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who abandon social and poetic decorum, the speaker wishes to upset his mother’s ritual
and satisfy his urge to confess. Williams writes,

.. .As I never came to rest, as I had to watch, I knew the interval by heart,

her hand came down to it again, her head lower to it again,

that excruciating suction sound again, her gaze loosening again.

I'd be desperate, wild, my heart would pound.

There was an expression then, "to tell on someone": that was what I craved, to rell

to have (;grlrllzgne bear witness with me to her awful wrong.

What was I doing to myself? Or she to me?

Oh, surely she to me! (CPCK 517)
Williams emphasizes the act of telling, of speaking, of confessing. The expression “to tell
on someone” is a colloquialism from childhood: children often tell their mother how one
of their playmates has hit them or taken their toy, and the mother usually functions as the
mediator. The child-accuser is usually not entirely innocent, and the mother often accuses
the child of being a tattle-tale, and instructs the child to worry about himself and not
others. Williams pursues the notion of the tattle-tale by deconstructing self-examination as
shame-producing. There is no shame in Williams’ bewilderment, only awe. When
Williams says, “What was I doing to myself?” (CPCK 517), he implies that he makes
himself flinch, not only his readers. Williams wonders at his masochism, thrilled by his
ability to create self-hatred out of a non-issue, a non-event, nothing: the cup. That this
object calls forth such despair both repulses and fascinates him.

The questions in the last stanza recall those in “The Gas Station.” Williams tells on
“the whore or mother” from “The Gas Station”; he craves to “tell on her, ” his mother, in
“My Mother’s Lips.” In both poems he asks what he is doing in telling on these women,
and what he is saying about himself. What’s implied is that Williams can’t tell on these
women without implicating himself. After all, in “The Gas Station,” isn’t he the one
paying the whore to blow him, isn’t he the one making her a whore? In “My Mother’s
Lips,” it’s clear that Williams’ mother isn’t doing anything wrong. The last line, “Oh

surely she to me!” (CPCK 517), by protesting too much, admits that the mother has done

nothing wrong. The line performs the child or adolescent’s self-righteous feeling of being
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victimized. In the first stanza of “My Mother’s Lips,” we must wait until the end of the
third long line to learn what the mother’s offense is:

Until I asked her to please stop doing it and was astonished to find that she not

only could

but from the moment I asked her in fact would stop doing it, my mother, all

through my childhood,

when I was saying §omething to her, something important, would move her lips as

I was speaking

so that she seemed to be saying under her breath the very words I was saying as I

was saying them (CPCK 160).
The sentence is four lines long, an entire stanza, and renders absurd the idea that anyone,
even a mother, could anticipate the next word in this complicated sentence. The two
important clauses within the long sentence are when the speaker asks the mother to stop
and when she moves her lips when the speaker says something, as if knowing what he will
say. In the first line, the reader only knows that the speaker asks the mother to stop, and
doesn’t, until the last two lines, know what the mother is doing that is so irritating. In the
first line, we don’t even have the mother; we only have a “she,” only the antecedent, and
don’t know to whom it refers. In the second line, we get the referent, “my mother,” but
there are three interruptive phrases that separate the subject (the mother) from the verb of
«“would move.” “All through my childhood,” “when I was saying something to her,” and
“something important” are all interjections that delay the syntax. It’s not until the last line
that we understand why it matters that the mother is moving her lips: she seems to be
saying her son’s words at the exact time he is saying them. The unique syntax asserts the
poet’s independence from a mother who usually predicts her child’s words.

Williams describes his shift from childhood to adolescence as a shift from being
irked to being troubled by his mother. He accuses her of trying to take away his
independence, his ability to fashion his identity through language. His mother would say
his words with him, or, worse, she would seem to make him say what he says. Williams
writes:

Or, even more disconcertingly—wildly so now that my puberty had erupted—
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before 1 said them.

When I was smaller, I must Jjust have assumed that she was omniscient. Why not?

She kner:'i iedverythmg else—when I was tired, or lying; she’d know I was ill before

I may even flave thought—how could it not have come into my mind?—that she

caused what I said (CPCK 160).
When he was a child, he would have already thought his mother a god, so if she could
predict his words, it would have come as no surprise. Yet as he erupts into adolescence,
his mother is a barrier. He directs his angst at his mother’s lips.

Williams shifts next from adolescence to adulthood, narrating his changing
relationship to his mother. Strangely, Williams now identifies with his mother’s anxiety to
finish his sentences:

All she was really doing of course was mouthing my words a split second after I

said them myself,

but it wl'c:(s)rvx; t until my own children were learning to talk that I really understood

and undqistéod, too, the edge of anxiety in it, the wanting to bring you along out of

the comspitflzic:r’l to lift you again from those black caverns of namelessness we

encase (CPCK 160).

The “you” in the “the wanting to bring you along out of silence” (CPCK 160) is
ambiguous. Functioning not as direct address, but as a generalized third person, “you”
refers to the child the mother wants to pull out of silence. It also refers to the poet’s
children learning to talk. Further, it could refer to the poet pulling himself out of silénce
by writing a poem. In other words, it could articulate the anxiety to speak alone. The
“you” could signify the mother, who is nameless in the poem, and yet, is still a figure in
the poem. The mother’s lips are forever altered when they become the title of a poem,
representing the poet’s unsettling relationship to language. The poet reinforces the sense of
namelessness by using the “you” to identify himself as a child, his own children, himself
as a poet, and his mother. When Williams says that “we encase” the “black caverns of

namelessness” (CPCK 160), he includes his mother and himself as a parent in the same

category as children, identifying the same experience of being at a loss for words. The
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same caverns that a child dwells in, the parent dwells in, which explains the parents’
anxiety.

Williams complicates the idea that the parent gives the child language. Earlier in
the poem, he portrays the mother as a kind of copy-cat who mimics the child’s language.
Rather than the child mimicking the mother’s words, we see the mother imitating the
child. It would seem that the child is schooling the mother. Later in the poem, however,
Williams makes clear that there is no single introduction to language, and the process of
“learning to talk” (CPCK 160) involves an infinite amount of time. This process is
dynamic, as the child is lifted out of silence “again” (CPCK 160). Williams implies that
we are continually giving and receiving language afresh, because we all dwell in caverns
of darkness. The parent rescues the child from the darkness of “namelessness” (CPCK
160) only to introduce him to the darkness of language. Even the parent’s desire to give
the child language is tainted by the parent’s conflicting desires to act as a mimic, stealing
the child’s best lines, or to act as a ventriloquist, controlling the child’s speech. The
process of “learning to talk” unfurls as a multi-layered process involving another
generation of children and parents. Williams, anxious to save his children from
debilitating silence, mimics his mother.

In the last two stanzas, poetry separates mother and son. The speaker leaves his
mother, his home, and stands before a window in a “grim hotel” where he utters poetry to
the night air. He doesn’t remember the poetry he spoke; in fact, he doesn’t even now
consider it to be poetry, perhaps only the germ of a poem. His poetic self-fashioning is
marked by both separation from and identification with the mother, because Williams sees
the need to understand his mother, not just define himself apart from her. As a parent, he
now understands his mother’s habits that once peeved him. Towards the end of the poem,
Williams rewrites the memory now as if it is “endearing to watch us again” (CPCK 161).
The poet can afford to see what might be endearing in the past only because he breaks

away, and seeks solitude and poetry. He writes of the past, when his mother would irritate
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him: “I’ve just grown to her height, or just past it: there are our lips moving together, /
now the unison suddenly breaks, I have to go on by myself, no maestro, no score to
follow” (CPCK 161). Although Williams says “I have to go on,” he wants to have to go on
by himself. Throughout “My Mother’s Lips,” he has been lamenting and limiting her
speech, clearing a space for his own. When Williams creates a space for his work, he finds
himself chanting to himself at two in the morning. He is alone, and instead of his mother’s
lips to follow or his mother’s kiss to reassure him, he mutters to the night and feels the air
kiss him.>? He describes this moment where he seems to be experimenting with poetry,
alone in the city:

the impenetrable maze of an endless city, when, really alone for the first
time in my life,

I found myself leaning from the window, incanting in a tearing whisper
what I thought were poems.

I’d love to know what I raved that night to the night, what those innocent
dithyrambs were,

or to feel what so ecstatically drew me out of myself and beyond. . .
Nothing is there, though,

only the solemn piazza beneath me, the riot of dim, tiled roofs and
impassable alleys,

my desolate bed behind me, and my voice, hoarse, and the sweet, alien
air against me like a kiss (CPCK 161).

Juxtaposed to loneliness is the kiss of the air. The words “leaning,” “love,” “night,”

9 ¢

«ecstatically,” “beneath me,” “bed,” “kiss,” “against me,” and “raved” suggest eroticism
and sensuality. The word “rave” means “to enjoy oneself freely or with abandon,” as well
as “to speak with great admiration,” and *“to declaim wildly” (OED). The poet replaces the
mother with other love objects, even imagined raving beauties. Juxtaposed to the mother’s
lips, which don’t touch the poet’s lips in a kiss, but frustrate his speech, is the kiss of the

air. The air leans against the poet in a kind of erotic act, and the poet births poems.

Williams replaces his mother’s lips with the lips of the “alien air” (CPCK 161), the

2 williams writes about the experience behind “My Mother’s Lips,” describing his awakening to poetry
when he was in Florence: “I found myself improvising, declaiming, orating, in a kind of ecstasy ‘what I
thought were poems” (“C.K. Williams on the ‘Eighth’ 243 ).
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familiar with the unfamiliar. In this way, he transforms the alienation of his childhood via
poetry.

There are two different end points in “My Mother’s Lips.” The first is the most
historically recent: becoming a father and understanding his mother’s anxiety firsthand.
The second end point occurs in the final stanzas when the speaker begins to compose
poetry out loud and enters into adulthood. The end points represent the balance between
independence and solidarity. Before he can see identify with his mother, the poet must
birth himself as an independent voice. He must speak his soliloquy to the night air; he
must confront his loneliness and free himself from a need for a “maestro” to write his
“score,” that is dictate his life through words. He finds himself in another country outside
the confines of the familiar, the domestic, and the archetypal. Hearing his own speech in a
foreign city, in the dark of night, in the room with the “desolate bed” (CPCK 161), he
validates himself as a unique voice, not one that another has scripted or will echo after
him. Later, the poet becomes like his mother through parenting and identifies with her
anxiety. Interestingly, Williams puts the later moment first in the poem, and ends with his
ecstatic moment in young adulthood where he finds his voice. He implies that only
through writing, through “incanting in a tearing whisper what I thought were poems”
(CPCK 161) does he discover a shared anxiety, however transformed into ecstasy, to free
himself from “the black caverns of namelessness we encase” (CPCK 160). The words on
their lips seemed to highlight their tension-fraught relationship, and yet, their lips are
engaged in the same impossible task of eradicating silence or “namelessness” (CPCK
160).

In both “My Mother’s Lips” and “The Cup” Williams focuses on the site of his
mother’s mouth, and how he responds to her with his mouth; the poems create a kind of
kiss. In “My Mother’s Lips,” Williams imagines the air ‘like a kiss” (CPCK 161); mother
and son’s lips synchronize as if in a kiss, the mother “mouthing my words” (CPCK 160).

Williams writes about his mouth and teeth, not only his mother’s lips, as his “teeth went
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on edge” (CPCK 160) or as he declaimed poems, “raving...to the night” (CPCK 161). He
writes about teaching his own children how to talk, how to use their mouths. In “The
Cup,” the scrutiny of the mother’s lips is so intense that readers confuse the two poems,
assuming that this poem should be titled “My Mother’s Lips.” The mother’s lips extend,
“prehensile as a primate’s tail” to drink (CPCK 516), seeming to expect a kiss instead. In
all this, we might recall W.H. Auden’s definition of poetry as “a way of happening, a

mouth” (“In Memory of W.B. Yeats,” Collected Poems 248).

iii. On Robert Hass' “My Mother’s Nipples”

Robert Hass in “My Mother’s Nipples” and throughout Sun Under Wood (1996) engages
with what we have come to think of as a confessional story, involving the archetypal
family, childhood wounds, and psychological drama. What distinguishes Hass from the
first-generation confessional poets is the self-consciousness with which he approaches the
motif of childhood wounds. He doesn’t create a power-struggle between parents and
children that is meant to symbolize a larger cultural struggle as in Middlebrook’s account
of confessional poets’ symbolization of their parents’ “unassailable authority” (“What
Was” 647). As this chapter will explore, Hass assumes more responsibility and agency in
writing about his childhood suffering and the possibilities of emotional escape. Don Bogen
notes that Hass begins to explore autobiography in his fourth book of poetry, Sun Under
Wood, in a way that raises questions about “confession.” Bogen says that Hass “makes
Robert Lowell’s childhood look tame” (176), because as we see in Sun Under Wood, his
mother is an alcoholic and brother a crack addict. Bogen is very quick to distance Hass
from the confessional poetry that doesn’t transcend the poet’s “status as victim” and
becomes nothing but “wallowing” (176). Bogen implements confession in a kind of straw-

man argument to point out that Hass is far too “rigorous a poet to fall into the traps of
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confession,” seeing confession as the antithesis of rigor and precision (176). Bogen’s
rhetoric brings to mind the voices of Rosenthal, Bloom, and Phillips who, earlier, made
similar critiques of confession as lacking poetic craft.

Despite Bogen’s reductive characterization of confessional poetry as having more
“traps” than any other kind, he does draw attention to the way Hass plays with confession
and works against it. Bogen points out that Hass contextualizes the motifs of confession
within “his more fundamental concerns with art, nature, and human relations™ (176).
Again, Bogen assumes that the self and the family, such obviously confessional subjects,
are not “fundamental,” but that “human relations” somehow are more so. However,
Bogen’s point still stands that Hass brings in other subject matter, such as the imagery of
the Squaw Valley Meadows in “My Mother’s Nipples,” to bear on autobiographical
material. His discursive, meditative tone allows more material into a poem than one would
expect in a confessional poem, particularly from the natural world. Like Lowell, Hass
brings in religious themes, and explores another kind of confession, but in a more indirect
manner. Several critics have noted the way in which Hass tends to both avoid his subject
and extend his meditation on it pursuing tangential subjects. For example, Tony Hoagland
writes, “Hass may be the contemporary master of the synthetic collage” (39) because “in a
Hass poem, the speaker is always skirting the stage—rarely standing in its center” (40).
Hass’ evasiveness is one feature of his voice that critics pin down as “anti-confessional”
because Hass is not dramatizing, locating, or insisting on his childhood wounds. However,
as we have seen in Lowell and Berryman, evasiveness is very much at issue in self-
disclosure, and in this respect, Hass continues working with the very indirectness and
resistance to confession that we have seen in the first-generation confessional poets. Yet,
what distinguishes Hass’ post-confessional poetry is the deliberate way in which the poet
seeks distraction and disturbance: his children’s voices, the noise outside his window, or

the faint memory of a poem he read years ago all function as welcomed interruptions.
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Additionally, Hass’ poems feel different from confessional poems because he is so
knowing and self-conscious about the themes of language, loss, and the mother. Hass’
“My Mother’s Nipples” treats the subject that is, according to Bogen, the “most
psychologically loaded of subjects” (176). Freud’s notion of the mother’s breast as the
first love object is evoked in “My Mother’s Nipples,” as is the issue of displacement.
Freud writes about the “maternal model of the object-choice” that shapes the way men
perceive possible lovers: “The libido has lingered so long with the mother, even after the
onset of puberty, that the love objects chosen subsequently possess the imprint of maternal
characteristics, and all become easily recognizable maternal surrogates™ (“Contributions to
the Psychology” 244). Freud even goes so far as to find a physical manifestation of the
maternal mark on the infant: “after a protracted birth the child’s skull must represent the
cast of the maternal pelvic canal” (244-245). Hass engages with the trope of the mother as
an archetype of love, writing about his mother’s breasts as well as his first erotic
experience as a young man seeing a woman’s breasts. We have seen in Freud’s Beyond the
Pleasure Principle how the child learns to represent the mother through symbolization and
language, and works through his grief over the mother’s occasional absence. Lacan
develops and modifies Freudian ideas about the mother and language, and adds an
emphasis on alienation in his concept of the “Mirror Stage,” which Hass evokes in his
mediation on displacement.

In “Dragonflies Mating,” the poem preceding “My Mother’s Nipples” in Sun
Under Wood, Hass explains how humans differ from dragonflies in their sexual lives,
because humans are doomed to replace the first lost love object of the mother. Hass writes
of the dragonflies as distinct from insatiable humankind: “They don’t carry all this half-
mated longing up out of childhood/ and then go looking for it everywhere./ ... They don’t
go through life dizzy and groggy with their hunger,/ kill with it, smear it on everything”
(SUW 11). “My Mother’s Nipples,” appearing on the next page of the volume, responds to

this theme of early childhood loss. “My Mother’s Nipples” examines the mother’s nipples
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as part of the mother’s body first and foremost and then as part of the child’s
symbolization, and, by extension, as a psychoanalytic and literary symbol, one that comes
to rise in confessional poetry in particular. Hass comments on the literary-historical
moment where “personal and psychological experience” emerged as poetic material in the
late 1950’s, and suggests that he can’t not respond to this in his poetry: “How can you do
anything new with this material, but how can you not write about it?” (“An Informal
Occasion” 144). Aware of the legacy of confessional poetry, Hass seeks to create a space
where he can do something new with autobiographical, psychological material. In some
ways, the poem can be read as an attempt to rescue the cliché of displacement, the
overdone idea of the poetry of loss, which explores how language stems from the initial
loss of the mother’s breast. In “Meditation at Lagunitas,” Hass expresses this very idea as
cliché: “All the new thinking is about loss./ In this way it resembles all the old thinking”
(Praise 4). The repetition of the inclusive “all” enacts the way in which loss has become
the poet’s default subject in every poem. Hass acknowledges the cliché notion of language
as elegiac, yet seeks to rescue the cliché, even by drawing attention to the mother’s nipples
rather than breasts.

