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Foreword
by Clive Wilmer

Like many readers of my generation, I first read Thom Gunn in 1962. That
was the year of two celebrated anthologies: the Selected Poems of Thom Gunn
and Ted Hughes, and A. Alvarez’s classic Penguin The New Poetry, in which the
same two p oets were prominently featured. To a boy of seventeen o bsessed
with poetry, this new work came across with tremendous force and the fasci-
nation of novelty. Here were two poets in their early thirties who spoke with
the voices of a wholly new generation. In Gunn’s case it was partly a question
of subject matter: his love of the modern city and pop music and adolescent
rebellion. There was also his frankness about sex, desire, violence and restless-
ness. Moreover, though I did not consciously register it then, I have always val-
ued the absence from his work of an over-sensitive ego d efending itself with
irony. By contrast, there was so mething about both to ne and subject matter
that struck me as heroic, despite the fact that the era we were living in was said
to be unheroic. What was more, the heroism coincided with real emotions, as
momentous as those in Donne or Shakespeare, but belonging to a world I rec-
ognized as mine: a world overshadowed by the experience of the Second World
War and the knowledge it had brought of our capacity for evil and self-destruc-
tion as well as for courage and endurance. It was eventually to be important to
me that, unconventional as his m orals were, Gunn was a profo undly ethical
writer and that he was so in contexts that recognized the demands of our phys-
ical nature. It was also important that his engagement with irrational forces was
conducted in poems of elegant and traditional formality. Gunn is one of the
great masters of English poetic form, both traditional and experimental, and,
as a result, his best work has the power of a bomb about to go off: one is always
conscious of intense passion, but a passion contained and directed by the dis-
ciplines of language and versification. In his poem “To Yvor Winters” he praises
a similarly p owerful American poet for combining “Rule and Energy” in his
verse. It was an aspiration he lived up to himself.

Eight years before I first read him, Gunn had moved to the United States,
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2 Foreword by Clive Wilmer

where, without becoming an American citizen, he was to stay for the rest of his
life. This was not at first a ch ange of much significance, but in time it was to
separate him from much of his audience. He called himself “an Anglo-Amer-
ican poet.” He began to use the odd Americanism, though he never really lost
his British manner. He kept, for instance, his English love of reticence: his was
the sort of poetry one associates with Wordsworth or Ben Jonson, in which the
feeling and significance is often left entirely to implication. (It was this qual-
ity that, in the 1980s, made his elegies for men who had died of AIDS so very
moving.) But America changed the atmosphere of his p oems more than it
changed their style. The tense Existentialist loneliness of his earlier work gave
way to something more casual, an easy Californian hedonism, though his poems
were seldom without their darknesses. When he combined this n ew-found
optimism with free verse in the manner of William Carlos Williams— which,
from the 1960s on, he did i ntermittently — he lost those rath er many British
readers who are deaf to the music of American speech and seem to relish anx-
iety in their poetry. As the 1960s turned into the ’70s, his restraint and dislike
of self-expression began to look unfashionable, so that even when, in his 1975
collection Jack Straw’s Castle, he “came out” as a homosexual, it attracted lit-
tle attention. The AIDS elegies, collected in The Man with Night Sweats (1992),
restored something of his early fam e, but it was a fam e that often depended
less on specific poems and their quality than on the news value of his subject
and his “right on” attitudes. These were not reasons that appealed to him. Com-
mitted to gay liberation, he was glad to contribute to wider understanding of
homosexuality, but he never saw such things as the point of poetry. In truth,
he was not much interested in public success; when I complained once of the
way his p ublishers treated him, he replied, “I'm famous enough.” He was a
modest, generous, self-deprecating man, but one who at the same time knew
his worth. To write well by his own standards was what mattered to him, and
it was doi ng this that enabled him to avoid th e tribalism which has done so
much harm to modern American poetry. This partly accounts for his extraor-
dinary range: in his last book Boss Cupid, for instance, he was able to shift from
the elegant Elizabethan stanzas of “ Troubadour” to the throwaway free verse
of the section he aptly called “Gossip.”

His sudden death in 2004 h as left his r eputation still un certain. In my
judgment, he was the finest poet of an era much richer in talent than is widely
acknowledged. What gives him that distinction, for me, are the Jonsonian range
and variety of his work (“There are many Ben Jonsons,” he once wrote, “and
each of them is a considerable poet”), the profundity of his themes, his unos-
tentatious technical accomplishment, the striking relevance of his wr iting to
our own time despite (or perhaps because of) his deep roots in tradition. Take
“Touch” for example, his first majo r poem in free verse. Though technically
indebted to the minimalist American Robert Creeley, who made a fine art of
hesitant stumbling, the poem alludes by implication to certain love poems by
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Foreword by Clive Wilmer 3

John Donne. Notable among them is D onne’s aubade, “ The Good-Morrow,”
an awakening to id eal love with echoes of th e Christian Resurrection. In
“Touch,” by contrast, the lovers discover their closeness and common human-
ity by falling asleep, drifting from the cold detachment of waking thought into
shared warmth a nd collective un consciousness. Where Donne develops his
thought through three elaborate stanzas, Gunn follows the apparently shape-
less drift of a mind falling asleep. “Touch” is as carefully constructed as “The
Good-Morrow” but it exemplifies our modern avoidance of closure: it is poem-
as-process.

Modern Western society is preoccupied with personality. No doubt this
is due, at least i n part, to m obility. Technology and the globalized economy
have effaced our sense of b elonging and rootedness, with the result that the
individual is of ten removed from stable co ntexts. But we have become so
obsessed with personality that we will surely soon begin to tire of it. Gunn is
instructive here. By the time he died, he had to a large extent fo rsaken his
English origins without really becoming an American. This is reflected in the
curious rootlessness of his “Anglo-American” language, a factor which is some-
times said to have lost him his early follo wing, but which seems to m e likely
to attract the world of the future, freer as that will be of national distinctions.
Moreover, throughout his career, Gunn brooded on the problem of id entity.
Identity, not personality. Personality lacks the resonance of myth, which makes
it too thin a subject for poetry. But the question of how we become what we
are is unlikely to fade.

Stefania Michelucci has taken th e quest for identity as th e focus of this
remarkable study of Gunn. She writes with admirable clarity and insight on
Gunn’s adoption of poses, the variety of his mask s and the mysterious self —
both physical and spiritual — that generates his work’s integrity. There is a par-
adox here. Gunn disliked the notion that art should aim at universals, nsisting
on the contrary that artists are moved by p articulars. At the same time, he
eschewed the Confessional poet’s obsession with mere personality. What makes
Gunn, for me, the poet of the future is his cap acity to make my ths or masks
of his own very particular self. In the later work, for instance, one sees it in his
emphasis on homosexual experience. The speaker of “ The Man with Night
Sweats,” for example, is talking about a problem that might be thought pecu-
liar to gay m en: the fear th at, through sexual a dventure, he may h ave con-
tracted AIDS. Yet it is also a poem about something all of us share: the fear of
death combined with the consciousness that a risk-free life is h ardly a life at
all.

This archetypal element in Gunn is something that Michelucci has cap-
tured in her book. This is, to th e best of my k nowledge, the first full-len gth
monograph on Gunn in any language, including English. It looks at the work
in many contexts that would not immediately occur to a n English-speaking
critic, and this is often immensely illuminating. At the same time, Michelucci
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4 Foreword by Clive Wilmer

explores the language of the poems in a manner that owes as much to Anglo-
Saxon close-reading as to modern European literary theory. She sees and shows
how there is something unprecedented in Gunn’s vision — that his was a new
way of liv ing your life a nd seeing the world — and yet ho w the fundamental
myths and patterns of o ur common culture inform his wo rk from the start.
That she succeeds in doing so—a heterosexual Italian woman writing about an
Anglo-American gay — seems to me little short of miraculous, especially as so
much of her wider meaning is strictly located in Gunn’s specific words. It may
seem like faint praise to say that the book is also remarkable for its factual accu-
racy, its readability, its k nowledge of the relevant literature and its consistent
illumination of the poems, but these are important matters, and Michelucci’s
depth quite often exposes the superficiality of other assessments. It is wonder-
ful to read so rich an account of a great poet, recently dead, which honors his
work and vision by giving them the seriousness of attention they deserve.

