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ABSTRACT

This thesis reads the majority of Gunn’s oeuvre while exploring some overarching
questions about what it means to construct a poet’s career as a single story, for example, as a
traditional story of development and maturation over the course of the poet’s lifetime, or as a
more specific coming-out tale reflecting a gradual acceptance of and growing openness about
homosexuality. Exploring the failure of such narratives to explain Gunn, the thesis follows
Gunn's commitment to what he calls ‘the occasions of poetry’, an eloquently evasive
definition of writing in which the poet seeks to be authentic to the occasion rather than a
singular, unified poetic self. Instead of recording a changing story of the self constituted over
time, Gunn’s occasional self tends to speak anonymously, dissolving into different poses and
disguises, defined only in the interplay with others, in the fluid, casual, non-hierarchical
contemporary world he inhabits. Tracing Gunn’s tendency to foreground identitication
rather than identity, the thesis examines the poet’s elaborate, heroic persona and his
compulsive return to the plasticity of the self. While the thesis necessarily engages with
some abstract questions regarding authenticity and identity, it does so mainly through the
particularity of Gunn's work and the conversations within twentieth-century poetry itselt on

such topics, rather than through an importation of contemporary theory.
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INTRODUCTION

In the introduction to his selection of the poetry of Ben Jonson in 1974, Thom Gunn

speaks of Jonson’s poetry as ‘surprisingly neglected’. The same might be said of Gunn's own,

given the rich and varied body of work represented by Collected Poems (1993) and its coda, Boss

Cupid (2000), and his pervasive influence on poets and readers during his half-century career.

The reasons for Gunn’s comparative critical neglect within the academy are complex,
and may in part be due to the elusive doubleness of his work, its strange mix of traditional
poetic formality and risky or way-out contemporary subject matter. Introducing Ben Jonson,
Gunn spoke of there being ‘many Ben Jonsons’, each of them being ‘a considerable poet’, and

again a similar claim might be made for Gunn. There are many Thom Gunns, or rather the
poetic individuality of ‘Thom Gunn’ is curiously plural, diffused, elusive, and even, as I will
argue, paradoxically ‘anonymous’. In Gunn’s case, there is Gunn the poet and Gunn the
critic, among other roles he adopts from time to time. Gunn’s first collection of critical essays
is entitled The Occasions of Poetry (1982), a title drawn once again from his introduction to
Jonson, where he argued that Jonson’s work had been neglected for ‘the last century and a
half’ because ‘so much of it can be damned as “occasional™.' He then goes on to claim that, far

from occasionality being a cause for damnation, ‘all poetry is occasional’. In doing so, he
implicitly questions the dominant post-Romantic critical ethos of the ‘last century and a half

and aligns himself to the occasionality he identifies in Jonson.

[ suggest, in this study, that Gunn's own poetry too is radically ‘occasional’, and

might make us re-address and re-assess the nature of poetic individuality. To establish my
own terms of reference, I will begin by looking in greater detail at a poem from The Passages of
Joy (1982), one of his few self-conscious poems about poetry, and then at his argument for

‘'occasional poetry’ in the Ben Jonson introduction, written at the same time. Taken together,

I argue, they compose a suggestive template for thinking about the occasionality of Gunn’s

' Jonson’s editors were aware of the occasionality of Jonson’s poetry, noting that ‘Practically the whole
of these scattered pieces of verse are what we call “occasional”. They arose directly out of particular
events in Jonson's experience.’ (C.H. Herford, and Percy and Evenly Simpson, ed. Ben Jonson 11 Vols.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1925-1952)). For a detailed discussion on Jonson’s occasionality, see

Jonathan Z. Kamholtz, ‘Ben Jonson's Epigrammes and Poetic Occasions’ in Studies of English Literature
1500-1900 23:1 (Winter 1983), pp. 77-94.



poetry—and its resistance to some of the dominant models for thinking about poets’ lives

and careers.

In ‘Interruption’ (378), the last section of a longer sequence called ‘Transients and

Residents’, Gunn describes being distracted by the rain’s ‘thin taptapping on the pane’ and
his own ‘reflection’ in the dark, and finds himself singled out by the desk lamp, sitting ready
in the chair but unable to write. Stranded on his ‘own island’, the spot-lit Crusoe-like poet is
interrupted by his own presence; he does not want to be his own audience. The poem
suggests the complicated principles Gunn works by as a poet but also the assumptions that
he works against, in particular his resistance to selt-expression. To interrupt his sense of
self-embarrassment, Gunn ‘stares against’ his reflection, reaching out towards a ‘damp square
of earth’, where he acts out his ‘experiments’ in a Marvellian garden, ‘sowing’ each poem like
‘a seed’ and ‘watching for the birth’. The constant gardener is also a constant watcher,
tending each ‘species’ characteristics’, hoping that the plant’s ‘beauty’ remains ‘untouched by
personality’. The lines show that the poet who strives to express the intimate and social
feeling of ‘touch’ is unequivocally sceptical about his own poetic self and ‘personality’. ‘I trust
the seedling wings’, he says, ‘Yet taking off on them I leave to find’, seeking if not to ‘lose then
leave behind, / What else, the self’, The sentence pauses at the line-break with ‘leave behind’,
leaving ahead what he seeks to leave behind, interrupting the clause with an interjected
‘what else’, before summoning the repudiated ‘self’. On this model, poetry is associated with
a self-distrusting flight to somewhere else, leaving behind all the rhetorical paraphernalia

(the ‘else’) associated with ‘the self’ in post-war British and American poetry.

‘I find what?’, he goes on to ask. To answer his own question, he evokes what goes on
in his experience of everyday occasions of writing, finding in his habits of letter-writing an
analogy for his imaginary self-forgetting gardening. When replying to his friends’ letters, he
says, he imitates ‘unconsciously the style / Of the recipients’, engaging in a form of mimicry
that goes well beyond self-expression, suggesting if not anonymity, then something more like
Keats's ‘chameleon’ poet, thriving on identification with the other.? ‘I answer expectations’,
he says, and this enables him to ‘analyze’ or ‘drawl a page of wit’ in ‘letters’ that range from

literary to barely literate” The model of poet as letter-writer emphasizes occasionality,

2 Keats believes that the poet has ‘no identity’ but is filling some other Body’ beyond the confines of his
private self. (Keats, Letter to Richard Woodhouse, 27 October 1818, in Letters of John Keats, Robert
Gittings, ed. (London: OUP, 1970), p. 157.



responsiveness, suggesting a view of writing as answering rather than creating, quite free of
any investment in his own literary ‘personality’. Curiously this model of the poet as someone
who ‘answer[s] expectations’ refuses to answer most current expectations about poetry.
Likewise, when he says ‘[ manage my mere voice on postcards best’, the phrase does not

socialise writing but implicitly questions our habitual emphasis on the singularity of the

poet’s ‘voice’ as signifier of his identity.

Gunn's ‘mere voice’ is his response to the artistic struggle between anonymity and
authenticity, mimicry and originality, self and other, and freedom and order, played out in
debates about and in contemporary British and American poetry. Gunn neither embraces nor
rejects the terms of these debates, and seems strangely untroubled by any need to identify
with either term in these dualisms. ‘The seedling wings’ travel to those dualistic interstices
where convergence meets divergence, where from ‘the seen the unseen is implied’, and
writing is inseparable from occasion. Gunn’s ‘mere voice’ in this poem—and generally—is
direct, candid, casual, and personal but operates with an almost Augustan sense of decorum
and public responsibility, as the conversational and metrical intersect and overlap, as if
Samuel Johnson and William Carlos Williams had joined forces in 2 weave of closed and
loosened forms. ‘Mere’ undermines self-aggrandizement (‘my mere voice’ suggests there are

more important voices than his, but also more important things than voice) and asserts a
commitment to the embrace of linguistic accuracy and limitation. The OED defines ‘mere’ as
meaning ‘having no greater extent, range, value, power, or importance than the designation
implies.” The adjective derived from the Latin word merus which means ‘pure, unmixed,

unalloyed; undiluted, unadulterated’, often used to describe wine which is ‘not mixed with

water’.

In this sense ‘mere’ overlaps with the Latin word sincerus (sincere), brilliantly

discussed by Lionel Trilling in Sincerity and Authenticity (1972), a series of lectures that tracks

the idea of sincerity through its literary, social and cultural permutations across the
centuries, and that has a close bearing on Gunn’s sceptical engagement with ‘What else, the
self. Trilling explores the historical contest between paradigms of ‘sincerity’ and
‘authenticity’ in the modern era, and questions the notion that ‘authenticity of personal being
is achieved through an ultimate isolateness and through the power that this is presumed to

'3

bring” Gunn’s ‘mere voice’ is not invested in Trilling’s notion of ‘sincerity’, what he called

the ‘enterprise of presenting the self, of putting ourselves on the social stage’ in which

* Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (London: OUP, 1972), p. 84.
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‘sincerity itself plays a curiously compromised part.”* Nor does he advocate Trilling’s version
of ‘authenticity’, what Trilling called a ‘more strenuous moral experience’ and a ‘more exigent

conception of the self and what being true to it consists in’

Gunn, on the evidence of ‘Interruptions’, is drawn to neither Trilling’s ‘sincerity’ nor

‘authenticity’ as a paradigm of writing. If Gunn’s ‘mere voice’ seeks to appropriate anything
at all, here, it is the occasion that prompts it. This ‘occasional’ voice adopts different stances
at different times—to ‘answer expectation’ or ‘drawl a page of wit'—but is defined in terms
of a specific occasion (with a particular medium). The poem puts forward two distinct
models of such occasional writing, doing the gardening and writing postcards. It is not clear
to what extent the two activities are aligned, equated or opposed, but both offer versions of
writing as forms of attention (as Frank Kermode calls them) to others, whether friends or
plants. Joshua Weiner describes Gunn's ‘sense of human scale in its grain appropriate to the
occasion of the poem’, prompting the reader to trust him ‘not to exaggerate beyond the facts,
yet to explore the subject beneath the given.® Indeed, Gunn’s occasional poems often float
free of the occasions that may have inspired them, inviting us to enter the complex worlds of

his friends, lovers, and occasionally his own.

Gunn’s image of the garden in his poem is both prosaically domestic and archetypal,
and behind the literal garden lie the poetic gardens of Milton and Marvell. Gunn makes it an

unusually loaded and self-conscious emblem of his art:

My garden is the plants that I have got

By luck, skill, purchase, robbery or gift.

From foxglove, lily, pink and bergamot

I raise leafed unity, a blossoming drift

Where once I found weed waiting out a drought. (379)

‘My garden is the plants that I have got' sounds a straightforward, self-enclosed and
proprietorial claim. As the sentence carries over the line-break, however, we are thrown back
into a more complex sense of things, emphasising the origin of those plants in other places
and the various ways in which the poet appropriated them (‘By luck, skill, purchase, robbery
or gift’). If he has created a ‘blossoming drift’ out of weeds and ‘drought’, it is because he has
acquired things from others, by happy chance, theft, or their generosity. On this account,
creativity is opportunism, a matter of responding to opportunities and occasions outside

ourselves. The poet takes what is found or given, and makes use of it, whether in a ‘damp

* Trilling, p. 10.
3 Ibid, p. 11.
® ‘A Symposium on Thom Gunn’, The Threepenny Review (Summer 2005), p. 10.



square of earth’ or the poet’s ‘own island’ defined by his ‘desk lamp’, both of which are places

where seeds can be sown, and may or may not be ‘soaring into bloom’ (378).