Hass puts pressure on the notion of language as compensation for the loss of the
mother’s breast by wondering who it is that needs this compensation, who it is that needs
language, that needs a song. He refuses to accept the role of the victimized child, suffering
from a lack of maternal nurture, suffering from the absence of the mother’s breast, Instead,
he takes a more sympathetic, adult position of wondering what his mother would have
sung about, had she not suffered from alcoholism and guilt over her addiction. He wonders
what his mother would have loved, found beautiful on the earth. The poem ends with the
poet’s puzzling over what, if anything, his mother would have found pleasure in, as if to
compensate for her difficult life as a woman rushed into marriage and motherhood: “] tried
to think of some place on earth she loved.// I remember she only ever spoke happily/ of

high school” (SUW 22). Throughout the long poem, Hass keeps coming back to a very
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specific kind of language, song, and wonders how his mother fits into this kind of
compensation. He is concerned not with his own brokenness, but with his mother’s.

In “My Mother’s Nipples” and throughout the volume, Hass is self-conscious that
the subject of his alcoholic mother might suggest to readers that he is a child-victim.
While acknowledging the pain in his broken home, the poet refuses to play the role of the
wounded, troubled child. Hass revises the figure of the mother and even the word
“mother” in poetry. In “Dragonflies Mating” Hass establishes a recurring scene, in which
he used to play basketball at school and fear that his mother would enter the gymnasium
“well into one of those weeks of drinking she disappeared into” (SUW 8) and humiliate
him. He then offers this meta-commentary:

When we say “mother” in poems,

we usually mean some woman in her late twenties

or early thirties trying to raise a child.

We use this particular noun

to secure the pathos of the child’s point of view

and to hold her responsible (SUW 9).
Hass attempts to empathize with his mother by re-defining a mother as someone young
“trying to” rear a child. The “we” here presumably refers to Hass and other poets of his
generation responding to the legacy of confessional poetry. He is self-conscious about
using the mother figure to “secure” the child’s role as victim, a role particularly relevant in
his own case since his mother was an alcoholic in and out of institutions. Hass implies that
this doesn’t have to be the default “point of view.” He says that when we write about
mothers, we “usually” speak as the child, and goes on to explores what happens when one
identifies with the parent instead.

“My Mother’s Nipples” treats the theme of displacement by enacting it through
metaphors, imagery, and tangential material that replace, yet illuminate the subject of the

mother. The central idea is stated at the oustet. The title, “My Mother’s Nipples,” and the

first line, “They’re where all displacement begins” (SUW 12), declare that the mother’s
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breasts initiate the speaker into displacement. However, the first line begins with a
pronoun, and we only find the antecedent in the title, which has the unsettling effect itself
of performing the displacement. Reading the first line, we may not be sure what “they”
refers to, so that we commence the poem with the sense that we have lost our bearings,
too, the anchoring of the antecedent. This feeling is compounded when we find that the
same pronoun “They” in the next line refers not to the mother’s nipples but to the
construction workers who destroy the meadow (SUW 12). The poem intentionally
unsettles us, so we are without not only one antecedent, but two. The title and first two
lines raise issues having to do with the loss of the mother-infant dyad in exchange for the
symbolic system of language. The opening of the poem intentionally confuses us, sending
us looking for antecedents, as if looking for the archetypal objects represented
linguistically by signifiers. This strategy dramatizes Hass’ stress on alienation and
Lacanian model of language.

Lacan’s concept of the “Mirror Stage” is relevant in thinking about language,
mothers, and alienation. The French analyst posits that infants, sometime between six and
eighteen months, discover their reflection either in a mirror or in the reflective gaze of the
mother. While still dependent on the mother and lacking fine motor skills, the infant sees
him or herself reflected in a mirror or the mother’s face and learns to manipulate his own
image. The image or reflection, which can be controlled to a degree, is divorced from the
reality of the infant’s dependence on others. The infant experiences a sense of his bodily
unity, although he has not yet mastered the functions of his body. This experience is
exhilarating for the child, as a foreshadowing of eventual bodily mastery, yet it is also
alienating, since the mirror image is illusory and mediated by another, in most cases, the
mother. Lacan elaborates on the infant’s fantasies: the retroactive fantasy of the body as
fragmented and the fantasy of the body as unified, which facilitate the development of the
ego. The infant moves from various fantasies to “the assumption of the armour of an

alienating identity, which will mark with its rigid structure the subject’s entire mental
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development” (Ecrits 4). The identity is alienating, because of the disparity between the
self and the image of the self in the mirror or another’s face. According to Charles Altieri,
“Lacan stresses the mirroring function of the mother, which gives the child a sense of an
inner life tragically dependent on its outer reflections” (“Contemporary Poetry” 221), and
this Lacanian emphasis pervades Hass’ work. He explicitly refers to Lacan in a poem title
(Praise 9), offering a different narrative of development and dependency than that of
Jessica Benjamin, discussed in earlier chapters.

For Lacan, language has to do with dependency. Where the infant perceived no
distinction between the self and the mother, now the child relies on the mother to mirror
his specular image back to him. The notion of the specular image is connected to the
symbolic order of language, which is also a kind of alienating or false mastery. The
formation of the ego takes place in the dissolution of the preoedipal and the replacement of
the oedipal, symbolic, and linguistic. Jane Gallop writes about a kind of linguistic
«castration” by which “we are inevitably bereft of any masterful understanding of
language, and can only signify ourselves in a symbolic system that we do not command,
that, rather, commands us” (20). These issues of alienation and language are helpful in
thinking about what Hass is doing in “My Mother’s Nipples.” Hass explores his process
and entryway into poetic language, grounding his poem in multiple examples of
displacement and loss: the loss of the mother’s breasts, the loss of a meadow, the loss of
antecedents to which his pronouns refer, the loss of the signified objects that words point
to, and the plurality of losses implicit in the lack of a song to compensate for his mother
and his pain.

“My Mother’s Lips” keeps circling back to the idea of what the speaker has had
and lost as well as what he and his mother never had: “What we’ve lost is a story/ and
what we’ve never had/ a song” (SUW 19). He later contradicts himself: “What we’ve
never had is a song/ and what we’ve really had is a song” (SUW 21). He resolves this issue

by conflating loss and happiness with “emptiness™ and “fullness,” both of which are



170
translated into song at times. Song offers compensation for loss, but also celebration of
happiness: “There are all kinds of emptiness and fullness/ that sing and do not sing” (SUW
21). Hass makes us reflect on whether the confessional poem is a story or a song. James
Longenbach sees song and story as creating friction in poetry, as the “sonic and semantic
aspects” warring against each other (“Song and Story” 40). For Longenbach, the song
refers to “the tactile pleasures of language” whereas the story refers to “the what and why”’
of a poem (39). Story is critical to confessional poetry, which focuses on narratives about
childhood and emotional pain. After confession, the story of a troubled childhood is so
overplayed that Hass wonders if his story loses exigence. Hass can’t decide whether “My
Mother’s Nipples” is a song or a story. Hass uses prose in the poem as well as songs (the
utopian’s song, for example), and song-like rhymes. The poem includes a folk story about
the boy named “Loves His Mother’s Tits” (SUW 14) as well as the three sections written
in prose poetry: “Two memories” (SUW 15-17, an account of his father’s death and the
marriage license (SUW 19-20), and the section about his mother passing out at the park
(SUW 21-22). This is a long poem founded on an amalgamation of story and song, prose
and poetry. Within the additive, accumulative, inclusive texture of the poem is an internal
tension about what the poem wants to be, a story or a song, and what it wants to convey,
the subject of loss or happiness. It begins with ambiguity about the implications of the
subject matter. Writing about himself in the third person, the poet says that someone
suggested he write this poem: “’He wanted to get out of his head,” she said, ‘so I told him

9

to write about his mother’s nipples’” (SUW 12). This situates him in a desperate position,
wanting to escape autobiography in his poetry, and yet, told to write about his mother’s
nipples. The poet wants to enter the confessional dialogue but to escape the personal at the
same time.

There’s a sense that what the poet really wants to do is look out his window,

literally and metaphorically, to distract himself from too much self-consciousness, too

much navel-gazing. Out of his window is a construction site. The first stanza introduces
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the meadow as a landscape that exemplifies displacement and alienation. The “upper
meadow” (SUW 12) is destroyed and then replaced with roads and concrete. Although the
meadow is “bulldozed” (SUW 12), the construction site signifies the present absence of the
meadow. This is announced by a sign naming the meadows in the plural, “Squaw Valley
Meadows” even though the “upper meadow” is gone (SUW 12). The sign represents the
way in which language is estranging. In the place of nature is a kind of de-creation or
destructive constructiveness; the scene is bustling with people, “framers,” “electricians,”
“plumbers,” “the general contractor,” and the “someone” who puts the sign up (SUW 12).
We see the work of human hands: “road,” “concrete,” “nails,” and the sign itself (SUW
12). It evokes the ghost of a meadow turned into a housing complex named “Squaw
Valley Meadows.” Hass names the previous inhabitants of the meadow: “horses...two
chestnut, one white,” an owl, wood rats, and even specific grasses and earth that are dug
up and carted off (SUW 12). These inhabitants presumably include Native Americans,
given the name. “Squaw Valley” might also refer to a valley of women and mothers; we
imagine the valley as a depression and think of the mother’s womb and genitals as hollow.
The poem suggests this reading, as it thematizes the mother’s body as a site of 1;,55_

This opening scene in the poem establishes the motif of displacement, insisting that
words memorialize that which they seek to describe, embody, or point to. In “Meditation
at Lagunitas,” Hass expresses this idea that words represent the death of the objects they
represent: “a word is elegy to what it signifies” (Praise 4). In the same poem, he notes
how when choosing a specific word to describe an experience, one loses the weight of the
more universal, general idea behind it: “Each particular erases/ the luminous clarity of a
general idea” (Praise 4). Hass explores this same idea of the particular in “My Mother’s
Nipples” when he describes the very specific terminology the electricians and plumbers
use, an insider’s language, a code of specifics: they “came around to talk specs/ with the
general contractor” (SUW 12). The specific words have to do with tearing up the meadow

grasslands——digging a foundation, mixing concrete, pouring it—in a very physical way
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convey how language is essentially funereal, elegiac. In a sense, the “specs” facilitate the
destruction of the upper meadow and its transformation into a building development. In
this way, language is not simply an unsatisfying replacement for the meadow: a painted
sign with the word “meadows” rather than an actual meadow. Language itself brings about
the loss of the “upper meadow.”

The poem is suspicious of its medium of words, but is also curious about its
complicity in exploiting a subject by speaking about it. The meadow returns later in the
poem in conjunction with writing. Hass depicts his wife Brenda “working,” which we
infer means writing, as in an earlier poem, “Happiness,” where she goes into “the gazebo
with her black pen and yellow pad/ to coax an inquisitive soul” (SUW 3). In “My
Mother’s Nipples,” we can assume that Brenda and the poet share this same kind of work.
As Brenda is working, there is loud noise from outside: “Rumble of heavy equipment in
the meadow” (SUW 17). The word “equipment” is similar to the word “instrument” and
we associate the writing instruments, paper and pen, with the equipment outside, possibly
the dump trucks, drills, chain saws, and other tools. In the next line he writes about the
mating calls of birds: “bird squall, Steller’s jay, and then the piercing three-note whistle of
a robin” (SU W 17). He says they are “mating” (SUW 17). The writing voice seems to
hover between the artificial “rumble” of machinery and the song of ecstatic birds. It’s as if
Hass isn’t sure where to position his voice and his work, as if questioning whether his
poetry exploits or expresses the meadow. A related question is whether writing about his
mother’s alcoholism and his suffering is a song or cacophony, a mating call or the
rumbling machinery, a sonnet or elegy, Eros or Thanatos.

In another place in the poem, Hass discloses how he, too, uses the meadow, in his
poetic process, to make something larger than a meadow, something that is at once
ontological, metaphorical, and personal:

Yesterday I ran along the edge of the meadow in the heat

53 Hass’ wife is the poet Brenda Hillman, whose most recent book of poems is Practical Water (2010)
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of late afternoon. So many wildflowers

tangled in the grass. So many grasses—

reedgrass, the bentgrass and timothy, little quaking grass,

dogtail, rip-gut brome—the seeds flaring from the stalks

in tight chevrons of green and purple-green

but loosening.

I said to myself:

Some things do not blossom in this life (SUW 18-19)
Hass is conscious here of using the meadow as a metaphor. He wishes to have it both
ways, to describe and celebrate the meadow as a meadow, while also using the meadow to
say something about himself. He uses the idea of blossoming to denote richness, fullness,
and ecstasy, which he can’t find in his mother’s life. He decides that his mother didn’t
have any such blossoming: “an early romantic or ecstatic time” in her life, “a blossoming”
(SUW 21). He relates this idea of a blossoming back to the meadow: “Sweet smell of
timothy in the meadow/...there are places on this earth clear all the way up/ and all the
way dowr/ and in between a various blossoming” (SUW 21). The meadow represents
fecundity, with its mating birds, owls, horses, grasses, and wildflowers, which Hass
connects with his search for his mother’s fecundity. As a mother, she represents a literal
fecundity, having given birth to children. Yet, Hass intimates that her life never came to
fruition. In thinking about his mother’s blossoming or lack of blossoming, he begins with
his mother’s nipples. We see in his approach to confession the way Hass wants to have his
cake and eat it too. In his reflexivity and in his extreme self-consciousness about
confession, poetry, language, and loss, he expresses anxiety about responding to
confession. He wants to write a confessional poem, but he also wants to make sure we
know that he knows that we know that he knows he is confessing.

At times, this caginess works, especially when accompanied by humor. For
example, Hass writes about the way in which we don’t even know what we’ve lost,

because as infants, we weren’t conscious of losing the mother’s breast, which we thought

was part of our own body. He also qualifies his whole poem about the mother’s breasts by
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saying he wasn’t breast-fed, implying jokingly that he never experienced the presence or
absence of the first love object. He writes, “Mothers in the nineteen forties didn’t nurse./ 1
never saw her naked. Oh! yes, I did,/ once, but I can’t remember. I remember/ not wanting
to” (SUW 15). There is humor in the way the speaker’s repression doesn’t work, how he
brings up the mother’s naked body by not bringing it up. Indirection is the strategy, not
only in the non-image of the nursing mother, but also in the repressed memory of the
naked mother.

Hass distances himself from the image of his mother’s breasts by insisting that he
was not breast-fed, and again by repressing the memory of her exposed body. He seems to
be saying that to see his mother, to gaze at her body, might have been like owning or
objectifying her. Juxtaposed to the poet’s resistance to her physicality is his invention of
her nipples based on photographs:

Pink, of course, soft; a girl’s—

She wore white muslin tennis outfits

in the style Helen Wills made fashionable.

Trim athletic swimsuits.

A small person, a compact body. In the photographs

she’s on the beach, standing straight,

hands on hips, grinning,

eyes desperate even then (SUW 15).

Here Hass plays the role of the voyeur. He evokes the notion of the mother’s breast as the
first love object, with a few qualifiers. He writes about his mother when she was a young
woman, describing her nipples as those of a girl, presumably not a mother’s. He distances
her from the maternal body, especially from the pregnant body, by describing her as
«small” and girlish, “fashionable,” “grinning” as if a young, giggly girl, hardly a woman.
By saying that her eyes were “desperate even then,” he suggests that it is shocking to the
poet that his mother was troubled even when she was young. As the poem tells us, the
mother married young and went on to struggle with alcoholism and lead a life devoid of

much happiness. We learn her courtship with her husband was not romantic but doomed

headed towards a gun-shot wedding. Hass writes of his discovery that his parents eloped
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and hid their anniversary because it was only two months prior to their first child’s birth:
“1t finished off my dim wish that here had been an early romantic or ecstatic time in their
lives, a blossoming, brief as a northern summer maybe, but a blossoming” (SUW 21).
Hass comes to grips with his mother’s bleak current life, yet he holds onto the notion of
his mother’s earlier happiness and potential for happiness. He wishes to interpret his
mother as having had promise, in the way that we see children as having promise. The
poem struggles against seeing his mother as doomed, yet cannot rewrite her life. Hass
wonders about whether his mother was happy before she had him, before she was his
mother, before she began drinking. The poem ends with the proclamation that his mother
“spoke happily” about her high school years, which is different from saying that she was
happy then. This speech resembles nostalgia that is not the same as happiness, and is
similar to the poet’s “dim wish” for his mother’s happiness, even if it exists in a past he
never knew. However, when Hass looks at the photographs of his mother as a young girl,
«even then” he sees her desperate eyes, reading into these photographs of his mother’s
girthood the kind of desperation he comes to know as her child. Hass is self-conscious of
the point-of-view, of the way in which he is projecting what he knows now into the past,
and of the way in which he views his mother with the bias of being her child wounded by
her alcoholism.

Throughout the poem, Hass puzzles over whether he can sing about his mother,
whether he and his mother have a song, and where his mother would be in a song.
Sprinkled throughout it are lines that revolve around his relationship to his mother and
singing. The third stanza in the poem opens a long section of songs different types of
people make about their mother’s nipples. The types include the cosmopolitan, romantic,
utopian, philosopher, capitalist, saint, misanthrope, melancholic, indigenist, melancholic,
and regionalist (SUW 12-14). The phrase my mother’s nipples is distorted ironically by a
mix of French and English: “les nipples de ma mére” (SUW 13-14), and repeated in

several songs. Oddly, Hass uses French for all the words but nipples, which would be
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9 g,

“mamelons” in French. The other French words for “my mother,” “ma mere” are
somewhat funny because the word for “my,” “ma” is also a word for mom, as in “Ma and
Pa.” The French word for “mother,” “mére” sounds like our word, “mare,” for a female
horse, evoking the song, “The Old Gray Mare.” It’s apparent that “nipples” is not a French
word, which makes it stand out as awkward, making the larger point about the
uncomfortable subject matter. Hass later acknowledges this: “What is one to say of the
nipples of old women/ who would, after all, find the subject/ unseemly” (SUW 18). In the
section of songs, Hass uses several distancing techniques, such as a foreign language, the
voices of personae, irony, and humor. For example, the capitalist’s song for his mother’s
nipples is “Fifty cents a share” (SUW 13). Notably, the poet himself doesn’t have a song
about his mother’s nipples, situating himself somewhere between the songs of the
melancholic and the misanthrope. The melancholic’s song is “They were never there,/ les
nipples de mére./ They are not anywhere”; the misanthrope’s is “I can scarcely bear”
(SUW 14). Hass departs from this voice that combines a light, humorous touch with a
dark, melancholic texture, drawing attention to his act of making a song, whether creating
a song with his mother’s voice, hearing his mother’s song, or writing a poem that in some’
way releases his mother’s song.

