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A CRUMPLED SWAN


INTRODUCTION

Most of the essays in this book are prompted by one short poem by Abigail Parry, which we’ll be reading and re-reading together, line by line and sometimes word by word, under a magnifying lens. This approach will prompt some more general reflections on what poetry is, and what it does, and how it works, and what it’s for. I hope this is your idea of fun. It is mine.

Not all of these essays are about this one poem. Some of them digress into aspects of poetry in general that I hope will be of interest to you. Two of the essays are about me because, just as Abigail Parry’s poem is, in part, about trauma and the aftermath of trauma, this book is my attempt to confront and understand the circumstances that made me into the kind of person who feels a need to write this kind of book. Writing this collection of essays involved a close reading of myself, which required a lot of critical introspection. This wasn’t easy.

An admission. Although I know a lot about poetry, I don’t know what I like. What I mean by this is that although I read a great deal of poetry, and think about it a lot, and while poetry is at the heart of my cultural life and informs a lot of my thinking and feeling and behaviour, despite all of this I have never yet managed to settle on much poetry that meets all of my needs and expectations as a reader. That’s mainly because I’m both picky and fickle, my needs and expectations changing from one day to the next. But it’s also because the pleasures and consolations I seek (and sometimes find) in poetry are fugitive, elusive, transient. I don’t want to try your patience by banging on about the effect this particular poem has on me (although I’ll be doing quite a bit of that), but I will be sharing a lot of personal opinions based on a lifetime of reading and reflection, opinions which are entirely valid but have no authority whatsoever. I don’t expect you to agree with much of what I say, and I expect that our tastes are more likely to differ than coincide. Which is perfectly fine because, in a phrase sometimes attributed to Ezra Pound, ‘when two people agree, one of them is unnecessary.’

When I said just now that I don’t know what poetry I like, I should add that there are very many poems, or fragments of poems, that I like very much. As an entirely random and admittedly whimsical example, take these three lines from Alice Oswald’s poem ‘Owl Village’ which appeared in her first collection The Thing in the Gap-Stone Stile (1996):

At eight o’clock, I opened the window to the woods

and an owl about the size of a vicar

tumbled across in a boned gown

Nobody reading this will ever again see owls in quite the same light, or vicars. The ‘boned gown’ is beautifully suggestive, harking back to the 19th century, while ‘tumbled’ catches perfectly the unexpectedness of the moment. I recall my delight on first reading these lines, and I think of them whenever I see a vicar, or an owl, and at other times as well.

Or take these four words which appear in a single line by the poet laureate, Simon Armitage:

snow, like water asleep1

What could be simpler than that? Yet to find a fresh take on snow after hundreds of years of poets writing about the stuff—that’s a wonderful achievement, and it’s a keeper.

I’d been thinking for years that I might one day write a book about poetry, or even about a particular poet, but could never settle on a way to go about it. I felt a huge thrill of relief and recognition when I first read ‘In the dream of the cold restaurant’ because it immediately prompted a succession of decisions that led directly to the book you are now reading. I understood very little of the poem at first, but the deeper I dug the more I discovered; the more I read the more I found to admire. I’d like to share some of those discoveries with you.

So before we go any further let’s read the poem.

_______________

1From ‘Snow’ in Magnetic Fields: The Marston Poems by Simon Armitage (Faber and Faber, 2016)


In the dream of the cold restaurant


the man with the buttonhole and broad lapels

is folding and refolding a white napkin.

Look, say his hands, at intervals. A swan.

A dancing girl. An intricate scale model

of the Maugham Library on Chancery Lane.

The man adjusts his buttonhole and coughs

as each one fails, precisely, to entertain.

A waitress intervenes, bringing two plates—

fluted, plain, translucent. And quite empty.

Such is the gaunt extravagance of dreams.

That waitress, though. All elbows, wrists

and hips. A strip of exposed skin reveals a scar

on the nub of bone that finishes the spine.

No—not a scar. A burn. A full-blown wet rosette,

just like the one you earned at seventeen

from a fuck on a nylon carpet—a carpet

not unlike this carpet here, lalling its beige

hoops and braids around the table’s feet.

Meanwhile, on the mezzanine,

someone lifts a book and reads the line

he left his knee exposed, and dreamed

of travelling on a mail coach by night.

Well quite. When you offer up your plate

it turns, beneath your hands, to a crumpled swan.

