PAPARAZZO ON PARNASSUS

By Robert Bagg
1.

Writing about live encounters with poets is an ancient pleasure. It’s had from the start a People-magazine aspect. He/she did/said that?—or more recently—He/she pined for/slept with/forsook her/him? One premise held by those who tell such tales is that since truly great poets are extremely rare––each century is allotted only a handful––there must be something close to superhuman in their character that will disclose itself to scrutiny. So the genre often involves a search for a poet’s secret power source, which may be in fact invisible to others and only activated when the poet is drafting a poem.

Whether anything so extraordinary as genius can be deduced from anecdotes of poets living their unscripted lives remains to be seen, but the temptation endures. I'll record on these pages moments from the lives of poets I've met (all, I believe, are ones whose work will endure) that might interest their future readers, biographers, and critics; I myself have gotten pleasure from what contemporaries over the centuries have set down about poets they’ve known. Sometimes, with the grainy immediacy of black-and-white newsreel footage, an image comes into focus of a poet coping with a distant but suddenly explicit world. Faithful reportage, or a snapshot developed in memory long after the shutter has clicked, can display a poet’s mind at work and play, provide a cameo of an otherwise irrecoverable person.         

One very ancient and splendid account of an evening in the life of Sophokles, from a text whose provenance we can be pretty sure is genuine, comes to us from Ion, a fellow playwright. Ion pictures and quotes Sophokles in fine form at a dinner party on his home island of Chios in 440 BCE; the poet who gave us Oedipus puts a stuffy academic to rout and then entices a handsome young wine steward into kissing range. Ben Jonson’s admiring but sometimes snarky take on Will Shakespeare (“Would he had blotted a thousand!”) emerges from a conversation recorded by Jonson’s Scots host, Drummond of Hawthorndon. But the master class in the genre is William Hazlitt’s sharp-eyed memoir of Coleridge and Wordsworth. Hazlitt gives us not only lively pictures of the duo’s high-spirited lyrical ballad-eering in the habitat they made famous, but ventures entertaining critical connections as well—between both poets’ physical quirks and their characters. Hazlitt’s insights are so striking they’ve surfaced ever since in biographies and classrooms: Wordsworth, for example, who always got where he wanted to go with undeviating pedestrian strides, outdistances Coleridge, a meandering seeker of glorious destinations that would forever elude him, even as his feet zigzagged over Lake Country roads. 

I can’t pretend to provide the magisterial hindsight of a Hazlitt, but my fifty-some-year-old memories of poets, however brief, are still tactile: I still wince from Robert Frost's gruff, and Richard Wilbur's gentle, rejoinder to my boyish presumption. Ted Hughes’ otherworldly pronouncements ricochet through my ears, while the sheeny texture of Plath’s dress skims my leg; both are sensory remnants of a shared cab ride. I brace for the  bumps when I recall Gregory Corso lashing me down the uneven stones of the Appian Way in my 1957 Volkswagan. 

2.

Amherst College in mid-century was a good place to be a young poet; I began as a freshman there in fall 1953. Emily Dickinson’s reputation was on the rise and coming into sharper focus, as her once gussied-up poems were finally being printed and taught in the headlong form she wrote them. Robert Frost on his college rounds visited Amherst twice a year and had time for all who wanted to talk. James Merrill taught at the college during 1955–56. And in spring 1957 Richard Wilbur visited a class in Modern Poetry taught by C. L. Barber. Our Class of ’57 Poet, George Amabile, and I were in the room the day Wilbur appeared––tall, casually elegant in the era’s academic uniform of tweed jacket and khakis, his first Pulitzer only weeks away. He read us new Roman poems from his third book, The Things of This World, and answered our questions. Impressed both by the poems and the authority of his resonant voice, our first wave of inquiry was respectful and appreciative. 