Cambridge, 2005

Clive Wilmer, poet and critic, teaches English Literature at th e University of Cam-
bridge. He met Thom Gunn in 1964 when he was nineteen and Gunn thirty-five. They
remained friends for the next forty years. Wilmer has written extensively on Gunn’s
poetry, interviewed Gunn twice and edited th e collection of essays, The Occasions of
Poetry (1982). He is working on a critical edition of Gunn’s poems for Faber and Faber.
Wilmer has also p ublished several collectio ns of his 0 wn poems, including The Falls
(2000) and The Mystery of Things (2006).
This pdf file is intended for review purposes only.



Preface

This book is the result of a long-lasting interest in the work of a poet whom
I consider one of the more significant of the second half of the 20th century.
When, in the 1980s, I was a student of modern languages and literatures at the
University of Pisa, my professors suggested I write a dissertation on a contem-
porary poet. I went through many anthologies and texts, fell in love with some
of them, and finally chose Thom Gunn. I was attracted to his intellectual hon-
esty, to his surprising and subtle metaphors, and above all to his open-mind-
edness and lack of prejudice towards the new tendencies and myths of his age.
I was str uck, at the same time, by his firm grasp o n the “great tradition” (as
Leavis put it) of masters of the past, which did not prevent him from present-
ing with extraordinary vividness, immediacy, and originality the contradic-
tions, problems, anxieties, and paradoxes of his o wn age. I therefore decided
to devote all my energy to the study of his work; I spent some time in England
collecting bibliographical material on him, including BBC recordings of inter-
views and readings. Hearing his voice was for me a moving experience.

After my graduation, I was offered a job as an Assistant Professor at Ari-
zona State University. I was fin ally across the ocean, not very far from “my”
poet, who had left Europe for a more congenial place, San Francisco. I sent him
a copy of my disser tation and was thrilled when he granted me an interview
in his home in March 0f1990. What had belonged to books and to libraries was
now acquiring a life of its own. My interview was a long talk on his poetry and
his ideas about contemporary British and American poets. Then he invited me
to listen to one of his lectures on Modern Poetry at the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley where he was teaching.

When I was back in Italy, I began my Ph.D. on Modernist fiction and went
on with my academic career, working on a variety of fields, but I never aban-
doned Gunn’s poetry. I kept up with his latest collections, planning to write a
book about him. This project resulted, at first, in articles I wrote for different
conferences (including one for the celebration of his 70th birthday) and for lit-
erary magazines.

5
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6 Preface

I was fascinated by his r ejection of any label (both national and sexual)
and by his d escribing himself as an Anglo-American poet, which heightened
my esteem of him. I saw that his art aimed at overcoming national and cultural
borders, although this had quite a negative effect on his popularity, because to
the audience and critics he was neither one thing nor the other — too British
to be American, too much influenced by the American scene to keep his British-
ness intact. My aim therefore was first to restore the reputation of a poet who
had been neglected, if not quite forgotten (after the first years of his career) on
the Old Continent, but who, on the other hand, had never been completely
accepted as part of the American canon across the Atlantic. Thom Gunn, in
my opinion, has much to say to our age, tormented as we are by the plague of
globalization which paradoxically goes hand in hand with medieval-flavored
ethnic and religious conflicts.

Starting with theoretical premises drawn from philosophy, anthropology,
and sociology, and adopting a m ethod in some respects similar to th e “close
reading” of An glo-American tradition, in my study I tr y to a nalyze Thom
Gunn’s entire poetic career. [ star t from his first collectio n, Fighting Terms
(published when he was still a n undergraduate — see Chapter II), when the
influence of Sartre’s existentialism is clearly seen i n his attem pt to a chieve
authenticity through the liberation from the prison of p aralyzing self-con-
sciousness. In Chapter III the analysis focuses on The Sense of Movement, com-
pleted when the poet moved to the United States, and in the following chapters
on his later collectio ns, from My Sad Captains to Boss Cupid, most of which
were written after he settled in San Francisco. From My Sad Captains onwards
it is possible to note a gradual opening to human relationships and to Nature,
which coincides with the poet’s expression of his o wn nature, of his lo ng
repressed and hidden homosexuality. These later collections are informed by
an increasing vitality, which manifests itself in the celebration of the liberat-
ing experience of LSD, in appropriating the culture of the 1960s (Moly and Jack
Straw’s Castle), in the happiness he felt with other homosexuals (see The Pas-
sages of Joy), as well as in the deep compassion for friends struck by the tragedy
of AIDS (The Man with Night Sweats). Later there emerges in his poetry a sort
of dry regret for the decline of both spirit and body brought about by old age
(Boss Cupid).

In Chapter V, I also pay attention to the collection Positives, which con-
stitutes an outstanding experiment, one neglected by critics. The work was a
collaboration between Thom Gunn and his broth er Ander, a photograph er,
during a year (1964) spent in London. The book offers an interesting image of
London covering the entire arc of human life, combining Ander’s photographs
and Gunn’s captions.

Characterized by a r igorous intellectual honesty and sincerity that give
Gunn’s voice its unmistakable timbre, his poetry constitutes a unique artistic
experience in that it seeks to mediate between opposite poles: old Europe and
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Preface 7

contemporary America, traditional meter and free verse, the language of the
present (including American slang) and the lessons of the great writers of the
past, in particular the Metaphysical Poets.

Some friends of mine, to whom I am very grateful, encouraged me in this
project of writing a monograph on Thom Gunn. The poets and writers Clive
Wilmer, Gregory Woods and Elmar Schenkel helped me while I was complet-
ing the Italian version of the book, which was published in 2006. The book has
been warmly r eceived by both r eaders and critics and has been positively
reviewed in Italian literary journals. It has also been adopted in some univer-
sity courses on contemporary poetry and on the culture of the Sixties. Some
scholars suggested to me that an English-language edition of the book would
fill a major welcomed gap in the literature. Jill Franks (an American scholar of
D.H. Lawrence and other modernists and a dear friend of mine to whom I am
very grateful) has translated the book from the Italian into English. Some sec-
tions have been revised and updated a nd some parts specifically focused on
Italian criticism were omitted.

I hope this wo rk will help make G unn’s poetry better known and more
popular and will give new and long-deserved life to an important artist of the
20th century.
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Introduction

THE FIFTIES

In the years after World War II, the scope of British poetry was varied and
heterogeneous. Unlike what was occurring in theater and fiction, poetry lacked,
at least in the beginning, a prevailing tendency; there was no leader that could
give a d efinitive imprint to th e period and a r eference point for contempo-
raries.

As Thom Gunn said in an interview,

After Pound’s generation, the next generation died off rather early, like R obert
Lowell and Robert Duncan; they didn’t live quite to an advanced age. I compare
it in my mind to what happened at the beginning of the 19th century in England,
and there you get W ordsworth and Coleridge and Keats and Shelley and that
group of people. They are so big a nd so im pressive, that even though many of
them died quite early, the rest of the century spent the rest of the time trying to
deal with them, and they actually did not get free of them until the beginning of
the next century, when we started off with these big people again, another gen-
eration, almost exactly a hundred years later, and you know, round about 1910
into the 1920s, and we are still trying to deal with them too.!