Throughout the poem, Hass follows a particular thread beginning with the
personae’s songs about mothers, then with birds mating and singing mother songs, and
then with an inner monologue about the relationship between his voice, his mother’s, and
song. Hass links mothering with mating and singing, essentially with an ecstatic voice or
expression: “Whistle of robin./ They’re mating now. Otherwise they’re mute./ Mother-ing.
Or Mother-song./ Mother-song-song-song” (SUW 17). He begins addressing himself and
trying to make definite statements about the relationship between himself, his mother, and
song, although he keeps adjusting these seemingly definitive statements. It’s unclear
whether the song refers to ecstatic happiness or to lyric poetry, such as “My Mother’s

Nipples” and other songs and poems about mothers. Hass says that the song would have
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been inclusive, something shared between mother and son, when he writes “what we’ve
never had/ a song” (SUW 19), and repeats with some formal and syntactical variation:
“What we’ve never had is a song” (SUW 21). He first aligns himself to his mother’s
singing voice or song: “I said: you are her singing” (SUW 21). Then he corrects himself:
“You are not her singing” (SUW 22).

Hass’s changing ideas about his mother’s relationship to song are paradoxical.
First there is no song about the mother and the poet, then there is one. First the poet is the
mother singing, then he is not. Though he continually adjusts his perspective, Hass finally
settles on the idea that his mother is progressively fading from the song. From this point
on, Hass abandons the self-doubt, arguing, and paradoxes. There is a definite shift from
the contradictions that seem to erase what’s come before to the accumulations that seem to
build on what’s come before. He says his mother is “what’s/ broken in a song” (SUW 22),
with the line break between “what’s” and “broken,” creating a visual pun between line
breaks and brokenness. She goes from being the piece that is broken in a song to the
“silences” in a song (SUW 22) to the possibility of silences. Perhaps Hass wants to give his
mother a rest, while relieving himself from the pressure to impose a song on experience.

Since Hass ends on the possibility that his mother is the “silences” in the song
(SUW 22), we imagine that the mother paradoxically makes singing possible, in the way
that silence foregrounds music. The mother as a human being and as a subject for poetry
presents Hass with the difficulty of transforming their shared painful experiences into
song. Perhaps the pain they experienced makes a kind of music, yet is not the sort of
compensation for suffering one might find in a song. Another poem in the collection,
«Faint Music,” puzzles over the connection between pain and singing: “I had the idea that
the world’s so full of pain/ it must sometimes make a kind of singing./ And that sequence
helps, as much as order helps—/ First an ego, and then pain, and then the singing” (SUW
43). Perhaps the expectation of order is what helps in “My Mother’s Nipples,” since Hass

portrays himself as expecting a song, expecting singing. The book ends with the desire to
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end singing. In the last lines of the last poem, “Interrupted Meditation,” Hass writes: “I'm
a little ashamed that I want to end this poem/ singing, but I want to end this poem
singing—the wooly/ closed-down buds of the sunflower to which, in English,/ someone
gave the name, sometime, of pearly everlasting” (SUW 76). Hass doesn’t end “My
Mother’s Nipples” singing, but he does ironically end with his mother’s happy voice, as
she “spoke/happily” about her high school years, which alienates the poet since he only
sees her lack of happiness.

When Hass writes about his mother’s alcoholism, he intentionally uses a poetic
form that does not look like song. The sections of the poem that confront painful
childhood memories are written in prose whereas the songs, the descriptions of the
meadow, and the other parts of the long poem are written in verse lines. The prose poetry
seems to convey Hass’ struggle to make a kind of resistant music out of his childhood
wounds and out of his mother’s suffering. In the first prose section, Hass writes about his
mother’s voice as the antithesis of song and in a poetic form that is more like prose than
music. The mother screams at the doctors who appear at the home to take her to the mental
hospital. The voice is an echoing resistance. The doctors chase the mother down the steps
and outside: “The back stairs led into a sort of well between the houses, and when I went
into the kitchen I could hear her screaming, ‘No! no!,” the sound echoing and re-echoing
among the houses” (SUW 16). The poem attempts to again re-echo the sound of the
mother’s voice, multiplying the screams. The poet doesn’t consider his mother’s voice
anything like singing; in a poem concerned with the “Mother-song-song-song” (SUW 17),
that is, with finding or making a song out of the mother’s voice, the echoing scream “No!”
becomes an anti-song, the opposite of the song. Hass’ portrayal of his mother shrieking
«“No!” invokes Ginsberg’s “Kaddish,” as we saw in Chapter Two, where Naomi
prophesies out of her paranoia. Naomi, like Hass’ mother, is taken against her will to a
mental hospital. Unlike Hass’ mother, Naomi certainly has a story, one that calls out to be

written down: at the opening of “Kaddish,” the poet says, “[1] still haven’t written your
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history” (II, CPAG 220). Ginsberg transforms her cries into prophetic speech. She
“scream[ed] bugs of Mussolini—Death!” and created “Terror, that woke the neighbors”
(11, CPAG 223). At the poem’s end, Ginsberg joins Naomi’s voice with the cawing of
crows, creating a “strange cry” (V, CPAG 235). Like Ginsberg, Hass echoes his mother’s
cries, “’No! no!”” (SUW 16), and transforms them into a song that is beautiful in its
brokenness. Ginsberg, like Hass, questions whether he can sing: “I’m hymnless” (I, CPAG
220), yet writes the song-like lament. Both poets write about mothers who struggled with
mental illness or addiction, and find it difficult to reconcile their roles as lyric poets with
their experiences as “hymnless” sons, who come from homes in need of song and story.

The terminology for his mother’s situation, which Hass learns as a child, is equally
antithetical to song. In the second prose section, Hass recalls a childhood visit to his
mother in the mental hospital. He describes learning a new vocabulary to discuss his
mother’s mental health:

I had asked my grandmother why, if my mother had a drinking problem, that’s the

phrase I had been taught to use, why she was locked up with crazy people. It was a

question I could have asked my father, but I understood that his answer would not
be dependable. My grandmother said, with force, she had small red curls on her
forehead, dressed with great style, you had better ask your father that. Then she
thought better of it, and said, They have a treatment program, dear, maybe it will

help. I tried out that phrase, treatment program (SUW 16).

The terms “drinking problem” and “treatment program” are euphemisms for alcoholism
and rehabilitation or rehab. Hass avoids the clinical terms “addiction” or “alcoholic,”
having been taught the term “drinking problem.” In an earlier poem, “Our Lady of the
Snows,” Hass plays with this kind of language, describing his mother as “in a hospital
drying out” (SUW 5). The concept of sobering up or drying out is not at all like staying
sober, yet the phrase is meant to euphemistically muddle the two. Behind the euphemism
is the child’s will to understand, perceive, and process what is happening around him. As

Hass expresses it in “Our Lady of the Snows,” he wished his sorrow as a child would be in

manageable bits: “And the days churned by,/ navigable sorrow” (SUW 5). As the poem



180
navigates the difficult subject matter of an alcoholic mother by avoiding the voice of
victim-child, so does the child within the poem exercise control over how he perceives his
sorrow, whether he sees it as “navigable” or not. In the poem, the child escapes his pain
through prayer and another kind of meditation more like blanking out or staring. He would
“light an aromatic candle,/ and bargain for us both./ Or else I'd stare into the day-moon of
that face/ and, if I concentrated, fly” (SUW 5). The face refers to the “unpainted statue of
the young girl” (SUW 5) placed at the altar, which represents the Virgin Mary. The child,
lacking maternal nurture at home, turns to Catholicism, where he can project onto the
“unpainted statue” a maternal image. Rather than depict his childhood in terms of
victimhood, Hass draws attention to language as navigation, as agency, and within that
frame, the language of prayer as seen in “Our Lady of the Snows.”

In “My Mother’s Nipples,” the child navigates not only his pain but the language
used to describe pain. The child is seen sifting through the terms that describe the mentally
ill, and choosing who to approach for information. He doesn’t ask his father to explain his
mother’s illness, because he knows “his answer would not be dependable” (16). Hass is
interested in how language shapes one’s experience, how as a child he “tried out” a
“phrase.” Perhaps the phrase “treatment program” represents an attempt to understand the
medical dimension of his mother’s experience. Ultimately, the poem itself tries on
different phrases, songs, and literary forms in an attempt to find his mother’s song. Despite
the poem’s sophistication, it retains a child-like curiosity to try different registers of
language. Juxtaposed to this carnestness is a deliberate attemnpt to evade the subject matter,
the mother’s sexuality and alcoholism.

Hass evades the mother’s breasts by writing about other breasts, which is an
indirect way of returning to the mother as the Freudian love object. He writes about his
adolescent experience of being overwhelmed with desire at the sight of a young woman'’s

breasts:

The first girl’s breasts I saw
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were the Chevy dealer’s daughter Linda Wren’s.

Pale in the moonlight. Little nubbins, pink-nosed.

I can still hear the slow sound of the surf

of my breath drawing in. I think I almost fainted (SUW 18).
Although we might connect this passage to the earlier description of his mother’s breasts
when she was a young woman, we see a disparity between the ecstasy over “Linda
Wren’s” breasts and the lack of ecstasy, blossoming, or song in the mother’s life (SUW
18). Hass problematizes the notion of the maternal surrogate by introducing other breasts
into the poem from very different contexts. He describes a female patient at the mental
hospital who is sitting on the bench beside him, his mother, and his brother, and who is
“talking to herself in a foreign language” (SUW 16). As a child, he studies her as if to
avoid studying his mother: “She was so careless of herself that I could see her breast, the
brown nipple, when she leaned forward. I didn’t want to look, looked, and looked away”
(SUW 17). The woman’s breast is the antithesis of the erotic, because of the context of a
mental hospital. The woman is like the poet’s mother in the sense that she, too, has been
hospitalized, although for different reasons. The woman is unlike the poet’s mother
because she speaks a different language, speaks to herself, and neglects her personal
appearance. The poet’s mother is seen imitating a celebrity, wearing a beret. The poet
looks and doesn’t want to look at the woman in the same way that he remembers and
doesn’t want to remember his mother’s naked body. However, this woman is de-eroticized
by the poet’s pity, which is evident in the description of her as deliberate in all the wrong
ways. She is too deliberate in her speech, gesturing and glancing as she speaks to herself,
and not deliberate enough in her self-presentation, revealing her breast accidentally. Hass
possibly projects his pity for his mother onto this woman, whose condition is pitiable in a
safer way, in a way that allows for psychic distance.

The most unusual breast to appear in the poem comes from a strange displacement

of the mother’s breast onto Christ’s body. Hass acknowledges the oddity of this metaphor
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by saying that he could be misremembering. He first introduces the religious imagery of
the Virgin Mary’s breasts and then the imagery of Christ’s wounds as breasts:

Twin fonts of mercy, they used to say of the Virgin’s breasts

in the old liturgy the Irish priests

could never quite handle, it being a form of bodily reference,

springs of grace, freshets

of lovingkindness. If I remember correctly,

there are baroque poems in this spirit

in which each of Christ’s wounds is a nipple.

Drink and live: this is the son’s blood (SUW 18).
Hass illuminates how clergy have elided the terms breasts and nipples in thinking about
the Virgin Mary. The phrase “never quite handle” could refer to the Blessed Mother’s
breasts as well as to the “old liturgy,” which describes them as “twin fonts.” Hass uses the
clergy’s awkwardness to reflect his own discomfort in addressing the topic of his mother’s
nipples. Hass refers to baroque poems that imagine Christ’s wounded side as a breast and
the stream of blood as breast-milk. Of course, the spiritual poems do not use the word
nipples, which is what makes Hass’ qualifier, “...If I remember correctly” ironic. Hass
alludes to an entire literary tradition of eroticizing the spiritual, something we see in John
Donne’s “Holy Sonnets,” in George Herbert, and in Julian Norwich.

The baroque poet Richard Crashaw writes about Christ’s breasts by way of the
Virgin Mary, using the words “Paps” and “Teats.” In “Luke 11,” Crashaw addresses
Christ, about his mother, the Virgin Mary, then appears to address the reader about his or
her own “teats,” and then views Christ as the succoring mother and Mary as the suckling
son:

Blessed be the Paps which thou has sucked

Suppose he had been Tabled at thy Teats,

Thy Hunger feels not what he Eats;

He’l have his Teat e’re long (a bloody one)
The Mother then must suck the Son (Steps to the Temple 17)

That Christ is imagined nourishing his mother is a paradox, since it cannot be understood

in a physical way. The blending of the physical with the spiritual, the feminine with the
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masculine, and even the roles of mother and infant are paradoxical.** The metaphor of
wounds as breasts is especially so, since we wouldn’t expect nourishment to flow out of a
wound. However, Caroline Walker Bynum points out that in “medieval medical theory
breast milk is processed blood”; thus, “the loving mother...feeds her child with her own
blood” (132). In the baroque poem, the breast milk and Christ’s blood come together to
represent the relationship between suffering and blessing. In Catholicism, Christians
receive communion, drinking wine they believe to be the blood of Christ, and receiving
forgiveness for their sins. Mothers, in a similar way, are seen as martyr figures who
sacrifice all for their children; certainly, Hass’ poem complicates this stereotype by
conveying his mother’s inability to even nurture herself, let alone her children. The role of
a maternal Christ, though, represents wounds that issue forth blessing,

The trope of healing wounds becomes important to the poem’s resolution of family
conflict. Hass suggests that post-confessional poetry is not first and foremost concerned
with one’s own pain. The poem seeks to find a song to compensate for the mother’s
wounds. Through Crashaw, Hass links Christ’s wounds to breasts, domesticating God into
a nurturer. Both Crashaw and Hass’ poems contain instructions for the mother to receive
nourishment from the son. Crashaw writes: “The Mother then must suck the Son” (Steps to
the Temple 17) whereas Hass states, “Drink and live: this is the son’s blood” (SUW 18).
Hass implies that poetry, rather than compensating for the child, seeks to give the mother
life. The metaphor of wounds adds to the discussion of poetry as life-giving. In this
conceit, the mother depends upon the son’s soothing balm of poetry, whereas the son
depends upon the mother’s troubled life in order to heal her. Poet and mother thus co-

author their song and story.

iv. Conclusion

s4 Caroline Walker Bynum argues that the “sexual inverted images” of a maternal Christ convey “a growing
sense of God as loving and accessible” (129).



184

Williams and Hass in different ways appropriate confessional material. They deal with
various emotional wounds, ranging from the traumatic to the trivial, from a mother’s
alcoholism to a mother’s irritating, but innocuous, habits. These poems like many
confessional texts take place in homes, and focus on everything from the idiosyncratic
speech of mothers to the accidental viewing of her naked body. Both poets, wary for
different reasons of the legacy of confessional poetry, seek to balance the personal
material in their work with a thinking voice and imagery in the natural world. The still
center in each poem is the figure of the mother, and it is her story and her wounds that
warrant attention not dramatization. Ultimately, it is the mother’s physical body that we

see emerge in these poems: her breasts, lips, mouth, voice, song, and even her deep sighs.
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CHAPTER 4

“I AM MADE BY HER, AND UNDONE”: THOM GUNN AND THE
TRANSATLANTIC RESPONSE TO CONFESSIONAL POETRY
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L. Introduction

In an interview with Stefania Michelucci, Gunn says, “I like it when someone calls me an
Anglo-American poet; that’s what I am, an 4nglo-American poet. I'm not English, I'm not
really an English poet any longer, and I’'m not an American poet ¢ither. I am somebody
between the two” (“Cole Street” 167). Gunn lived in both suburban and rural England
before moving to San Francisco in 1954 where he would live until his death in 2004; all
three places figure in his work and identity.5 5 The poet, born in Gravesend, Kent, England
in 1929, moved to Hampstead with his family in 1938, where he lived until his mother’s
suicide when he was fifteen. He then stayed with family friends in Hampstead during the
week and spent his weekends and vacations on a farm in Kent with his two maternal,
unmarried aunts.>® Of Snodland Farm in Kent, Clive Wilmer suggests, “It might have
opened a youthful imagination to the timeless and unexpected, to the perennial patterns of
human experience and its intermittent chaos” (“Gunn, Shakespeare” 46). Wilmer renames
the place “Elizabethan Kent,” not to suggest the “archaic” but the resonance of the
Elizabethan architecture, landscape, and literary tradition (46). To give one such example
of the presence of the past, Wilmer writes, “Gunn was living in Snodland when David
Lean’s film of Great Expectations was shot on nearby Romney Marsh. When the crew
departed, a gibbet got left on the skyline, an image that haunted him long afterward and
fed his imagination. That gibbet need not have been Victorian,; it could have belonged to
any time but the present” (46). This anecdote speaks to Gunn’s sense of continuity
between places and eras; for example, in The Man with Night Sweats (1992), the epigram

«Barren Leaves” recasts Wordsworth’s oft-quoted definition of poetry within the

55 Gunn’s essay “My Suburban Muse” (Occasions 153-156) discusses his time in the country and Hampstead
Heath. Gunn defines his “literary beginnings” in connection to pastoral poetry as well Keats (Occasions

155).