As all too often in those years, when tempted to veer from the predictable, to do what wasn’t done, I spoke without calculating the consequences. I’d recently read a review by Randall Jarrell of Wilbur’s second book, Ceremony, that contained a canard (one still around). To wit: Wilbur as poet is like a halfback who, rather than gamble on cutting toward daylight for a possible TD and risk being thrown for a big loss, settles too often for short, steady, respectable gains. It was at that public moment churlish of me to ask our guest how he’d felt about Jarrell’s flashy put down. But I did. Wilbur’s polite answer disappointed me––but it made me aware of my impertinence. He was reluctant to express his displeasure with Jarrell.  Rather than adopt Jarrell’s trope and suggest that he had pulled off some very long gains in his newest book, Wilbur quietly left the scorekeeping to us. He'd just read us, after all, “For a Baroque Wall-Fountain in the Villa Sciarra,” “Love Calls Us to Things of this World,” and other gorgeous, ambitious riffs. My own scorecard that morning read: Wilbur 84, Jarrell zilch. 

Quite properly, Wilbur later gave a heads-up to George Garrett, his colleague at Wesleyan who was to be my fellow writer at the American Academy two years later: Watch out for Bagg. Now, fifty-some years on, I’m not sorry I provoked Wilbur and embarrassed myself. Jarrell's canard stimulated trains of thought and action that led me to face the issue of how ambition impacts specific poems and whole careers; it spurred me to take some chances of my own, in poems and within my friendships with other writers.

That day in Barber’s class Wilbur also told me Jarrell was not the critic responsible for the review I’d referred to: “It was written by Horace Gregory,” he confidently said. I was abashed. Well, for forty-seven years I assumed Wilbur was right. It must have been Gregory. Then, as I began in 2004 to check out midcentury reviews of Wilbur while writing an essay on his religious poetry, I discovered that in fact Jarrell had originated the dubious football analogy. But I also turned up a review in which Gregory accused Wilbur of being in sync, in both Things of This World and his earlier books, with America’s bourgeois complacency. Had Wilbur mistaken Gregory for Jarrell because he instinctively identified Gregory’s as the more hostile review?

Harsh reviews of books critics judge flawed are inevitable and healthy in a literary culture that values excellence. But the fallout from robustly discriminating criticism can discourage such practice. Authors of adverse reviews risk ill feeling, retaliation, and being passed over when contests are judged and fellowships awarded. Worthy poems will survive faint praise or damnation even by an era’s savviest critic––as Jarrell was in the postwar years. Poets, though, will always hold an advantage over critics, since no critic can articulate definitively the DNA all poems must possess to lengthen their shelf life and their fascination for generations to come. (Although often refuted, Jarrell's football analogy has had legs, particularly with people who’ve never actually taken a snap and run with a leather football against determined opposition.) Jarrell's differences with Wilbur were never resolved, but there was no lasting enmity between the men; Wilbur and Jarrell continued to meet, correspond, and enjoy each other’s company.  

3.

When Frost read in Amherst’s Johnson Chapel, or to smaller gatherings in fraternity and faculty houses, he encrusted his poems within an amiable and rambling, often topical, monologue; then with a peppery phrase or two he’d veer into favorite lines he knew he’d be expected to read. One subtext of all Frost’s political and cultural banter was that none of these transient concerns mattered the way immersing oneself in poetry and literature mattered. For Frost, liberal education required active engagement with science and the arts, past and present; college wasn’t merely a spectator sport. Hence his discourses made light of the intellectual follies and fads that bloomed in any given year. His mission as an itinerant bard was to bring the literary gospel undiluted to believers and nonbelievers.

Meeting Frost in person was like going to confession with a priest who could see into your mind. In the spring of 1956 he performed one night at Amherst and a day or so later at the University of Massachusetts, in Bowker, its biggest auditorium. My girl at the time was a UMass freshman whom I’d met by cutting in on her at a mixer I’d crashed with a classmate. After Frost’s Bowker reading I went backstage to say hello  . . . well, yeah, to impress my date by being on speaking terms with the great man. I may not have fully realized my unworthy motive, but Frost did. He looked at me and attractive Kay and said, “Ah, Bagg, you are an interloper, I see. Or are you eloping? Well, I think you two just better lope.” And we did. A poet with Frost’s verbal reflexes can turn a perfectly calibrated repartee on an interlocutor so that it stings but doesn’t wound. I would later appreciate just as keenly the acutely sensitive verbal readiness of Richard Wilbur and James Merrill.