After Modernism, the age of experimentation was over, and the heroes of
the first d ecades of the century — Yeats, Pound, Eliot, Dylan Thomas— if not
physically dead (like Yeats), had exhausted their creative cycle. However, they
continued to exercise an influence, together with Robert Graves, Edwin Muir,
W.H. Auden, and the so-called “Thirties Poets.” After the war this group (espe-
cially Auden, who, in moving to the United States and taking U.S. citizenship,
made the opposite choice to T.S. Eliot), developed a poetry that was no longer
intellectually and ideologically committed, as it had been in the years preced-
ing World War II. This compound inheritance undoubtedly hindered the birth
of a new and powerful movement or school with precise goals and projects of
its own.

A strong sense of English literary tradition contributed to the scant propen-
sity for technical and formal experimentation of the emerging group of mid-

11
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12 Introduction

dle-class, university trained poets. This tradition included Thomas Hardy and
William Empson, but had its roots in Augustan poetry, in the “early, bland, eigh-
teenth-century English Rationalism, in the expressive clarity of Alexa nder
Pope.”? Their respect for tradition sometimes manifested as a subordinate atti-
tude towards the great masters of the past, and was influenced by postwar crit-
ical debates, the Cambridge School, and the charismatic F.R. Leavis.’ This love
of tradition shows in the critical essays of one of the new poets, Donald Davie,
Purity of Diction in English Verse (1952) and Articulate Energy: An Enquiry into
the Syntax of English Poetry (1955), which exalted the moral and social respon-
sibilities of the Augustan poets and their expressive clarity; in the mid-fifties
these essays were read as expressions of the aesthetic values of the author’s gen-
eration.

Most of the new poets were molded in academic environments, in partic-
ular, Oxford and Cambridge, and had affinities to o ne another that inspired
reciprocal promotion.* In this endeavor they were aided by the diffusion of new
modes of p ublication such as universit y “little magazi nes” and mimeograph
machines. As Gunn recollects,

we promoted each other consistently. For example, the university newspaper Var-
sity featured a profile of a local celebrity each week, and it seems to me that we
all wrote ea ch other’s profiles, thus cr eating and perpetuating each other’s
celebrity.... Cambridge is a place of privilege, and things are usually made easier
for those who have been there. My first books were reviewed more kindly than
they deserved largely, I thi nk, because London expected good poets to em erge
from Oxford and Cambridge and here I was, somebody new with all the fashion-
able influences and coming from Cambridge [OP 165-67].

Although they lacked a tr ue leader, these poets found in F.R. Leavis an
important reference point; Leavis had a dominant influence on the critical and
literary debates of those years. It was especially his idea of the English “Great
Tradition,” only temporarily interrupted by the distinctly cosmopolitan move-
ment of Modernism, that influenced the new writers to curtail and “domesti-
cate” the literary and linguistic experiments of the avant-garde. Despite their
intrinsic diversity and individuality, the new poets have a common denomi-
nator in their choice of a clearly organized and comprehensible language, even
when the subject matter is the elusive one of sensations and emotions.

A VIRTUAL “MOVEMENT”

The absence of a leader (the role played by Auden for the 1930s poets and
by Dylan Thomas for the Apocalyptics) and of their own school seems incon-
gruous with the tendency of certain critics and some of the poets to group the
works of th e fifties under the label “the Movement,” which was n ot, in the
strictest sense, a movement, because it lacked a manifesto, or explicit aesthetic
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program, shared by all of th e poets.” Despite its canonization in literary his-
tory, the critical foundations of the Movement remain problematic today.
Although the publication of anthologies dedicated to the Movement seems to
confirm and legitimize its ex istence, it is d enied by some of the poets recog-
nized as belonging to the group.

The term “Movement” made its first appearance in an anonymous article
in the Spectator (1 October 1954), later attributed to the editor J.D. Scott, which
proclaimed in its title, “In the Movement,” the presence of a dominant trend
in English poetry in the post-World War II years. The term referred to emerg-
ing figures in the university milieu, later known as the “New University Wits.”*

William Van O’Connor introduces them thus:

most of them either are or have been university lecturers (two ar e university
librarians) and as a co nsequence have also b een called the “New University
Wits.”... University Wits seems the preferable term, since it does n ot carry the
connotation, as Movement does, of “band-wagon” or “mutual admiration soci-
ety.” But Movement is the term that has been more widely used.’

The Spectator article signaled, in a tone not lacking in irony or polemics,
profound changes in English postwar society along with new cultural attitudes
and tastes:

Genuflections towards Dr. Leavis and Professor Empson, admiration for people
whom the Thirties by-passed, Orwell above all (and, for another example, Mr.
Robert Graves) are indeed signs by which you might recognize the Movement. It
is bored by th e despair of the Forties, not much interested in suffering, and
extremely impatient of poetic sensibility, especially poetic sensibility about “the
writer and society.” So it’s goodbye to all those rather sad little discussions about
“how the writer ought to live,” and it’s goodbye to the Little Magazine and “exper-
imental writing.” The Movement, as well as being anti-phoney, is anti-wet; scep-
tical, robust, ironic, prepared to b e as co mfortable as p ossible in a w icked,
commercial, threatened world which doesn’t look, anyway, as if it’s going to be
changed much by a couple of handfuls of young English writers.?

The concluding words of the passage delineate an important cultural phenom-
enon connected to the inception of the welfare state, by which the writer and
the poet now assume the function of cultural wo rkers, making themselves
spokespersons of a professionalism negotiated from inside of, and sometimes
against, institutions. They renounce a priori the desire of the Thirties Poets to
intervene in society, as well as the Modernists’ alienation.’

The Spectator article maintained that in 1954, the Movement was still in
an embryonic stage, but affirmed its importance as “part of that tide which is
putting us through the Fifties and towards the Sixties.”" Only two poets, Thom
Gunn and Donald Davie, were named in the article, and Davie was the only
one to recognize the existence of the Movement, though minimizing its impor-
tance in a 1959 essay called “R emembering the Movement.” He insisted that
the Movement was the result of a pro cess of publicity, promotion, and com-
mercialization:"
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14 Introduction

All of us in the Movement had read the articles in Scrutiny about how the repu-
tations of A uden and Spender and Day Lew is were made by sk ilful promotion
and publicity and it was to facate Scrutiny readers that we pretended (and some-
times deceived ourselves as well as oth ers) that the Movement was n ot being
“sold” to the public in the same way: that John Wain on the BBC and later Bob
Conquest with his anthology New Lines weren’t just touching the pitch with which
we others wouldn’t be defiled. Again, I limit myself to my own case, I remember
nothing so distastefully as the maidenly shudders with which I wished to know
nothing of the machinery of publicity even as I liked publicity and profited from

it.2

The Spectator article was repeatedly reprimanded for having created a non-
existent Movement (the generic nature of its mme did not help), and there were
attacks on the new-generation writers, who were accused of having used it as
a propaganda instrument to publish their works and capture the public’s atten-
tion. As Ian Hamilton said,

in the weeks following the Spectator’s P.R. job, there were some sardonic rejoin-
ders from, as it wer e, the battle-front: Alan Brownjohn and Anthony Thwaite
(both at the time editing Oxford poetry magazines in which so me of th e sup-
posed Movementeers were often to be found) wrote deflating letters, with Thwaite
ironically acknowledging that the article had the importance of a white paper in
a field where previous remarks merely had the nature of, say, interdepartmental
memoranda.”

Such criticisms— which perhaps adumbrated petty professional jealousies—
did not stop the success of the Spectator article and the tarnishing effect it had
on the intellectual debates of the Fifties. They actually had some foundation,
if not otherwise than in the way in which they stressed the importance of the
media in the promotional campaign organized around the Movement. Already
in this period, poetry and literary texts were capturing public and critical atten-
tion, especially by the new means of communication; poetry revealed itself as
subject to the same market logic that governs the promotion of bestsellers.

While the activities of the Group were widespread in the Sixties, thanks to
the intervention and publicity of the BBC, the press played a fundamental role
in launching the Movement, unifying quite different poets in fairly arbitrary
ways.