The man, of course, has gone.

Such is the glib economy of dreams.

So find a way to bear it, if you can –

the man who folds and folds and cannot please,

the cheap carpet, telling its idiot riddle,

the girl who has not learned to move between

compassion and contempt. But then,

other people’s dreams are very dull,

as the waitress knows with all the brutal

certainty of being seventeen. And she’s gone too.

She’ll pull this city to the ground before

she’ll take your plate, let alone your pity.




1. ON FIRST READING ‘IN THE DREAM OF THE COLD RESTAURANT’

You’ve now read the poem, I hope, and perhaps you’ve read it more than once. But did you read it out loud? Probably not, so before we go any further you might—and I stress might—like to go back and read the poem again, this time aloud to yourself.2

It will take you less than two minutes to do so, the poem consisting of six stanzas, each of six lines—36 lines in all—made up of just 276 words, or 283 including the title. You don’t have to declaim it; simply say the words quietly to yourself. By this I don’t mean the process known as ‘subvocalisation,’ which is the silent internal speech we all make when reading, mentally creating the sounds of the words in the text. (And if this snags your interest do look up the ‘phonological loop’ to see how subvocalisation fits in with patterns of learning and memory.)

If you didn’t read the poem out loud, and if you still haven’t for what-ever reason, that’s absolutely fine. But you might ask yourself why you feel a reluctance to do so. Perhaps (like me) you feel uncomfortably self-conscious about reading poetry aloud, wherever you are, whether alone or not, because it seems a bit . . . well, pretentious? It’s not like singing, or humming to yourself, or whistling, all of which suggest a contented state of mind and which are unlikely to attract the attention and mockery of others. But there does seem to be something slightly precious about saying poetry out loud, something self-consciously eccentric and show-offy. Be that as it may, there will be further opportunities later in the book to read this poem, and others, and to do so aloud. Just so you know.

A poem which has an immediate impact may not always turn out to deserve and repay closer attention. Dazzle isn’t necessarily durable, and by ‘dazzle’ I don’t just mean flashy style and content, but something harder to pin down—let’s call it a cultural presence. What flares brightly may fade quickly, as time passes. As it happens, reading ‘In the dream of the cold restaurant’ for the first time made a very strong impression on me, but I didn’t look at it again for several weeks. It percolated quietly, however, and I realised that the initial dazzle had a profound depth. My second reading was the start of an increasing immersion and understanding, although I hadn’t yet realised that I would spend a year or more writing a book about it.

I’m not sure who originally said that poetry is an act of communication that’s only completed upon reception. This seems reasonable enough, but the more I think about it the less I agree. I do not feel that my own personal reading of a poem in any way completes it because, for one thing, such a view implies that my reading is in some way definitive, and final, a point of closure. But I don’t read definitively—any good poem demands repeat readings and re-understandings. If anything it’s the poem that completes me, or at least adds to all the other stuff that makes me up. And I tend not to look for any final meaning because a poem is much more than a code to be cracked or a puzzle to be solved and discarded. As that supreme genius of cinema Andrei Tarkovsky said: ‘If you look for a meaning, you’ll miss everything that happens.’ So for now let’s simply ignore what this poem is about. Plenty of time for that later. First, some more about me.

_______________

2If you’re reading this book in public, on a bus or train for example, you can do so in a low murmur so as not to disturb your fellow passengers, who will probably assume you’re praying, or having a crisis, which may make them uncomfortable.


2. ON POETRY AND APOSTASY

Poetry occupies a part of my mind which would otherwise be home to other memories, not all of them good ones. Poetry offers me a sense of myself that extends beyond the life I have led and gives me a better purchase on a world from which I should otherwise feel detached, or excluded.

I’ve written elsewhere about my upbringing from the age of eight as a reluctant member of the Watchtower, Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, better known as the Jehovah’s Witnesses.3 I’d like to share some further thoughts and memories about this aspect of my life because literature in general, and poetry in particular, were my salvation and my downfall. This essay attempts to explain why, and what it is that has made me the way I am.

Jehovah’s Witnesses are among the most theologically and culturally exclusive of all evangelical groups, and the Organisation (as it’s known to members) is what’s known as a ‘high cost’ religion, which means there are very demanding levels of compulsory participation and multiple restrictions on personal behaviour. It’s a global cult with an incredibly uniform ideology, following the edicts of powerful, unaccountable mediocre men in America who run an organisation that is highly centralised, rigidly patriarchal and oppressively controlling. These powerful, unaccountable mediocre men are in charge of a huge publishing corporation with a billion dollar property portfolio.