Unlike many modern poets, Gunn rarely writes poems directly about poetry.

‘Interruptions’ in that respect is an exception. It is, however, an extremely suggestive one, and
its account of writing offers a parallel to some of Gunn’s most compelling prose reflections on

his art. Noting that we nowadays ‘tend to use the phrase “occasional poetry” to indicate

trivial or insincere writing’, in The Occasion of Poetry Gunn argues that ‘all poetry is occasional’:

The occasion in all cases—literal or imaginary—is the starting-point, only,
of a poem, but it should be a starting point to which the poet must in some
sense stay true. The truer he is to it, the closer he sticks to what for him is
its authenticity, the more he will be able to draw from it in the adventures
that it produces, adventures that consist of the experience of writing.’

Gunn insists on the ‘it’ (the occasion) but not ‘he’ or ‘she’ (the self). He says ‘the truer he is to
it’, suggesting not Polonius’s ‘to thine own self be true’, but the essential fidelity should be to
a situation outside ‘What else, the self’’ For Gunn, ‘authenticity’ does not reside in the self,
and the poet’s goal, then, is not fidelity to his own identity or aesthetic project, but to the
‘authenticity’ of the occasions with which he is presented. In a discussion of Ben Jonson,
Jonathan Kamholtz defines an occasional poem as a site of intersection that ‘brings together a
mﬁp, an event, a time, a place, an audience, and a speaker; its implied subject is a single
example of the embodiment of shared ideals.® Unlike Jonson’s, Gunn’s poetry does not
idealize his friends, plants, or occasions, but it does transform public and private occasions
into poetic occasions. What he shares with Jonson is his devotion to the social and personal

specificity of a particular occasion, which is always a poem’s ‘starting-point’, and the source

of his poetic ‘adventures’.

His account of occasional poetry is not, however, as naively empirical as this might
suggest. His emphasis is not only on biographical ‘adventures’ but the ‘adventures’ involved
in recording them, not only writing about experience but ‘the experience of writing’. Gunn’s
poetry tends to be about his own adventures, but this eloquently evasive definition of writing

puts forward a low-key, but tough and elastic notion of poetry that goes against some of the

" OP, p. 185. Gunn re-defines the traditional idea of ‘occasion poems'—poems that are ‘written to
celebrate or memorialise a specific occasion, such as a birthday, a marriage, a death, a military
engagement Or victory, the dedication of a public building, or the opening performance of a play.’ (M.
H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms (USA: Harcourt Brace, 1999), p. 197.)

® Shakespeare, Hamlet. Trilling uses Polonius’s speech to illustrate that Polonius ‘affirms his sincerity’

as he has ‘conceived of sincerity as an essential condition of virtue and has discovered how it is to be
attained.’ (Trilling, p, 3)

? Kamholtz, p. 80.




dominant assumptions of the age, with its heavy investment in the poetics of cultural and
personal identity and, indeed, poetics as such. ‘I'm interested in individual poets, not in
poetics’, Gunn has written. Though he said he sometimes asked himself whether he had a
‘poetic theory’, he thought that if he had one, ‘it would be full of inconsistencies™. There is

nothing here of the heroic aesthetic imperiousness of Ezra Pound, the modified romanticism

of Robert Duncan or Allen Ginsberg, or the biographical imperative that drives Plath or
Lowell. ‘The occasions’ of poetry are multiple, and Gunn’s poems are defined, on this

account, by their capacity to respond to them.

I alluded earlier to the Keatsian poet’s lack of identity, or ‘self’. We might ask,
however, whether there is such a thing as an occasional self, an identity composed in
response to opportunities? I would suggest that for Gunn, inhabiting an occasional selt
involves attending to the occasion prior to the self, imagining the occasion as a host and the
self as a guest, invited to respond to the vicissitudes of experience. In this sense, rather than
recording a changing story of the self constituted over time, Gunn’s occasional self tends to
speak anonymously, dissolving into different poses and disguises, defined only in the
interplay with others, in the fluid, casual, non-hierarchical contemporary world he inhabits.
Where Jonson in ‘To Penshurst’ writes of an ‘ancient pile’, ‘great lord’ and ‘noble, fruitful,
chaste® lady, celebrating the Sidney family’s ‘reverenced’ aristocratic house, in a poem like
‘Last Days at Teddington’ (237) Gunn commemorates a place that embodies the scrufty

Bohemian sociability he values in a house where ‘The windows wide through day and night /
Gave on the garden like a room’. Instead of a great lord and ladies, he speaks of ‘a shaggy dog’,
‘yellow-squared linoleum’ and children putting ‘toys to grass’. Commemorating the last party
in the house, he recalls ‘How sociable the garden was. / We ate and talked in given light'.
With its celebration of the shifting threshold between house and garden, Gunn reproduces
something of the complex social topography of Jonson’s poem, or Marvell's ‘The Garden’, and
in an alternating rhymed stanza that harks back to their seventeenth-century, like those
‘wide’ windows that ‘Gave on the garden like a room’. At home in the contemporary, but
resurrecting values associated with an earlier cultural moment, the poem is as resolutely

faithful to the secular ‘given light’ of the casual modern occasions it calls up, as Jonson’s poem

is to the forms of sociability of his time.

In The Man with Night Sweats, a book concerned with a crisis of sociability in AIDS-torn

San Francisco, Gunn has a poem called ‘An Invitation, from San Francisco to my brother’

'An Anglo-American Poet: Interview with Jim Powell’ in SL, p. 227.
1 Gunn, Ben Jonson, p. 90.



(411-2), that is clearly modelled on Jonson-style occasional poetry. In fact, it takes off from

Jonson’s poem ‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’, which begins:

To night, grave sir, both my poore house and I
Doe equally desire your companie:
Not that we thinke us worthy such a ghest,

But that your worth will dignifie our feast,
With those that come®

Gunn’s poem begins by mirroring Jonson’s opening invitation:

Dear welcomer, I think you must agree
It is your turn to visit me.
I'll put you in my room, sunk far from light,
Where cars will not drive through your night. (411)

Like Jonson, Gunn goes on to talk about food, hospitality, domestic spaces, and the pleasures
of conversation, but now set firmly within the contours of contemporary America, where cars
drive through the night and ‘Reagan’s proletariat’, ‘the jobless’, ‘whores’ and ‘crazies’ haunt
the streets. In this unsociable, hostile world, the poet invites his brother to ‘come home to
dinner / With my whole household, where they all excel: / Each cooks one night, and each
cooks well’, Gunn’s ‘household’ might not be immediately recognisable to Jonson, but it is to
Gunn’s readers, who will understand its novel forms of domestic arrangements as well as
recognise its kinship with hospitable values embodied in Jonson’s crisply turned, syncopated
couplets. Jonson ends his poem by affirming that ‘No simple word, / That shall be utter'd at
our mirthful boord, / Shall make us sad next morning: or affright / The libertie that wee’ll
enjoy tonight™” In similar spirit, Gunn's ends by imagining ‘while food lasts, and after it is
gone, / We'll talk, without a TV on’, evoking a comparable ‘libertie’ to Jonson's as he
envisages them talking:

Ot friends, of the estranged and of the dead
Or living relatives instead,

Of what we've done and seen and thought and read,
Until we talk ourselves to bed. (412)

If the effect of the invitation comes close to historical pastiche here, it also forges a real
continuity between the sociable, occasional verse of Jonson, with its tough fidelity to the
actual currency of relationships in his time, and Gunn’s own moment, his own friends’ and

living relatives’. His poem represents what is possible now ‘Among the circumstances’, as he

12 Gunn, Ben Jonson, p. 72.

B 1bid.



calls them, of modern California. It thrives, in a characteristic way, on the plurality of
‘'ourselves’ talking together. Like Jonson’s Penshurst, the world the poem evokes becomes an
emblem of a new style of household, a model of contemporary sociability, forged in a time of
crisis, by himself and his friends. It is defined by the contours of the poem itself, which
responds both to the imagined occasion of his brother's visit, and the earlier instance of

occasional poetry represented by the Jonson poem. What he has ‘seen and thought and read’,
in other words, bring together ‘the dead’ and his own ‘bed".

The poem talks of ‘talk’ and to identify the voice of Gunn’s Collected Poems is to

recognise an interplay of selves and voices, as if the poet distrusted the singularity of his own
voice. It is as if he were wary of the equation of voice and self, and constantly seeking to
disperse any rigid notion of identity. Instead he chooses to celebrate a contingent solidarity,
born out of encounters with others. On the spokenness of poetry, James Longenbach
observes that a poet who writes in the voices of others ‘is not simply choosing to disguise...in
order to reveal’ him or herself, he or she is asking us to rethink the readers ‘self-
consciousness about the metaphorical status of a poem’s speaker.* Gunn’s tendency to
undermine the notion of a singular speaking voice is of course less explicit and violent than
the poetic performances of contemporaries such as Louise Glick or Susan Howe.
Nevertheless, to read Gunn’s ‘The Wound’, ‘Moly’ and ‘Jack Straw’s Castle’ for example, is to
situate ourselves at the junction between self-disguise and self-revelation, as we experience

Gunn identifying with the lives of early classical and rock-and-roll heroes, friends and lovers,

whether in his bedroom or in 2 hospital.

Like Gunn, James Longenbach also reflects some unease with the constructedness of
the speaking voice in lyric poetry. He observes that ‘no poem extends the illusion of an
individual speaker without challenging that illusion; at the same time, no poem, no matter
how strenuous its challenge, manages to avoid the illusion of being spoken® Longenbach
puts forward a notion of poetic spokenness which neither summons the Romantic ghost of
original selthood nor pursues the Modernist vocation of poetic impersonality. In this
account, ‘poems inhabit the problem of their spokenness’,® and Longenbach suggests that
poetry sponsors this exciting dilemma between spokenness and unspokenness, asking us to
challenge the tyrannical equation of voice and self. If spokenness is unstable or not taken for
granted, so is the self who speaks, as the metaphorical speaker is preoccupied with neither

self nor seltlessness. With Longenbach in mind, poems can be seen as shareable dreams.

:‘; _];r:fs Lé)rngenbach, The Resistance of Poetry (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2004), pp. 61, 71.
Ibid, p. /.

* Ibid, p. 71.



They foster and disperse a doubleness of illusion in which the speaker is both a resident of

and alien to his poetic occasions, situated liminally on the borders between self and

seltlessness, identity and anonymity.