Although the Spectator named only two poets of the new generation, the
names of other possible members of the Movement appeared in two antholo-
gies of 1955 and 1956. The first, Poets of th e Fifties, edited by D .J. Enright,
includes poetry by himself, Kingsley Amis, R obert Conquest, Donald Davie,
John Holloway, Elizabeth Jennings, Philip Larkin, and John Wain. The second,
New Lines, edited by Robert Conquest, added another name — Thom Gunn.

In 1956 the term Movement was used m ostly in reference to th ese new
poets, and the anthology New Lines (followed by New Lines II in 1963) became
its official text. The editor’s intention was simply to unite, in one volume, poets
who came on the English literary scene in the Fifties and who showed affinities
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of taste, aesthetic orientation, and language, without being bound to a well-
defined aesthetic program:

If one had briefly to distinguish this poetry of the Fifties from its predecessors, I
believe the most important general point would be that it submits to n o great
systems of theoretical constructs nor agglomerations of unconscious commands.
It is free from both mystical and logical compulsions and — like modern philos-
ophy — is empirical in its attitude to all that comes.... It will be seen at once that
these poets do not have as much in common as they would if they were a group
of doctrine-saddled writers forming a definite school complete with programme
and rules."

CRITICISM AND POETRY

D.J. Enright echoes Robert Conquest’s position of extraneousness to the
publicizing of the Movement, in the introduction to the anthology he edited:

This anthology should be considered as an interim report — not as the presenta-
tion of a “ movement” but as the presentation of selected p oems by i ndividual
writers, some of whom share common attitudes.”

Teaching in the Far East, and therefore far from the critical and theoreti-
cal debates erupting in England, Enright’s intention was to pr esent cer tain
emerging poets whose voices revealed alternatives to T.S. Eliot’s experimenta-
tion, on the one hand, and Dylan Thomas’s apocalyptic language, on the other,
poets “who neither flog the dead horse of ¢ Wastelanditis’ nor fly to its senti-
mental opposite in a vain attempt to achieve a new romanticism.”'® Enright’s
words present a rather similar image to th at found in the Spectator. Between
the two poles of Eliot and Thomas’s experimentation is a type of poetry char-
acterized by formal discipline and self-control, in a language that is clear and
immediately recognizable, free of the neologisms, verbal assembly, and multi-
linguistic virtuosity of both th e modernist avant-garde and Dylan Thomas’s
poetry.

Even if we accept the idea, as did most of the poets involved, that it was
the Spectator that created the Movement, given that in these years they did not
know each other personally nor elaborate a common artistic agenda, several
critics tend to em phasize the fact that their similar ba ckgrounds might have
contributed to the creation of affinities and occasional similarities which the
poets only later realized.”

Despite his distaste for being inserted into any group, and his proclaimed
differences from Philip Lar kin, Ted Hughes, and other Fifties poets, Thom
Gunn recognizes their shared attitude of refusing any masters or father figures,
a refusal that permits the new generation of poets to voice their own creativ-
ity without being overpowered by what Harold Bloom, in his seminal 1973 text,
called the “anxiety of influence™®:
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That is what my generation was doing: we were disregarding the leading figures.
It is not opposing, it is just not taking any notice, and that is what Larkin and I
had in common and Ted Hughes too, the three of us, though we were not writ-
ing at all similarly.”

In the Sixties, Gunn emphasized his sense of not belonging to the Movement:

I'm very sceptical about the existence of the Movement, which strikes me as a
very journalistic grouping together of certain poets who all amassed at the same
time, and who don’t really have that much in common. At the time when I was
associated with them in the minds of journalists, I had met only one of them, and
had read very, very little by any of them. I had not heard of some of them when
I first heard about the Movement, and I think this is pro bably true of some of
the others.?

Elizabeth Jennings is the only female voice in the Fifties anthologies. She
describes the literary climate of the Fifties and the Movement:

In 1956 and 1957 the words most commonly used about the current poetry were

“consolidation,” “clarity,” “intellectual honesty,” and “formal perfection.” Indeed

a number of poets (vaguely called the Movement), who were supposed by some
critics to exemplify these qualities, wer e hustled into a group often very much
against the will of the poets themselves.”

They may h ave common aims— but this is so mething very different from that
deliberate practice and promulgation of shared views which a true literary move-
ment implies.?

One cannot help but notice the difference between Jennings’ tone and the
detached positions of Thom Gunn and Philip Larkin, who accused the press of
having given life to a virtual group which was effectively nonexistent, created
only through publicity. Jennings’ words evince a cer tain irritation at having
been classified as part of a group to which she feels no sense of belonging. Hers
is also the minority voice —female — which sees itself manipulated by processes
of institutionalization and conformity.

Beyond the polemics regarding the existence of the Movement, there is the
problem of establishing the artistic value and importance of its poetic output.
The most in-depth study of the subject is th e monograph by Blake Morrison
called The Movement (1980). Although conscious of the arguments regarding
the Movement and of the refusal of the poets to recognize it, Morrison main-
tains, from the perspective gained by several decades, that the Movement was
not a “promotional” phenomenon, nor was it limited to the Fifties, but was an
important moment in English poetic history, with deep roots in the past and
with repercussions far beyond its own decade. Recognizing that it is not a true
movement limited to a precise historic period, the critic nevertheless delineates
common traits among the poets in Conquest and Enright’s anthologies. In par-
ticular, they are revisiting a native English tradition which, in containing qual-
ities of “rationalism, realism, and empiricism,” is rooted in Alexander Pope’s
“purity of diction” and eighteenth-century Realism:

This pdf file is intended for review purposes only.



Introduction 17

The identity of the Movement has, it seems, transcended both the group and the
decade, coming to stand for certain characteristics in English writings— ration-
alism, realism, empiricism — which continue to exert their influence today. It is
even possible to talk of a M ovement “ideology” — an identifiable “line” on sex,
religion, politics and other non-literary matters.?

To demonstrate his th esis, the author reconstructs the various phases of the
process of aggregation among the emerging poets, showing the importance of
their social class, their education, and their relations with the public. The Eng-
lishness of the Movement stems from definite sociocultural characteristics: a
background that produces certain commonalities of attitude and intention.

Particularly interesting is Blake Morrison’s description of a type of provin-
cialism which links the writers of the new generation to each other, and con-
nects them to the sociocultural transformations produced by the welfare state.
In Morrison’s view, these transformations contribute to a ph enomenon, the
re-Anglicization of English literature, which is quite dif ferent from the liter-
ary cosmopolitanism of the early decades of the 20th century.*

By the middle of the 1950s the image of the typical Movement writer as a provin-
cial, lower-middle-class, scholarship-winning, Oxbridge-educated university lec-
turer was firmly establish ed, though it was ap parent even then that there were
certain incompatibilities between this image a nd the kind of wo rk which the
Movement produced.... The identification of the Movement with a wider class-
struggle was one reason why the group established itself so quickly i n the years
1953-5: it gave them the advantage of seeming to represent a newly empowered
class, and it helped them to define themselves in opposition to the “haut-bour-
geois” 1930s generation.... The philistinism and little Englandism which alarmed

5.«

and angered many older readers also bear a relation to the Movement’s “provin-
cialism.””