56 Gee Clive Wilmer’s entry in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography for the basic outline of Gunn's
life (“Gunn, Thomson”) and Gunn’s autobiographical essay “My Life Up To Now” (Occasions 169-188).
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adolescent fantasy of masturbating in the library, towards a Ginsbergian effect:
“Spontaneous overflows of powerful feeling:/ Wet dreams, wet dreams, in libraries
congealing” (CPTG 449). The poem suggests Ginsberg’s auditory vision of Blake while
he was masturbating, and conveys a sense of the two worlds “congealing” into a new,
homogenous mixture. Wet dreams are not typically thought of in connection to mating—
hence the title, “Barren Leaves”™—but in terms of self-pleasure or the onset of puberty. The
poem inverts the notion of wet dreams as wasted seed, and instead celebrates the
superfluous. The redundant plurality of “overflows,” the repetition of “wet dreams,” and
the multiplicity of “libraries” together mock ideas about literary influence as the
dissemination of personality, as essentially a linear chain of command. Rather, the poet
offers a model of erotic, ongoing imaginative play that balances masturbatory originality
with collaboration.

After reading English at Trinity College, Cambridge, Gunn crossed the Atlantic
with his partner Mike Kitay. The poet studied with Yvor Winters at Stanford for a
fellowship, spent a year teaching in Texas, then returned to Stanford for two years of
graduate work, opting not to pursue a PhD.>” Gunn taught at Berkeley on and off for forty-
one years, from 1958 to 1999. He returned to England for a year in 1964, which led to a
collaborative work with his photographer-brother Ander (Positives, 1966) and a long
poem on the fear of nuclear war (Misanthropos, 1965). The act of returning perhaps laid
the groundwork for later reflections of home, seen in “Hampstead: The Horse Chestnut
Trees,” “Breaking Ground” (Jack Straw’s Castle, 1976), “Talbot Road” (The Passages of
Joy, 1982), and the poems on his mother’s suicide and character, “The Gas-poker” and
“My Mother’s Pride” (Boss Cupid, 2000). “Talbot Road” in particular explores the duality
of the poet’s adolescent and adult selves, suggestive of his hybrid identity hovering over

multiple addresses: a destroyed childhood home near Hampstead Heath and residences on

57 gee Gunn’s memoir, “On a Drying Hill: Yvor Winters,” for an account of his time at Stanford and of
Winters’ personality and aesthetics (Occasions 197-217).
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Talbot Road and Cole Street in Haight-Ashbury: “A London returned to after twelve
years/ On a long passage between two streets/ I met my past self lingering there” (CPTG
382). The past, marked by “the prickly heat of adolescent emotion,/ premature staleness
and self-contempt,” is something to be forgiven: “I forgave myself for having had a youth”
(383). Yet, the pardoning act itself conveys self-blame rather than acquittal. The poet,
despite an opportunity of “reconciliation/ to whatever it was I had come from,” (382-383),
opts for movement, transience, and instability, rather than a fixed identity: “The mind/ is
an impermanent place, isn’t it/ but it looks to permanence” (384).

The mind also fears permanence, particularly the finality of death and the metaphor
of a burial site as one’s final resting place. Gunn himself considered the implications of
dying in England rather than America, as if the old self might not simply linger, but
actually triumph in that last attempt at self-definition. In an essay on Christopher
Isherwood, Gunn reveals his anxiety about place:

He, like I, was an Englishman who lived in California, in love with his new home,

and in a state of ambivalence toward his old. I had an irrational terror that on some

visit back to England I might fall fatally ill, get stuck there, and die without being
able to return to America first. It was absurdly romantic, since my health was
sturdy—yet it was a real fear, nevertheless, as though I would by dying there get
wedged forever inside a purgatory of dissatisfied adolescence. I asked Isherwood
once if he ever felt a similar fear. “Oh yes,” he said, “then my mother would have

won!” (“Christopher Isherwood” 175-176).

The inclusion of Isherwood’s comment on his mother is important here, as Gunn connects
England with his parents, America with various adventures and opportunities to escape
their hold: “If England is my parent and San Francisco is my lover, then New York is my
own dear old whore, all flash and vitality and history” (“My Life” 178). Certainly, for
Gunn, the past v&"as also associated with a series of separations: time away at a boarding
school during the Blitz, his parents’ divorce, his mother’s death, and the consequent
separation from his brother and father, and his time divided between aunts and friends.

One could argue that the loss of his friends during the AIDS crisis in California,

documented in The Man with Night Sweats (1992), is more palpable in his work than any
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trauma, yet I would point out that thematically loss transcends place, setting, and time.
After all, in The Man with Night Sweats, “Death’s Door” explicitly links his mother’s
ghost with that of AIDS victims (CPTG 485-486). Additionally, in Boss Cupid, which
elegizes Gunn’s mother, the poet Robert Duncan, and a close friend, Charlie, the dead
merge in “Postscript: The Panel” to haunt the speaker:

The dead have no sense of tact, no manners, they enter doors without knocking, but
I continue to deal with them, as proved by my writing the poem. They pack their
bodies into my dreams, they eat my feelings, and shit in my mind. They are not
good to me, of no value to me, but I cannot shake them and do not want to. Their
story, being part of mine, refuses to reach an end. They present me with new
problems, surprise me, contradict me, my dear, my everpresent dead (BC 16-17).
The dead span different countries, cities, and points in the poet’s development.
Working with or against this emphasis on connectivity is the anti-social stance of the
modern, American tough. The Sense of Movement (1957), Gunn’s volume most associated
with the American outsider—Hell’s Angels (“On the Move”), the werewolf (“The
Allegory of the Wolf Boy”), or the white rock and roll artist who co-opted African-
American blues, Elvis Presley (“Elvis Presley”)—marks his entry into American poetry as
an outsider, even within the American tropes of anti-heroes, teen angst, difference, and
social deviance. Hardly a simple story of Americanization. Yet, The Sense of Movement
was for Gunn “still a very European book in its subject-matter” (“My Life” 177). He
writes, “I was much taken by the American myth of the motorcyclist, then in its infancy,
of the wild man part free spirit and part hoodlum, but even that I started to anglicize: when
I thought of doing a series of motorcyclist poems I had Marvell’s mower poems in my
mind as a model” (“My Life” 177). In the Notes to his Collected Poems, he says of “On
the Move” (The Sense of Movement): “most English people nowadays give ‘toward’ two
syllables, whereas Americans, like the Elizabethans, treat it as one. In my early books I
was still an English poet, not yet Anglo-American” (CPTG 489). Interesting that Gunn

identifies a seemingly American poem as English in its treatment of both subject and

meter; the line he refers to, “One moves as well, always toward, toward” (CPTG 40) is
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iambic pentameter to an English audience whereas to American ears, due to syllable count
and accent, the final foot would shift to spondaic, to a haunting, echoing emphasis. Gunn’s
comment on the way in which the American pronunciation mirrors the Elizabethan one, in
contrast to contemporary English speech, underscores the complexity of imitation and
invention as a two-way street. The Notes in a collected volume imply the poet’s self-
conscious re-reading of his poems with different audiences in mind, and a sense of his
own lack of placement within either canon.*® Broadly speaking, if The Sense of Movement
(1957) approached American myth through an English sensibility, then it was the
following volume, My Sad Captains (1961) that adopted a more Anglo-American
perception through the deployment of accentual syllabics. His later volume Touch (1967)
further developed an Anglo-American prosody through open forms. Regardless, it was the
rebel figure in A Sense of Movement that inspired one critic, Nicholas de Jongh, writing in
The Guardian, to call Gunn the “Brando Bard” (“The Changing Face” 9).59 Emphasizing
the recklessness and sexiness of the English dimension rather than the American, August
Kleinzahler refers to the poet as “an Elizabethan in modern dress” (“Introduction” ix).

Most memorably, Glyn Maxwell, himself an English poet living abroad in New
York City, claims that Gunn is no longer an English poet in voluntary exile. He
characterizes Gunn as “a man of decorous, skillful, metrical verse who had for his own
reasons become absorbed into an alien culture that gave him alien subjects (like sex), alien
backdrops (like sunshine), and most vexing of all, made his strict forms melt on the page”
(“How Late” 10). Maxwell analyzes further, “No longer could he be Our Man Out There

like say, Auden in New York or James Fenton in the Far East, because he seemed to have

$8 paul Giles argues that Gunn has not been fully integrated into either the American or English literary
canon (“Crossing the Water” 209). 1 would like to add that recently Gunn was excluded from the 2008
Norton Anthology of American Literature, edited by Nina Baym.

%9 [n Gunn’s Collected Poems, “On the Move” no longer retains its epigraph, a reference to the film, The
Wild One (1953), directed by Laslo Benedek and starring Marlon Brando. In the original volume, The Sense
of Movement (1957), the epitaph.for “On the Move” reads, “Man, you gotta Go” (11). I would speculate that
in the collected volume, Gunn widens the scope of the poem,; clearly, the poem transcends its epitaph,
cultural context, and moment in time, and can be linked to other poems about toughness, existentialism, and

defiance.
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been Their Man Out There” (“How Late” 10). Although Maxwell’s comment is accurate
in general terms, I want to steer clear of the simplistic view that drugs and free verse are as
American as impersonality and iambic pentameter are English.®* Surely, the time Gunn
spent reading American poets for The Yale Review (1958-1964), writing critical essays,
learning from the poetry of W.C. Williams, Allen Ginsberg, and Marianne Moore, or
studying with Yvor Winters is part of the story.

I would agree with Robert Pinksy who explores the complex dualities of the
Anglo-American poet, carefully arguing that Gunn’s Moly (1971) is not just about the
druggy American consciousness trapped in English thyme and meter: “It has often been
noted that Moly is a learned book in thyme and meter about the experiences of LSD, but
the dualities go far deeper than that. Oedipal father and son, man and beast, transformed
and the same—in a Gunn poem, with each situation, each character, the sympathy or one-
ness prevails over polarities of judgment or detachment” (“Coda” 287). Indeed, it might be
useful to think about Gunn’s inclusiveness; a look at “Terminal,” (The Man with Night
Sweats, 1992), for example, reveals the inventiveness of breathing life into a form. Six
heroic couplets develop and extend just one sentence. The line integrity and teasing syntax
create a feeling of continuity in the poem, as a younger man supports his older, sick friend;
this collaboration sheds light on the boy of American modernism shouldering the
terminally-ill form of heroic couplets “down the long stairs” (CPTG 469), creating vertical
movement on the page through the complex sentence. Bearing upon Ezra Pound’s Pisan
Cantos (1948) and its explicit aim to disrupt iambic pentameter—*‘To break the
pentameter/ that was the first heave” (LXXI, Cantos 538)—is Gunn’s distinct but related
argument for ongoing exchange between old and new. In an oft-quoted interview, Gunn
deepened his sense of himself as an Anglo-American poet: “My life consists on

continuities—between America and England, between free verse and metre” (“My Life”

6 Gunn qualifies the critical assumption that English and American poetics are defined merely by poetic
form (“An Anglo-American” 218).
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183), acknowledging the freedom and possibilities of living between the two worlds of

verse rather than the explicit paradox.“

As cited earlier, Gunn states, “A few years ago I came across a reference to myself
as an Anglo-American poet and I thought: ‘Yes, that’s what I am. I’'m an Anglo-American
poet’” (“An Anglo-American” 218). It is likely that the reference is to Dan Jacobson’s
September 18, 1980 article in the London Review of Books, which briefly names Gunn as a
participant in the Lawrence Festival, cataloguing him as “the Anglo-American poet”
(“Lawrence Festival” 21).%2 The term was in circulation earlier; for example, the 1974
Norton Anthology of English Literature labels Gunn “a mid-Atlantic or Anglo-American
poet” (“Thom Gunn” 2429).** Gunn’s arrival at this identity is less an arrival than a
constant flux between two traditions, from larger questions about identity and transatlantic
crossings to aesthetic questions about form, poetics, and subject matter, to the smaller
issues of spelling, place-names, the occasions of poems, and the poetic source of
childhood memory and belonging. Gunn is not unique in this; many poets struggle towards
and against their dual identities—for some, in light of bilingualism, sexuality,
immigration, diaspora, or post-colonialism. For example, the Irish poet writing in English,
Seamus Heaney has struggled to remind audiences of his Irish history, subject matter, and
identity. His pamphlet An Open Letter (1983) addresses his inclusion in The Penguin Book
of Contemporary British Poetry (1982), to remind audiences “My passport’s green” (Open

Letter 9), reflecting on post-colonialism, Irish literature, and national identity. When

6! [n a more humorous example, Gunn’s contributor note for The Three Penny Review in the Spring 1999
issue reads: “Thom Gunn, who claims to be a lipstick lesbian, is actually an Anglo-American poet who has
lived in San Francisco since the late 19505 (2). The acknowledged stereotype of the butch lesbian or dyke
becomes more glamorous in Gunn’s version; similarly, the multi-faceted nature of the poet’s identity, in

terms of his sexuality, national origin, and transatlantic passage, suggests role-playing, shape-changing, and

transformation.

62 I the interview, when Gunn says that he “came across a reference” to himself, it becomes obvious that he
was not the main subject of the article, but rather a name that popped up. Additionally, Gunn mentions
Lawrence in the same speech segment of the interview, spggesting a link between himself and another
innovative English poet responding to American modernism (“An Anglo-American™ 218).

63 Other critics have invoked the term “Anglo-Amexjican poetics” in the late 1960s. For example, Laurence
Lieberman identifies Gunn as “the only recent English poet besides Charles Tomlinson who has struggled
with the problem of evolving an Anglo-American poetics” (“New Books™ 139).
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compared with Heaney, even superficially, Gunn adopting the identity of an Anglo-
American is seen as a choice, a particular response to the givens of his existence. Gunn’s
interest in posture and pose, which will be discussed in the chapter, certainly applies to his
self-fashioning as an Anglo-American poet, which suggests risk and movement.

Significantly, Joshua Weiner conceives of Gunn as living not between worlds, but
at the barriers between them: the poet’s “imperative” is “to stay ar them [the barriers),
where they are set up, so as to leap past them to another place” (“Introduction” 2). Weiner,
in a discussion of Gunn’s “At the Barriers,” illuminates how the police-enforced barrier
around the gay fair at Dore Alley, “an open place once you have found the way” (CPTG
400), is paradoxically inviting to heterosexuals and homosexuals alike. Weiner suggests
that this “carnival inversion” of social order (“Introduction” 1) speaks to the multitudinous
binaries in the poet’s oeuvre and the crossing of barriers between “open and closed form;
inclusiveness of imagination and exclusiveness of discerning judgment; the life of instinct
and the life of intellect; attraction to embodiments of physical power and the duplicity of
meaningful play within expressions of power; originality developing from derivation”
(“Introduction” 2). I would like to extend this conversation about “carnival inversion™ and
“meaningful play” in the context of Gunn’s response to American confessional poetry.
Critics are quick to cite Gunn’s critical prose and its frequent dismissals of confessional
poets, concluding that Gunn is more Elizabethan than American. Even in a short
biographical entry on Gunn, Clive Wilmer asserts, “He detested the confessional mode,
preferring an almost anonymous tone like that of the Elizabethans he loved” (“Gunn,
Thomson”). The exaggeration in Wilmer’s entry insists on binaries that do justice to
neither camps; it wildly ignores the intimacy in Gunn’s approach to his material as well as
the human or universal facets of autobiographical writing.

In the most extensive study of Gunn’s relationship to confessional poetry, David

Fulton portrays Gunn as a kind of reticent Englishman in contrast to the existentialist,

edgy American poets confessing private experiences. Fulton’s argument is based in part on
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stereotypes about American and English culture as well as poetry; he writes, “American
culture exhibits a greater hospitality to the exaggerated, the extreme, the super- or sub-
rational” (“’Too Much Birthday’” 41). He completely ignores Gunn’s noted interest in
existentialism, in a shaky argument juxtaposing American celebration and English
rejection of Camus and Sartre (41-42).* Part of Fulton’s argument depends on
generalizations about place; he finds that America’s diverse landscapes and people have
encouraged American poets to write slapdash, wide-ranging poems, “a ragbag in which
everything that interests the poet can be stuffed” (43). In contrast, Fulton interprets the
English poet as coming from “a small, dingy, overcrowded island of cool, damp seasons
and finite horizons” which “gives little encouragement to emotional expansiveness” (43).
Even if these generalizations were true, Fulton doesn’t even consider that Gunn spent most
of his poetic career in the expansive, more intimate America. To confront Fulton’s
generalizations of stoic English verse, climate, and voice, one need only think of
Wordsworth and Romanticism overall; there are many similarities between English
Romanticism and American confessional poetry when one considers the construction of
the lyric self, focus on childhood, and moments of “emotional expansiveness.” Fulton goes
on to limit confessional verse to exhibitionism, easily evidencing why Gunn would prefer
the poetry of impersonality and restraint (43-44). What Fulton leaves out is the association
between confessional verse and sexuality: Gunn’s interest in Ginsberg as a confessional
poet, the fact that it was easier to come out in America than in England, and his exchange
with aspects of confessional poetry such as openness about sex and sexuality. For instance,
one might consider Gunn’s “The Miracle” about a hand-job in a McDonald’s restroom,
and the “snail-track” of semen on “the toe of my boot” (CPTG 357). Keith Tuma points
out: “One surely does...hear the influence of some of his American contemporaries in a

more conversational and relaxed idiom. There is, for example, the use of the word ‘cock,’

# Gunn famously connects his theory of “pose” with the work of Sartre (“Cambridge in the Fiftics™ 162)
For illuminating work on existentialism in Gunn’s poetry, see John Miller (“The Stipulative Imagination®)
and Alfred Corn (“Existentialism and Homosexuality™).
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which would be unimaginable without the example of poets such as Allen Ginsberg and
Robert Duncan” (“Thom Gunn” 100). Although not the focus of this dissertation, a study
on the relationship between sexual terms (cock, balls, cum, dick, suck, fuck, cunt, bush,
tits, etc.) and the poetry of defiance would demonstrate the ways in which personal writing
is not trivial, limiting, or narcissistic, but connected to social, political, ethical, and
aesthetic questions, not to mention issues of gender or sexuality. As we have seen in
earlier chapters, intimate material—Robert Hass’ vision of his mother’s nipples prior to
motherhood (SUW 15) and Ginsberg’s identification with his mother’s genitalia, “a long
black beard around the vagina” (IV, CPAG 234)—is often used to bring other people into
focus, from the mentally ill, alcoholics, and conflicted Catholics to Jewish immigrants,
victims of McCarthyism, and gay communities. Both Hass and Ginsberg raise questions
about the vulnerability and agency of the mentally ill or the addict and consider the theme
of displacement, whether through psychology or J ewish-American history; Ginsberg in
particular puts sex in the political, historical, and literary context of the Cold War whereas
Hass juxtaposes Richard Crashaw’s erotic religious poetry with his own fascination with
the maternal body. Throughout his work, Gunn’s physical, sensual diction and his
jdentification with figures of revolt and characters in extremis suggest the confessional
poet’s use of taboo subjects, personae, and social context. This takes him beyond the
bounds of “Englishness™ as defined by critics like Fulton.