Jehovah’s Witnesses are opposed to Higher Education which, they are instructed to believe, exposes the young to all the evils of the world. When I was growing up I was taught, and therefore had no choice but to believe, that my adult life would involve nothing beyond a full-time commitment to preaching the gospel, knocking on every door in our seaside town, selling Society publications. I would be expected to support myself in this unpaid work by taking on a humble job, probably as a window-cleaner. The world as we knew it would come to an abrupt and violent end in 1975— another imposed and unchallengeable conviction—so there was clearly no point in going to college, or doing anything at all to prepare for life in the real world (or what the Witnesses call ‘this system of things’). I would not reach the age of eighteen in this system of things, and was expected to do everything I could to avoid my own personal and permanent destruction at Armageddon. I was terrified, and bored, all the time.

The state of mind of an average Jehovah’s Witness is perfectly balanced, like that of Sancho Panza as observed with wonder and dismay by his master Don Quixote: ‘He doubts everything, and he believes everything.’ The typical Witness doubts everything that is true about the world in general, while at the same time believing whatever they are told to believe by the men in America who run the whole show. Hamstrung between an enabling scepticism and disabling credulousness, Witnesses live without any sense of mental agency or autonomy—they do as they’re told.

The long-term effects of growing up in a very austere and controlling environment are predictable, and horrible, and not especially interesting. That is to say, they matter to me but I can see no reason why they should matter much to anyone else. I’ll get around to all this later in this book.

I was back then burdened by, overwhelmed by, what psychologists call ‘extrinsic non-autonomous goals’ which were imposed by the cult and unrelated to my own character, identity, skills or interests. I had no prospect of personal fulfilment or any sense of what form that fulfilment might take. Like any child trapped in such a situation I became increasingly resentful and had somehow to generate my own feelings of self-worth (or ‘introjected regulation’ if you want the fancy term for it). The tension between external control and introjected regulation does not lead to any kind of stability, or happiness.

At the time of writing I am either 63 or 54 years old. That uncertainty is not an attention-grabbing paradox—it’s because Jehovah’s Witness don’t mark birthdays, or celebrate Christmas, or Easter, or anything else that involves getting presents and eating fancy food and having fun with friends and family in a convivial domestic setting. So for nine years I had no birthday parties and soon lost count. My eighth birthday never happened and I wouldn’t have another until I was 17, by which time I had left home. I aged in the natural way, of course, and the date of my birth passed annually, but I didn’t get older in any of the verifiable, memorable cultural ways that most people do. My birthday was never something to look forward to, or to enjoy, or to look back on. No photographs were taken; there were no presents to treasure in later life. Nothing connects me to those years. I still have strong feelings about this.

Also—and this may strike you as a completely trivial matter—I don’t know how old my parents are. They’re both still alive at the time of writing, both elderly and very frail, and both still fervent Jehovah’s Witnesses. I don’t know how old they are because I don’t know when their birthdays are. I haven’t seen them for years. We don’t talk.

Birthdays though. You might be surprised to know what an enormous difference the absence of such watersheds makes in your life. It breaks a link between time and memory, and removes a particular relationship between a child and their parents, and especially between a child and their mother. I don’t remember all the birthdays I never had, of course, because they never took place, and of all the things that sadden and anger me about what happened to my parents and to our family, this is the one that saddens and angers me the most. It’s had a very strange impact on my feelings about time and (for reasons I’ll be looking at later) about poetry.4

In common with many writers I have an evangelical tendency, in the sense that I want to convert others to whatever it happens to be that I like and admire. This is both a legacy of my upbringing and a reaction against it. My feelings about poetry, and about the world, are prompted by (to adopt Susan Sontag’s phrase) ‘a deep sympathy modified by revulsion.’5 These feelings are the reason why I want to write about poetry, and why I can. They are entirely my feelings but at the same time when I read poetry I disappear as a person and emerge as a reader. It’s a reader who is writing this.