Morrison frames the new poets in the dynamic of the class struggle typi-
cal of An glo-Saxon culture. Besides attention to th e quotidian rituals of the
middle class, they stress the importance, in their works, of belonging to a specific
place, a regional island inside of Great Britain (itself an island), which is increas-
ingly out of touch with the world, in part because of the fall of the empire and
the process of decolonization. It is no coincidence that, in speaking of Philip
Larkin, Morrison notes his “post-imperial tristesse.” Ties to their land of ori-
gin are particularly evident in certain poets. In Ted Hughes the spirit of place
in the moors of Yorkshire, those wild places of Bronté novels, become a “mind-
scape” dominated by primordial instincts. Philip Lar kin evokes th e urban
provincialism of a dark, grey town in northern England. However, attention
to the land of origin, the place of b elonging, indicated by pro vincial aspects
absent from the cosmopolitan cities of M odernism, does n ot necessarily sig-
nify provincialism. In Ted Hughes’s poetry, for example, the search for the pri-
mordial, for deep roots in Nature, invokes Celtic and Mediterranean myths that
form the substratum of ma ny cultures whose bo rders lie far o utside English
national territory.
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Even though the provincial attitude is more attenuated in a poet like Thom
Gunn (probably because of his m ove to th e United States), in his wo rk the
sense of place has an important role that manifests in strong references to the
environment, whether the most hidden aspects of the London metropolis (Pos-
itives), or the open, sun-filled places of the California coast (My Sad Captains,
Moly, Jack Straw’s Castle), and the streets of New York and San Francisco, puls-
ing with life a nd homeless people ( The Passages of ] oy, The Man with N ight
Sweats).

Closely connected to their profound respect for tradition, and their ten-
dency to recover traditional metrical forms and expressive clarity, is the Move-
ment poets’ intolerance of the Romantics’ lack of order and control, their
effusiveness and self-reference. These basic characteristics provided points of
agreement for the new poets of the Fifties, attracting sometimes ferocious crit-
icism from those who saw in them a phenomenon of regression (especially with
regard to Modernism) or who otherwise minimized their importance.

For example, A. Alvarez speaks condescendingly of them in the introduc-
tory essay to his anthology, The New Poetry, significantly titled “The New Poetry
or Beyond the Gentility Principle.” Advocate of M odernism and particularly
of its cosmopolitanism and openness to radical artistic experimentation, Alvarez
discerns a regressive and abstruse tendency in English poetry, caused by what
he finds one of the most restrictive and emasculating aspects of En glish cul-
ture: “The disease so often found in English culture: gentility.”*® According to
Alvarez, after the openness of Modernism there occurred a process of closure
that Thomas Hardy, as early as the 1920s, had foreseen in the future of English
poetry. Hardy wrote to Robert Graves (in response to American cultural influ-
ences), that “vers libre could come to nothing in England. All we can do is to
write on the old themes in the old styles, but try to do a little better than those
who went b efore us.” “Since about 1930,” writes Alvarez, “the machinery of
modern English poetry seems to h ave been controlled by a ser ies of negative
feed-backs designed to produce precisely the effect Hardy wanted.””

According to Alvarez the process of regression, identified in three distinct
stages (“feed-backs”), began in the late thirties, when “experimental verse was
out and traditional forms, in a chic contemporary guise, were back in.”?® The
reaction to Auden “took the form of anti-intellectualism.”?’ In the forties, which
constituted the “second negative feed-back,”*” especially among the followers
of Dylan Thomas, “all that mattered was that the verse should sound impres-
sive.”?! The third and final phase of this r egression was the emergence of the
Movement, whose exponents, even though he praises some of them, he judged
as a group of unpretentious dilettantes:

The third stage was yet another reaction: against wild, loose emotion. The name

of the reaction was the Movement, and its anthology was Robert Conquest’s New

Lines. Of the nine poets to appear in this, six, at the time, were university teach-

ers, two librarians, and one a Civil Servant. It was, in short, academic-adminis-
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trative verse, polite, knowledgeable, efficient, polished, and, in its quiet way even
intelligent. What it had to offer positively was more difficult to describe.*

Alvarez vehemently criticizes all of English poetry after Modernism. His
anthology, the success of which is ev idenced by its num erous republications
(almost one every year, from 1962 to 1982), includes, in accordance with his
declared cosmopolitanism, both British and American poets. The volume bears
a predominantly male imprint. The section of American poetry includes four
poets, two of who m are women — John Berryman and Robert Lowell (whom
he calls the best), Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath — but the much larger English
section leaves out female voices altogether. Among the various poets (Norman
MacCaig, D.J. Enright, Donald Davie, Philip Lar kin, Kingsley Amis, Dav id
Holbrook, Michael Hamburger, John Wain, Arthur Boyars, Christopher Mid-
dleton, Charles Tomlinson, Ian Crichton Smith, Thom Gunn, Peter Porter, Ted
Hughes, Jon Silkin, Geoftrey Hill, George Macbeth, Peter Redgrove, Ted Walker,
David Wevill, John Fuller, Ian Hamilton) not even one female, such as Eliza-
beth Jennings, finds a spot.> It is not clear why she (and others) were ignored,
while much space was given to fi gures like David Wevill, of Canadian origin,
and Ian Crichton Smith, a Scots poet who writes primarily in Gaelic.

Even more critical towards the new Fifties poets is Ian Hamilton. While
on the one hand insisting on the minimal value of M ovement poetry (calling
the Movement a momentary trend), on the other hand, he reluctantly admits
its importance, recognizing the magnitude of the influence it exerted:

Almost every young university poet had become a Movementeer; the Oxford and
Cambridge magazines, the Fantasy Press pamphlets, the column-ends of ma ny
of the weeklies, wer e brimming over with neatly tailored ironies, with feeble
new-Augustan posturings, and effortful Empsonian pastiche. The talentless had

been given a verse-recipe only slightly more difficult to follow than that handed
out by Tambimuttu fifteen years earlier.*

Also strongly disapproving was the judgment of an authoritative critic, Bernard
Bergonzi, although his wo rds suggest an intention to r edeem the Movement
from bitter, excessive criticism like Hamilton’s:

The Movement poets, however, were eminently rational in their approach to writ-
ing verse; their poems may not have been very passionate — as hostile critics were
quick to point out —but they did write in the syntax of ordinary discourse, and
their meanings were, for the most part, readily apparent.... The Movement did
not lead to any great poems. But it did produce in a short time a sizeable body
of extremely decent verse, amid much that was obsessively minor.*

In reality these judgments, appearing mostly in the early Sixties, overstress what
is controlled, educated, and comprehensible in the poetry of these years (i.e.,
the element identified by Alvarez as “gentility” and by Bergonzi as “decency”).
They fail to recognize the notable emotional intensity and thematic complex-
ity present in the major exponents of the style.
The position of recent criticism is quite different. As seen already in Blake
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Morrison’s monograph, recent criticism tends to wards a m ore objective and
deeper analysis, which tries to emphasize, beyond occasional similarities among
the exponents of the Movement, their intrinsic diversity and their “personal
timbre.” Florence Elon’s essay “The Movement Against Itself: British Poetry of
the 1950s” provides an example. Citing copiously from the anthologies that
promoted the Movement, Elon evidences the presence, in certain poets such
as Donald Davie and Philip Larkin, of an attraction to the irrational and the
imaginary, an almost wild yearning for escape from the quotidian which also
appears in Thom Gunn’s work, with a strong vein of instinct. This vein, in D.].
Enright, is a frank openness to the unconscious and to mystery. This irrational-
ist tendency among Movement poets finds expression in a style that is, how-
ever, controlled by traditional meter, rhyme, and a type of language justified
by the need to find a bala nce between form and content. Elon’s conclusion
emphasizes a new aspect that redeems these poets from the discredit heaped
upon them by sixties and seventies criticism:

What they have in common is not the assertion of the power of reason, wit, order
and civilization over chaos, destruction and instinctual life but rather an unflag-
ging interest in the question itself.... The poets differ: some have chosen one path,
some another; some write in the language of aesthetic controversy, some in sym-
bolic terms.... yet th e connection among them — the sense of a gro up of p oets
grappling with a subject of canmon concern —finally seems at least as significat
as their divergences.*

THE CANONIZATION OF THE MOVEMENT

Stephen Regan’s essay “The Movement,” written for the volume A Com-
panion to 20th Centur y Poetry (2001), carefully analyzes the Movement’s his-
tory and the various pro and con positions regarding its existence. Regan argues
that the Movement reflects the reaction of the young poets to the postwar cul-
tural climate and the “restrictive conditions of the Cold War,”*” and concludes
by insisting on the time-sensitive nature of the Movement’s poetry: “By 1962,
however, any sense of a coherent Movement project had largely dissolved and
the writers who were briefly identified with it had already gone their separate
ways.”?