August Kleinzahler intuits that Gunn “becomes more adventurous as he grows
older and is not afraid to fall on his ass trying out something different. Sometimes the
poems are so emotionally bald and direct that they are deeply disturbing. They say what
they have to say very plainly” (“Thom Gunn” 81-82). I agree with Kleinzahler, especially
in light of the two poems I wish to discuss, “The Gas-poker” and “My Mother’s Pride,”
which handle traumatic experience, childhood wounds, and the mother-son relationship.
However, I disagree with Kleinzahler on the issue of confessional poetry: he maintains

that Gunn differs from confessional poets, because plain speech differs from colloquial
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and conversational speech; the anonymous “I”” differs from the autobiographical “I” (79).
Yet, Lowell also affected conversational speech; his poems were not conversational, but
“heightened conversation” elevated to lyric (“A Conversation” 284). Although he uses a
different tool box of formal techniques, Gunn approximates human experience and
colloquial speech patterns. Certainly, in places, Gunn’s colloquial differs from a native
American’s, yet it also differs from an English poet, even an exiled English poet as Glyn
Maxwell argues.(’5 In Boss Cupid, and particularly in the poems about his mother, I see
Gunn adopting the pose of a confessional poet: he interrogates confessional subject matter,
voicing, altering, or making strange traumatic experience through rhyme and meter. In
Boss Cupid, Gunn writes about a serial killer and necrophiliac Jeffrey Dahmer
(“Troubadour™), child abuse (“A Los Angeles Childhood”), rape (“Arethusa Raped”),
childhood trauma (“A Home”), online sex services (“The Search”), and his mother’s
suicide (“The Gas-poker”). Reading “My Mother’s Pride” and “The Gas-poker” in the
context of what we might call Gunn’s American poetry sheds light not only on the poet’s
oeuvre, but also on the confessional poets I have been reading. Although Gunn has been
thought of as an anti-confessional poet, and this chapter could be considered an anti-creed
to the whole dissertation, I wish to examine what traditions Gunn writes into while writing
against. His final volume especially sits at the barriers between autobiography and
anonymity. The poems about his mother, a subject he avoided for so long, introduce new
questions about Gunn’s iconography, underscoring the difficulty of placing him within

any single literary movement, aesthetic, or culture.

ii. On Gunn's "My Mother's Pride"

6 | agree with Kleinzahler’s astute point, “G.ufm does not sound especially ‘plain’ to the American reader.
The diction is plain, the argument and exposition are clear, trim, and direct, but the tone is oddly formal to
most American readers. Gunn’s poems certginly don’t sound the way Americans speak” (78-79). However, |
do not come to the same conclusions as Kleinzahler, who argues that Gunn’s poetic voice is impersonal.
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Thom Gunn’s poetry has been seen as primarily love poetry, and Gunn has been defined
as a love poet. Robert Pinsky writes, “Few poets have attended so carefully to the
sensations of fucking, and few have so consistently put that experience into a social
context” (“Coda: Thom Gunn” 289). The fourth part of Gunn’s The Man with Night
Sweats (1992) in particular contextualizes sex historically, as it elegizes victims of the
1980’s AIDS epidemic, Gunn’s friends and lovers in the San Francisco gay community.
Hugh Haughton analyzes the “various erotic and companionable embraces” in The Man
with Night Sweats, including even “a self-embrace” in which the speaker of the title poem
hugs himself (“An Unlimited Embrace” 13).66 Haughton also notes that Gunn’s work “has
always been marked by a strange combination of intimacy and detachment” (12). We see
in Gunn’s work an attraction to both tenderness and toughness, thematically and tonally.®’
In an interview, Ted Hughes disagrees with critics who misunderstand Gunn as a poet of
violence: “If one were to answer that exam question: Who are the poets of violence? you
wouldn’t get very far if you began with Thom Gunn...and not merely because his subject
is far more surely gentleness” (“Ted Hughes” 7). Hughes and Gunn had been grouped
together as English poets drawn to violence; and published by Faber and Faber in a joint
volume, Selected Poems by Thom Gunn and Ted Hughes (1962). In an early essay, “The
Rock” (1963), Hughes states that he is excited by the “war between vitality and death”
(126). I would argue that both Hughes and Gunn are preoccupied with vitality rather than
violence. Gunn celebrates the vitality of masculine toughs, writing in “Lines for a Book”
in The Sense of Movement (1957), “I think of all the toughs through history/ And thank

heaven they lived, continually” (56). These toughs include Elvis Presley (“Elvis Presley™),

6 In two interviews, Gunn notes his gratitude for Haughton’s favorable review. Gunn says Haughton “traced
the imagery of embracing and touching and holding hands—and even embracing oneself. It was
extraordinary; it was all there” (“The Art of Poetry” 156). In another interview, Gunn says that Haughton
discovered The Man with the Night Sweats “had this lasting image of the embrace, and I hadn’t even been

aware of it” (“Thom Gunn” 14).

67 In a poem in Boss Cupid, Gunn writes: “1 seek a potent mix/ of toughness and tenderness in men./ The
paradign/ being the weeping wrestler” (“Letters from Manhattan” 70).
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the motorcyclist (“On the Move” and “The Unsettled Motorcyclist’s Vision of His
Death”), the sadomasochist (“The Beaters™), the leather-jacketed boy (“Black J ackets™),
the gym-owner (“To the Dead Owner of a Gym”), the sole-survivor of nuclear war (“The
Last Man” in Misanthropos), the tattoo artist (“Blackie, the Electric Rembrandt”), the
werewolf as boy (“The Allegory of the Wolf Boy”), and the hustler (“Market at Turk”).

As we see in Gunn’s oeuvre of poems about local characters, such as a homeless
woman (“Old Meg”), or the social scene (“Another All-Night Party™), he is more attracted
to the independence of the city than the insulation of the family. He says, “I've always
been interested in the life of the street. I suppose it’s always seemed to me like a kind of
recklessness, a freedom after the confinement of the home or the family” (“Art of Poetry”
186). Gunn doesn’t write much about his family, which sets him somewhat apart in a time
when poets wrote compulsively about their families and early childhood experience. As
we have seen in the work of Berryman, Lowell, and Ginsberg, the family is an abiding
concern; the same is true for Sylvia Plath, Adrienne Rich, or Anne Sexton. Gunn is
perhaps closest to Ginsberg in the treatment of intimate bonds; both draw on the subjects
of friendship, eroticism, the boy gang, counter-culture, and love.

Gunn writes about families from an outsider’s point of view; for example, “Three”
quite movingly depicts a naked trio of mother, father, and son on the beach. There is a
sense of longing in the narrator’s depiction of the tanned boy “rapt in endless play” (CPTG
195) who doesn’t have to “learn...nakedness™ the way his parents do (196). A later poem,
“Geysers” harkens back to this familial nudity, by way of the communal waters: hot
springs, geysers, cool pools, and a bath house in Sonomo County, California. The bathers
“get up naked as we intend to stay” (CPTG 240), enjoy the waters, and share a joint as the
barriers between people disappear: “I am part of all there is no other” (CPTG 244). The
poem envisions the stream as maternal: “bobbing in the womb, all round me Mother”

(CPTG 244). Gunn writes about his experience at the Geysers as “a great communal

embrace” (“My Life” 185):
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Everyone walked around naked, swimming in the cool stream by day and at night

staying in the hot baths until early in the moming. Heterosexual and homosexual

orgies sometimes overlapped: there was an attitude of benevolence and
understanding on all sides that could be extended, I thought, into the rest of the
world...There is no reason why that hedonistic and communal love of the Geysers

could not be extended into the working life of the towns (“My Life” 185-186).

It is important to note that the community is not exclusive—to homosexuals, attractive
young men, or fraternal bonds—but inclusive. Like Ginsberg, Gunn widens the scope of
the family to include intimate strangers, friends, passersby, friends of friends, and lovers.
In “The Missing,” Gunn Wtes about losing friends to AIDS, recalling the strength of his
community: “The warmth investing me/ Led outwards through mind, limb, feeling, and
more/ In an involved increasing family” (CPTG 483).

Tom Sleigh writes poignantly about Gunn’s domesticity in his lifestyle and poetry,
working against all of the criticism that sees only the independence, aggression, and free
love in Gunn. Sleigh comments on Gunn’s biography, “I think it’s instructive that his
home life also reflected his communitarian spirit; he lived in a group house, with
housemates, in which each in turn cooked dinner on assigned nights of the week. It was a
remarkably stable arrangement and lasted from 1971, when Gunn bought the house...until
his death in 2004 (“Thom Gunn’s” 245). Sleigh points out that Gunn lived with his
housemates for thirty-three years, including his long-term partner Mike Kitay, but also had
many lovers and sexual partners (245). He concludes that sexual freedom is not
“necessarily incompatible with personal loyalty, homebodiness, and domestic stability”
(245). Turning to Gunn’s lines from “The Hug,” addressed to Kitay—*I only knew/ The
stay of your secure firm dry embrace”—Sleigh observes that “the dryness of the embrace
marks the transition from sexual to domestic love, from the physical joy of sex to the
physical joy of being held by someone with whom a life has been shared” (247). Even

while I write during the week in which the ban on gay marriage has just been lifted in

California, there are those who would say that homosexuality and domestic stability are
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incompatible. Yet, in Gunn’s life and poetry, there is a constant turning back to the
familial.*®

Gunn at times makes comments on the mother-child relationship by way of the
erotic. In a love poem, “Touch,” he writes,

You turn and

hold me tightly, do

you know who

Iamoraml

your mother or

the nearest human being to

hold on to... (CPTG 169).
Gunn presents an interesting case of a poet who speaks to some of the concerns of
confessional poetry, while not seeming to. This poem could be about mothers and sons.
The concluding image of “Touch” suggests the womb: “dark/ enclosing cocoon round/
ourselves alone, dark/ wide realm where we/ walk with everyone” (CPTG 169). Indeed
Gunn wishes to create a feeling of inclusion—everyone is invited, everyone is walking
together—within a very intimate, closed world of two people. Although Gunn broaches
the subject of family indirectly, we recall that Berryman uses the mask of Henry whereas

/

Lowell mediates his family history by way of an analyst, speculation, and secondary
sources such as diaries, photographs, letters, or oral history. Even so, Gunn is more
indirect when it comes to the stories of his parents. He is no Henry/Berryman spitting
upon a parent’s grave.

In addition to skirting one of the dominant themes of confessional poetry, the
subject of one’s own parents, Gunn has come out strongly against Lowell, Sexton, and

confessional poetry generally. Gunn critiques confessional poetry as self-dramatization

and bemoans the “veritable glut of poetry about family members” in the fifties and sixties

8Colin Gillis argues that in Gunn’s The Man with Night Sweats, “A form of familial love...grows out of

does not displace or occlude, promiscuous sexuality” (“Rethinking Sexuality” 181). He di.s.c;usses G“ o’ , but
e Blank, which tells the story of an old lover who adopted & child “without a ricnd or wife” (CPTG

487). Gillis claims: “The risk of single parenthood, compounded by the unpredictable outcome of adopt;

is continuous with the risk taken by the young man during past chance sexual encounters” (“Rethinki(:,pg ion,

Sexuality” 179).
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(“A Record” 111). In particular he sees Lowell as dramatizing his autobiography into a
stylized poetry of “hair-raising exploits” and “flamboyance” (“Out of the Box" 84). Gunn
sees a connection between confessional poetry and self-dramatization. Gunn’s life story
might have provided more than adequate subject matter for the confessional poems he
chose not to write: when Gunn was fifteen, his mother committed suicide. Though this
would have been grist and mill to the work of a Lowell, Berryman, Plath, or Sexton, Gunn
does not write about this event until his last book, Boss Cupid (2000), perhaps due to his
publically avowed dismissal of confessionalism. In avoiding the subject of his mother for
so long, Gunn separates himself from the “glut” of confessional poetry about the broken
family. The mother figure appears as an archetype in earlier volumes, in poems “Jesus and
His Mother,” “Three,” “Rites of Passage,” “The Geysers” and in “Three Songs,” although
the archetypal mother differs in important ways, in tone, valence, and depth, from the
autobiographical mother in the last volume.%

In what I see as a failed attempt to elegize his mother, Gunn introduces his mother
into a poem elegizing AIDS victims, “Death’s Door.” In the poem, the mother joins the
“armies” of the dead along with four AIDS victims, to watch the living who appear on a
TV set. As time passes, the dead lose interest in the living and in each other. When the
dead see “Both Minos circling and my mother” they don’t “know them/ Nor do they
recognize each other” (486). The poet laments, “My mother archaic now as Minos,/ she
who died forty years ago”(485). Although the autobiographical phrase “my mother”
appears twice in “Death’s Door,” the mother, when joined with Minos, is as “archaic” as
myth and archetype. The emphasis on the passage of time anticipates the later elegy for his
mother, “The Gas-poker,” with its opening “Forty-eight years ago/ —can it be forty-eight/

Since then?” (BC 10). By contrast, the elegy offers a more intimate narrative, although the

6 [n “Breaking Ground” in Jack Straw’s Cqstle (1976), Gunn writes about his aunt, with whom he lived
after his mother’s death. In the second section of this poem, he imagines her death as a “dispersal” of her
spirit into the earth and others (CPTG 305). Because his aunt was a maternal figure, the poem evokes the

mother as well.
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word “mother,” is not used. Perhaps by avoiding the term, which in his poetry overall,
evokes myth, Gunn gives more force to the pronoun “she.” His mother is a human being,
not just a mother; in fact, the poem deconstructs authoritative, fundamental paternal
archetypes of the mother as “she” and the father as “he” until all that remains are the lost
boys: “Elder and younger brother” who “Knew all there was to know” (BC 10). There is
sorrow in the astringent absence of the word “mother,” her name, or naming devices, as if
through the repetition of the pronoun “she,” the poem points a finger at the self-murderer:
“she did it” and she did it to me, to us, and to herself. The title itself, “The Gas-poker”
while describing her weapon of choice, also indicates the poem’s poking finger and prying
eye. Finally, the word “mother” is a cry or call as well as a name, one the speaker by
silencing, actually amplifies. Gunn commented on his earlier reticence to write about his
mother: “It took me years to write about my father (and maybe I can one day write about
my mother—if Duncan has not already written the ultimate mother-poem with his ‘My
Mother Would be a Falconress”) (“My Life Up” 186). It was not until Boss Cupid, at the
very end of his oeuvre, that he could engage with his mother—and the “mother-poem.”

Gunn not only admires Duncan’s mother poem, but speaks of Duncan as a major
influence; however, Gunn complicates the idea of influence as an anxiety-filled, Bloomian
struggle by commenting on how he in turn influenced Duncan (“Homosexuality in
Robert” 129). For example, when Gunn mentions Duncan’s Poems from the Margins of
Thom Gunn’s “Moly” (1972), which draws from his volume, Moly (1971), he suggests that
poets can influence each other simultaneously in different ways, and as equals not rivals.
Writing of Duncan’s influences, he said, “Duncan’s influences are not of the fathers but
rather of allies” (“Homosexuality in Robert” 131), and the same is true of Gunn. Brian
Teare has written brilliantly about Gunn’s “reciprocal and mutually influencing poetic
relationship with Duncan” that is “based on desire, elective identification, and
collaboration rather than on anxiety, dis-identification, and apprenticeship,” and, as such,

“acts as a gay alternative to heterosexual models of imitation and ‘influence’” (“Our
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Dionysian” 185). My focus is different than Teare’s, as I am examining partnerships
between mothers and poet-sons, but I wish to highlight his perceptive critique of Bloom’s
model and his alternative model of alliance and collaboration. I see as an oversight
Teare’s enthusiastic agreement with critic Catherine R. Stimpson, who, writing before the
publication of Boss Cupid, says that Gunn writes about women stereotypically (64n, 312).
Clearly, Gunn’s late poems, “The Gas-Poker” and “My Mother’s Pride,” revise
Stimpson’s judgment, proving Gunn’s fluency in writing the feminine, in capturing his
mother’s specific voice as well as her larger story.