Gunn’s occasional self inspires trust because his poems do not ask to be trusted.
Unlike Eliot or Pound who arguably use impersonality as a form of mirror or mask to conceal
the selt, Gunn disarms the self by leaving it behind, leaving it to effervesce into the occasions
of his poems. In this respect, in giving voice to its occasions, his voice offers a parallel to
Longenbach’s liminal version of poetic speech. His plain, low-key poems refuse to
foreground the poet’s self-consciousness but require the reader to foreground their selt-
consciousness, plunging into the same distrusting flight, in which the occasion is the

starting-point and its experience the destination. Maud Ellman notes that Pound’s ‘search

" Gunn’s odyssey to anonymity is not driven

for self’ turned into ‘an odyssey to anonymity.
by the search for self but by the fidelity to occasions for poetry. In poem after poem, he
thrives on the illusion of multiple anonymous identities, identifying with others in order to
avoid being pinned down as Gunn the singular speaker. Nevertheless, the distinctive, formal
shapes and forms of his poems often betray this illusion of anonymity, as if he needs metre
and rhyme to provide a secure footing from which to launch into ‘selfless’ flight, to master

risk and shape his material into solid forms that embody imagined solidarity.

Driven by the occasions of poetry, the poet, appropriating those ‘seedling wings’, 1s a
descendant of Daedalus, the risk-taking craftsman who mastered the art of flying halfway
between the extremes of the sun and ocean. Seeking to be authentic to the outside occasions
they arise from, the ‘mere voice’ of the poet in Gunn’s poems may be preoccupied by risks and
risk-taking, erotic adventures and catastrophes, but is wary of setting the poetic stakes too
high, or making too large claims for either himself or poetry. A notion of poetry that rises
from and to the occasions of writing, to a certain extent, recalls Wordsworth’s idea of poetry
as spontaneity and recollection in the sense that the poet writes in response to memories of
specific encounters, people, and moments, exercising his intellectual self-discipline in the
face of spontaneous, shapeless occasions. But in Gunn’s poetry, there is no developmental

narrative of the heroic poetic self, and no providential story of imaginative transcendence.

Rather than Romantic tranquillity sublimated to an ‘emotion kindred to [..] the subject of

n’ 18

contemplation’,” what is recorded is not nature, landscape, or the aesthetically validated

monuments of human culture, but, as he records in ‘I nterruptions’, ‘loud music, bars, and boisterous

men.” The occasions of writing, that is, are thrown up by the poet’s opportunistic investment

' Maud Ellman, The Poetics of Impersonality: T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound (UK: The Harvester Press, 1987), p. 8.
*® Wordsworth and Coleridge, ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, with Pastoral and Other Poems (1802).



in modern, urban, gay culture in contemporary America. As John Donne or Ben Jonson
reflected and reflected upon the coteries of Elizabethan or Jacobean London, so Gunn’s
poems respond to the contours and coteries of his own milieu in late twentieth-century San
Francisco, reshaping and locating the spontaneous inside the body, bringing formal life to the
most intimate but also shared and shareable personal and social experiences. The occasions

of Gunn’s poetry, Clive Wilmer observed, ‘constitute the “shape” of experience’,” and the
task of the poet is to be ‘true to their occasions’, not necessarily to be sincere or loyal to the

self, nor to some ideology or faith, nor even to the ‘occasion of the imagination’, but to the

facts of experience.

In ‘Interruption® Gunn hopes that the ‘beauty’ of his plants and poems are ‘untouched
by personality’. Alternating the construction of confessional poetry in the 1970s, Donald
Davie wrote that ‘a poem in which the “I” stands immediately and unequivocally for the
author’ is held to be ‘essentially and necessarily superior to a poem in which the “I” stands
not for the author but for a persona of the author's’® Working against the tyranny of
confessional identity prevalent in his time, Gunn distrusted ‘personality’ and chose to play
with persona, mimicry and anonymity, creating a poetry of identifications, or in Marianne
Moore’s sense ‘observations', rather than identity. Though Gunn's poems sometimes relish
the poses of others and his own, his personae lack the stylised theatricality of Wilde's poses
or the systematic mythology of Yeats’s masks. Their underside is not the self, but anonymity,

suggesting a poetry of identification rather than identity.

Gunn sees confessional ‘personality’ (his own ‘reflection’ on the windowpane in
Interruptions) as an uninterruptible ghost, haunting him on the transparent glass and
prompting him to ask: ‘What makes me think / The group of poems I have entered is /
Interconnected by a closer link / Than any snapshot album’s?” (378-9) This question is

addressed to both poet and critic. Like the ‘you' in ‘Interruptions’ who starts from the

‘outside’, I aim to make my critical ‘interruptions’ to Gunn’s poems as ‘accurate’ as possible,
to ‘try / At least to get my snapshots accurate.’ (379) Gunn’s own impressive (but occasional)
body of poetry criticism is always focused primarily on individual poets and poems, rather
than critical theory or even historical, cultural or theoretical situations. I have taken my cue
from him in this respect. Clearly, as a critic, I am interested in the ‘link’ between poem and
poem, and poems and their author, but I am also impressed by the poet’s resistance to
totalising readings, his scepticism towards ‘the self’, his outward-looking notion of the poem

as photograph (‘any snapshot album’s’), and his plural emphasis on the occasions of poetry.

Y oP, p. 14.
# Donald Davie, ‘On Sincerity: From Wordsworth to Ginsberg’ in Encounter, October 1968, pp. 61-66.
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His younger contemporary Robert Pinsky wrote a book called The Situation of Poetry, and
inevitably Gunn’s complexly situated occasional poetry reflects back upon his and our
cultural situation. Even reading Gunn poem by poem, we can see his lyric postcards as

reflexes of a larger story, reports of a journey undertaken from and to specific places under
specific cultural conditions, during a time when homosexual identity was under threat and

under the spotlight as never before.

With Fighting Terms (1954) Gunn appeared on the poetic scene as part of a movement
of tough realism and renovation in Post-War British poetry. From the outset he was
associated with both the strenuous seriousness of Leavis’s Cambridge and what came to be

called The Movement, symbolised by Robert Conquest’s New Lines anthology (1956). He
ended his career half a century later, after the appearance of his final book Boss Cupid (2000), a

valedictory collection which reflected back on the poetic journey embodied in Collected Poems
(1993). In the intervening years Gunn had established himself in California as a chronicler of
homosexual experience in the era of Gay Liberation, AIDS and its aftermath, a poet who
moves freely between Britain and the United States, poetic formalism and experimentalism,
traditional culture and alternative life-styles, the academic and the way-out. Still paying
allegiance to his early conservative mentors Yvor Winters and Donald Davie, Gunn wrote

with increasing candour of areas of experience associated with an entirely ditferent, newer
world of Gay bars, drugs, AIDS, rock-and-roll, casual sex, and alternative forms of sociability

associated with post-60s California.

After his death in 2004, the shape of his career became visible in a new way, and tor

the first time, in its light. But if the shape is visible, its meaning remains surprisingly elusive.
Gunn’s second book was called The Sense of Movement, and in its title poem he said ‘One is

always nearer by not keeping still’. As a poet, Gunn was indeed restless, mobile, committed
to moving on. Nevertheless the nature of his actual poetic journey remains a curiously
enigmatic one. Modern poetry offers a set of models for thinking about poetic
transformation. Is his career one of constant poetic and personal development, like those of
the early moderns, W.B. Yeats and T.S. Eliot? Or of cultural displacement and self re-
invention like W.H. Auden and Elizabeth Bishop? Or does it reflect a developing
biographical, indeed autobiographical project, comparable to the ‘confessional’ work of
Robert Lowell or Sylvia Plath? Or do these questions put things the wrong way round?

11



Should we instead be looking at different kinds of literary and biographical models? Could it
be said that Gunn’s painful but ultimately successful journey towards self-acceptance and
seli-revelation is a version of the classic trajectory of the ‘coming out’ story? The history of
his coming to terms with himself as a homosexual poet during the extraordinary period of

late twentieth-century gay culture before and after AIDS?

These questions about Gun’s development propose and suppose different models of
identity as well as different notions of origin and destination. Gunn's quest for poetic
identity, if that is the right term, involves identity in many other senses. His career coincided
with a battle over different notions of poetic identity—competing notions of poetic tradition
and the individual talent—but also with a period of ferocious conflict over identity politics,
especially within minority cultures, fought out in terms of race, gender, sexuality among
other ‘identifiers’. In these contexts, it is tempting, and perhaps plausible, to view Gunn’s
writing in terms of the dialectic between poetic identity and sexual identity, a development

from the literary closet and erotic underworld into the clear light of gay politics in the post-

Stonewall era. This move is embodied in the transition from the coded poetics of Fighting
Terms to the candid, autobiographical reports of sexual life in The Passages of Joy and the
terrifying realism of the AIDS elegies of The Man With Night Sweats. This can be mapped

against the move from the Movement, and post-war British poetry, represented by Larkin

and others, to the West Coast poetry scene, represented by City Lights, the Beats, Robert
Duncan and the Williams tradition.

Gunn’s story, however, is both more complex and more opaque. This thesis takes its
bearings from many of the questions I have outlined, but offers a reading of Gunn’s career
that is not easily mapped against them., Gunn’s career does offer a story of transformation
and change, but one with an uneasy, indeed unsettled relationship to the poetics and politics
of identity, as usually understood. The career narrative, that is, is not only a story about these
schematic binary oppositions, or that of a poet’s progress. Gunn has said that his ‘life insists
on continuities—between America and England, between free verse and meter, between
vision and everyday consciousness’* In his autobiographical essay, ‘My Life up to Now’,
written in the late 70s, he said that even in the sixties, ‘at the height of my belief in the
possibilities of change...I knew that we all continue to carry the same baggage: in my world,
Christian does not shed his burden, only his attitude towards it alters.”” Wary of Bunyan’s
teleological (not to say theological) story, Gunn said ‘it has not been of primary interest to

develop a unique poetic personality’. Indeed, he admitted to rejoicing in ‘Eliot’s lovely remark

2 0P, p. 184.
2 1bid, p. 182.
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that art is the escape from personality’, and was happy to describe himself as ‘a rather

derivative poet’.”

In other words, if Gunn’s story is in part a classic coming-out story, analogous to

Isherwood's in Christopher and his Kind or Edmund White’s in The Beautiful Room is Empty, he

refuses to portray it in these triumphantly progressive terms. Not only is he not interested in
developing a ‘unique poetic personality’ or investing in his aesthetic, cultural or political
identity, his art is born out of a struggle between the personal and impersonal, the intimate
and the anonymous, the candid and the masked. Rather than offering us another version of
the poetics of identity, in other words, I suggest that Gunn’s oeuvre is constituted of a poetics
of identification, a self-distrusting as well as self-revealing exploration of a series of
identifications which never propose the consolation of secured selfhood or existential
affirmation, and are more interested in the ‘occasion’ than the self. Alongside the Coming
Out Story, Tom Goes to San Francisco, or its negative double, The Rake’s Progress, is another
one, a more oscillating and unsettled one that ends with Boss Cupid. Though Gunn is one of
the most eloquent reporters from Gay America, he never wrote as its spokesperson, or as
representing anyone other than himself, a self that he imagined as almost anonymous. If he
was devoted to the poses of others, he was wary of posing even as himself. In his
introduction to Jonson, Gunn spoke of occasional poetry as being ‘elicited by external
events', giving the examples of ‘a birthday’ or ‘a war’. That word ‘elicited’ suggests that the
motive for the poem comes from outside rather than inside, and that outside might be detined

by the poet's ‘situation’ in both a local and more general sense. ‘A Sketch of the Great

Dejection’, from The Man with Night Sweats, for example, like Misanthropos earlier, is a situation

report from the heart of the AIDS crisis, which we can see as ‘elicited’ by it.