Narrating my childhood is not an enticing prospect because the usual methods of narrative, all the ‘befores’ and ‘afters’—have no meaning. All those years have merged into a continuous ‘then’ without any of the common rites of passage that give structure and meaning to most lives and to most families. As well as no birthdays there were no other celebrations of any kind: the passing of examinations, graduating from high school, that sort of thing. There have been very few of the usual waymarkers in my life since then—learning to drive, getting married, settling down and becoming a productive, contented and engaged member of society. My formative years, the years during which I should have developed emotionally and intellectually, involved attending five interminable prayer meetings every week and spending thousands of hours knocking on people’s doors, unsuccessfully trying to sell the Society’s dull magazines The Watchtower and Awake!. There was never any break from this unvarying routine, and so the years passed.

The constant close study of the Society’s publications led, not to any greater understanding of God’s purpose, but to an unquestioning state of indoctrinated passivity, one involving neither reflection nor revelation. Since escaping from the clutches of the cult I’ve spent nearly four decades trying to organise my life in a society I was indoctrinated to regard as entirely satanic. That’s never been easy and remains a challenge. Imagine being brought up in North Korea to the age of 16 and then being suddenly catapulted into the heart of the Notting Hill Carnival. It was like that for me, at first, and still is. I mean during the daytime, when things are happening around me.

I was spat out by the cult rather than swallowed whole and, entering a secular afterlife for which I was radically unprepared, faced with having to navigate my way in a world that was the Devil’s domain, burdened with the knowledge that I would remain until my death an apostate, the very incarnation of the Antichrist, I had no choice but to learn to be right about things on my own terms. Freed from the oppressive constraints and certainties of a cult, I sought liberation in secular values that would justify and mitigate my apostasy. A degree of self-invention was necessary before I could navigate my leftover life, and this is where literature came in as a way of engaging directly with other thinkers, other perspectives. (I wasn’t yet ready to engage directly with people, you understand.) Poetry gave and continues to give me a closer connection to myself, and what is now my own life. I began to read very widely in order to achieve (to reverse Rimbaud’s celebrated phrase) a systematic arrangement of my senses.6 Eliot had a very good take on the value of doing so:


In the process of being affected by one powerful personality after another, we cease to be dominated by any one, or by any small number . . . our own personality asserts itself and gives each a place in some arrangement peculiar to ourself.7



The development and assertion of my own personality relied upon a kind of defensive self-reliance common among former evangelicals. My rejection of the cult’s teachings has, over the years, prompted a corresponding (and I’ll admit indefensible) reluctance to consider the possibility of being wrong. As a writer and critic I have to make a special effort not to condemn out of hand whatever (in my view) doesn’t pass muster, but on the plus side it means I am constantly questioning my own judgement. Why, I repeatedly ask myself, do I feel the way I do about a particular book, or piece of music, or work of art? Is it down to me entirely, or is it a reaction to my earlier, formative and distorting experiences? Why spend a year of my life writing fifty essays about one short poem?

_______________

3See essay 50 ‘Confession’ in my previous book Multiple Joyce: 100 short essays about James Joyce’s cultural legacy (Sagging Meniscus Press, 2022).

4It was while I was drafting this essay in October 2023 that the death of the American poet Louise Glück was announced, and I was reminded of something she once said: ‘We look at the world once, in childhood. The rest is memory.’

5Susan Sontag ‘On Camp’ in Against Interpretation and Other Essays (1966)

6Rimbaud’s declaration that his poetry involved the ‘dérèglement systématique de tous les sens’ appeared in a letter to his friend Paul Demeny dated 15th May 1871.

7‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (first published in The Egoist, 1919, then The Sacred Wood, 1920).


3. ON CLOSE READING

‘Genuine poetry,’ said T. S. Eliot, ‘can communicate before it is understood.’8

Let’s not for now worry about what kind of poetry Eliot considered ‘genuine’ and, instead, let’s ask whether the opposite is equally true: can genuine poetry be understood before it communicates? This is not simply a glib inversion of Eliot’s statement (which seems to me to apply equally to any art form that appeals to us emotionally rather than intellectually), and I’d argue that certain ‘genuine’ poems can be understood before the reader has figured out what it is they are attempting to communicate, although that’s not a point worth defending because it’s so self-evidently true.