Two years after I graduated, my Amherst Greek professor, Tom Gould, took me for a chat with Frost in his hotel room at the Lord Jeffrey Inn. Someone had shown Frost the erotic poems I’d been publishing. Skipping the pleasantries, he asked why I was writing poems about sex at my age, a theme W. B. Yeats didn't take up until old age, when he did so with gusto. Frost’s eyebrows and smile conveyed disapproval. Maybe even of Yeats. Was Frost urging me to postpone poetry about sex either forever, or wait until I was old as Yeats? Although Frost’s challenge did make me question why I was writing such poems and what a sophisticated audience might make of them, I didn’t take his advice. 

4.

I wasn’t enrolled in the writing workshop James Merrill taught at Amherst while covering for Walker Gibson in 1955–56, but he invited me to join his class the day Marianne Moore addressed it and contribute a poem to the sheaf she critiqued. Moore liked my poem and we corresponded. A few years later, agreeing to back me for a Guggenheim, she picked up where Frost left off. I’d sent her a few poems, including some in the erotic vein on which Frost had pounced. Unlike Frost, Moore gave me explicit, practical advice that became a useful mantra: “Try to keep the text racy,” she wrote me, “but not overripe.”   

In the 1950s the term “self-fashioning” had yet to be launched by Stephen Greenblatt, but I borrow it now to describe the impression I got, but couldn’t quite formulate, from meeting James Merrill at Amherst and afterward. On campus he typically wore a yellow shirt, cuff links, and a jazzy tie. And spoke in sentences that never stumbled and whose outcomes one couldn’t predict. As someone wrote of his poems, he paired his nouns and verbs as ingeniously as his Windsors and socks. He had the gift of effortlessly enhancing the ordinary. Once in Seattle (where he gave a reading while I was teaching there) my colleague Elizabeth Dipple thought she’d been babbling to him and said, “Mr. Merrill, forgive me, you’re seeing me at my worst.” He replied, “Ah! So often one’s worst is one’s best!” He was always leaving such verbal treasures in his wake.

I took a bunch of poems to Merrill twice during that academic year. I remember only one of his specific suggestions: Pay attention to the little words, the prepositions and articles. By maneuvering them you can tease out the best grammatical arrangements to suit your voice and rhythms and give your lines a dramatic snap. That advice has stayed with me. Its force comes through whenever I read the intricate grammatical dances in Merrill’s poems. It was Merrill who introduced me to editors of national magazines. Letters to editors enclosing a poem or two of mine got them published in Poetry and The Atlantic Monthly.

When Gibson, a witty and substantive poet who published frequently in the New Yorker, returned from his New Mexico sabbatical in fall 1956, he directed my Honors Project, a group of poems. Gibson gave me three priceless gifts. He told me I should keep right on writing poems after graduation and not pursue any other career for awhile; he persuaded the college to give me some money toward doing so; and he encouraged me to keep writing up my boyhood adventures in blank-verse narratives.
It was Merrill who introduced me to the perils of life at faculty parties. Late in spring 1956, he invited my newest girlfriend Zibbie and me to an afternoon gathering held at the house he was renting from Gibson. At the party were Russell Moro (a ’52 Amherst summa cum laude hired by his alma mater to teach freshman English), David Jackson (Merrill’s partner), Benjamin DeMott (an assistant professor who later became the Amherst English Department’s dominant force), Ben’s wife Peggy, Doris Abramson (a UMass Theatre professor), and Doris’s female partner. Also present were the young novelist Alison Lurie and her husband Jonathan Bishop. DeMott played jazz tunes for a while on the upright piano and then assumed his favored posture, a chained bear among curs, leaning confidently against a mantelpiece and defending opinions he thought would distress and provoke the greatest number of fellow guests. Moro always rose to Ben’s bait with cordial ferocity during these sessions. I recognized the ur-source of Ben’s antics when I lived with English Dons for a month at Peterhouse in Cambridge, England.