Gunn’s poetry offers a strange mix of realism and stylisation, candour and disguise.
It also offers an unlikely hybrid between the raw and the cooked, contemporary and
traditional, played out in his unswerving allegiance (indeed identification) with the high
formalist poets of Elizabethan and Jacobean England under whose aegis he began his career,
and whose spell persists long after his seduction by poets like William Carlos Williams.
Gunn’s editions of Ben Jonson and Fulke Greville catch something as essential to his poetic
project as his selection of Pound or essays on Bunting and Duncan: a love affair with versions

of poetic identity that survived his immersion in the contemporary American poetic scene.

One of the most powerful sources of his poetic force is the sense of tension between

B 0OP, p. 186.
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traditional poetic decorum and the journalistic stuff of everyday life on the streets of San
Francisco—and his identification with both.

The ‘Unsettled Motor-cyclist’ is committed to movement, but not necessarily

development, recording journeys, but not arriving anywhere fixed. This is not a reflex of the

gospel according to post-modernism, but of the founding identifications of the young Gunn,
pondering the contradictory nature of his sexuality. What is interesting is that, even after his
chronicles of Gay Liberation, and the Beat culture of hallucinogenic experiment, and his
coming-out, Gunn remains strangely disenchanted by his own cult of hedonistic
enchantments. It seems telling that one of his last essays was on Rochester, not only one of
the great erotic explorers in English verse, but one of the most sceptical of English poets,
driven by the acutest sense of human limitation. In Gunn’s story, the poetry of sexual,
imaginative and hallucinatory liberation was succeeded by a poetry of saddened, but

unchastened reflection on the vanity as well as beauty of human wishes. In Gunn’s career,
the moment of Moly, Jack Straw’s Castle and The Passages of Joy, gives way, not only to the
beautifully freighted elegies of The Man with Night Sweats but the disenchanted domain reported

on in Boss Cupid.

Modern criticism of poetry is often built around two related developmental models,
one biographical, the other aesthetic. Both tend to be teleological, depending on or
projecting a sense of (often heroic) development in the poet’s life and poetic career, and writ
large in a narrative of origins and final destinations. In reviewing Gunn's long and varied

career, I argue by contrast that the sense of movement it traces cannot be reduced to any
straightforward developmental or teleological story. Gunn moves from an early phase

dominated by his investment in disguises, shields and poses, organised around iconic figures
of male power, to a later phase built around autobiographical candour and overt homosexual
identity, anchored in the sociable and social world of Gay California, peopled by real friends
and lovers rather than icons like Elvis and the Wolf Boy. Nevertheless, this movement is
vexed and complicated, and not easily contained within a narrative of biographical self-
transformation or poetic development. One major reason for this is to do with Gunn’s
apparent scepticism about the notion of both ‘poetic identity’ and ‘personality’. His
insistence on ‘continuity’ tends to efface stories of ‘development’ in favour of more sceptical,

but less dramatically organised models of contingency, versatility, and what I am calling
‘occasionality’.

Gunn is equally wary of his biographical self. In his ‘Postscript’ to ‘My Life Up to
Now’, he wrote that ‘the danger of biography, and equally of autobiography, is that it can
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muddy poetry by confusing it with its sources’.** He gave as an example of this confusion in
Christopher Isherwood’s Christopher and His Kind, a book he said he ‘wouldn’t wish unwritten’
but thought likely to ‘confuse his novels and stories’ with their biographical sources. In
contrast, he argued that a poem’s ‘truth’ may be ‘its faithfulness to a possibly imagined
feeling, not to my history’.” As to his history, in 1983 he wrote that ‘I am a completely
anonymous person—my life contains no events, I lack any visible personality..I lack
motivation, circumstances, viewpoints on vital subjects, and illuminating personal data’.* It
may be that Gunn protests too much at such points, and that these claims to anonymity
provide a necessary cover for a poet so engrossed in intimate experience. Nevertheless, his
words suggest a striking contradiction, or tension, between his candid commitment to
exploring highly intimate, personal experience, including sexual pick-ups, erotic friendships,
fantasies, drug trips, and other highly ‘exposed’ topics, and his sense of anonymity, his lack of
interest in himself as a ‘self’, his lack of ‘illuminating personal data’. The data Gunn works on,

in poem after poem, at all stages of his career, are turned into ‘occasions of poetry’, but
somehow side-step the categories of biography. Or so, at least, he would have us believe. His

poetry depends on treating himself as if he was someone else, or nobody in particular, an
occasional person. In this sense he never claims the Orphic privileges of the ‘Poet’ or a ‘Poet’s

Life’ but stays within the republic of contingency.

Gunn’s approach to his medium is also pragmatic, occasional, and adaptable, rather
than programmatic. If we are thinking of the formal dimension of his work, set beside his
English contemporary Philip Larkin, Gunn may look like a wild boy. On the other hand, set
beside American peers such as Allen Ginsberg, he can look tame or academic. If Gunn proved
himself an intensely original poet, it was not due to any particular formal innovations or
embrace of a new, experimental poetic. In that sense, though obsessed with risk, Gunn was
not formally a risk-taker. Gunn’s early poetry took its bearings from Elizabethan and
Jacobean verse, while from the 60s he responded to the possibilities associated with
American modernists such as William Carlos Williams, but the change does not represent

only a ‘development’. Gunn never leaves his commitment to traditional closed forms behind,
witness Boss Cupid, which is his last but in some respects most traditional book. Though we

can see a stylistic breakthrough with My Sad Captains and Moly, in the sense of a broadening of

the technical repertoire, he continues to write within earshot of his early mentors like

Shakespeare, Jonson and Fulke Greville, moving back and forward between open and closed

0P, p. 187.
2 0P, p. 188.
*® Literature Online, ‘Thom Gunn', February 2002.

<http://lion..chadwyck.co.uk/authors/full_r...&fﬂe-../session/1013446399_23 817&id=2709>
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forms, traditional metrical moulds and contemporary experience. He picks and chooses
models and forms, metres and stanzas, from the available repertoires, reviving and restoring
traditional devices as he rises to the occasion of new subjects. Charged with being ‘a
traditional poet’ by Alan Sinfield, Gunn affirmed it. He said the ‘structure of the poem’
enabled him to bring ‘new experience to something I know already’ and put the two ‘in

combination’, linking ‘the new experience to the traditional form”*

In that sense Gunn does not devise a new poetic but revives meter and rhyme in Moly

and The Man with Nights Sweats, for example, to respond to the changing cultural and historical
situations in which he finds himself. What Lowell calls those ‘blessed structures’ ‘plot and
rhyme’ are used to process Gunn's experiences with drugs, Gay liberation, AIDS. Gunn does
indeed explore free verse, at the time he is experimenting with sex, drugs and rock-and-roll,
but even his free verse is never ‘free’ in the expansive manner of Ginsberg, Olson, or Duncan.
It reads more like a controlled experiment by a writer with a strangely assured sense of his
own poetic project, whether using the studious syllabics of ‘My Sad Captain’, the
hallucinatory free verse of ‘The Geysers’, or the traditional metrics of ‘Moly’. Gunn’s
originality, that is, has more to do with his capacity to respond to the changing situations or
occasions of poetry, than to the formal imperative to make it new. It is the imperative to
adapt to the cultural and historical situations he lives in that leads to the ongoing ‘sense of
movement’ of his poetry. That sense of movement, in other words, is not of poetic
movements, but of the moving forces of social and cultural change, in all their contingency.
His poetry responds to such transformational occasions but insists stubbornly on its own
continuities, its abiding formal predilections as well as its passing sexual ones. Gunn the
formal Elizabethan is never far away, even when he is cruising a Californian bathhouse or
looking for sex in a Gay bar. Itis as if he needs the security of particular literary models (like

an armour) to survive his exploration of risky new subject matter.

In other words, Gunn’s career is not easily mapped in terms of one-directional
developmental models. It involves versatility and adaptability, but not, I argue, a unified
poetic journey, nor a unitary self beyond its own occasions. If this seems a negative
assessment in conventional terms, the result has to be understood in its own changing terms.
Gunn’s refusal to be defined or ‘identified’ in terms of styles and movements, different poetics

‘camps’ or Camp, made him a uniquely mobile reporter from the front-line of Gay America in
the latter twentieth-century.

7 SL, p. 224.
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My account of Gunn’s career is broadly chronological, organised around particular
collections, volume by volume. My standpoint is neither biographical or developmental, but
looks at Gunn’s succeeding books as pragmatic responses to the changed occasions he found
himselt within, offering close readings of key poems, but also tracing the structures of feeling
and iconographical principles working within them. In doing so, I am conscious of how his
poetry has been shaped by the social and cultural changes of his time, and I attempt to view it
as responding to the new historical occasions he found himself presented with. My argument
involves recognising that in order to do that, he must simultaneously respond to the occasion
of his own writing. The density of the medium, in Gunn, is a reflex of the density of the social
experience it records. In this way, Gunn is paradoxically a more public poet, an occasional
poet in the manner of Ben Jonson or Samuel Johnson, than his sceptical commitment to

personal experience might lead one to believe.
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CHAPTER ONE

THREE BODIES AT RISK:
ICONIC MASCULINITY IN GUNN'’S FARLY POETRY

The Shield ¢ The Pose

An illuminating way of looking at Gunn's first three collections—Fighting Terms

(1954), The Sense of Movement (1957) and My Sad Captain (1961)—is to explore the various
representations of the figures of the soldier, the motorcyclist and the snail. These three
individual ‘bodies’ loom large in Gunn’s early poetry in which the idea of shield operates as a
recurring poetic medium. We find Achilles’ ‘armour’ in ‘The Wound’, the motorcyclist’s
‘goggles’ and ‘gleaming jackets’ in ‘On the Move’, and the hunting snail with its shell in
‘Considering the Snail’. These three martial poems, taken from Gunn's each three books,
feature different forms of shield and shielding integral to the development of Gunn’s early
poetic persona involved in the identification with erotic, marginalized icons rather than his
own sexual identity. By exploring Gunn’s investment in shielding and posing in this chapter,
I suggest that Gunn’s early icons operate as poetic disguises, enabling the poet to articulate a

concealed (or shielded) sense of homoeroticism that resists autobiographical exposure.

