minute details, sinking or sliding giddily off into the unknown’ and they became
         scientific inspiration to her own poetic discoveries. Though Elizabeth Bishop’s four small collections, North and South, A Cold Spring, Questions of Travel and Geography III, would in time win many awards, including the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize, the first was, in 1940, firmly
         turned down by Random House, Viking and Simon and Schuster. It was finally published by Harcourt Brace in 1947. Originality
         comes at a price. James Merrill famously commented on her ‘instinctive, modest, lifelong impersonation of an ordinary woman’.
         Perhaps she felt she needed the disguise. Her beginnings were traumatic. ‘Although I think I have a prize “unhappy childhood”
         almost good enough for text-books – please don’t think I dote on it.’ She didn’t. That does not mean she ever escaped it either.
         Her need for ‘mastery’, which Bonnie Costello sees as an ‘urge for order and dominance confronting a volatile inner life’,
         is wholly understandable. She was born on 8 February 1911 in Worcester, Massachusetts, to William T. Bishop and Gertrude Bulmer
         [Boomer] Bishop. Her father died, aged thirty-nine, in October of that same year. Mother and child moved to Boston, and then
         to the charmingly named Great Village, Nova Scotia, in Canada, where Elizabeth’s young life was, sadly, less than charmed.
         In 1916 when she was five, her mother, after a series of nervous breakdowns, was admitted to a state mental institution. Though
         Gertrude Bishop did not die until 1934, Elizabeth never saw her again. She was eventually returned to live with her mother’s
         sister in Boston. Much was lost and far too early. In ‘One Art’ she notes that ‘things seem filled with the intent / to be
         lost’ and, with admirable, defiant courage, ‘The art of losing isn’t hard to master.’ It wasn’t easy either. Her adult life
         was one of often alcohol-fuelled departures, both emotional and geographical. The poetry survived it all. She started writing
         at Vassar, the exclusive women’s college in New York, where she befriended Mary McCarthy, whose novel The Group would profile her classmates. There remains considerable controversy as to whether the lesbian Lakey, played in the film
         by the ethereally beautiful Candice Bergen, was based on Bishop. Though Elizabeth Bishop had six intense, sometimes concurrent,
         often tumultuous lesbian love affairs (one with Brazilian aristocrat Lota de Maceda Soares that lasted, on and off, for decades)
         love is not really her subject. Loss, deep-rooted in her personal history, and a subdued though multilayered pattern of essential
         distancing, haunts her work. Her compulsive travelling inspires her poetic eloquence of elective rootlessness. But despite
         telling Randall Jarrell that ‘Exile seems to work for me’ she remained uncertain of its purpose. ‘Is it lack of imagination
         that makes us come / to imagined places, not just stay at home? / Or could Pascal have been not entirely right / about just
         sitting quietly in one’s room? … Should we have stayed at home, / wherever that may be?’ From whichever perspective, in real
         or imagined landscapes, Bishop contains their discovery, and loss, within an ever-steely elegance of vision. ‘I lost my mother’s
         watch. And look! my last, or / next-to-last, of three loved houses went … I miss them, but it wasn’t a disaster.’ In truth
         the abyss was closer than she allowed. Though she was never, in the Lowell sense, a confessional poet (and profoundly disagreed
         with her old friend over what she saw as the cruel intimacy of ‘Dolphin’), in her own later poems, particularly in her prize-winning collection Geography III, she returned – a poetic Livingstone – to the source. ‘In the Waiting Room’, itself a provocative title, is a masterpiece
         of existential terror. As the seven-year-old Elizabeth sits quietly reading National Geographic: ‘Suddenly, from inside, / came an oh! of pain / – Aunt Consuelo’s voice – … What took me / completely by surprise / was that it was me: / my voice, in my mouth … I knew that nothing stranger / had ever happened, that nothing / stranger could ever happen.’
         She was ill and in her sixty-sixth year when this poem was published. Baudelaire is right, ‘genius is nothing more than childhood
         recovered at will’. Elizabeth Bishop, whose work Marianne Moore described as ‘beautifully formulated aesthetic-moral mathematics’,
         died in 1979 of a cerebral aneurysm. She asked that ‘Awful, but cheerful’ should be inscribed on her tombstone. Which changes
         the view. Again. The secondary characteristic of the glass eye is its incapacity for tears. Which leaves us with language
         – if we can find the words.
      