Alison soon had us sitting in a circle for the evening’s main attraction: “amusing” party games. Versions of these Lurie would soon use to dramatic effect in Love and Friendship, her roman á clef about Amherst College. In the lead-off game (a seemingly pointless one, at that) each participant was to answer in turn a set of questions put by the “It” person––who had been sent off to another the room while Alison disclosed to the group the game’s one rule: we were to answer as if we were the person sitting to our left. This displacement ensured her ultimate objective: to get people to speak unguardedly about others. At one point we were asked to name our favorite Muse; one of the men present, answering as if he were one of the Lesbian women, said, “Melpomene.” There was an instant awkward silence. Was this reference to the Muse of Tragedy benignly appropriate for a person connected to a Theatre department? Or was it catty homophobia?  

I was assigned in this game to answer as if I were DeMott. One (or more) of my answers mimicked his bullying demeanor. I was probably thinking not only of his penchant for taking unpopular views just for the sassiness of it, but of efforts he made to embarrass students. (Once in his 17th-century literature class George Amabile entered ten minutes late, shambling, unshaven, unkempt, bleary-eyed, and wearing a roughed-up leather jacket. DeMott challenged: “Mr. Amabile, are you deliberately affecting the appearance of an ex-con?”  George confessed: “I stand convicted, sir.”) My relationship with Ben DeMott never fully recovered from my impersonation of him that day.

The most destructive game Alison organized was one, now called “Scenario” I believe, that also began with the person who was “It” being sent out of the room. “It” had already been instructed that the group left behind would devise a murder mystery whose victim and killer and murder weapon he or she was to discover by asking members of the group questions, to which each would answer “yes” or “no,” until the crime was pieced together. Unbeknownst to the woman who was “It” in our game, Alison told us that we weren’t going to concoct a plot at all, but simply answer the woman’s questions “yes” when they ended with a vowel or “no” if with a consonant. 

None of us newcomers had ever played this game. Only after it was over did we learn its Freudian malice: the plot was one the “detective” would create from the unconscious; fears, phobias, antipathies and guilty impulses would both generate and be revealed by the murder plot. The “detective” would self-convict in a way reminiscent of Oedipus fulfilling the horrendous predictions of the Delphic Oracle by trying to flee from them. Your life for it, as Frost often said. 

Russ Moro’s booming intervention stopped the game, but not soon enough for most of the guests, by bellowing “More light!” like Claudius (a part Moro had played as an undergraduate) sensing the mousetrap had been sprung. Russ then restored order and civility by calling for “More wine, more glee, more music!” DeMott played tunes, Merrill poured. And the party thereupon prospered.

Lessons have surfaced for many years from that harrowing party. I saw right away what mischief unprincipled gamesmanship could inflict on unsuspecting souls. Lurie became Merrill’s life-long friend but, judging by a memoir she wrote about his relationship with Jackson, a somewhat possessive and judgmental one. As a powerful social observer in her comic novels, (several apparently autobiographically generated) she conscripted many defenseless acquaintances of hers into an army of characters. (If Alison sometimes took advantage of a friend's or acquaintance's emotional misadventures in her work, Jimmy refracted his own friends' troubles and eccentricities through his poems without demeaning them.) I made it into Lurie's first novel as the clueless sophomore, who, assigned to write on Walden, spent a night out in the Pelham woods in the name of research. What Lurie didn’t know (she never asked, of course, but it would have enlivened her satire) was that I witnessed two lovers, one an older fraternity brother of mine, seeking other kinds of experience as they stumbled past my sleeping bag in the twilight.

Another obvious lesson I began to grasp that day at Merrill’s party was that a writer’s life was certain to be full of traumatic events, the reporting of which may both damage and enlighten participants and witnesses. The kind of filter used in importing explosive reality into a work of art is one crucial ingredient in a writer’s morality.

Much later, as Merrill began to publish what became his huge Ouija-Board generated epic, The Changing Light at Sandover, I realized that the poem was largely gossip drawn from several periods of world history—but raised to a cosmic, transcendent pitch. Merrill had, consciously or not, transmuted the human interests he shared with Lurie with the sure hand of his humane genius. 

A few years later I saw Merrill in action again. He had arranged for me to meet Count Umberto Morra, an English-speaking fan of Americans and American culture, who happened to be an illegitimate son of the last king of Italy, also named Umberto. Morra was a beloved national figure. (As a younger man he had Greyhound-ed himself to Oxford, Mississippi, to seek out Faulkner, one of whose novels he was translating; Faulkner was, alas, in Charlottesville.) Morra was generous to my first wife, Sally, and me when we were at the American Academy in 1958–59. He invited us to dine out with his dashing multilingual friends and visited our apartment on the Gianicolo. He had been by that time long in charge of the Italian cultural center in London. 