Despite Gunn’s preference for impersonal poetry over confessional poetry,”
Gunn’s “My Mother’s Pride” in Boss Cupid blurs the boundaries between the two
aesthetics. As the first mother-poem in the book, after which “The Gas-poker™ directly
follows, “My Mother’s Pride” will be discussed in depth first. Certainly, the main clue that
“The Gas-poker” is about the speaker’s mother comes from its placement after “My
Mother’s Pride.” This first mother-poem in the volume’s diptych reveals the ways in
which both self-distancing and intimacy can be a stance. There is the pose of coolness
seen ir; “Elvis Presley,” “Whether he poses or is real, no cat/ Bothers to say: the pose held
is a stance” (CPTG 57); perhaps, more tragic, is the illusion of sexual freedom, open
sexuality, and self-knowledge in “Carnal Knowledge™: “Even in bed 1 pose” (CPTG 15).
The poem about his mother might be thought of as a “docudrama,” the genre in film used
to describe representations or reenactments of history; examples include Roors (1977),
Brian’s Song (1971), or Touching the Void (2003). Thinking about docudrama in relation
to Gunn, I would emphasize glamour, pose, and the fiction writer’s sense of “characters,”

which foreground his autobiographical writing. “My Mother’s Pride” is at once a slice of

70 Gunn argues that Thomas Hardy’s poetry is impersonal, because the speaker presents himself as a “sample
puman being” whose los§es are “part of (_)ther people’s losses” (“Hardy and the Ballads” 94). Gunn contrasts
Hardy’s impersonal poetics with confessional poetry, which he sces as “the poetry of personality” (94).
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1.7" Similar to the

life, a fragment of family history and a character sketch out of a nove
way in which confessional poets gleaned art out of their personal lives, Gunn saw his
mother with a novelist’s eye, as he saw King David, Bathsheba, a serial killer Jeffrey
Dahmer, and Rimbaud in Boss Cupid.

In an earlier essay, Gunn writes briefly about his mother in terms relevant to the
poem "My Mother's Pride": "When I was about four I got lost in Kensington Gardens; a
policeman asked me what my mother was like: I described her as 'a proud woman" (*My
Life Up” 170). The title “My Mother’s Pride,” one of only two poems Gunn writes about
his mother, has several implications. He portrays her as self-dramatizing and proud,
especially of her wit, which Gunn showcases and questions. Further, he becomes his
mother’s pride and joy by remembering and recording the mother’s sayings. The poem
itself, not only the poet, can be read as the mother’s pride and joy, as the poem is a
compilation of the mother’s words, a source of pride; there are three quotations from the
mother, one in each stanza. Through the use of quotations, “My Mother’s Pride” explores
the issues of collaborating with and stealing from one’s mother in the poetic process.
Rather than view language as a gift the mother bestows on her child, Gunn’s poem
represents language as stolen goods. Confessional poetry in particular is seen as stolen
goods, because of the way critics have viewed confessional poets as exploiting their
romantic and familial relationships to garner material for their poetry. Gunn endorses

Bishop’s disapproval of Lowell’s use of his second wife Elizabeth Hardwick’s letters in

his poetry.” Gunn critiques Lowell for going further than “just imposing meaning on

71 Joshua Weiner’s criticism has influenced my thinking about character here. He writes about Gunn's
adolescent wish to be a novelist, and points out the many poems which “draw from historic, mythic, and
novelistic material” and “are grounded in narrative situation, make use of narrative frames, and contain
fictive characters” (“From Ladd’s Hill” 106). Weiner illuminates the ways in which Gunn sought to “capture
human character with the objective analysis of the novel...without giving up the formal virtues of lyric
intensity” (106).

7213 March of 1972, Elizabeth Bishop confronted Lowell about altering Hardwick’s lctters and publishing
them in his The Dolphin (1973): “There is a ‘mixture of fact & fiction," & you have changed her letters.
That is ‘infinite mischief,” I think...One can use one’s life as material—one does, anyway;-but these
letters—aren’t you violating a trust? If you were given permission—IF you hadn’t changed them...But art
just isn’t worth that much” (Words 708). Here Bishop refers to Lowell’s poems that used Hardwick's words:
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things” to “stealing and distorting human utterances so as to dramatize them for his own
ends” (“Out of the Box” 83). Gunn is conscious of stealing his mother’s phrases, depicting
himself as a child-thief in the poem. Yet, it’s not clear who is being more “self-
dramatizing,” the exploitative child or the theatrical mother.

The poem opens with the tension between his mother’s soliloquies and Gunn’s
presence as overhearer and poet:

She dramatized herself

Without thought of the dangers.

But “Never pay attention,” she said,

“To the opinions of strangers.”

And when I stole from a counter,

“You wouldn’t accept a present

From a tradesman.” But I think I might have:

I had the greed of a peasant.

She was proud of her ruthless wit

And the smallest ears in London.

“Only conceited children are shy.”

I am made by her, and undone (BC 9).
Gunn implies that his mother not only has a heightened sense of her own importance, but a
deaf ear to the world around her. She implies that the opinions of others are irrelevant. She
encourages a strong sense of self and a disregard for others, and yet, she dramatizes herself
with an eye to her effect on an audience. It is the mother’s self-dramatization that the
poem suggests is dangerous, and not stealing, which is seen as innocuous and childish. In
contrast to the child’s act of stealing, the mother’s self-dramatization could be seen as
stealing the show or stealing someone else’s thunder. The mother doesn’t speak to be
«heard” but to be “overheard,” to borrow John Stuart Mill’s terms (348). Mill defines

poetry as essentially a “feeling, confessing itself to itself in moments of solitude™ (348),

and highlights the poet’s “utter unconsciousness of a listener” (348). Similarly, the mother

:T—he Farther Shore 1: From My Wife,” “The Farther Shore 2: Old Snapshot and Carpaccio,” “Fli
yYork 1; Fox Fur,” and “Flight to New York 2: The Messiah™ (Words 7}(;8). arpaceio,” “Flight to New
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speaks primarily to herself, alienating the child, yet inviting the future poet to take note of
her.

Gunn as poet in turn makes a performance out of the mother’s performance,
stealing her thunder. He writes about his poetic process as stealing, as “a reaching out”
from which “I bring back loot” (“Writing a Poem” 152). He develops T.S. Eliot’s notion
of poets who steal: “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal” (“Philip Massinger” 182).
By borrowing her words, the poet asserts his control over the material, and finds evidence
in his mother’s words to evoke the dangers of her pride. Gunn attributes to her pride a
plurality of dangers, including ones his mother never thought of. Perhaps these dangers
include the effect of disillusionment that follows from self-dramatization. That the mother
has the “smallest ears” points to the extent of her disillusionment; her experiences become
overly important to her. She is so self-important that she doesn’t listen to others, and, by
excluding others, she becomes more self-involved. Ultimately, the self-dramatizing person
becomes alienated from herself, because she doesn’t know when or how to stop
performing. The mother with small ears symbolizes deafness not only to the voices of
others, but her voice.

The mother’s pride, ironically, is what separates the mother from her young, In the
second stanza, the mother speaks beyond the child, as if speaking to amuse hersclf. Rather
than tell him not to steal or ask him why he stole, she provides him with a rationale that is
incomprehensible to him. Her argument is that you shouldn't take from someone who, like
a tradesman, is less advantaged, someone who makes his or her living from selling the
goods you want. The rationale the mother appeals to is beyond a child’s understanding. A
child might not understand the difference between hunger and desire; he might think he
needs a piece of candy from the counter, because he wants it. He doesn’t realize that the
shop owner needs to sell candy to make a living. The poem highlights the difference
between the child in the poem and the narrator. Although the child doesn’t comprechend

her rebuke, “You wouldn’t accept a present/ From a tradesman,” the narrator introduces
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combative humor: “But I think I might have:/ I had the greed of a peasant” (BC 9). The
comment underscores the absurdity of motherly instruction, of morality, in the light of
bottomless, all-consuming desire. The hesitation seen in the questioning, child-like
“But....” and qualifiers “think” and “might” quickly shifts into a confident, adult-like
ownership of one’s desire. There is a hint of bragging in the extremity of his greed: so
intense as to feel like a beggar’s need. The poet’s self-awareness and self-mockery allow
him to perceive his greed whereas his mother is too proud to see her pride (both her son
and her arrogance).

Throughout the poem, Gunn positions himself as the one supposedly in the wrong,
chided by his mother, but he also reveals his mother’s vulnerability. His second offense in
the poem is less heinous than stealing: shyness, a trait that his mother associates with
being conceited. The conceited person is “full of notions” and has “an overweening
opinion of one’s self” whereas the proud person is not necessarily “haughty” and
«“overbearing” but could have “self-respect of a healthy kind” (OED). Clearly, Gunn sees
his mother as having the pride more closely linked with the seven deadly sins than with
positive self-esteem. The poem reveals that it is not the child who is conceited, but the
mother who generalizes that all shy children are conceited. “My Mother’s Pride” also
plays with the word “conceited” to bring out another meaning, that of “conceit,” which
means “that which is conceived in the mind, a notion, an idea” (OED). The term also
means an extended metaphor in a poem; Gunn’s “Death’s Door” uses the conceit of TV, in
which life is a TV show the dead watch, lose interest in. The shy child is not conceited, but
has a conceit; he’s a poet. He is full of notions.

Gunn implies that even if he were to speak, his mother would not have listened. A
woman with small ears and a lot to say in a small poem represents her failure to listen.
Yet, the poem paradoxically celebrates the bravado of mother, poem, and self, The
mother’s “ruthless wit” (BC 9) links her to a love of language much broader than her own

voice. The line emphasizes that “she was proud of” her wit, which might suggest that she
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was proud of her son’s wit as well (BC' 9). It’s worth considering that Gunn’s poetry has
been described as displaying “wit of the severest kind” (Fraser 363). The poem may be
asking whether the mother would be proud of her son’s poetic wit. It’s as if Gunn is
retrospectively asking his mother not to simply listen to his own wit, but to him as a wit.

Gunn contrasts his wit with his mother’s, and part of the wit in this particular
poem, is the understated way in which Gunn evaluates his mother while seeming to give
her center stage by incorporating three of her sayings. By quoting her pretentious advice,
Gunn suggests that the mother fancies herself morally superior and witty. From the second
line, we learn that Gunn finds his mother’s self-dramatization dangerous. From the second
stanza, we discover the tension between mother and son, where the mother finds she
doesn’t know her son: “But I think I might have:/ I had the greed of a peasant” (BC 9). In
the third stanza, we discover that she doesn’t listen to others and, perhaps, as a
consequence, she is not necessarily witty, but “proud of her ruthless wit” (BC 9).

The poem shifts in the final line to an “I” statement that counters the mother’s
insistence on her personality thoughout the poem. It also more immediately responds to
the mother’s accusation of her éon as shy: “Only conceited children are shy” (BC 9). The
poem, in a broader way, rejects what critics have seen as Gunn’s English aesthetic. The
last line, “I am made by her, and undone” (BC'9), transforms the poem from a collection
of his mother’s sayings to an existential statement that is personal and deeply unsettling,
The word “undone” means “brought to decay or ruin,” and also signifies the speaker’s life
becoming “unfastened, detached” (OED). The related term “undoing” denotes “being
brought to nought” (OED). Read in connection with the volume’s next poem, “The Gas-
poker,” one could determine that the mother’s self-destruction brings her children to
“nought”; her suicide destroys them, reducing them to nothing. The word “undone”
evokes T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” (1922): “A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so
many,/ I had not thought death had undone so many” (I, lines 62-63, Waste Land 7),

creating a sense that ruination exceeds one’s ability to measure it. Since Gunn locates his
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mother and himself in London (she “had the smallest ears in London”), the poem links the
city with Eliot’s apocalyptic vision and allusions to Dante’s Hell. The last line strikes the
reader as at odds with the rest of the poem and most of Gunn’s work; it’s as if he adopted
the guise of a confessional poet for one line. Perhaps this sense fits in with Gunn’s theory
of poses, in which he chooses to project a persona. Gunn writes about the early
“Revelation” in France where he discovers his “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” (“Cambridge in the Fifties” 162). In retrospect he thought, “viewing
myself as an actor trying to play a part provided rich material for poetry” (162). Gunn’s
theory of pose sheds light on the drastic change in tone at the end of “My Mother’s Pride,”
where he poses as a kind of mix of a confessional poet and his mother, both of whom are
self-dramatizing.

Yet, for all the emphasis on what the mother makes of herself or of what Gunn
makes of her and of himself, the poem ends with a balance of making and unmaking. The
poem confirms and denies the mother’s role as the poet’s creator. If the poet is not self-
made, as implied in earlier existentialist poems like “The Unsettled Motorcyclist’s Vision
of His Death,” does he exercise authority by choosing how to formulate this self-
abnegation in a poem? If the poet is made by the mother, what does she offer him:
language, his life, her sayings? Or does she make him by undoing him, by taking her life
and gifting him his deepest pain? Paul Giles writes about the interplay of creation and
destruction in Gunn’s work: “One of the structural patterns running through Gunn’s poetry
is this aesthetic of creative destruction, whereby formal scenarios—personal identity,
material regularity, literary tradition—are reflexively dismantled and renegotiated”
(“Crossing the Water” 195). He points to Gunn’s “Words” from Moly as an example of
this aesthetic: “I was still separate on the shadow’s ground/ But, charged with growth, was
being altered, composing, uncomposed” (197). In the midst of transformation from man to

beast, the speaker is incomplete, living between worlds in the process of change. The
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speaker’s known self or outer shell comes undone, but simultaneously a new self forms.
The poem also represents language as a site of transformation, a stage where the poet can
try on various poses. The phrase “composing, uncomposed” from “Words” is similar to “I
am made by her, and undone” (BC 9) from “My Mother’s Pride,” suggesting the “creative
destruction” of the ongoing process of being made, coming undone, and being remade.
The loss of composure becomes an opportunity for growth. Although “My Mother’s
Pride” appears to emphasize destruction, it is a destruction that allows an influx of
knowledge.

The word “undone” has the connotation of a religious awakening in which a
confessant, undone by God's glory and goodness, senses his own weakness. More
specifically, Isaiah has a vision where he comes to see how sinful he is, and says, "Woe is
me! for I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a
people of unclean lips: for mine eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts™ (KJV, Isaiah
6:5). Isaiah is undone, ruined, destroyed by his vision of God; yet, this undoing allows for
greater self-knowledge. Gunn alludes to the sense that being "undone" is a revelatory
event, whether visionary or religious. He connects his shyness as a child, a kind of
speechlessness, t0 the dread and silence associated with the word “undone” as the final
word of the poem. The silence that follows the end of the poem is meant to be a kind of
self-examination and self-knowledge.

A second appearance of “undone” in Boss Cupid illuminates the word’s
associations with freedom from entanglement, the feeling of relief, and the hope of repair
and recovery. In “Sequel,” the image of a tightly wound knot, a Gordian knot perhaps, is
one of enslavement: a person bound to his or her addiction. Even the thought of the knot
coming undone issues a sense of hope and the possibility of a different course for one’s

life. “Sequel,” which follows “A System—PCP, or Angel Dust,” portrays a friend’s
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struggle with drug abuse.” Describing his friend’s inability to change, Gunn writes: “Here
was a knot that would not come undone, / For all the strings in it had pulled together, /
Tight from the lover’s death, tight from the drug/ That seemed to ease the loss by such
distortion” (BC 35). Although the drug appears to bring relief, it has made life more
difficult, not easier for the addict. The drug has distorted the addict’s perspective, so that
pain seems to be less sharp, the loss of the lover less vivid. However, if the knot were to
come undone, the friend would experience revelation, painful revelation about his or
enslavement to the drug and his inability to grieve without it. The knot that comes undone
might bring relief to the bound person, but it will also bring about instability. There is
relief to imagine a life without knots or chains, but not when those knots and chains also
held one’s life together in another sense.

The word “undone” denotes ambivalent ruination, partly because of its sexual
connotation. Consider the tropes of the femme fatale or the bad boy who one knows will
become one’s undoing, a kind of death wish. For example, consider Orson Welles' famous
line in The Lady from Shanghai (1947). “When I start to make a fool of myself, there’s
very little can stop me” as he becomes seduced by Rita Hayworth and caught up in a crazy
murder plot. T.S. Eliot portrays sex as part of a woman’s self-fashioning: “Highbury bore
me. Richmond and Kew/ Undid me. By Richmond I raised my knees/ Supine on the floor
of a narrow canoe” (II1, lines 293- 295, Waste Land 15). Although the woman is literally
born in Highbury, she could be said to be re-born elsewhere. Her splayed legs, the
creativity and adventurousness of her make-shift bed, and the sexual freedom and
suggestiveness of the river, reformulate an “undoing” as a coming into being. Yet, her
body becomes reordered- her heart shifts below her feet at Moorgate. While many critics

read this scene in Eliot as dystopian, I would like to comment on the duality of the term

78 «A System” is further linked to both of Gunn’s mother poems by the metaphor of the suckling infant and
the term “the lost son” (Boss Cupid 14).
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“undone,” suggesting one’s bravado in surviving, choosing, and owning experience.”
Gunn, like Eliot, a different sort of Anglo-American poet, follows the pattern of imagining
an undoing as a sexual awakening.

If one is deliberate, the process of being undone by desire could figure as “creative
destruction.” Boss Cupid conveys the old man’s need for young boys, even if he is left
hungry afterwards, but at least not “starving” (46). “American Boy” expresses the
speaker’s disgust over “old men/ With turkey-necks/ And undiminished love of sex” (BC
45); yet, the poet admits “Now I myself am old” and celebrates the young lover who can
“expertly...maintain me/ At the exact degree/ Of hunger without starving” (BC 45-46).
The speaker’s lust lightly torments him and provides more and more opportunities for self-
parody, that come with age. The poet sees himself maintained and even mothered. In
“Bringing to Light,” the mother figure diffuses into Gunn’s lover or vice versa: “lover and
mother/ melt into one figure that covers its face” (CPTG 257). The covering of the face
evokes one manifestation of an orgasm, suggesting a happy union between two figures of
fertility. The shrouded face could represent blushing innocence and sexual vulnerability or
an ambiguous duality. “The Gas-poker” sexualizes the mother wearing “her red dressing-
gown” and playing the phallic gas-poker like a flute (BC 10); as in many other Gunn
poems, sex and death converge, but without the romantic Wagnerian aura. “My Mother’s
Pride,” ends on a note of betrayal, an incongruity: to have come out of her vagina only to
be de-created; to be created by a woman who erased herself. In contrast to the love poems,
“My Mother’s Pride” presents the speaker as passive in his undoing. She is his undoing;
he is not complicit.