According to the OED, ‘shield’ as a noun means ‘an article of defensive armour carried

in the hand...as a protection from the weapons of the enemy.’ As a verb, it means ‘screen off

or ‘prevent someone from being seen’. The Old English scild (noun) and scildan (verb) of

German origins are related to Dutch schild and German Schildi, from a base meaning of ‘divide,

separate’ (OED). The Latin corium—"‘skin, hide’—is somewhere in its history too. While

Gunn’s late poetry is poised between the Californian sexual openness in the 70s and the
poignant report of the AIDS epidemic in the 90s, I suggest that his early poetry invests in the
idea of a shield which one needs to be protected, but it is shielded by a series of

iconographical ‘poses’, such as the soldier and the motorcyclist, when he was writing in ‘the
closet’ in the 50s and 60s.

18



‘Even in bed I pose™ the speaker in ‘Carnal Knowledge’ (15) flirts with ‘an acute girl’
who suspects that ‘my self is not like my body, bare.’ Being aware of using the Audenesque

you in the poem, Gunn, the other ‘competent poseur’ hidden behind the poem, flirts with
pronouns: ‘I know you know I know you know I know." The unpunctuated line undercuts
our received equation of pronoun and identity, as well as the limit of ‘carnal knowledge’.

Both ‘shield’ and ‘pose’ concerning the body, posing identifies with shielding because to pose

in front of a photographer or painter involves the complex strategy of giving the viewer ‘a

false impression’ (OED). To pose, in a way, is to ‘separate’ (Schildi), to remove one's self from
the everyday fixture of identity and to identify with the other. It is like role-play or a mild
kind of acting without a script. ‘In sex do I not dither more than either / In verse or pose’,
(47) Gunn writes in ‘A Plan of Self-Subjection’, acknowledging the playful dialectic of poetry
and pose—and playing on that between poetry and prose.

The early Gunn is a poseur and there are many mythical, heroic, literary and pop-cult

poses he adopts: Achilles, Lazarus, Shelley, Shakespeare, Elvis, a wolf boy and the
motorcyclist. Interviewed by John Haffenden in 1981, Gunn looked back his early career and
said, ‘I was trying to be the twentieth-century John Donne.’ (36) In the autobiographical

‘Cambridge in the Fifties’ (1977) published two decades after Fighting Terms and The Sense of

Movement, Gunn said that ‘an actor trying to play a part provided for rich material for poetry’,

and more openly confessed that his poetic ‘pose’ is ‘based partly on the dramatics of

Donne...on Yeats’s theory of masks, and most strongly on the behaviour of Stendhal’s heroes.”

He goes on detailing ‘the theory of pose”

everyone plays a part, whether he knows it or not, so he might as well
deliberately design a part, or a series of parts, for himself. [..] One who is
neither is left in an interesting place somewhere in between the starting
point—the bare undefined and undirected self, if he ever existed—and the
chosen part.’

Gunn is a stylistic poseur who uses poetic anonymity, showiness and self-ridicule to avoid

the risk of being labelled and categorized,” and ‘the bare undefined and undirected self

! “The women in Fighting Terms were real women, yes. But I was guilty of using the Audenesque you to
cover both sexes.’ (PR, p. 178)

20P, p. 162.

> OP, pp. 161-2

*ibid.

> Talking about the downside of posing, Gunn wrote, ‘It also provided opportunities for falling flat on
my face once I forgot the more ridiculous possibilities implicit in the whole theory. One of the poems I
wrote during this year was called ‘A Village Edmund’ [uncollected], referring to Edmund in King Lear.’
(OP, p. 162) The same kind of self-criticism occurs in many occasions. ‘I got into rather a mess with my

next book, Touch, and some of that book seems to me distinctly inferior in that I really wasn't quite
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articulates this contingency. Neil Powell points out ‘the trouble of Gunn's poses’ is that the
reader is ‘rarely certain of their exact purpose or nature: unlike Yeats’ masks, to which they
clearly owe something.® Later, Gunn himself realized that ‘One of the limitations of my first
books is that I had been reading so much Shakespeare, Donne and Stendhal, and I was

writing about the heroic. I wasn’t able to bring in too much of my experience because so

little of it fitted in with this vague idea of the heroic.”” In a sense the poet’s own experience is
shielded by the pose of the heroic. A poetic pose may act as a shield, but a shield is not a

pose. Gunn’s pose undermines poetic immediacy but it channels a kind of raw, edgy poetic

energy that sponsors the cryptic expressiveness of ‘The Wound'.

The early Gunn writes about shields and wears a metaphorical one. Poems such as
‘Tamer and Hawk’, ‘A Plan of Self-Subjection’, ‘In Santa Maria del Popolo’, and ‘My Sad
Captains’ create a contained tone of the precise untouchedness (and untouchableness)—

charged with an existentialist or heroic rectitude that at times seems over-dramatised. But
later in The Man with Night Sweats, after the death of many gay friends, Gunn writes in the title
poem: ‘My flesh was its own shield: / Where it was gashed, it healed.’ (461) The shield here

has become the speaker’s own flesh; it is no longer a pose but a disarmed and disarming
metaphor for self-defence. ‘I suspect the word shield is something of a dead metaphor as [ use

it there,” Gunn said, ‘but it certainly calls into question the concept of taking risks.”

[ will carry this dead or live metaphor of ‘flesh as shield’ back to the reading of Gunn’s
early works and the ‘three bodies’ in this chapter. Gunn’s soldier, motorcyclist and snail are
not shields as such, though they all wear some form of protective shield. They are shielded, or
armoured bodies. The three bodies are ‘at risk’ because they are literally exposed to danger in

Gunn’s poems, and yet they thrive on being at risk because they are shielded in armour,

leather gear or shell. Gunn is interested in the dialectic of his icons being exposed to but
shielded from risks. By articulating the erotic soldier and the motorcyclist as poetic poses or

identifications, Gunn imagines himself shielded from being self-identified as a ‘gay poet’
when he was writing in ‘the closet’” This chapter mainly explores this dialectic through

close readings of individual poems. It also seeks to map out some the consistent threads that

sure how to connect the poetry of everyday life and the heroic poetry (which is greatly to oversimplify
the two kinds)." (PR, p. 152)

® Neil Powell, ‘Thom Gunn: A Pierglass for Poets in Carpenters of Light: A Critical Study of Contemporary
British Poctry (Manchester: Carcanet New Press, 1979), pp. 24-5.
’ John Haffenden, Viewpoints: Poets in Conversation (London: Faber, 1981), p. 38.
8

PR, p. 185.
” “Yet even the phrase “the closet” as a publicly intelligible signifier for gay-related epistemological
issues is made available, obviously, only by the difference made by post-Stonewall gay politics oriented

around coming out of the closet.’ (Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male
Homosocial Desire (NY: Columbia University Press, 1992), p. 14)
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run through Gunn’s entire oeuvre, in particular his obstinate investment in the notion of the

male body at risk.

2

The Soldier

As a post-war poet writing in peacetime, Gunn establishes a curious association
between the roles of the poet and soldier. Looking back on his first book Fighting Terms, Gunn
defined the act of writing in martial terms: ‘Writing poetry became the act of an existentialist
conqueror, excited and aggressive. What virtues this collection possesses, however, are
mostly to be found in an awareness of how far I fell short of being such a conqueror.”’ Its
title Fighting Terms questions the ambivalent language of warfare in post-war Britain, as well
as the language used on a fighting occasion. The book paradoxically captures a non-assertive
kind of martial virtue, in the sense of that most soldiers in the book are resigned, wounded
and frustrated—atypically ‘unsoldierly’ but humanely tender. Poems such as ‘The Court
Revolt’, ‘The Right Possessor’, ‘Captain in Time of Peace’ and ‘Incident on a Journey’ depict
the iconic figure of the soldier as an intellectual, erotic and poetic model, at the same time it
remembers the literary legacy of First and Second World War Poetry, Shakespearean drama,

French existentialism and Homeric legend.

Gunn's soldier icon serves as a mirror of the poet’s troubled relationship to his own
masculinity or sexuality, embodying a clandestine battle being fought out, not on behalf of,
but against his own society. Gunn's half-sublimated, half-stifled expression of his erotic
attraction to the masculine icon of the soldier also expresses his flirtatious love affair with
the heroic poetry of Homer and the sixteenth-century which he re-translates and re-
translated him. Gunn’s anonymous soldiers are often haunted by an imaginary heroic war,
and the poet, too, is possessed by the heroic anonymity he created for his persona, exploring
in his early poetry the ‘forbidden’ zone of homoerotic masculinity through his complex
soldier icon. Although Gunn was a poet writing in the Cold War in the wake of the Second
World War, he is not a War Poet and his poetry is not directly concerned with pity or war.
The rhetorical world of early Gunn is often highly literary, often abstract, but it is also, as

v op, p. 173
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Gunn’s early life was, overshadowed by a sense of war. Even though he is not in any sense a

war poet, he is from the outset of a post-war one. He naturally dramatizes the world in the

‘fighting terms’ that he invokes in the title of his first volume.

Many soldiers in Fighting Terms too are wounded, aimless, demobilised, forgotten,
however promiscuous, fierce and vigorous they once were. Despite Gunn’s obstinate
investment in the figure of the heroic male, he does not glamourize soldiers. He was a

national serviceman for two years before going to Cambridge in 1952. The ambivalence Gunn

felt towards the masculine role of soldier during National Service shaped his later treatment
of war and the military:

The image of the soldiers recurs in this book, as it does I suppose throughout
my work. First of all he is myself, the national serviceman, the ‘clumsy brute

in uniform’, the soldier who never goes to war, whose role has no function,

whose battledress is a joke. Secondly, though, he is a ‘real’ soldier, both ideal
and ambiguous, attractive and repellent: he is a warrior and a killer, or a

career man in peace-time, or even a soldier on a quest like Odysseus or Sir
Gawain.

Of course it is not just the difference of war and peacetime, but between professional career

soldiers and those doing a couple of years of National Service. Is being a soldier in peacetime

posing as a ‘real’ soldier? Is the role of a soldier in danger of losing its meaning? Does this

liminal status make a soldier less or more vulnerable?

This identity crisis finds a voice in ‘The Wound’ (3). The wound in the poem is one
of the most mysterious wounds in English poetry. The poem examines two entwined yet
separate selves: the speaker is, simultaneously Achilles, a real soldier in a real war, and at the
same time the self who dreams of or poses as Achilles. The poem holds an emblematic
position in Gunn’s poetic career. Being moved to first poem in his first Fighting Terms for the
new Faber edition in 1962, ‘The Wound’ continued to occupy that role and became the first
poem in his Collected Poems (1993). It opens when the open wound is closing: ‘The huge
wound in my head began to heal / About the beginning of the seventh week.’ (3) However, in

reverse, it closes with the re-opening wound: ‘My wound break[s] open wide. Over again /I
had to let those storm-lit valleys heal’ ‘Heal’ in the first line rhymes with ‘heal’ in the last.
With one of the speakers being Achilles, we can associate ‘heal’ with Achilles’s heel, the only

place he can be wounded beyond healing. The speaker has survived the dangers of the
battlefield but continues to be at risk due to his bodily and mental injuries: ‘I did not move

" 0P, p. 173
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and dared not speak’. Bodily stillness goes with temporal slowness, as ‘not doctor would

cure it, but time, its patient skill.’