The average poet, said Auden waspishly, is ‘unobservant, immature and lazy,’ at least, in his view, when compared with his hero Lord Byron.9 The same might be said of the average reader, a cohort within which I hasten to include myself. Faced with serious poetry I become acutely aware of my many cultural shortcomings, my limited experiences in life, my narrow range of references, my essentially shallow sensibility. My initial understanding of any new poem isn’t likely to amount to much. It always takes me time.

But I persevere because Jehovah’s Witnesses and apostates such as myself share the Protestant belief that, as John Calvin put it, ‘the World is God’s second book,’ an accumulation of symbols, the meaning of which we are placed here on earth to scrutinise and to decipher. At the same time I’m guided by that modernist critical principle that a work of art should not be about something, but should be that thing itself. Somewhere between these two poles is where I find poetry and where—sometimes—poetry finds me.

We can debate whether the function of genuine poetry is merely to be fully understood, or whether it has other features, other qualities that lie beneath or beyond simple comprehension. If a poem communicates, what exactly is it communicating? A feeling, or set of feelings? A vision of the world? A memory? A private confession? A dream? A truth? Something else?

More questions. Is any communication that takes place before understanding is achieved likely to be of lasting value, or simply be a stage in the reader’s voyage of discovery? Can poetry that doesn’t communicate before it is understood still be genuine poetry, whatever genuine poetry is? And how can we know that we really understand a poem? Is reading and rereading enough? Can we worry a poem into submission, simply wear it down, nagging it into comprehension?

For many years I had a peculiar mental block that kicked in whenever I encountered poetry in print, and it’s a mental block I still experience from time to time. Whether a poem appeared in full or in part, in a magazine or within the context of a novel, or in a review, or was quoted in some work of literary criticism, my mind would disengage, and I would mentally glaze over, my suspended attention drifting to the end of the poem, there to rejoin whatever came next in the prose text. Part of this was, I now realise, an unconscious aversion to reading Biblical quotations in the publications I’d had to study, because their indented appearance on the page, the way they were made to stand out in the body of the text, resembled poetry. Or, rather, poetry appearing in a prose context reminded me of these Biblical passages. It took a huge conscious effort to read any poetry at that time, and it was only when I reached early middle age—around 35 or so—that this block mysteriously disappeared. I think it may have been prompted by reading Eliot’s lines in ‘The Dry Salvages’, the final part of Four Quartets:

We had the experience but missed the meaning.

And approach to the meaning restores the experience

in a different form . . .

I came to a late realisation that much of my life up to that point had involved exactly this—having the experience but missing the meaning, and not just in a literary sense. Poetry, I belatedly discovered, gives a meaning to life, and to discover a meaning to life is far more fulfilling than to discover mere happiness. Poetry has, I believe, made me more like the person I’ve always aimed to be—not better than anyone else, but better than the person I would otherwise have been. I’m still very far from being my best self (whatever that may be), but poetry keeps me afloat, and wards off anxiety and despair, and that’s no bad thing. Enough throat-clearing! Let’s tackle the poem.

_______________

8In Eliot’s essay ‘Dante’ published by Faber & Faber in 1929.

9In Auden’s poem ‘Letter to Lord Byron’ which appears in Letters from Iceland (1937), co-written with Louis MacNeice.


4. ON TITLES

the man with the buttonhole and broad lapels

is folding and refolding a white napkin.

Paul Valéry said that the first line of a poem is like finding fruit that has fallen from a tree; the poet’s task being to create the tree from which the fruit has fallen. The same might be said for a title.

Many of Abigail Parry’s poems feature titles that run straight into the poem, so in this case the first stanza can be said to consist of seven lines. The title (or first line) tells us in advance that the setting is a restaurant, and that the restaurant is in a dream, which provides the context within which this dream, or rather this account of this dream, can be presented and explored. Of course, without the title the presence of a napkin and a waitress would allow us to infer the setting (if not the dream context) within a few lines, but the title serves to prime us beforehand, and for that reason the word ‘restaurant’ doesn’t appear, and doesn’t need to appear, anywhere in the poem itself.

It’s a very good title, I think, because it’s interesting without being too interesting. Although (as we shall see) it refers to a particular Freudian case study, you’re not at any disadvantage as a reader if that means nothing at all to you. (It failed to register with me on a first reading.) There’s far more to the title than that, in any case.