Gunn, like the confessional poets, locates his undoing in his mother’s undoing,

The last line evokes the mother’s dramatizing voice. That the word seems to be lifted from

74 1 ¢ .
Maud Ellman claims that “the woman consents to degradation as if it were foredoomed™ (* .
i “brui ” med” (“A Sphinx" 266
and descx:lbes her body as ‘bru'lsed, defiled ﬂ.esh (265), emphasizing her vulnerability. laéﬂa;;ﬁ@ﬁéﬁ s)
“No one in The Waste Land raises her knees in any other spirit than that of glum complaisance” (“The ”",m ,e'
Land” 109). However, what Hamilton doesn’t acknowledge is the woman's pluck in flaunting and inveni:;g

societal norms.
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her, stolen, only heightens our sense that the undoing is the mother’s work, in fact, the
mother’s word. We might ask if the mother’s pride is “dangerous,” because of the
implications it has for the poet. Gunn here aligns himself with the narrative so common in
confessional poetry that holds one’s parents responsible for emotional wounds. According
to Diane Middlebrook, confessional poetry explores childhood as “the era where... the
value of one’s individual life is assigned by the terms on which love is bestowed and
withheld from Mother and Father” (“What Was Confessional” 647). However, Gunn
subverts this story, ironizes the high note of pain in his poem. The word “undone”
paradoxically also means “not done, uneffected, unaccomplished” (OED). The poem
insists on ironic detachment, the potential and efficacy of the child as creator, and the
possibility of change. One need not be the victim who is done unto, but can become a
doer.

Confessional poetry is associated with looser forms, a sort of undoing of form,
since Lowell relaxes his poetic forms in Life Studies. 75 Perhaps to suggest the shift from
his mother’s voice to his own, from his biography of her to his autobiography, from “she”
to “I,” Gunn shifts from full thymes to a slant rhyme with the word “undone.” He disrupts
the rhythms of his quatrains; he uses the abcb rhyme scheme throughout the poem and
then in the last line, he breaks it slightly. The strict form of the first eleven lines makes it
evident that the subtle loosening of form is fully controlled by the poet, demonstrating that
even the moment of self-revelation in the confessional utterance is an illusion, a pose. In
keeping with Gunn’s theory of poses, we see Gunn posturing himself as a confessional
poet who is consciously dramatizing his ruination by putting pressure on the poem'’s
rhyme. The overall poem’s telegrammatic reticence is juxtaposed to the connotations of
«yndone” and the way in which it is rhymed. The rhyme of “London” with “undone” is a

revelatory event. It isnot a strict thyme like the other rhymes in the poem: “dangers™ and

75 Gunn critiques both the form and content of Lowell’s Life Studies; for Gunn, confessional poetry since
Lowell discusses “violent private experience” in “flat rhythms™ with “a flat clinical sound” (“Imitations and

Originals” 481).
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“stranger” in the first stanza and “present” and “peasant” in the second stanza. The word
«T_ondon” has the emphasis on the first syllable, and the second syllable has a short “o0”
that sounds more like “din” than “done.” In the word “undone,” the emphasis is on
“done,” and the “0” in done is more like the “Lon” of “London” than like the “don” of
“London.” The word “undone” could be said to be self-rhyming as the prefix “un” rhymes
with “done.” The poet draws attention to the word “undone” as the key word in the poem-
it is, like the mother, self-dramatizing. James Fenton in his review of Boss Cupid asserts,
«My Mother’s Pride’ is made uncomfortable for me by one daring, but rocky rhyme”
(“Separate Beds” 46). Although Fenton does not identify the rhyme, it’s clear that the only
daring, rocky rhyme would be the slant rhyme. Rocky or not, the rhyme subtly points out a
connection between London, the poet’s mother, and his undoing. Given the story of his
mother’s suicide, he was undone in London. Given the thrust of his oeuvre, he was made
afresh in America. While Gunn evokes the themes of confessional poetry, from *“daring”
and “rocky” rhymes to the portrait of a family member and suggestions of trauma, one
must remember that nothing actually happens in the poem. Only when read as a
companion poem to “The Gas-poker” do we learn of the suicide. In “My Mother's Pride”
the suicide is not done, not shown.

In his pose as a confessional poet here, Gunn plays with the idea of the child as
victim, but in a very muted way. He problematizes the agency of the mother, asking
whether the absent mother paradoxically leaves room for the child to make himself. When
Gunn says that he is “undone” by his mother, he refers not only to his emotional state of
ruination, but to his mother’s act of leaving something undone. Gunn is undone in the

sense that his mother has not fully made him, nor is she the haunting muse of his work.”®

76 Clive Wilmer writes about Gunn’s decision to change his name legally from William Guinncach Gunn to
Thomson William Gunn in recognition of his mother, Annie Charlotte Gunn née Thomson (“The Self You”
13). Wilmer reads lines from Gunn’s “Rites of Passage™: “1 stamp upon the earth/ A message to my mother”
(CPTG 185), claiming that th'at he adc.iresses “the buried woman who governed the poet’s life” (15). I agree
with Wilmer that his mother is a poetic subject; however, I strongly disagree she is the “absent female” and
“poet’s Muse” overall (15).
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Similarly, the poet does not create a full portrait of the mother by writing a few poems.
“My Mother’s Pride” leaves much unsaid, other portraits undone. The poet secures the
child’s point of view and the child’s possibilities. Gunn suggests that he has the potential
of the child for growth by stating that he is undone, as if he has all the time in the world to
create a poetic identity and body of work. The poem begins with the mother’s voice
ringing in the poet’s ears, but ends with the poet’s voice. The last line is an “I statement”
that counters the mother’s “I statements,” sayings that defined her. When Gunn says “1
am,” he uses two different adjectives to juxtapose his mother’s role and his role in self-
fashioning. He is “made by her” (line 12), but not in whole, only in part. Another part of
himself is what he determines.

In an earlier poem “Jesus and His Mother,” Gunn shows the way in which Mary,
the Holy Mother, teaches her son Jesus to talk, yet doesn’t always understand his speech.
He writes from Mary’s point of view and addresses Jesus: “I do not understand your
words: I taught you speech, we named the birds, / You marked their big migrations then/
Like any child” (64).”7 He expresses the mother’s frustration at the alienation seemingly
caused by her own instruction. When she gave her child his entrance into the language
group, she also gave him his entrance into a world that excludes her. Versions of the
phrase “One all his own and not his own” end each of the six stanzas in the poem to depict
the battle for ownership over Jesus. Does he own himself or does his mother? How does
language bring the two together and drive them further apart? Whereas “Jesus and His
Mother” suggests Jesus’ ownership, “My Mother’s Pride” depicts the speaker as belonging
to his mother (her pride or young) and the mother as belonging to the speaker (my mother).
As evidence that Jesus and Mary are an atypical mother-son relationship, Gunn creates a

deeper imbalance of power in “My Mother’s Pride.” The poem puzzles over whether he

71 The irony of “Like any child” is that Jesus is both man and God, hardly like any child. Jesus and Mary's
relationship is also inherently different from mother-child relationships, because of the Immaculate
Conception. Additionally, Jesus is not only a Messiah figure, but his mother’s Savior, amplifying the role-
reversal in the poem.
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belongs to his mother and whether she belongs to him, and in what sense. Does he own her
sayings; spoken to him, do her words belong to him, or must he steal them? The poem
attempts to speak in two voices, the voice of the child and the voice of the mother, and
divorces itself from the traditional lyric or confessional utterance of a singular speaker.
The confessions are mediated, as the poet seems to confess his mother’s pride on her
behalf. The confessions have what Deborah Forbes terms “sincerity-effects” (5) due to
Gunn’s use of quotations. We assume we are getting the actual speech of the mother as
part of a poem. The poetic process, however, belongs to Gunn, whose mother leaves him
with a germ of a poem: sayings that Gunn then forms into a poem. In the process of
selection, arrangement, and composition, we could say Gunn completes what his mother
has left undone: the poem.

Langdon Hammer notes that Boss Cupid represents a change in Gunn’s work.
Hammer points out that Gunn “pushes the boundary of his poetry to include, in one loose
whole, the materials of legend, myth, phantasmagoria, autobiography, and ‘Gossip”
(“Thom Gunn” 115). T agree with Hammer’s assessment of the new ground Boss Cupid
covers, and wish to add that Gunn’s poems about his mother continue the conversation in
poetry and prose about confessional poetry and about American poetry, more broadly.
Gunn’s ability to experiment with autobiographical, domestic, familial, confessional
material doesn’t invalidate his poetry of the streets, his poetry about toughs, nor his
impersonal poetry. As Gunn says about the poet Robert Duncan in his elegy “Duncan” in
Boss Cupid, “You add to, you don’t cancel what you do” (3), he, too, casts a wider nct by
deepening his autobiography.

Boss Cupid picks up a thread in “Autobiography” from Jack Straw's Castle
(1976): “The sniff of the real, that’s/ what I'd want to get/ how it felt//studying for exams
skinny/ seventeen dissatisfied” (285). One can trace this human presence in Gunn’s work
much earlier than the last volume. “Autobiography” expresses the dominant fecling of

adolescence: “life seemed all/ loss, and what was more/ I'd lost whatever it was/ before 1'd
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even had it” (CPTG 285). Reading Boss Cupid alongside this poem, one notices how
archetypal “Autobiography” is in contrast to the life-story in the mother poems. In “The
Gas-poker,” especially we learn about an actual loss during the poet’s adolescence that
disrupts the trope of the difficult teenage years as just a trope. “My Mother’s Pride” is a
braver poem than “Autobiography,” free of generalizations about teen angst, mythical
mothers, the lost breast, or the lost son. The title refers to a make of very bland, mass-
produced bread, Mother’s Pride, made in Scotland and sold in the UK. The slogan reads
“A Slice of Family Life.” Factory-manufactured, cheap bread does not evoke the warm,
yeasty smell of home-made bread, family’s secret recipes, hospitality, family identity, or
local pride. Gunn’s title is ironic, as the personal pronoun “my” suggests that the poem is
home-baked, in contrast to the manufactured bread. Through the pronoun, Gunn conveys
the vast difference between “My Mother’s Pride” and “Mother’s Pride,” between the
autobiographical and the anonymous. In Gunn’s work, the title certainly perks the ears of
readers who have never before seen the words “My Mother” from him in print,
representing a different level of intimacy. One might consider the age of the poet, and his
sense of himself as old in the pages of Boss Cupid, the volume ends with the line, “A brief
bow following on the final leap” (“Dancing David” 111). In a volume which he thought of

as his last, Gunn achieved a new version of “the sniff of the real.”

iii. Coda: On “The Gas-poker”

The mother figure in “My Mother’s Pride” comes into view more fully in “The Gas-
poker” when Gunn describes her suicide. The words “dramatized,” “dangers,” and
«undone” from “My Mother’s Pride” are hauntingly tied to the mother’s suicide, the
subject of the next poem in Boss Cupid. Although Gunn’s mother, Charlotte Thomson

Gunn committed suicide before Sylvia Plath, the elegy for her subliminally links the two
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suicide mothers. Both women commit suicide by gassing themselves in London; they take
measures to protect their children from carbon-monoxide poisoning; they leave notes to
get a doctor or a cleaning lady, but do not leave suicide notes.

Many of Plath’s confessional poems and dramatic monologues focus on
motherhood and suicide. Plath writes about her experiences as a mother in poems such as
“Moming Song” and “Child” in Ariel (1965), and depicts motherhood in various personae
in poems such as “Three Women” and “Childless Woman” in Winter Trees (1971). Plath
also writes about suicide through dramatic personae, most famously in “Lady Lazarus” in
Ariel. In “Lady Lazarus” the speaker says she has killed herself and resurrects herself for
the audience’s examination at a kind of freak show. She kills herself every ten years:
“Dying/ Is an art, like everything else./ I do it exceptionally well. // I do it so it feels like
hell” (245). For the crowd, she offers a “big strip tease” (245) and “For the eyeing of my
scars, there is a charge...//And there is a charge, a very large charge/ For a word or a
touch/ Or a bit of blood” (246). Plath’s actual suicide on February 11, 1963 has caused
many readers to see her persona poems as confessions, particularly the posthumous poems
in Ariel, ten of which were published in Encounter eight months after her death (October
1964), among them “Lady Lazarus.” Forbes comments, “To many of those left to absorb
the shock of her death, her suicide seemed in a stroke to fuse the poet with the often self-
annihilating speakers in her later poetry, and to conflate the metaphorical realm of poetry
with the literal actions of the poet’s life” (75)."8 Referring to the poems in Encounter,
Lowell writes to Elizabeth Bishop: “You probably know the story of her suicide. The
poems are all about it...She almost makes one feel at first reading that all other poetry is
about nothing. Still it’s searingly extreme, a triumph by a hair, that one almost wishes had

never come about” (Letters 438-439). Lowell later tells Bishop that Plath is “gothic and

78 Forbes goes on to argue that Plath’s later poetry deals with suicide as a theme. I agree with Forbes that
Plath uses self-distancing hyperbole.and personae, however I sce this as feature of confessional poetry, not a
departure from it. For example, as discussed in Chapterl, Berryman’s The Dream Songs conveys the
performan've aspect of confession.
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arid” (Letters 595). Lowell, like many others, reads Plath with the extra-poetic information
of her suicide, and comes to see a poem like “Lady Lazarus™ as more private, and urgent
because the poet killed herself.” Seamus Heaney even refers to Plath’s “Edge,” as “a
suicide note,” although he acknowledges it as “problematic” to say so (“Indefatigable
Hoof-taps” 165).

Gunn, in an interview, stated that he wanted to avoid self-dramatization in “The
Gas-poker,” because he didn’t want to sound like Plath. He describes the subject and point
of view in “The Gas-Poker” as follows:

The second poem about my mother is called “The Gas-Poker.” She killed herself,

and my brother and I found her body, which was not her fault because she’d barred

the doors, as you’ll see in the poem. Obviously, this was quite a traumatic

experience; it would be in anybody’s life. I wasn’t able to write about it till just a

few years ago. Finally I found the way to do it was really obvious: to withdraw the

first-person, and to write about it in the third-person. Then it came easy, because it
was no longer about myself. I don’t like dramatizing myself. I don’t want to be

Sylvia Plath. The last person I want to be! I was trying in this poem to objectify the

situation (Thom Gunn in Conversation 19).

Gunn distances himself so vehemently from Plath in order to distance poetry from suicide
and to emphasize making rather than unmaking. Suicide is the ultimate form of self-
dramatization, an extreme and final statement about the self. Elisabeth Bronfen writes in
particular of Plath and Sexton’s suicides, stating that “death emerges as an act of
autonomous self-fashioning” (400). Suicide is self-display, yet suicide is the murder of the
self. Jacqueline Rose says in “Sylvia Plath—Again,” “It is a paradox about suicide that the
murderer, who lives on forever, is the one who didn’t survive” (50-51).

Suicide haunts not only Plath’s work, but Sexton’s, Berryman’s, and confessional
poetry generally. In “Expression,” Gunn has written about his so-called “juniors™ (321)

presumably the confessional poets, whose work revolved around self-expression and self-

dramatization. David Fulton points out, “So strong is Gunn’s sense of the Confessional

9DeSales Harrison rejects biographical rcafiings of l_’lath that interpret her suicide as the key to her work. He
rightly points out that Plath calls into question what it means to have a self and have a story: “What can be
said about a writer for whom the preservation of sanity and a coherent speaking self were in the end

ijmpossible?” (145).
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poets’ immaturity that he invents a generation gap” even though “he is fifteen years
younger than Berryman, twelve younger than Lowell, and despite the heights from which
he looks down on her, one year younger than Sexton” (49).80 It is as if Gunn identifies
with the poets before confession, the older generation of impersonal poets T.S. Eliot and
Ezra Pound, and looks down on the younger generation of confessional poets. Gunn
directly alludes to Plath’s “Daddy” as a prototype of the genre when he writes, “...they
hate Daddy” (321) in “Expression” (1982):

For several weeks I have been reading

the poetry of my juniors.

Mother doesn’t understand,

and they hate Daddy, the noted alcoholic.

They write with black irony

of breakdown, mental institution,

and suicide attempt, of which the experience

does not always seem first-hand.

It is a very poetic poetry (CPTG 321).
On the one hand, Gunn critiques the way the junior poets focus only on their narrow lives
on Mother and Daddy, without any concern for the outside world. On the other hand
Gunn critiques these poets for the illusion of extremity, and questions whether these poets
wrote from experience or exaggerated their experience. “Expression” highlights two
problems with self-dramatization: its exclusiveness and self-conscious posturing,

Elizabeth Bishop, another poet with a shadowed family history, expresses a similar
complaint about confessional poetry. Bishop argues that Lowell’s confessional poetry
succeeds because of what it leaves out, whereas Sexton dramatizes herself. She writes to
Lowell about Sexton, “I feel I know too much about her, whereas, although I know much
more about you, I’d like to know a great deal more” (Words 327). She says that Sexton

intentionally makes herself “intensely interesting” whereas Lowell’s aesthetic is

wgyblimated” (Words 327). In an article in Time, Bishop says of confessional poets, “You

80 Gunn says that the only confessional poet he likes is Ginsberg: “I’m not interested i i

nly ; kes is : in confess C
The closest I come to her.xg conftzs_s‘l‘onal poetry is liking Allen Ginsberg” (Thom Gunn f: 2‘::‘::)::21531“2?)
Elsewhere he pinpoints ﬁimsberg s Kad.dlsh” as exemplary for infusing humor into horror (Shclf. Life 107) .
He critiques powell ‘for dramatiz[ing] himself endlessly and tediously” (Shelf Life 84) and Scxton for her .
aesthetic of “immediate effects” (Shelf Life 49). "
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wish they’d keep some of these things to themselves” (qtd. by Cory and Lee 67). Lowell
describes Plath’s work as “all spearhead” (Letters 595), commenting on how extreme and
piercing the work is meant to be. Although Bishop puts Lowell in a different category than
Plath and Sexton, Lowell himself wonders about the definition of confessional poetry,
whether this kind of poetry creates feelings of shame in the audience, makes even the
author flinch. In February of 1974, he writes to Bishop, “By the way is a confessional
poem one that one would usually hesitate to read before an audience? I have many (they
are a perfectly good kind) but have none in my last lot, and you have none ever” (Letters
624)."