      
      
      The Poems

      
      She once said, ‘we are driving to the interior’. One has been put on high alert. Perhaps, like ‘The Gentleman of Shalott’,
         we find the uncertainty exhilarating. After all, he ‘loves that sense of constant readjustment’. Eliot, as C. K. Stead brilliantly
         observed, used his ‘nerves’ in ‘Prufrock’. Bishop’s is also an art of the nerves, in her case optic. ‘Love Lies Sleeping’
         does not denote repose. As dawn comes we must ‘clear away what presses on the brain’ as ‘the day-springs of the morning strike
         … alarms for the expected’. No going back to sleep, then.
      

      
      Le Roy, in ‘Songs for a Colored Singer’, probably sleeps soundly. Though his woman wonders ‘Le Roy, just how much are we owing?
         / Something I can’t comprehend, / the more we got the more we spend.’ An eternal mystery and not just in the Le Roy household.
         Well, ‘life’s like that’, a line from ‘The Moose’ (twenty years to complete – ‘revise, revise, revise’, a trait noted by her
         friend, the arch-reviser himself, Lowell), and it is sometimes in opposition to Art, compelling us to choose. Would we, as
         she insists in ‘The Imaginary Iceberg’, ‘rather have the iceberg than the ship, / although it meant the end of travel’? Art,
         like icebergs, which ‘behoove the soul’, is part-hidden, ‘self-made from elements least visible’, and is often dangerous to
         the ship of life, being as it is an obsession.
      

      
      ‘Crusoe in England’ knows obsession, knows it well and also knows its price. He remembers the moment: ‘Just when I thought
         I couldn’t stand it / another minute longer, Friday came.’ Perfect. This blindingly brilliant poem was inspired by Darwin,
         about whose obsession Bishop wrote, ‘What one seems to want in art, in experiencing it, is the same thing necessary for its
         creation, a self-forgetting, perfectly useless concentration.’ Defoe was also self-forgetting, publishing his masterpiece as being that of an anonymous
         survivor of a shipwreck. He knew we’d find him out.
      

      
      Bishop’s Larkin-like genius for the sense of place – often most powerful in those who fear displacement – is again clear in
         ‘Filling Station’: ‘Oh, but it is dirty!’ Attention. ‘Be careful with that match!’ And in that line she’s got us. Beyond the
         dirt and possible danger, she notes with heartbreaking accuracy, ‘Somebody embroidered the doily.’ And continues her enumeration
         of small graces in unexpected places: ‘Somebody / arranges the rows of cans / so that they softly say: ESSO–SO–SO–SO / to
         high-strung automobiles.’ She ends with an almost casual elegy: ‘Somebody loves us all.’
      

      
      ‘One Art’ and ‘In the Waiting Room’ are late poems. They afford us no place to hide. ‘Lose something every day … – Even losing
         you (the joking voice, a gesture / I love) I shan’t have lied. It’s evident / the art of losing’s not too hard to master /
         though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.’ It’s lines like that that make one, initially a reluctant convert, tremble. The congregation grows larger
         day by day; one notes in pews marked ‘reserved’ a Nobel Laureate, Heaney; a Poet Laureate, Motion; Fenton, winner of the Queen’s
         Medal for Poetry. It’s perfectly possible that Elizabeth Bishop, who avoided myth and grand statements but who found ‘In the
         Waiting Room’ one of literature’s most frightening, and frightened, voices – that of the terrified child – is one of the greatest
         poets of the twentieth century. And that is perhaps what frightens us: in our own blindness we might have missed her.
      

      
      
      Songs for a Colored Singer

      
      I

      
      A washing hangs upon the line,

      
      but it’s not mine.

      
      None of the things that I can see

      
      belong to me.

      
      The neighbors got a radio with an aerial;

      
      we got a little portable.

      
      They got a lot of closet space;

      
      we got a suitcase.

      
      I say, ‘Le Roy, just how much are we owing?

      
      Something I can’t comprehend,

      
      the more we got the more we spend …’

      
      He only answers, ‘Let’s get going.’

      
      Le Roy, you’re earning too much money now.

      
      I sit and look at our backyard

      
      and find it very hard.

      
      What have we got for all his dollars and cents?

      
      —A pile of bottles by the fence.

      
      He’s faithful and he’s kind

      
      but he sure has an inquiring mind.

      
      He’s seen a lot; he’s bound to see the rest,

      
      and if I protest

      
      Le Roy answers with a frown,

      
      ‘Darling, when I earns I spends.

      
      The world is wide; it still extends …

      
      I’m going to get a job in the next town.’

      
      Le Roy, you’re earning too much money now.