Take the initial preposition for a start. It’s ‘in the dream’ not ‘about the dream’ or ‘on the dream’ so we, as readers, find ourselves situated alongside the dreamer within the dream, not as detached observers. The climax of a dream is the moment at which we wake up and begin a short-lived struggle to recall it, but that’s also the very moment at which memory dissolves into sensation. The title implies that this isn’t simply the account of a dream, but an expression of the experience of having it. We are implicated, and complicit.

‘On’ is, or used to be, quite a commonplace preposition when it comes to poem titles: ‘On First Looking Into Chapman’s Homer’ and ‘On Beauty’ for example, suggesting both a meditative, contemplative sensibility coupled with poetic authority, offering a definitive statement on the subject. But of course there’s far more to it than that.

As I noted earlier, the title can also serve as the first line of the poem. The lack of punctuation coupled with the lower case first word supports such a reading:

In the dream of the cold restaurant

the man with a buttonhole and broad lapels

is folding and re-folding a white napkin.

That the title floats above the poem, or looms over it if you prefer, is part of the effect. It’s as if the conscious mind, now awake, has at least this amount of purchase on the manifest content of the now-fading dream; it’s what, on waking, any of us might at least be able to remember, and relate to another: ‘I was in . . . in a restaurant? And it was cold?’

Poem titles are both essential and unimportant. We tend to remember first lines more than titles (although to be sure they are often identical) and, in the past, larger poetry collections usually came with two appendices, one of them listing the poems alphabetically by title, the other by first lines, a useful apparatus that no longer seems to be a standard practice.

The title of this poem prompts some brief thoughts about the dream origins of all poetry. According to the Venerable Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, written in 731, the first named poet was Cædmon, an uneducated, illiterate herdsman with no artistic leanings whatsoever. He was not a young man, appears to have been socially inept and would always slope off after a feast in the monastery, afraid that the harp would be passed to him and he’d be called upon to sing.10 One night, having left the gathering early as usual, and possibly drunk, he fell asleep in a stable and had a dream in which a mysterious voice invited him to sing. What’s more, this mysterious voice gave him the first poetic commission: ‘Sing about the origin of created things.’ In his dream Cædmon began at once to recite verses which, on waking, he found he was able to remember (anticipating Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ by a thousand years).

Returning to the feast, which was still in full swing, he repeated these dream verses to the gathering. At first amazed, then keen to test the limits of this apparently miraculous virtuosity, the monks gave him subjects from the Bible, and Cædmon unhesitatingly reeled off verses based on everything from the Book of Genesis to the Last Judgement.

This all happened in a place known as Streanaeshalch, the site of modern day Whitby, in Yorkshire. Abbess Hild (614–680), a significant figure in the history of English Christianity, was the abbess of Whitby monastery, one of the most important religious centres in the Anglo-Saxon world. According to Bede, the Hild regime involved the strict observance of ‘justice piety, chastity’ in a monastery that housed both men and women (a common practice between the fifth and seventh centuries). She declared Cædmon’s new-found skill a divine gift and that was that.

To return to our poem, or rather the situation. A restaurant is a place of comfort and, in differing degrees, of social conformity. Unlike a brasserie or café or snack bar or coffee franchise or fast food outlet, there are established rites and behaviours and degrees of formality, cultural constraints, a place where a certain behavioural ‘correctness’ is expected, and where etiquettes are observed. This may be the source of social anxiety in the inexperienced diner—which fork to use? Which wine to choose? How to split the bill, or calculate the tip? A restaurant is one of the social minefields we learn to navigate in adult life, a rite of passage that involves triumph and humiliation. It is a place in which we are judged.

What, finally, are we to make of that ‘folding and re-folding’? It’s a metaphor, clearly, but what is it a metaphor for? I think it’s for something dark, and we’ll get on to that later. For now I’d like to share Benjamin Smart’s lovely definition of a metaphor as ‘mind unfolding itself to mind.’11 That’s one of the things poetry does.

_______________

10I strongly identify with Cædmon.

11Benjamin Humphrey Smart, An Outline of Sematology, Or an Essay Towards Establishing a New Theory of Grammar, Logic and Rhetoric (London: Richardson, 1831).