In the chapter “In and Out of the Movement: The Generation of the 1950s
in England” (A History of Modern Poetry: Modernism and After), David Perkins
recognizes the importance of th e journalistic promotion of th e Movement,
which helped the new voices of English poetry to be heard, and limits the Move-
ment to the years just af ter World War II (“by the early 1960s the Movement
was under strong attack”).*

The 1950s were the heyday of the so-called Movement.... The effort to character-
ize the poetry of the Movement gave the poets involved a clearer sense of th eir
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own values and aims, the more so since many of them were also critics and pro-
vided the characterizations. For these reasons literary history cannot ignore the
Movement. But as with many other such events in the arts, the grouping was half
accidental.*’

After describing certain essential traits of F ifties poetry — those commonly
attributed to the Movement — Perkins analyzes some of its poets, including Roy
Fuller, C.H. Sisson, R.S. Thomas, and “Larkin and his contemporaries,” show-
ing their diversity and individuality of style. In the next chapter, “English Poetry
in the 1960s and 1970s,” Perkins introduces the work of fo ur poets, Charles
Tomlinson, Ted Hughes, Geoffrey Hill, and Thom Gunn, presenting it as a

break from the tone of the Fifties, and even as approaching the Modernist exper-
imentation of European and American poetry:

Their work is formed in tension between the strong, persisting appeal of native
English styles, on the one hand, and on the other hand, the Modernist and Post-
modernist styles of the United States and of Europe. The interaction of opposed
values shows itself not only in particular volumes and poems but in a poet’s rever-
sals of directions over the years."

Emphasis of differences rather than similarities also characterizes the work
of Neil Corcoran, author of English Poetry Since 1940 (1993) in the Longman
Literature in English Series. Corcoran subdivides the poetic voices of the Fifties
into three distinct groups, starting with Philip Larkin (in a section appropri-
ately called “A Movement Pursued”), whom he describes as “undoubtedly the
most Movement of Movement poets in the sense that in him the true spirit of
postwar English dispiritedness quickly reached, and subsequently maintained,
its most quintessential form.”** The second group includes Donald Davie,
Charles Tomlinson and Thom Gunn, and is significantly titled “Movements,”
a term in line with the critical tendency to emphasize the variety instead of uni-
formity of literary and artistic movements.** The third and last chapter of the
section on the Fifties is dedicated to voices such as Ted Hughes’ and Geoffrey
Hill’s and is called “Negotiations.”

Corcoran’s choices are matched in Italian studies of English literature. The
section dedicated to poetry of the second half of the twentieth century in Sto-
ria della Letteratura inglese (History of En glish Literature) edited by P aolo
Bertinetti (2000) begins with a paragraph on Larkin and the Movement, fol-
lowed by oth ers dedicated to si ngle poets. In the chapter “La p oesia del
dopoguerra” (Poetry after the War) in Storia della civilta letteraria inglese (His-
tory of English Literary Civilization), edited by Franco Marenco (1996), Renzo
S. Crivelli dedicates a paragraph to the Movement, in which he focuses on the
critical debate related to it (“the war of th e anthologies” which characterizes
nearly a decade), before moving on to the analysis of single poets.
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THOM GUNN AND THE MOVEMENT

As mentioned in the previous paragraphs, most of the poets in Conquest’s
anthology showed a more or less pronounced resistance to being included in
the Movement. This is also tr ue for Thom Gunn; beyond simply denying his
involvement, Gunn refused on several occasions to acknowledge its existence.
In many interviews the poet stated his co mplete separation from that “jour-
nalistic promotion” which in his eyes h ad only the effect (partly positive) of
publicizing new talents. For him, the term Movement had the value of an epoch
marker:

When [ started publishing I found myself identified with some people who even-
tually became classed as the Movement. However, my contention is that the Move-
ment didn’t really exist: what we had in common was a period style. ’'m pretty
sure I'm right because people not included in the Movement wrote in the same
style [SL 219].

About six months ago, somebody introduced me before a reading, saying that I
had been a m ember of the Movement. Well, it wasn’t anything that one was a
member of. I never met Philip Larkin, and I'd met very few of the others by the
time the Movement is supposed to have started. People love to classify: a group
of new poets came up all at once, so all of us— except Ted Hughes, who turned
up a little bit later — were classed as a m ovement. But I'm glad to see that most
people who mention me as associated with the Movement say that 'm rather dif-
ferent from the rest of them.*

The fact that his poetry — even from the Fifties— is distinguishable in both
tone and subject from that of the other poets included in Conquest’s anthol-
ogy is recognized by most critics, including Italians.** For example, in his intro-
ductory essay to the first Italian edition of a selection of poetry by Gunn (I miei
tristi capitani e altre poesie, 1968), entitled “Thom Gunn e il Nuovo Movimento”
(Thom Gunn and the New Movement), Agostino Lombardo says:

although sharing, and clearly demonstrating, the mood of the New Movement ...
he moves ... on more open and risky (but for that reason more fertile) ground,
than most of his contemporaries.*®

Also Giorgio Melchiori (“Il Nuovo Movimento e i giovani arrabbiati” [The
New Movement and The Angry Young Men]), describing the Fifties antholo-
gies and the grouping of the new young poets, stresses Gunn’s marked differ-
ences from them:

Alongside them [Kingsley Amis, Robert Conquest, Donald Davie, D.J. Enright,
John Holloway, Elizabeth Jennings, Philip Larkin, John Wain] it was customary
to name another younger ... and more famous poet, Thom Gunn; but a wide-
spread impression holds that his i nclusion among these is so mewhat arbitrary;
the new movement derived, in a certain sense, from him.*’

Alberto Arbasino confirms this opinion of Gunn’s difference from other

Movement poets. The title of his article, “Thom in Frisco,” accentuates Gunn’s
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cosmopolitanism and choice to settle in the American environment (note the
use of the colloquial “Frisco” for San Francisco). In Arbasino’s view, “inside
the dutiful gloom of the Movement in the postwar anthologies, its moans, its
howls, its deaths,” Gunn distinguishes himself as “leader ... of the most intense
and seductive poetry in the current production of English literary creation.”®

In the Sixties, especially after the publication of Selected Poems by Thom
Gunn and Ted Hughes (1962), Gunn is often associated with Ted Hughes, who
occupies a decidedly anomalous position in the Movement. His poems are not
found in Conquest’s New Lines or Enright’s Poets of the Fifties, but appear in
the anthology edited by A. Alvarez, The New Poetry (where an extremely neg-
ative judgment of the Movement is given) and the book edited by Philip Hobs-
baum (A Group Anthology, 1963). Hobsbaum forms a new association of poets
(among them Hughes, Martin Bell, Alan Brownjohn, Julian and Catherine
Cooper, Edward Lucie-Smith, George MacBeth, Peter Porter, and Peter Red-
grove), revolving around the literary workshops he founded in the late Fifties,
whose principal common denominator was their openness to the problem of
violence.

Among Gunn’s poems in Conquest’s anthology, New Lines (“Lerici,” “On
the Move,” “Human Condition,” “Merlin in the Cave: He Speculates Without
a Book,” “Autumn Chapter in a Novel,” “A Plan of Self-Subjection,” “Puss in
the Boots to th e Giant,” “Inherited Estate”) only one, “Lerici”— though not
very English in attitude —is chosen from Gunn’s first collection. The others
come from the second, The Sense of Movement (1957), completed and published
after his move to the United States. As we will see in a later chapter, The Sense
of Movement, despite being English in feeling and form, begins to reveal, espe-
cially in the subject matter, the influence of his new American world. It is not
surprising, therefore, that most critics considered his p oems “eccentric” in
respect to the other poets in the anthology.