In spring 1959 Morra invited us to visit him in Cortona when Merrill and Jackson were also to be in residence. Jimmy and David didn't come down to Rome that year, warned off either by Jim’s personal fortuneteller or a dead celebrity they contacted via the Ouija Board. Whoever this informant was had warned Jimmy he'd die if he ventured inside the walls of the Eternal City, an omen sounding to me like something manufactured in Delphi. Merrill would surely have consulted an oracle had he lived back in the day, paid her handsomely, and treated the Sibyl’s riddling heads-up as gospel.

Umberto's villa had a long cypress-lined driveway and looked to be an eighteenth- or nineteenth-century beige stucco structure. It had its own chapel, to which Umberto said he had a priest in every Sunday to hold communion for his "peasants." I have a photo of Jimmy barely visible carrying a chair deeper into a dusky grove adjacent to the villa's graveled terrace. There was a startling trompe l'oeil wall in the guest quarters where Jimmy and David were lodged, which invited you through seemingly open doors into a room with precariously perched objects, a room where anything might jump out at you. A hand holding a candle reached into the room from one of the painted doorways, as I uncertainly recall. 

Umberto had a key to Cortona’s art museum and Jimmy drove us all there in a Mercedes he’d bought and planned to bring back to Atlanta for his mom; he (and we) were a bit unnerved by the subdued but ferocious horsepower underfoot while careening along the narrow switch-backing roads up to the compact hill town. Once inside the museum, Umberto pointed out the masterpieces he had saved from destructive “restorations.” In the local culture, his writ apparently oversaw everything artistic. Cortona was a joyful place to which I've several times returned, though never to Umberto's estate.

Jimmy saved me from a (literal) faux de main, or, as he would put it if a rhyme on “raw” were necessary, a faux paw. Umberto's chef (to whom he eventually bequeathed the estate) was offering me a bowl of colorful fruit compote, and I was about to plop a juicy spoonful onto a hundred-year-old round doily. Jimmy, with a slight clearing of throat and quick sleight of his own hand, moved the proper glass bowl underneath the descending fruit before it hit the linen. At dinner Jimmy drew Umberto out; I remember that his friends Alberto Moravia, Iris Origo, Mario Praz, Bernard Berenson, and Ignazio Silone figured in his stories; Moravia had written his first novel at nineteen while staying at Umberto’s villa. 

The guest bedroom we stayed in housed about three-score silver-framed photos of Umberto's black-garbed ancestors, all staring from the walls and tabletops. There was a child- and woman-less gloom throughout the house, scarcely disturbed by Sally's and my three-month-old son Chris whom we’d brought along in a basket. The best part of the long warm evening was outside in the grove, with Jimmy and David bringing Umberto up to date on all his American friends and interests, while Sally and I took everything, alas not indelibly, in.

5.

Sylvia Plath (Smith ’55) was two years ahead of me in college. We never crossed paths during the years we overlapped at our neighboring schools, though I had read a few of her poems and women I knew at Smith spoke of her as a hugely gifted and attractive poet who won all the prizes and had tried to overdose on sleeping pills. The earliest firsthand accounts of Plath came to me from Lynne Lawner, Wellesley ’57. I met Lynne when she and I were competitors at Mount Holyoke’s Glascock Poetry Contest in 1957; Lynne had met Sylvia when both were competitors for the prize in 1955. The two poets bonded, shared a visitors’ dorm room, and sat up talking all night after the poetry reading. Sylvia told Lynne that she planned, during her imminent Fulbright year at Cambridge, to marry the best poet in England. Well, I laughed to myself as I heard Lynne say that, Philip Larkin? Good grief and good luck to her. By the time I met Lynne, Sylvia had already married Ted Hughes (on Bloomsday, 16 June 1956). One British faculty member at Smith had reported at the time, “Newnham College is very pleased with the match.” Sylvia shared the Glascock that year with a poet from Williams.   