5. ON LIKING A POET

The French critic Michel Butor observed that the act of reading a novel involves at least three people, namely the author, the reader and the protagonist.12 A similar arrangement applies in the case of a poem—there’s the reader, then the text itself and, within or beside or beyond that text, the poet. This all appears to be straightforward enough but there’s much more to it than that. For starters we have to avoid the assumption (drilled into us at school) that the ‘I’ of a poem is necessarily the poet themselves. More, just as a poet can adopt a persona other than their own, we all of us as readers can adopt a persona in order to engage emotionally and intellectually with the text before us. I’m not quite the same reader, not quite the same person, when I tackle Shakespeare or Blake or Sylvia Plath, or Abigail Parry, or a gas bill, or a graphic novel.

When it comes to the writers I like, I aim to meet them half way, if I can, and that may involve a degree of dissembling on my part.

When I say I ‘like’ a writer I obviously mean that I like and admire what they do, and the way that they do it, and such positive feelings tend to prompt in me a more general sense of approval, one that may approach the state of an imaginary friendship, although necessarily one-sided. I like what they do and, on that basis, persuade myself that I would probably like who they are. I further persuade myself that the writers I like would be inclined to like me in return, both as a reader and, if we ever met, as a human being. I like to think that, given the chance, they would enjoy and value my company.

When we read and re-read our favourite writers we engage in a form of conspiracy.13 There’s an implied intimacy and complicity, a covert understanding coupled with an underlying unity of purpose. Of course most of us never get to meet and befriend and spend time with any of the writers we most like and admire, and that’s because they’re all long dead. And, try happens in my case when Abigail Parry rhymes ‘ogle’ and ‘showgirl’ in ‘Spook and the as I might, I cannot persuade myself that any of my favourite writers, dead or alive, would have much time for me.

I’ve met Abigail Parry on half a dozen occasions over the past few years. First over lunch with a mutual friend (and I’ve rarely laughed so much, or so helplessly, as I did that day); next at the launch of her first collection Jinx in 2018, and since then at occasional literary shindigs. She told me once that she didn’t feel any personal stake in her poems once they were out in the world and, more, that she believed a poet should not be involved in any later consideration of their poems, even tangentially. I understand and respect that wise indifference, and am therefore all the more grateful, and relieved, that she gave her permission for me to write these essays.14

Whether any of the writers past and present I have conspired with were or are themselves actually likeable is another matter. Creative artists are, in common with the rest of us, flawed human beings. Henry James said that we value our favourite writers because of their flaws, not in spite of them, and that we actually regard such flaws as positive qualities. These qualities may be problematic, and troubling, but if we choose to regard them as flaws that’s our look-out.

It’s always the work that counts, and I find myself in absolute agreement with the poet herself, who once wrote:


On the whole, the more I admire a poem, the more inclined I am to usher the author gently out of the picture. I like a great many poets as individuals, but I find it a bit off-putting to have an affable, fallible human hovering around a poem, claiming to have something to do with it. Showing me all the ropes and pulleys. Suggesting how I might like to read it.



She could, I glumly realise, be talking about affable fallible me, hovering around this poem. I remind myself (not for the first or last time) that a poem I happen to admire doesn’t belong to me, or come to that to the poet, but to the world. And there’s another layer of judgement here, summed up neatly by the writer John Phipps, who said ‘the most important skill in criticism is not being able to separate the art from the artist. It’s being able to separate your opinion of the art from your opinion of someone annoying who likes the art.’ He’s absolutely right. I often feel that my favourite writers and poets all need protection from their admirers, and I can recall my intense irritation on discovering that Morrissey was a fan of V. S. Pritchett, that Michael Flatley and Bono are both keen Joyceans and that Courtney Love owns Sylvia Plath’s Tarot cards. Bah!

_______________

12Michel Butor Selected Essays translated by Mathilde Merouani (Vanguard Editions 2022) pp 62–64.

13From the Latin con (meaning with or together) and spirare (to breathe). Such a moment Jewel Thief.’ There’s joy in that.

14The phrase ‘wise indifference’ comes from the poem ‘Apartment Cats’ by Thom Gunn in his collection Moly (Faber and Faber, 1971)


6. ON NATURE AND CULTURE

A poem is a cultural object surrounded by critical practices which reflect values that change over time. Such practices may serve to amplify or clarify what the poem says, and may refresh and repurpose its impact on the world. While the poem remains the same, our understanding of it, and our relationship to it, are likely to change. Tastes develop over time—our own, and that of society, although the two may never align. Most of us common readers are out of step with, probably unaware of, current critical orthodoxies.