Gunn’s association with the Movement, besides being arbitrary in his view,
is of very short duration because of his gradual estrangement from the English
literary scene and his insertion into the American one. His encounter with this
new world, the teachings of American poet/critic Yvor Winters, his exposure
to a tradition completely different from that which h e inherited in England,
were all destined to play fundamental roles in his artistic evolution and leave
an indelible imprint on his style. As he matured, Gunn was more disposed to
respond to diverse i nfluences and stimuli, and to express them in verses that
were increasingly varied in theme and form.

Choosing to live o verseas and leaving the European scene (“I am so far
away from it —and I am cer tainly not part of the European scene”)* also
changed his attitude to the English poetry of his contemporaries, the poets with
whom he had been associated in the years of the Movement’s promotion. In an
interview with Jan Hamilton, Gunn insisted on the greater richness of Amer-
ican poetry, than English poetry, whose range, excepting some talents like Don-
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ald Davie, Ted Hughes, and Philip Larkin, seemed rather discouraging.’® Gunn’s
position on Larkin is interesting: “a wonderful poet, but a bad influence” on
the English poetry of future generations (“there is no daring left in the people
who learned from Larkin”)>":

He [Larkin] made people less romantic, less ready to dare, more timid. He writes
so delightfully of the suburban, and of failure, and things like that, that they feel
that’s enough.*

Even in Larkin’s poems from the 1950s, some of which ar e included in
Conquest’s anthology, Gunn admires the “least Lar kinesque” aspects, those
essentially outside of th e major traits of th e Movement (self-control, formal
discipline, provincialism, etc.), of which Larkin is commonly considered one
of the major exponents:

Philip Larkin was an extraordinary revelation when I first read him in 1954.... there
was a poem I really admired tremendously, called “Wedding Wind.” It’s a very
Lawrentian poem, not a Larkinesque Larkin poem, and it’s very good, too. The
poems I like b est by Lar kin are those th at are least like Lar kin ... a bit like
Lawrence, perhaps, rather than what one thinks of as Larkin — Larkin the irrita-
ble, Larkin the suburban. He’s dealing much more with passions and the unironic
in such poems, and I think he did it splendidly.*

This passage confirms Gunn’s sense of being outside of the Movement (what-
ever that term might m ean). Following his move to America, his timbre and
style are open to new stimuli and experimentation. He liked to call himself “an
Anglo-American poet.”

In the final analysis, connecting Gunn to the Movement is legitimate, since
the Movement was th e point of d eparture for his ar tistic journey. He shared
tastes, sensibility, and language — whether or not deliberately — with other
English poets who ap peared on the literary scene at th e same time. He also
shared a similar cultural climate, one that influenced his early work, in which
we detect formal choices that are quite typical of English poetry in the Fifties.
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CHAPTER 1

“I'm an Anglo-American poet”:
Profile of Thom Gunn

PREMISE

In the last decades of the twentieth century there emerges, in the Anglo-
American arena, a sudden development of the biographical genre, and espe-
cially biographies of artists written with the intention of popularizing them —in
which the subject becomes the hero of a more or less hagiographic story — and
other times, with appropriately critical intentions.! Biographies of living artists
are less frequent because of their inevitable incompleteness, the fact that the
human and artistic trajectory of their protagonist has not been completed, ren-
dering a full picture impossible. The pitfalls and limitations of biography are
clearly pinpointed by Thom Gunn in his essay “My Life up to Now”:

The danger of biography, and equally of auto biography, is th at it can muddy
poetry by confusing it with its source. James’s word for the source of a work, its
“germ,” is wonderfully suggestive because the source bears the same relation to
the finished work as the seed does to the tree — nothing is the same, all has devel-

oped, the historical truth of the germ is superseded by the derived but completely
different artistic truth of the fiction [OP 187].

Acknowledging this invitation to look in the life of the author for nothing more
than the germ of his work, we will attempt to trace it in this poet, seeking only
those experiences most essential to his ar tistic development. Other than the
above-cited autobiographical essay, the primary source is i nterviews, among
which is the one granted to James Campbell, and published in the series Between
the Lines in 2000.

ARTISTIC DEVELOPMENT

Thomson William Gunn was born August 29, 1929, at Gravesend, a small
city in Kent, to journalist Herbert Smith Gunn and Ann Charlotte Thomson.

25
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26 The Poetry of Thom Gunn

His mother committed suicide when the poet was fo urteen, causing a trau-
matic experience that he evoked in his poem, “The Gas Poker,” published in
Boss Cupid.’ Both parents were of Scottish origin. Unlike his mother, to whom
the poet was d eeply attached, his father was immersed in his own work, and
never established any intimacy with his son. The situation got worse after the
parents’ divorce, when Gunn was nine years old:

He [my father] and my mother were divorced when I was eight o r nine, and I
never found myself close to him. Neither of us ever invited each other into any
intimacy: from my mid-teens o nward we wer e jealous and suspicious of ea ch
other, content merely to do our duty and no more [OP 169].

Unlike the father, who was d etached and distant, the mother figure and
her family (Baptists “on the way to b ecoming Methodists..., pacifists, Keir
Hardie socialists, and anti-royalists” OP 170) had a daydream aura that fasci-
nated Gunn from an early age: “I was close to my m other and, while I never
heard much about my father’s family, the history of my mother’s formed a kind
of basic my thology for me” (OP 169).* Despite his m other’s religious back-
ground, Gunn did not grow up in a churchy climate; instead, to cite his own
words, “my brother and I were brought up in no religion at all” (OP 170). He
never professed any faith and always considered himself an “atheist humanist.”

When Gunn was eight, his family m oved permanently to Hampstead,
where he spent a typically middle-class, peaceful childhood, finding plenty of
inspiration for poetry in his home. Books were always an important part of his
life, due to his mother’s influence:

And the house was full of bo oks. When she was pregnant with me she read the
whole of Gibbon’s History. From her I got the complete implicit idea, from as far
back as I can remember, of books as not just a commentary on life but part of its
continuing activity [OP 170].

His artistic nature showed early; at a young age he wrote novels, plays and
poetry, all of which h e promptly destroyed. His first ser ious literary effort,
encouraged by his m other, was a novel called The Flirt, written when he was
twelve years old; it is about a colonel who resembled his father. In this period,
and for the duration of his a dolescence, the most important influences were
not novelists, however, but poets: “In my teens I b ecame concerned with
grandiloquence, under the influence first of Marlowe and Keats, then of Mil-
ton, then of Victorians like Tennyson and Meredith” (OP 172). Meredith was
the only one of these who also wrote fiction, but Gunn appreciated his poetry
more than his prose, finding it richer in that “grandiloquence” he sought in his
reading of the period.

After attending University College School of London for ten years, Gunn
served in the military for two years, a highly influential experience because, as
he said, it gave him greater contact with life and developed his interest in the

“soldier type” found in some of his poetry:
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My imagination retreated too easily into the world before my mother’s death, a
world that in practice excluded most of the 20th century. I r ead an enormous
number of 19th century novels in my teens. It was the present that I couldn’t deal
with in my imagination or in fact. The army, surprisingly, had been of some help,
by forcing me into what were for me extreme situations with which it was n ec-
essary to cope for the sake of survival. But by twenty-one I was strangely imma-
ture, a good deal more so than any of my friends [OP 173].¢

The soldiers in the first collections (from Fighting Terms to My Sad Cap-
tains) are characterized by their passivity in the face of violence, and obtuse
insensitivity to p ain. Paradoxically, this passivity and insensitivity become a
form of i nnocence, as in the poem called “Innocence” (My Sad Captains) in
which the German soldier “Could watch the fat burn with a violet flame / And
feel disgusted only at the smell” (CP 100, Il. 21-22). The years of military serv-
ice, evoked in “Clean Clothes: A Soldier’s Song,”” put him in touch with some
of the harder facts of life, hitherto unknown by him. He also remembers the
discomfort, tedium, and depression of these years:

I don’t think of it [N ational Service] as a h appy experience. I think of itasa n
experience of prolonged boredom. But I did find o ut something about my lim-
its. T was a sp oilt middle-class boy, and it was go od for me in basic training to
have to slee p between blankets. It was also go od for me to have to accept that
ignorant people were in power over me and to have to deal with that as intelli-
gently as I could. I learned a lot of negative things that it was about time I learned.