The incurable injury in ‘The Wound’ is both literal and symbolic. It is symptomatic
because the poem features a localised head injury that seems to disassociate the speaker’s
head from his body. It is also symbolic because it is an imaginary war wound that calls up
memories of Patroclus’ death, one of the most horrific episodes of the Trojan War. The

poem’s wound is a psychological one that captures the psychology of wounding. In war,
wounding is a sign of injury, and becomes an emblem of surviving exposure to maximum risk.

It is a heroic insignia inscribed on the body, an approved tattoo etched in the name of

national glory, as Gregory Woods observes about wounding and masculinity:

To be wounded, as much as to be in love, is justification of involvement in
war: it gives the whole thing some point—just as orgasm is the aim of desire.
Particularly in the First World War, when men seldom knew if the shots
they fired had actually hit or killed an enemy, getting wounds was more to
the point than giving them. This has something to do with the euphemistic
way in which a man can describe his distinguished war record in terms of
the number of injuries he sustained, rather than the number of men he
maimed or killed. [...] Not to be wounded is not to be fully involved."

Woods gives wounding an erotic touch, and acknowledges it as one of the stereotypical

requirements for the heroic. Behind Gunn’s idiosyncratic head wound, we might identity
others inscribed in earlier First and Second World War poems. Robert Graves,~ Siegfried
Sassoon, Herbert Read” and Wilfred Owen'® not only depict the horror of open wounds on
the battlefield, but the psychic injury inflicted by the war—‘ache of wounds beyond all
surgeoning’. Graves and Gunn's speakers both recall war and suffer from the incurable

mental wounds commemorated by so many soldier-poets in the First World War."

2 Gregory Woods, Articulate Flesh (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1987), p. 57.
B For example, Robert Graves's ‘Recalling War: ‘Wine, meat, log-fires, a roof over the head, / A
weapon at the thigh, surgeons at call. / Even there was a use again for God— / A word of rage in lack of

meat, wine, fire, / In ache of wounds beyond all surgeoning.' (Jon Silkin, ed. The Penguin Book of First
World War Pocetry (London: Penguin, 1996), pp. 121-122).

" For example, Sassoon’s ‘The rank stench of those bodies haunts me still’: ‘“To-night I smell the battle;

miles away / Gun-thunder leaps and thuds along the ridge; / The spouting shells dig pits in fields of
death, / And wounded men, are moaning in the woods. / If any friend be there whom I have loved,
lsspeed / God sends him safe to England with a gash.” (Silkin, p. 125).

For example, Read’s ‘The End of a War": ‘BODY // I speak not from my pallid lips / but from these
wounds. / SOUL // Red lips that cannot tell / a credible tale.’ (Silkin, p. 167).

' For example, Owen's ‘Strange Meeting’: ‘I would have poured my spirit without stint / But not
through wounds; not on the cess of war. / Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were. /I am
the enemy you killed, my friend.’ (Silkin, p. 208).

7 Gunn is a keen reader of Graves. He reviewed Graves twice within the span of five years: ‘The Well-

Turned Poet’ in The Spectator, 9/6/1957, p. 311 and ‘In Nobody’s Pantheon’ in Shenandoah 13:2, 1962, pp.
34-35.
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‘The Wound’ is a post-war poem, and as a post-war poet, Gunn explores war as a

metaphor for other kinds of contest and risk. From the private bed to the public battlefield,
the poem swings us back and forth between the peace of the bedroom and the turbulence of
the Trojan War. Gunn’s iambic pentameter, tight rhymes and well-trimmed stanzas create a

closed, claustrophobic world, with the Elizabethan tune resounding in the modern room-
scape. We are ushered into the ancient Greek war scene at the beginning of the second
stanza: ‘And constantly my mind returned to Troy. ‘Returned’ uncannily suggests mental
repetition and even the possibility that the speaker could be Achilles or confuse himself with
the Greek hero. The soldier’s mind returning (or being forced to return) the scene of battle is
characteristic of post-war psychological shock. Such ‘mental return’ is a defining feature of

many First World War poems such as Owen’s ‘Mental Cases’.

But in ‘The Wound, the speaker’s head-wound not only reminds us of the hangover
of the poetry of World War I and II, but opens up a traumatized psychology of an imaginary
soldier unable to escape from the battlefield. Returning to a different war, Gunn’s mental

case offers a more intimate voice than Owen’s first-hand anti-war poems:

And constantly my mind returned to Troy.

After I sailed the seas I fought in turn

On both sides, sharing even Helen's joy

Of place, and growing up—to see Troy burn—

As Neoptolemus, that stubborn boy. (3)

Unlike Achilles, Gunn’s speaker fights ‘on both sides’, But in the backdrop another
consciousness is at work: ‘I lay and rested as prescription said.’ The elusive, elegiac mood of

the speaker(s) resonates with what Freud saw as a feature of mourning:

Mourning is regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss
of some abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as fatherland,
liberty, an ideal, and so on. [...] Profound mourning, the reaction to the loss of
a loved person, contains the same feeling of pain, loss of interest in the
outside world - in so far as it does not recall the dead one - loss of capacity
to adopt any new object of love, which would mean a replacing of the one
mourned, the same turning from every active effort that is not connected
with thoughts of the dead. It is easy to see that this inhibition and
circumscription in the ego is the expression of an exclusive devotion to its
mourning, which leaves nothing over for other purposes or other interests.”

At the centre of ‘The Wound’ is a loss complex. On the one hand there is the invalid trapped

in bed in a state of mourning, ‘constantly’ tuning his mind to return to the Trojan War. On

the other there is Achilles mourning for the loss of Helen, and above all, his beloved friend

® Freud, Collected Papers Vol 1V. trans. Joan Riviere (London: The Hogarth Press and Institution of
Psychoanalysis, 1971), p. 158.
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Patroclus’s death. Freud helps us understand the circularity of thought enacted in mourning,

and the psychological wound in Gunn’s poem with its obsessive preoccupation with loss.

The formal and rhetorical expressiveness of ‘The Wound® conceals Achilles’s intimate

and dramatic mourning for Patroclus. In the eighteenth book of The Iliad, Homer describes

Achilles’s ‘Griefe darkened all his powres’, throwing his body ‘upon the shore / Lay as laid out
for funeral’® With Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida in mind, Clive Wilmer suggests that

‘Shakespeare seems to depict Achilles and Patroclus as homosexual lovers.””® Gunn however

downplays Achilles’s hysteria, suppressing the homoerotic reference in ‘The Wound:

And while my belt hung up, sword in the sheath,
Thersites shambled in and breathlessly

Cackled about my friend Patroclus’ death. (3)

Toning down Homeric violence and Shakespearean homoeroticism, Gunn sets up an unstable
equation between the invalid’s imaginings and the real action of Achilles. This ambiguous
balance makes the double narrative of the poem believable, and suggests an imaginative
parallel between Achilles’s loss and the invalid’s. Holding the Homeric and Shakespearean
drama firmly in the background, Gunn shields the poem from sentimentality and himselt

from being identified as homosexual. One of its earliest readers Peter Thirlby noted: ‘The

main interest of all his work is loss of life, not in a personal, but in a social sense, or rather in

the former only through the latter.’?

' was mysell: subject to no man’s breath: / My own commander was my enemy.’ This
notion of selthood in “The Wound’ counters the anonymity of the speakers, pushing the poem
towards the complex dynamics of identity and identification at the heart of so many Gunn's

poems. The sense of nobility raised from self-assertion, as Wilmer observes, ‘removes the

22

poem from the modern world.* These two lines capture ‘intimations of unbound energy’

that Gunn says owe a great deal to Sartre and Camus,” Shakespearean tragic heroes and his

‘revelation on the road in France’.** It is interesting to note that Gunn’s exposure to risk, that

® Allardyce Nicoll, ed. Chapman’s Homer: The Iliad (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), p. 373.

* Clive Wilmer, “Those Wounds Heal III: Thom Gunn in 1954 & 1992', AGENDA, p. 19. When
Achilles sulks in his tent, dispirited about his inaction and the injury to his reputation it has caused, he
says, ‘My fame is shrewdly gored,’ and Patroclus replies: ‘O, then, beware:/ Those wounds heal ill that

men do give themselves’ Wilmer suggests ‘this must be the original source of the image, though I am
not sure Gunn makes much of it.’

2 Peter Thirlby, ‘Violence and Toughness’ in Delta 8, 1956, p.17
> AGENDA, p. 20

B Interviewed by Haffenden, Gunn said, ‘I was very influenced by Sartre, obviously, and in particular
b4y a short book called Existentialism and Humanism.” (p. 36)

* In ‘Cambridge in the Fifties', Gunn writes: ‘The summer vacation [in his first year] was in fact as
important as the whole of the preceding year. I read the whole of Shakespeare, and doing that, Helena




is his memory of the hitch-hiking trip, leads to one of the key spiritual epiphanies of his life.
Although ‘The Wound' is distilled from Gunn’s personal experience, it re-captures the sense

of ‘intimations of unbounded energy’, as it curiously calls on Homeric and Shakespearean

heroes for reassurance.

With Gunn’s theory of pose in mind, I suggest that for Gunn literary allusions
operate as poses. ‘I was myself: subject to no man’s breath”. the Homeric hero in ‘The Wound’

is seen through the lens of Shakespearean tragic drama.® The title poem of Gunn’s third

book My Sad Captains is a self-referential poem about heroes and friendship underpinned by

literary allusions with Shakespearean dimensions. The title comes from Mark Anthony’s

speech in Anthony and Cleopatra. Facing foreseeable defeat in the battle of Actium, Anthony,
like Achilles in ‘The Wound’, recomposes himself and pronounces his leadership. By calling

his ‘sad captains®® to the battlefield, Anthony regains his military rigour and heroic vision.

The poem’s opening suggests an autobiographical reading in which Gunn says farewell to his
early literary models and intellectual mentors. Gunn’s allusion to Anthony’s ‘sad captains’

puts the question of the heroic in his poetry into sharp focus:

One by one they appear in
the darkness: a few friends, and
a few with historical

names, (129)

The anonymous, collective pronoun ‘they’ (‘the sad captains’) may point to Gunn's friends,
his obsession with ‘historical names’ such as Achilles, Anthony, Shakespeare, Homer,” his

literary heroes such as Jonson, Fulke Greville, Pound, Winters, and other literary heroes, or

Shire remarked, adds a cubit to anybody’s stature’ (OP, p. 159) And he continues: ‘one day, hitch-
hiking along a long narrow dusty road in France, I experienced a revelation of physical and spiritual
freedom that I still refer to in my thoughts as the Revelation. It was like the elimination of some
enormous but undefined problem that had been across my way and prevented me from moving
forward." He then connects the Revelation with Shakespeare's heroes: ‘I was to find support from

other sources, notably in King John and Coriolanus, and later from Sartre. It was, as you can see, literary
in character, but its principal source was the Revelation on the road in France, its intimations of
unbounded energy.’ (OP, p. 162)

* Many Shakespearean heroes put forward similar claims for selfhood and self-definition, especially at
the point of violent action. ‘I am the Prince of Wales,” Prince Henry confronts Hotspur in Henry IV, Part

I, ‘and think not, Percy,/ To share with me in glory any more’. Hamlet characteristically announces his
own death: ‘Horatio, I am dead;/ Thou livest; report me and my cause aright’. Caged together with
Cordelia, King Lear gathers himself towards self-realization: ‘Pray, do not mock me:/ I am a very foolish
fond old man [..] I fear I am not in my perfect mind.’ Prince Henry, Hamlet and King Lear, like Achilles,
face the risk of death in political turmoil and collective warfare. All these tragic heroes identify

themselves as themselves, consolidating and defining the sense of self when they are on the verge of
death.