Interpretations: Essays on Twenty English Poems, published by Routledge in 1955 but now long out of print, is an exercise in close reading by twelve academics and ‘free-lance men of letters’ (yes, all male) who take turns looking very closely at particular poems, from Shakespeare’s The Phoenix and the Turtle to Among School Children by Yeats. The editor John Wain admits in his introduction that the essays are ‘uneven’ and he’s right, but that doesn’t put me off, because this kind of erratically subjective criticism appeals to me very much. None of the contributors has a theoretical axe to grind and it’s refreshing to read thoughtful appraisals of poems by knowledgeable authors who can write clearly and persuasively. As an exercise in close reading the book is exemplary, full of shrewd insights, provocative assertions and debatable perspectives, although it attracted hostile criticism at the time of publication, not least from T. S. Eliot:


The method is to take a well-known poem [and] analyse it stanza by stanza and line by line, and extract, squeeze, tease, press every drop of meaning out of it that one can. It might be called the lemon-squeezer school of criticism.15



For my money the best essay in the book is the Epilogue by G. S. Fraser entitled ‘On the Interpretation of the Difficult Poem.’16 It opens with a close reading of the first four lines of ‘Cooper’s Hill’, a poem by the Anglo-Irish poet and courtier Sir John Denham (c1614–1669) which describe the River Thames:

O could I flow like thee, and make thy stream

My great example, as it is my theme.

Though deep, yet clear; though gentle yet not dull,

Strong without rage, without o’erflowing full.

For a Restoration poet such as Denham a river would usually be an emblem of change, or a setting for pastoral, rather than the object of individual contemplation. In these lines (at one time a staple on any degree course in English Literature), he compares the ideal beauty of the poem he would like to write with the actual beauty of the river, which will remind us of Cædmon’s hymn falling short of the one he heard in his dream. Denham had spent time in France and it’s likely that he was acquainted with the Cartesian notion that clarity is the basis for truth, and that a clear idea is a true idea; such views may have informed his approach as a poet. Fraser continues:


A poem is artificial, a river is natural. Human life is ideally both. A poem should seem to ‘flow’ naturally, social manners should appear spontaneous, however much ‘art’ has gone into both. Natural objects, on the other hand, can be accommodated to human sensibility only when they look as if they were the result of design (and, of course, for almost every poet of this period they are [because] God has designed them). 17



A restaurant is likewise artificial, a dream natural, and we’ll get back to that shortly.

In the 17th century Denham’s heroic couplets were an early and hugely influential example of balance and antithesis, setting the standard for ‘correct writing’ in Augustan poetry of the period. Fraser’s view that a river is natural, a poem cultural, and that the two meet and merge in the reader, has long since been overthrown by critical theory and associated principles of deconstruction, but I feel we can usefully revive, adapt and apply aspects of Fraser’s approach to contemporary poetry and (of course) to ‘In the dream of the cold restaurant’.

Fraser apologises, repeatedly, for the ‘tedious length’ of his Denham commentary, claiming in his defence that ‘for a conscientious critic, all poetry is difficult’ and this, he explains, is because ‘it is strange that we should use language at all; it is excessively strange that we should use poetic language; it is almost impossible, even taking the simplest example, to state in general terms just what it is about a use of language that makes us recognise it as poetic.’ This may strike us as an abdication along the lines of ‘I can’t define poetry but I know it when I see it,’ but we continue reading and discover that Fraser’s exhaustive analysis is intended not so much to illuminate the lines but to offer us what he calls ‘a fruitful generalisation’ about the kind of poetry in which language is best thought of as neither subjective nor objective; neither as the language of the inner (mental) world nor the outer (physical) world, but rather as ‘an interpersonal language of social appraisal.’

‘An interpersonal language of social appraisal’ applies to Abigail Parry’s poem, and the way it straddles the mental and physical worlds of dream and reality, and the languages of both, while carefully retaining a position of detachment and impartiality. Fraser’s approach to reading Denham involves a combination of qualities of which the most important is, he says, ‘a courteous yet wary responsiveness, and a sense of proportion, or in other words: tact.’

Now ‘tact’ isn’t a term much used by critics today. Fraser defines it as ‘partly the gift of accepting and enjoying superficial qualities for what they are worth; for catching at hints, following up suggestions, and yet not pressing either meanings or promises too hard.’ My approach to Abigail Parry’s poem is unapologetically tactless, in that I
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