I don’t regret anything that’s happened to me, and I don’t regret National Ser-
vice, but it did contain a lot of wasted time, boredom, drudgery.®

Although it brought him into contact with what the poet called “extreme
situations,” military service also provided, thanks to many hours of enforced
idleness, occasion to read Proust’s Recherche, which made him wish to imitate
the French novelist and go to P aris. Once there, he quickly aba ndoned this
project, realizing that “he was losing himself in a mass of psychological insights
and complicated syntax.”® This sentence is interesting because it shows Gunn’s
first clear perception of himself. During adolescence and early adulthood, Gunn
oscillated between opposite tem ptations: one, towards literature that was
boundless, various and complex (like Recherche) and the other, towards that
which was short and concise; and also, between abundance and measure, elo-
quence and reserve.

Baudelaire’s poetry exerted a heavy influence:

Baudelaire has always been a tremendous influence on me. I’ve always loved his
poetry. I was attracted first of all by his sire to be shocking, which doesn't inter-

est me at all now. What I have come to love are the later poems, like “Le Cygne”
or [“Les Sept Vieillards”].... They are wonderful, so complicatedly put together.

Gunn’s artistic development passed through many phases before he rec-
ognized himself as a poet:
In my teens I wanted to be a novelist. I read so many Victorian novels that later

when I did my undergraduate work I didn’t need to read any more to answer the
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novel questions on the exams. I wanted to be a novelist very much in the Victo-
rian sense [SL 222].

Other than his failed attem pt to imitate Proust, Gunn’s choice of poetry
also arose from his awareness of the difficulty of writing dialogue: “When I was
about 20, ... I fo und out that I wasn’t cut out to be a novelist. I just couldn’t
write dialogue.”" However, an aspiration to diversification continued when he
had chosen poetry, as he wanted at all costs to avoid specialization and to write
all kinds of poetry:

After a while, you find you’re better at one form than at others, or you like one
form better than others, and so you tend to, after you've been writing poetry for
ten years or so, yo ur thoughts, your ideas come to you very much in terms of
poems.... at some stage or other I realized I wanted to be in at least one respect
like an Elizabethan like Ben Jonson, and I— Ben Jonson and pretty well all of his
contemporaries thought that one should be able to wr ite in every possible dif-
ferent style — songs for plays here, plays of different sorts there, maybe philosoph-
ical poems, epistles so there wasn’t the same kind of specialization of style that
we consider appropriate nowadays— and I wanted to be a various poet."

He realized these aspirations primarily through mediating between different
poetic traditions (English and American), between meter and free verse, and
between past and present.

The apprenticeship that served to clarify his idea of himself as a poet took
place at Trinity College, Cambridge (1950-53), where he studied literature and
wrote poetry. He describes these years as “an escape from the drudgery of the
army into the bright and tranquil life of the mind” (OP 157), a serene Parnas-
sus where he discovered Chaucer and Donne’s poetry. At the end of his first
year of study, Gunn published a poem in the university magazine Cambridge
Today, which featured mostly young undergraduate writers. During this phase
of immersion in the world of culture he followed an equally fer tile path into
nature, making an intoxicating discovery. His summer vacation in the French
countryside gave him a profaund sense of physical and spiritual freedom, along
with a spontaneous creative impulse that resulted in several poems which com-
bined the strong influence of Shakespeare, Donne, Yeats, and Auden with the
beginnings of a personal style.

In Gunn’s Cambridge years, F.R. Leavis played an important role in his
aesthetic development. Gunn absorbed more than Leavis’s ideas; from the older
man he acquired a taste for precise expression, self-control, formal discipline,
objectivity, and essentialism. As he says,

I went to the lectures of F.R. Leavis, then in his prime, whose emphasis on the
“realized” in imagery and on the way in which verse m ovement is an essential
part of the poet’s exploration were all-important for me [OP 175].

I only met F.R. Leavis once, at a party, but I was very influenced by him. The
interesting thing about Leavis is th at he’s considered such an orthodoxy now,
whereas he was considered a bad boy at that time, and was not liked by the lit-
erary journalists I had mostly read up to then. He was not, probably, a very like-
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able person, but he had a very interesting view of literature, seeing it as a part of
life.”®

The effects of his tea chings (related to id eas circulated thirty years earlier by
Hulme and Pound and, later, T.S. Eliot) showed up i n Gunn’s first volum e,
Fighting Terms, published by Fantasy Press of Oxford in 1954. In later editions
(New York: Hawk’s Well Press, 1958; London: Faber & Faber, 1962), the poet
cut and revised his p oetry in ways he later criticized, convinced that he had
taken away the book’s personal stamp:

And I revised the whole of my first bo ok, Fighting Terms, when it came out in

the U.S. in 1958. Then Faber reissued it in 1962, and I de-revised it! I kept trying

to tidy up something better left alone. All I seemed to do was remove what was
maybe the book’s only charm, a certain rhetorical awkwardness."

What Gunn defined as “a theory of pose” was taking shape in his poetry.

It was i nfluenced by Yeats’s theory of the mask, by the dramatic p ersonae of
Donne and Shakespeare, and by the behavior of the heroes in Stendhal’s fiction.
The theory of pose was this: everyone plays a part, whether he knows it or not,

so he might as well d eliberately design a part, or a ser ies of parts, for himself.

Only a psychopath or a very good actor is in danger of becoming his part. One

who is neither psychopath nor actor is left in an interesting place somewhere in

between the star ting point — the bare undefined and undirected self, if it ever
existed — and the chosen part [OP 162].

The assumption of a pose, the delineation of a persona in which to objec-
tify the self, and especially the oscillation between the poles of one’s own per-
sonality and an assumed one, constitute some of the fundamental themes of
Gunn’s poetic reflection. Even in the poems of his last volune, Boss Cupid, ded-
icated to serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer, who ate his victims, the protagonist is a
hero whose mask and behavior are the products of particular social pressures
that make him hunger and lust for people he meets and loves. He hungers for
possessions and affections previously denied. Gunn’s says that the use of th e
mask and the pose in reference to the figure of the serial killer is related to one
of the most famous villains in Shakespeare — Macbeth — revealing, once again,
the profound sense of tradition with which Gunn continues to converse, in the
style of TS. Eliot (see Eliot’s essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” 1919)":

When I wrote th ese poems, I thought T was just doi ng the sort of thing Shake-

speare did with Macbeth, another serial murderer. I've been surprised by the way
people have been so shocked by them.!®

Gunn links Jeffrey Dahmer to other past heroes who were victims of a cr uel
fate and a tortured and twisted personality. In the poem, “A Wood Near Athens”
(Boss Cupid), Dahmer appears alongside history’s literary heroes: “But who did
get it right? Ruth and Naomi, / Tearaway Romeo and Juliet, / Alyosha, Cather-
ine Earnshaw, Jeffrey Dahmer? / They struggled through the thickets as th ey
could” (BC 106, 11. 33-36).

The Cambridge years were essential to Gunn’s maturation, thanks to meet-
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ing intellectuals like Tony White, who he called “my best reader and most help-
ful critic” (OP 174). White introduced Gunn to the works of Jean-Paul Sartre
and Albert Camus, who were outside the academic curricula. He also met John
Coleman, Mike Kitay (destined to become his life’s companion), and Karl Miller
(then director of the London Review of Books). Miller was particularly impor-
tant for helping Gunn to understand, through advice and criticism, the nature
of his own poetic 