* Shakespeare, Anthony and Cleopatra (Arden Edition) ed. John Wilders (London: Routledge, 1995), Act
1, xiii, pp. 183-189.

“ In ‘A Plan of Self-Subjection’ Gunn writes: ‘As Alexander or Mark Anthony/ Or Coriolanus, whom I
most admire,/ I mask self-flattery.’ (p. 46)
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unnamed and unnameable lovers in the 50s and 60s. Placed as the coda to My Sad Captains,

this title poem completes the sequence of Gunn’s exploration in syllabics and a shift from the

iambic. A lot of criticism has been developed on Gunn’s transitional change from strict

metrics to exploratory syllabics to a mixture of metrics and free verse,” yet ‘My Sad Captains’
is not only Gunn’s elegiac farewell to his earlier devotion to rhyming and his obsession with
heroism, but it sheds a particularly sharp light on his icon of the soldier. Jay Parini points out
that ‘Gunn’s elegy is a tender yet fiercely self-critical piece, a farewell to what has been, a

resolution to approach life and art from now on with greater flexibility and humanness.’”

The poem plays on distances and self-distancing, and this relates to the ideas about

posing and shielding I discussed earlier. As the second stanza ends with marking out
distances (‘They remind me, distant now"), the final stanza re-establishes the presences of the

sad captains:

True, they are not at rest yet,
but now that they are indeed
apart, winnowed from failures,
they withdraw to an orbit

and turn with disinterested
hard energy, like the stars.

Gazing at his shiny captains in the dark, Gunn witnesses their transformation from humans
to distant planets. ‘Apart’, ‘withdraw’ and ‘disinterested”: the poem insists on distancing yet
suggests the legacy of imaginative intimacy. ‘Disinterested’ reminds us of the Kantian
critique of the beautiful and Hazlitt’s notion of art, and Gunn is more interested in inviting us
to experience the transformation of his icon than in foregrounding his poetic transtormation
from iambics to syllabics. When the soldier icon is transformed into the star, consolidated in
its form, reflective and emanating light in the space, Gunn, as a reader of his work, has made
the sky into the living album of the past. This sky, borrowing Freud’s words, is a screen
memory; his icons are the stars. ‘The stars’ here are clearly classical and astronomical, but

they also suggested ‘the stars’ of modern celebrity culture. The poem certainly offers a

modern take or classical metamorphoses of people into stars, like the apotheosis of Augustus
at the end of Ovid’'s Metamorphosis or of Keats at the end of Shelley’s Adonais. Gunn suggests

modern cosmology with ‘orbits’ and a kind of psychological translation of the scheme to

reflect on his personal needs. Though we may or may not think this admirable, it reveals the

® See Section 3 of Neil Powell's essay, ‘Thom Gunn: A Pierglass for Poets’ in Carpenters of Lights: Some

Contemporary English Poets (Manchester: Carcanet, 1979). Powell offers a thorough discussion on how

Gunn's syllabics works as a poetic transmission from other poets such as Marianne Moore, helping
Gunn to re-invent his poetic voice through a ditferent form. (pp. 39-47)

» Jay Parini, ‘Rule and Energy: The Poetry of Thom Gunn’, Massachusetts Review 23:1,1982, pp. 142-3.
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degree to which he is a poet of admiration, a poet with an inveterate investment in the idea of

the heroic.

‘Disinterested / hard energy, like the stars” this line is not only applicable to the
intimacy between the poet and his subject, its self-critical tenor invites us to interpret the
soldier icon in Gunn’s oeuvre. Most of Gunn’s soldiers share a disinterested attitude towards
their comrades and the outside world. They are single and singular, distanced and resigned
as if existentially isolated. Despite the fact that they are individuals, they are never
individualistic, as the collective military identity subverts individuality. The question of
anonymity lies deep in the soldier icon, in which Gunn’s idea of pose is in play. The
iconography of battle and the figure of the soldier who hold the stage in so much of Gunn’s
early work, are not simple reflexes of twentieth-century warfare or even his period in
national service. In his early poetry, Gunn never strays far from the field of battle, a battle
that is inherently literary, full of memories of classical epic and Shakespearian historical
dramas. ‘The Wound’ embodies this perfectly, as we have seen, with its concentration on the
patient fixated upon Homeric stories of the Trojan wars, somehow condemned to re-enact
them in feverish form upon his sickbed. Though the speaker rises to the existential heroes of
T was myself: subject to no man’s breath,” he is also caught up in a life-or-death battle

between opposed armies, fighting ‘in turn / On both sides.’

Gunn's cast of estranged, anonymous soldiers haunt his early poetry, reflecting and
reflecting on his own estranged masculinity through the lens of Elizabethan and Jacobean

literature. ‘The Court Revolt’ (17) feels like a condensed and obscured version of a
Shakespearian history play, full of competing kings, conspiracies, the rebellion of subjects.
Like the unnamed ‘sad captains’, no names suggest when or where this civil war takes place,
but here the terms of reference seem too abstract to suggest a specific war, whether in the
Middle Ages or the present. ‘A Mirror for Poets’ (24-5) is more explicitly a return upon
Elizabethan Age, and looks back to that time as not only a ‘Mirror for Poets’ but a distorted
image of the present: ‘It was a violent time. Wheels, racks and fires / In every writer's mouth,
and not mere rant.” Chronicling ‘Hacks in the Fleet and nobles in the Tower’, it names
Shakespeare and Jonson and invokes the ‘diseased and doubtful Queen’ Elizabeth, insisting
that both Sidney’s ‘Arcadia’ and Shakespearian and Jonsonian dramas, need to be seen as
mirrors of a society where ‘the boundaries met/ Of life and life, at danger’ and ‘the faint and
stumbling crowds were dim to sight.’ The poem suggests that the ‘*huge magnanimity’ of the
‘Paphlagonian King' in Sidney's Arcadia (and indirectly in King Lear) is a product of that
‘violent time’. The poem ends saying that ‘In street, in tavern, happening would cry/ “I am

myself, but part of something greater, / Find poets what that is”’ ‘The Mirror for Poets’,
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according to Gunn, is the violent Elizabethan and Jacobean age, and it is this in part that he
mirrors in his early books.

‘Captain in Time of Peace’ (30) seems to take up the same conceits, using metaphors

of war to discuss peacetime romantic relationships. Set in a world of ‘trite cinema
endearments’, however, it talks of ‘raising a siege’ and honouring the town of peace, quite as if
back in the Tudor period. In this case, however, the ‘lumpish soldier’ referred to is a
contemporary ex-soldier, not too unlike Thom Gunn in the wake of national service. He tells
the expressively non-gendered addressee, ‘Pity a lumpish soldier out of work, / And teach him
manners with a look.” Excusing his gaucheness and apparent violence, he says ‘the habit of
soldiers is to loot’, and then ‘So please forgive / all my inadequacy: I was fit. / For peaceful
living once, and was not born / A clumsy brute in uniform.” The ‘uniform’ here is no longer a
heroic attribute, but a mark of the brutalizing effects in the military life. The poem seems to
be about a clumsy and inappropriate sexual advance of some kind, ‘begun / Crudely’, and it is
partly excused because ‘the habit / Of soldiers is to loot.” It is strange that the speaker should
find ‘peace’ so difficult, so alien even, but this is the lot of most of Gunn’s protagonists,
conceived in peacetime 1950s Britain. Why should this be? Is that military taste for loot’ an
image for the sexual predatoriness of the male? Is the conflict the poems obsessively mirror,

that of post-war masculinity, or a young gay man’s struggle with the ambivalent iconography

of masculinity? Even that ‘Captain in Time of Peace’ takes all his bearings from war, and his

role as active soldier.

Gunn’s soldiers stand ambiguously at a crossroads: they are trained for and hardened
by their exposure to the dangers of the battlefield but they also put other people’s lives

(enemies and civilians) at risk. Such ambiguities come into focus in the last stanza of ‘The

Wound’, when Achilles ‘rose’, ready for combat but then halted:

[ called for armour, rose, and did not reel.

But, when I thought, rage at his noble pain

Flew to my head, and turning I could feel

My wound break open wide. Over again

[ had to let those storm-lit valleys heal. (3)

The action of the Trojan War ends after this line as well, as Gunn in the next line instantly
brings back the invalid’s state of mind, suspending Achilles’s action in the air. The ‘noble
pain’ is ambiguous. It may be Achilles or Patroclus, and suggests the speaker’s investment in
the noble military ethos of Homeric epic. According to mythology, Achilles’s body should

have been invulnerable except his heel, since his mother plunged him into the river Styx.

‘Reel, ‘feel’, ‘heal’ suggest the unspoken ‘heel’ and map out psychological hesitation,
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emotional turmoil, physical repair and mythological construction, embracing two speakers

within the same dramatic I. The stanza is governed by the movement of active verbs (‘called’,

‘rose’, etc.), though no actual action has happened except the breaking wound. The breaking

wound also marks the breaking of Gunn's metaphysical conceit, as the double ambivalence,

that is, the physical and psychological wounds of both the invalid and Achilles are
compressed (or collapsed) altogether when the wound violently breaks open. The two

worlds and voices embrace in a kind of vertiginous convergence. The last line returns to

‘those storm-lit valleys’, resembling the opening gloomy landscape, the ancient warscape of
Achilles, and above all, the wound itself.