      
      
      II

      
      The time has come to call a halt;

      
      and so it ends.

      
      He’s gone off with his other friends.

      
      He needn’t try to make amends,

      
      this occasion’s all his fault.

      
      Through rain and dark I see his face

      
      across the street at Flossie’s place.

      
      He’s drinking in the warm pink glow

      
      to th’ accompaniment of the piccolo.*

      
      The time has come to call a halt.

      
      I met him walking with Varella

      
      and hit him twice with my umbrella.

      
      Perhaps that occasion was my fault,

      
      but the time has come to call a halt.

      
      Go drink your wine and go get tight.

      
      Let the piccolo play.

      
      I’m sick of all your fussing anyway.

      
      Now I’m pursuing my own way.

      
      I’m leaving on the bus tonight.

      
      Far down the highway wet and black

      
      I’ll ride and ride and not come back.

      
      I’m going to go and take the bus

      
      and find someone monogamous.

      
      The time has come to call a halt.

      
      I’ve borrowed fifteen dollars fare

      
      and it will take me anywhere.

      
      For this occasion’s all his fault.

      
      The time has come to call a halt.

      
      
      Filling Station

      
      Oh, but it is dirty!

      
      —this little filling station,

      
      oil-soaked, oil-permeated

      
      to a disturbing, over-all

      
      black translucency.

      
      Be careful with that match!

      
      Father wears a dirty,

      
      oil-soaked monkey suit

      
      that cuts him under the arms,

      
      and several quick and saucy

      
      and greasy sons assist him

      
      (it’s a family filling station),

      
      all quite thoroughly dirty.

      
      Do they live in the station?

      
      It has a cement porch

      
      behind the pumps, and on it

      
      a set of crushed and grease-

      
      impregnated wickerwork;

      
      on the wicker sofa

      
      a dirty dog, quite comfy.

      
      Some comic books provide

      
      the only note of color—

      
      of certain color. They lie

      
      upon a big dim doily

      
      
      draping a taboret

      
      (part of the set),

      
      beside a big hirsute begonia.

      
      Why the extraneous plant?

      
      Why the taboret?

      
      Why, oh why, the doily?

      
      (Embroidered in daisy stitch

      
      with marguerites, I think,

      
      and heavy with gray crochet.)

      
      Somebody embroidered the doily.

      
      Somebody waters the plant,

      
      or oils it, maybe. Somebody

      
      arranges the rows of cans

      
      so that they softly say:

      
      ESSO—SO—SO—SO

      
      to high-strung automobiles.

      
      Somebody loves us all.

   



      
      
      [image: image]

      
      ROBERT BROWNING

      
      Robert Browning was born in London in 1812. He achieved fame late in life with The Ring and the Book (1868/69). His earlier works – Dramatic Lyrics (1842), Men and Women (1855) and Dramatis Personae (1864) – testify to his mastery of the dramatic monologue; many of the poems are recognised as enduring works of genius.
         He was married to the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning. He died in 1889.
      

      
      
      ROBERT BROWNING

      The Company He Kept …

      
      ‘Within his work lies the mystery which belongs to the complex and within his life the much greater mystery which belongs
         to the simple.’ G. K. Chesterton, his biographer.
      

      
      Henry James, who noted everything, noted the essential doubleness in Browning. There are, he said, ‘two Brownings – an esoteric
         and an exoteric. The former never peeps out in society, and the latter has not a suggestion of Men and Women.’ ‘The esoteric’ sought his own company. Characters who lived ‘on the dangerous edge of things. / The honest thief, the tender
         murderer, / The superstitious atheist’. They echo Nietzsche’s ‘pale criminal’ and prefigure Freud’s criminal ‘from a sense
         of guilt – the utilisation of a deed in order to rationalise this feeling’. His characters, his Dramatis Personae, his Men
         and Women speak out to us in all their moral complexity in some of the greatest monologues in English literature: ‘My Last
         Duchess’, ‘Porphyria’s Lover’, ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’, ‘Fra Lippo Lippi’ (‘You understand me: I’m a beast, I know’),
         ‘Rabbi Ben Ezra’, ‘Karshish’, ‘Andrea del Sarto’. Their souls are revealed, unvarnished. ‘Little else,’ he said, ‘was worth
         study.’ Oscar Wilde said of Robert Browning (who would also write glorious love poetry and the ultimate hymn to nature, Pippa Passes: ‘God’s in his heaven – All’s right with the world’) that ‘considered from a point of view of creator of character [Browning]
         ranks next to him who made Hamlet’.
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