Gunn, like Bishop, seeks to distance himself from such forms of self-
dramatization. He intentionally elides the first person, the word “mother,” and specific
names. The poet emphasizes the gap of time between the event and the composition of the
poem, demonstrating that he doesn’t want to exploit his mother’s suicide or the emotional
trauma of losing her. Gunn uses cerebral words that evoke the mind rather than the heart.
In the short poem, the words “know,” “thinking,” “mind,” and “knew” (twice) all point
towards thinking. The poem’s insistence on the mind precludes any notion of composition
as an overflow of confessions or guilty feelings. Gunn attempts to separate himself from
the self-dramatizing “junior poets” by using the third-person plural to write about his
mother’s suicide in “The Gas-poker.” Although Gunn uses the third-person point of view,
he also suggests the first-person in the opening and closing of the poem. In the opening,
Gunn draws attention to the present absence of his mother in his earlier work, noting how

long it has taken him—mnearly fifty years—write about her:

Forty-eight years ago

—Can it be forty-eight

Since then?—they forced the door
Which she had barricaded

With a full bureau's weight

Lest anyone find, as they did,

a——

81 1 owell refers to the manuscript of his last volume, Day by Day (1977).



222

What she had blocked them for (BC 10).

The poem opens with a seemingly personal reflection that the speaker has waited so long
to write the elegy, creating the expectation that the poem will move from the internal
monologue, the self-questioning, onward to a poem written entirely in first person. What is
so immediately strange is that Gunn appears to shift from first person to third person
plural. He hasn't in fact used first person in the self-questioning, but has suggested the
perspective of a singular speaker. The poem returns to this posture of first person in the
closing stanza where an image stays in the mind of the speaker, suggesting a singular point
of view, a particular memory, and fascination. The emphasis, however, is on something
blocked. Gunn frames the poem by ending in a way that conveys a singular eye, but not
quite an "I":

One image from the flow

Sticks in the stubborn mind:

A sort of backwards flute.

The poker that she held up

Breathed from the holes aligned

Into her mouth till, filled up

By its music, she was mute (BC 11).
This “one image” haunts the psyche, suggesting a human presence. It implies that the
"they," the central pronoun of the preceding stanzas, involves an individual "mind" that
saw, imagined, and invented the scene. The image is as specific as the mind is general.
The image implies the “I” while also denying it. The mind is characterized as “stubborn”
as if its persisting were intolerable, as if the mind had a mind of its own.

The rest of the poem, however, is written completely in third person. “My Mother's
Pride" is in first person, and notably doesn't allude to Gunn's brother, who is integral to
»The Gas-poker" for carrying the burden of the story. In "The Gas-poker," not only does
Gunn write in the third person, but in the third person plural, in which the "they" both

dissolves the individuality of an "I" and a "he" and redistributes the pain and burden of the

narration on the two brothers, the “they.” Once, we get the separation of the children into



223
two individuals, "Elder and younger brother" (BC 10), but the terms appear to be
meaningless as we don't know the difference between the two, why it matters, how it
factors in the poem. The adjectives seem to be redundant since an elder brother
presupposes a younger brother, and vice versa.

Gunn distorts perspective not only by using third-person plural, but also by
creating confusion about place:

In her red dressing-gown

She wrote notes, all night busy

Pushing the things about,

Thinking till she was dizzy,

Before she had lain down.

The children went to and fro

On the harsh winter lawn

Repeating their lament,

A burden, to each other

In the December dawn,

Elder and younger brother,

Till they knew what it meant.

Knew all there was to know.

Coming back off the grass

To the room of her release...(BC 10)
This confusion distances the reader from the lived experience behind the poem. The reader
doesn’t know whether the mother is in the house. She is wearing a “red dressing-gown”
and stays up “all night” before laying down, “dizzy” (BC 10), which suggests a bedroom.
Yet, the writing of notes evokes a desk in a living room. The mother pushes a full bureau
which presumably is full of dishes. Is she in the kitchen or dining room? The children are
first depicted as pacing outside on the grass before breaking into the “room of her release”
(BC 10). The space is defined by her escape out of it and the world, rather than by the
architecture of a house. Gunn offers a sparse narration of the moments before and after her
suicide.

The children are outside at “dawn,” perhaps wondering what they should do, if

they should try to get into the mother’s locked room. We assume the children only noticed
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the locked room in the morning, but we don’t know. The children are seen worrying,
wondering, and pacing on the lawn in the morning. It’s what they don’t know that worries
them, as much as what they do know. The word “blocked” is foregrounded at the outset.
Gunn has to imagine what happened: that his mother was up all night writing and pushing
the furniture around. We as readers, like the poet at the time, are blocked from seeing and
understanding.

Edward Guthmann in The San Francisco Chronicle writes about Gunn’s legacy,
and includes quotations from Ander Gunn, the poet’s younger brother who describes the
discovery of the mother’s body. Ander was thirteen and Thom was fifteen. They were
upstairs together. He says:

It was all quiet downstairs. We went downstairs and there was a note pinned to the
door of the sitting room saying, ‘Don’t try to get in. Get Mrs. Stoney,” who was the
charwoman employed by my mother to clean the house. We pushed the door open
with great difficulty because it had a bureau and several other things pushed
against it. And there she was lying on the floor with a gas poker rigid over her face
with a rug over her mouth. And the place was full of gas. It was all packed with
newspaper to stop the gas from getting out. Rigor mortis had set in, and we turned
the gas off and opened all the windows” (par. 26).
From Ander Gunn’s description, we can see the acute selection and stylization in Gunn’s
poem. “The Gas-poker” doesn’t specify the note she leaves on the door; the poet says that
all night his mother was writing notes. The reader imagines that the mother is writing a
long suicide note, not a note that is more like a sign than a letter, a sign that says in
essence, Keep Out! Although Gunn portrays his mother as a kind of writer, she is the one
who wrote what he couldn’t write about directly. Ander’s narration gives the reader a
sense of space; we learn that the boys were upstairs, the mother downstairs that night. The
poem evokes the fragmented sense of time and space; it has been forty-eight years, but it
feels like yesterday; it wasn’t only a physical room where she died in a real house, but a
metaphorical “room of her release” from pain.

In the poem, the mother plays a discordant music. Her “backwards flute” creates

the opposite of music: decomposition. Her death is figured as muteness. In her swap song
4]
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she inhales carbon monoxide and lies down on the ground. She drew breath from the gas-
poker, which is a kind of distorted flute, “until,” Gunn writes, “filled up/ By its music, she
was mute” (BC 11). A gas-poker is a “hollow poker perforated with holes through which
gas can be made to flow, and which on being lit provides heat for kindling a fire” (OED).
The mother’s notes, musical notes on the “backwards flute” and epistolary notes,
prevented Gunn from writing about them. And yet, despite Gunn’s silence about his
mother, he still can’t believe forty-eight years have passed. This signals how her death
must haunt him. David Fulton comments that Gunn’s elegy “with its restrained grief and
its concentration not on the protagonists (all unnamed), but the death weapon as a
tragically inverted version of the flute of pastoral elegy is...a model of neoclassical
impersonality” (51). L agree that the poem’s devices create an impersonal frame for the
poem. For example, the restricted point of view, the lack of names, the sparse details, and
the formal restraint of the abcdbdc rhyme scheme and the rhyming of all the first lines
convey a degree of control over the poignant, heartbreaking subject matter. However, the
poet gives up on some rhymes, rhyming words with themselves, perhaps mirroring the
mother’s act of giving up. The word “up” in “filled up” and *“held up” rhymes with itself
in the last stanza, enacting the mother’s ultimate act of giving up (BC 11). Earlier in the
poem, the sound of “did” in “barricaded” rhymes with “did,” and “brother” rhymes with
«“other” (BC 10), but nowhere else in the poem does a word rhyme with itself. There are
moments where the poet gives us glimpses of himself in “The Gas-poker” as in the last
line of “My Mother’s Pride.” At the end of “The Gas-poker” as in the final lines of “My
Mother’s Pride,” the rhyme scheme undoes itself. Gunn reveals the self in trauma,
repeating the word as if repeating the event or image in his mind.

Gunn distances himself from his mother’s death, refusing to even name her as his
mother. As a result, she becomes a haunting figure. Like Gunn, James Merrill has written
about the mother figure as a present absence, but unlike Gunn, Merrill portrays the mother

as the collaborator throughout the writing process, line by line, breath by breath. In The
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Changing Light at Sandover (1982), “The Book of Ephraim,” Book X, Merrill describes
his mother as absent from his work, because she is so present as to be assumed. Book X
opens with the word “X-ray” and offers a new description of the painting La Tempesta,
which figures St Theodore slaying a dragon and rescuing his mother. Merrill writes that St
Theodore lusted after his mother, whose beauty was striking: “her beauty such,/ The youth
desired to kiss her,’ as the quaint/ Byzantine legend puts it...” (Changing 83). Merrill
revises the overdone Oedipal myth by offering X-ray vision to see the faded figure of the
mother: “this curdling/ Nude arisen, faint as ectoplasm” (83) and to see what is not there,
the water “which no longer fills/ The eventual foreground” (83). The suggestion is that one
needs X-ray vision to see his mother in his work. And yet, he explains her absence by her
overwhelming presence. Merrill writes of “the absence from these pages/ Of my own
mother. Because of course she’s here/ Throughout, the breath drawn after every line,/
Essential to its making as mine” (83-84). The operative word is “throughout” because
Merrill draws attention to the continual presence of his mother, the way she collaborates
with him on every line. The breath Merrill takes, the literal breath and the breath of
inspiration, is a reminder of the mother who gave him life and poetic ability. To emphasize
his collaboration with his mother, Merrill downplays his own agency and authorship, and
uses the passive tense when he writes about the breath being drawn between verse lines.

Gunn, unlike Merrill, conveys the tension between himself and his mother as part
of the process of creating, destroying, and recreating the self. He doesn’t turn to his
mother as the muse who has the words for him, the breath for him. In “My Mother’s
Pride,” he turns to her and critiques her while sliding into her role and voice. In “The Gas-
poker” he shows us two different figures of writers, who don’t seem to co-exist. The Gunn
brothers take the “appropriate measures™ (11) to have the mother’s body removed, to call
the police, to “turn off the gas” (10), suggesting the poet’s use of rhyme and meter to
sublimate the emotional content, to elide the mother’s body, to undercut her wit.

Ultimately, the measures fail, as the poem turns to a repetitive rhyme, a dead rhyme,
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taking breath from the dead. He employs the internal tension between confession and anti-
confession, between the impersonal and the personal voice, between formal restraint and
looser forms, between English traditional forms and American improvisation, to tell the
story of his family’s undoing.

Gunn’s two poems about his mother “My Mother’s Pride” and “The Gas-poker”
together convey something of what the mother knows and what the son knows about her.
The Gunn brothers in finding their mother’s body “knew all there was to know” (BC 10).
The implication is that, in addition to solving the mystery of why the door was barricaded
that morning (i.€., all there was to know that day), the boys come to experience the fact of
their mother’s suicide as final and calamitous. Her death makes all other knowledge trivial
in comparison. On a larger scale, the mother poems represent a kind of knowledge that
could inform other avenues of knowing which Gunn explores such as sexual experience in
«Carnal Knowledge.” “The Gas-poker” performs two types of knowing through the
dominant sound of “O” on the poem: one is the epiphany, the “oh” moment; the other is
the revelatory moment of tragedy, the “ow” note of pain. The “oh” sounds repeat in words
«wrote,” “notes,” “fro,” “know,” “flow,” “poker,” “hole”; the “ow” is heard in the
following: “gown,” "down,” “mouth”. A cry of private pain emerges through assonance.
Rather than say that form restricts feeling, the sounds echo throughout as “Oh,” “0,”

«Ow,” “Woe” and “No,” evoking what the poet-son knows but can’t say.

iv. Conclusion

Despite Ian Hamilton’s assertion that Gunn “was to be identified with the Red skins—the
Beats, the Objectivists—rather than with the Pale-faces of the academy or the
confessional” (“The Call” 782), he was identified with neither. Yet, the Anglo-American

poet in San Francisco was perhaps one of few British poets to engage with confessional
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poetry even from a critical standpoint. One thinks of A. Alvarez, Ted Hughes, John
Haffenden, and Ian Hamilton as in differing degrees interested in confessional verse.
Gunn’s position as English and therefore anti-confessional is complicated by his
transatlantic passage towards American myths, scenes, gay subculture, characters, and
literary politics. I am not the only one to assert that Boss Cupid tends toward the
confessional. Paul Giles links The Man with Night Sweats with Lowell’s poem “Night
Sweats” (1964), and goes on to discuss elegy in Boss Cupid as autobiographical in the
same grain:

Gunn’s poems about AIDS are particularly resonant for the way they refuse

"

morbid, thanatological consciousness, and so he rewords Lowell’s “will to die”

into an elliptical, understated description of death as a merely biological

occurrence, an event without epistemological significance. Similarly, “The Gas

Poker,” a 1992 poem about his own mother’s suicide, was “modelled,” as Gunn

put it, on a “Hardyesque kind of poem” to convert the abjection of personal despair

into an aesthetic balance of emotional empathy and formal detachment.

Consequently, Gunn’s poems do not involve a simple negation of the confessional

style, but rather its reinscription within a more complex aesthetic framework

(“Across the Water” 213).

Gunn’s poems about his mother lack some of the locating devices we might expect
in a detailed, confessional narrative. The poems don’t get all the names down. Yet, Gunn
turns to his mother’s sayings, the room of her release, her last breath, her mouth, and small
ears. Despite the discomfort, he sees her murder weapon, titles his elegy after it. The
backwards flute is stuck in his psyche: whose story is this and whose music? Who’s
speaking in the elegy? For all the mother’s chatter in the first poem, there is only muteness
in the next. The poet is a shy child first, then a communal “they” and “a mind.” Gunn
manages the feat of confessing, not speaking. This approach suggests the unspoken or
buried nature of confession: what is unsaid is more telling that what is said. Particularly in
connection to some of the themes of confessional poetry, such as divorce, madness, or
suicide, silence should be expected as a response to trauma. “They sought an utterance,”

Gunn writes (“The Antagonism,” BC 5), and the same could be said of the poet,

specifically concerning his mother’s suicide. In contrast to Ginsberg, Lowell, Berryman,
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or Plath, Gunn contributes to our understanding of confession as something held back,
even within moments of intimacy. Gunn’s two poems about his mother reflect reticence
and tight formal control; however, the traumatized mind in “The Gas-poker” and the
“rocky” rhyme in “My Mother’s Pride” suggest a thin line between keeping one’s cool and
losing it. Gunn’s iceberg aesthetic, with most of the feelings and associations under the
surface, extends our understanding of the poetic notion of confession. A personal poem
need not contain a single “I” statement. Gunn’s contribution to the confessional mother
story situated in the thesis at large is a welcome reminder that the fundamental and
intimate relationship between a mother and child can be represented in various and
sublimated ways. The “I”” in a poem can be absorbed into “the mind,” an inanimate object,
a persona, or “you.”

Gunn’s “The Artist as an Old Man” reflects on the nature of self-portraiture. The
artist is “Vulnerable because/ naked because/ his own model” (BC 61). The assumption
that confessional poetry is narcissistic doesn’t hold up when one considers that the artist
observes himself with the detachment and attentiveness he would have directed at a nude
model or a still life. He is both subject and artist. The artist “looks into/ his eyés/ or it
might be yours” (BC 61-62). Gunn, more poignantly than the confessional poets, because
he is an outsider, reveals that the self might be “you.” One of the most important premises
of confessional and post-confessional poetry is that the individual doesn’t really own his
or her experiences and the poems about them, but borrows and recasts stories from family

history, culture, religion, texts, storytellers such as mothers and analysts, and

psychoanalytic archetypes.

As we saw in select poems by Berryman and Lowell, the mother’s role is integral
in co-authoring one’s childhood and transition to becoming a poet. By contrast, Ginsberg
and Bidart take on aspects of the mothering role to tell their mothers’ stories. They

transform a shared painful history with a mentally-ill mother into an earnest spiritual and
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artistic quest. Whereas Ginsberg merges his voice with his mother’s, Bidart dramatically
kills his internal mother to create a distinct identity. Hass and Williams struggle with the
legacy of the confessional poets, reframing the child’s suffering and the adolescent’s angst
to emphasize the limitations of poems that focus primarily on the child’s pain and
perspective. In “My Mother’s Nipples,” Hass searches for a song to inject meaning and
hope into his mother’s story, and finds that his own song is caught up with finding hers.
Williams represents a more confrontational mother-son relationship than Hass, and reflects
on the emerging poet’s hunt for poems that redefine the self and break away from the
mother’s control. Nonetheless, Williams’ seemingly independent stance reveals the
fundamental role of the mother in the process of self-fashioning; indeed, both mother and
son are engaged in the same task of rescuing him from the chaos of silence and the dark of
pre-linguistic existence. Gunn’s work also represents a struggle for words, albeit a
different one, to end his forty-eight-year-long silence on the subject of his mother. In his
last volume, he emphasizes the paradoxical reticence, formality, closure, and enclosure
within his most intimate poems about the memory and tragic story of his mother. In this
small sample of poems about mothers and sons, we see the story of the poet’s artistic

origins and process situated in relationship to the mother’s history and selfhood.
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