‘The Wound’ launched the young Gunn as a poet of shield, armour, body and skin—

but instead of affirming these masculine sites, the speaker is caught between risk and

vulnerability which counter most critics' preoccupation with Gunn's ‘toughness™ and

‘intellectualism’.> The poem ends with the speaker called for armour but ‘did not reel’, as if

the shield alone provides adequate security for his psychological turmoil. By articulating the
soldier’s vulnerability, Gunn calls for his own armour, concealing his sexual identity, which
perhaps is the internal battlefield in the background of the soldier poems. Gunn’s soldiers

haunt his career but their iconic status gradually diffuses as Gunn incorporates the figure

into his erotic, autobiographical poems in later collections. I will end this part of my
discussion by looking briefly at two of Gunn’s later soldier poems, ‘The Corporal’ from Jack

Straw Castle (1976) and ‘A GI in 1943’ from Boss Cupid (2000). These two later poems represent

 Early critics stereotyped Gunn as a tough poet obsessed by violent subjects. As early as 1956 Peter
Thirlby in an article revealingly entitled ‘Violence and Toughness’ highlights Gunn's ‘rhetoric under

stress of the impossible task of explaining life from violence, destruction of life, death.’ (Delta 8 (1956),
p. 18) P.R. King confirms that ‘Fighting Terms, as it title suggests, promotes a tough, hardened stance
towards the world and personal relationships.’ (ibid, p. 78) With ‘On the Move® in mind G.S. Fraser
claimed that ‘Gunn is a poet who should have a peculiar direct appeal not for angry, but for fierce,
young men.' (Critical Quarterly 3:4 (1961), p. 366)

' Gunn's early lines are often mapped out by tight threads of intellectual ideas, interwoven with clear
arguments embodied in the muscular criticism of F.R. Leavis and Yvor Winters. He told Haffenden in
an interview, ‘In Leavis’s Cambridge sentimentality was one of the great awful words, but if you're not
going to write about sentiment you're cutting out a large part of human experience. But it is tricky.’
(Haffenden, p. 54.) In ‘To Yvor Winter, 1955 (CP 69), Gunn strikingly opens the poem with a
departure: ‘I leave you in your garden.’ His mixed feelings towards Winter's systematic thinking is
shown in a poem where he describes Winters by two conflicting phrases: the ‘boxer’s vigilance and

poet’s rigour’. Recalling Winters, he wrote: ‘I fought Winters a lot at first. I mean, I quarrelled with
him and disagreed with him. He kind of liked that. I said once, writing about him, that I felt like the

rebellious soldier in the sergeant’s platoon in one of those Hollywood war movies.’ (James Campbell,
Thom Gunn in Conversation (London: Between the Lines, 2000), p. 30) ‘I heard someone calling Yvor

Winters a maverick’, Gunn wrote in his introduction to Yvor Winters: Selected Poems (2003) confirming
Winters'’s literary influence, ‘I could go further than this and call him the maverick’s maverick.’ (xvii)
A. E. Dyson noted: ‘From Cambridge days, Gunn has been an intellectual poet, nearer to the late
Elizabethan and Jacobean ‘metaphysics’ than Eliot ever was (as near, say, as Auden); and with

something of the deliberate cleverness (in Fighting Terms, mainly) that could mar even Donne.’ (A. E.
Dyson, “Watching You Watching Me..™ A Note on “The Passages of Joy™ in Dyson, ed. Three
Contemporary Poets (Casebook Studies), (London & HK: Palgrave Macmillan, 1990), p. 83.)
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the soldier’s uniform as a site of anonymity, identity and sexuality, and bring out into the

open implications largely repressed or sublimated in the early books.

‘The Corporal’ (233-4) records the speaker’s (probably Gunn) teenage obsession
with soldiers:** ‘Half of my youth I watched the soldiers / And saw mechanic clerk and cook /

Subsumed beneath a uniform.” Gunn associates soldiers with artistic ‘control’, describing

them as aerobatic like ‘Ballets with symmetry of the flower’. It is a poem about seeing as well

as dressing, as the last stanza points out:

Yet something fixed outlined the impulse.

His very health was dressed to kill.
He had the acrobat’s love of self

—Balancing body was his skill
Against the uniform space of death.

The last line is a slightly varying refrain that runs through the poem. Each stanza, therefore,
ends with death in association with ‘tool and instrument’, ‘pure precision’, ‘small forgettings’,
and ‘my passion and concern’. ‘Unsoldierly as an animal'—the soldier is both sexy and
dangerous, natural and artificial. If being ‘dressed to kill’ is a sense of charm, it is also set
‘Against the uniform space of death.’ ‘Dressed to kill’ is a deadly, but also a witty pun. The
uniform gives him certain glamour—ryet it is designed as a form of dress for killing. ‘Uniform’

here ironically transforms into an adjective, mapping out the unmappable, abstract ‘space of
death’ where individuality is finally lost.

Possibly Gunn’s last poem about the soldier, ‘A GI in 1943’ (BC 56) is about his
earliest erotic response to the image of a man in uniform. It picks up the idea of ‘the uniform
as an object of desire’ and develops it. Published in 2000 when Gunn was 70, the lyric poem
records a memorable moment experienced by Gunn ‘fifty-three years’ ago on ‘the bus-top /

that May afternoon in / Richmond' as he looked down from the deck and found a boy in
military uniform:

He melted into

his uniform, the blond hair
uniform too

rough animal stubble above
the undisturbed beauty

of the farm boy’s face.

’2‘My childhood was full of soldiers. I tried to write about this in a poem called “The Corporal.” I was

ten at the beginning of World War Two and sixteen when it ended, so my visual landscape was full of
soldiers. Of course, I became a soldier for two years of national service and so that was another kind of

soldier. It was a strange kind of role I had to measure myself against.’ (PR, p. 155)
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Uniform is a crucial ‘turn-on’ in this sexy encounter, ‘Melted / into his uniform it is as if the
uniform were a mould, turning the boy into pure anonymity, pure masculine stereotype.
Then the attention shifts to ‘the blond hair’, which is a ‘uniform too’, suggesting a kind of
stereotypical male beauty and power the poem explores later. The poem details the boy’s
body parts: his ‘boy flesh / in man’s tunic’, his ‘hands too / regulation-pink.’ The openly
acknowledged homoerotic passion aroused by the young soldier’s body is hidden in Gunn’s
early poems about soldiers. But this boy is not merely a soldier, he is a sweaty sportsman
‘coming back / from rowing-practice / on the Thames.’ As the poem flirts with the idea of the
male gaze, the young soldier is exposed to objectification and passivity. However, the poem

changes gear when the first person comes in, bringing us back to the present:

Nowadays I see

forward boys in backward caps
armoured in hide that

adorns to hide

every fallibility,

cruelty or awkwardness
with smooth look

of power.

Gunn offers us a contrast to a different kind of male gaze of fifty-three years ago. The young
‘forward boys’, dressed in hip-hop uniform with their ‘backward caps’, are ‘armoured in hide’
like soldiers in uniform. They pose to defend themselves against ‘every fallibility / cruelty or
awkwardness’, and such a pose, Gunn suggests, is a ‘smooth look / of power.’ They are as

sexy as the farm boy in uniform but also different. Their power comes from beauty, not

military affiliation, as the poem restages the Keatsian complex of ‘beauty is truth, truth
beauty’ with the casts of ‘power’ and ‘beauty:

Power

as beauty, beauty

power, that

is all my cock knew or
cared to know, taught

by the focussing eyes, as it
isolated the god

from the crowd.

This is a far cry from the Grecian urn. Playful, funny and self-mocking, the fluid verse
harbours a sense of freedom about casual looking and sexual fantasy. The tone allows
juxtapositions of power and beauty, aesthetics and erotics, his cock and eyes, the god and
crowd, past and present, Keats and Gunn to intermingle. ‘That / is all my cock knew or /
cared to know’ travesties the words of an earlier Hampstead poet with an investment of the

erotic. It is a risky poem as it plays on the edge of perversity without being overtly perverse.
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In this last poem about the image of the soldier, there is a new ‘innocence’, as well as erotic
candour. The poet openly acknowledges the sexual change elicited by the G.I, thereby
transforming his earlier poetic investments in this iconic figure. If this seems a world away

from the ‘fighting terms’ of his early work, his exploration of the soldier’s erotic masculinity

still acknowledges the aura of ‘cruelty’ and ‘power’ which may contribute to his fascination

with anonymous soldier boys.

3

The Motorcyclist

For Gunn, the motorcyclist is a peacetime icon that resonates with something of the
dangerous masculine glamour of the image of the soldier in war. In some sense the biker is a
civilian, Beat variant of the soldier. Gunn’s motorcyclists are as much courtiers as
motorcyclists, secular reincarnations of Fulke Greville, adepts of philosophical speculation
and metaphysics: ‘My human will cannot submit / To nature, though brought out of it.’ (54)
While Gunn’s soldier is resuscitated from the Trojan War, Shakespearian drama and the two
World Wars, his motorcyclist is drawn from the contemporary iconography of Marlon
Brando, James Dean and Elvis Presley in the 50s and 60s. Dark studded leather jacket, tight
leather pants, long black leather boots, thunderous Harley Davidson—the motorcyclist’s
outfit is the armour of the post-war urban soldier, knightly emblem of heroic muscular
masculinity. Gunn creates his own intellectual yet athletic motorcyclist, a variant on his

soldier icon. In his fight with the marshy fertility of ‘the natural’, the biker seems an emblem

of a hidden autobiographical self, which surfaces in the last section of Jack Straw’s Castle.

Peter Willis in Profane Culture (1979) points out that the motorcyclist culture ‘was
offensive to wider society, with its intimidating motorbikes, extreme appearance and loud
music. There was also a general kind of lawlessness, a propensity to fight and steal that was
anathema to conventional society.”™ In ‘Black Jackets’ (108-9) in My Sad Captains, instead of

deifying or demonising the motorcyclists ‘extreme appearance’, Gunn introduces the eye-
catching outlook of a ‘red-haired boy who drove a van / In weekday’ but becomes part of a
motorcyclist gang on Sunday, when he:

3 Peter E. Willis, Profane Culture (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979), p. 49.
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Wore cycle boots and jacket here
To suit the Sunday hangout he was in,
Heard, as he stretched back from his beer,
Leather creak softly round his neck and chin.

Before him, on a coal-black sleeve
Remote exertion had lined, scratched, and burned

Insignia that could not revive
The heroic fall or climb where they were earned.

Stripped off the ordinary ‘weekday overalls’, the young leather boy rises to soldierly status
supported by ‘insignia’ and ‘the heroic fall or climb’. Gunn’s rather clumsy muscle-bound

rhythm re-enacts the motorcyclists’ ‘concocting selves for their impervious kit'. It is as if the

poem too, is trapped by the black jacket, a symbol for a kind of rebel formalism constricting
rhythmic fluency. Gregory Woods in Articulate Flesh observes ‘the will-powered man is
uniformed as a type (cowboy, biker, fireman, soldier, quarter-back, sailor, cop...) long before
he reveals himself, or is exposed, as a mere individual. Even naked, he is clad in iron, tattooed
and tense, forever on his guard** Gunn is interested in the way the motorcyclist’s uniform
operates as a heroic pose, subverting a world obsessed with ‘security’, ‘success’ and
‘normality’. This heroic pose however is embedded in ‘loss™ ‘If it was only loss he wore, / He
wore it to assert, with fierce devotion, / Complicity and nothing more.” The ‘loss’ associated
with the leather outfit asserts ‘complicity’, a sense of the sociability of playing a part in the
motorcyclist gang, having a drink at night ‘in the Bay’ and living in ‘the present’. The poem
ends with a parody of such a take-it-or-leave-it attitude, recording that on their shoulders
‘they had put tattoos” ‘The group’s name on the left, The Knights, / And on the right the
slogan Born To Lose” The ironic group tattoos play out an almost camp travesty of

chivalrous masculinity, yet this public display of loss shows seli-mockery as much as self-
knowledge.

The biker adopts the name of ‘Knights’, and Gunn places it after ‘The Byrnies’ <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>