In June of 1957 Russ Moro (he later changed his name to Thomas Jefferson Reveille), invited me to visit him in Manhattan. Russ and Hughes had become friends during Moro’s own Fulbright year at Cambridge; Russ planned to take me with him to meet Ted and Sylvia’s ship, the Queen Elizabeth II, when it docked at a Hudson River pier on the fifteenth, and then we’d all come to dinner at his family's apartment. 

I first saw Hughes standing under the letter H in the luggage reception area. Sylvia was ill, Ted told us, badly sunburned, and still ministering to herself in their cabin. Hughes, a Yorkshireman whom I’d never seen before, even in a photo, was tall, burly and resonant of phrase. “Sylvia’s arms are BLISTERED LIKE BULLION,” he told us.  Then, his eyes scanning Manhattan’s skyscrapers, “MASSIVE AS MADRID.” It occurred to me later that Manhattan’s massiveness was more akin to the iambic thump Hughes’s voice made when he pronounced MADRID than to that city’s own more modest skyline, which I’d seen in 1955. We milled and chatted, waiting for Sylvia and for the custom inspectors to sift through their luggage. By the time she disembarked, Sylvia seemed totally recovered. She was also tall, her blonde hair reined in under a kerchief, and all business in dealing with officialdom. My impression of Sylvia that day was of her hyper-intensity, her unconcealed sensuality, and her fierce devotion to Ted.

Every trunk and suitcase possessed by Plath and Hughes was duly opened. A huge trunk was crammed with Sylvia’s books; every one, we could see as the customs official riffled their pages, embellished with underlining and her voluble marginalia. Of most interest to the inspector was possible contraband Sylvia might have hidden among her academic books. He dug into them, reading titles and zeroing in on pictures, apparently suspecting Sylvia of importing the banned novels of Henry Miller. But the only book that (I saw) receive his full attention was a copy of The Nude, by Kenneth Clark, which certainly had provocative pictures as well as its bare-assed title and cover art. One of us deflated the inspector’s slow perusal of it by noting that the book had been published in Garden City, Long Island. My eyewitness version of this customs' search differs from an account in Elaine Feinsteins's Ted Hughes: The Life of a Poet, which has the inspector confiscating Plath's copy of Lady Chatterly's Lover and interrogating her until she burst into tears. It might have been that my attention was elsewhere during this incident, but there's no question that the customs guy was giving her a most unwelcoming hard time.

In those days when overseas travel was still mostly by transatlantic liner, the cavernous dock had alphabetized kiosks where passengers could pick up mail addressed to them in care of the arriving ship. Sylvia and Ted found a stack of mail awaiting them, including a telegram from T. S. Eliot, Ted’s editor at Faber & Faber in London, informing him that Hawk in the Rain was the Poetry Society’s quarterly selection. 

Russ and I helped Ted and Sylvia heft their considerable luggage out to a Yellow Cab. We were a bit cramped with so much gear to pack in the trunk and backseat. Ted sat up next to the driver while Sylvia sat between Russ and me. For the first part of the trip across town she perched on my lap while Russ rearranged some luggage so we’d all have room to sit comfortably. Sylvia’s talk was all about young poets. Who did I think was the best of the new ones, she prodded, after stating with conviction that her husband was already the best of “our generation.” I said I liked Merrill and W. S. Merwin. Sylvia said she found Merwin much too vague and dreamy. I immediately wondered about my taste, since it was Merwin’s evocative expeditions to places like Persia, “the land between the rivers,” I found congenial.  (A few months later the Merwins and Hughes’s would meet in Boston and become close friends; there was to be a memorably tense visit to the Merwins' house in the Dordogne, recorded by Bill’s then-wife Dido.) At one point during the cab ride Sylvia asked me, “Who won the Glascock this year.” “I did,” I said. “Who were the judges,” she wondered. “Nemerov, Hecht, and Andrews Wanning of Bard.” “Lucky you,” she said, meaning, I hoped, lucky to have had such a distinguished trio. (The Glascock Contest in 1957 introduced me not only to Lynne Lawner but to Michael Fried, the future brilliantly maverick art historian and writer of compact explosive lyrics, and Frederick Seidel—the best poet-to-be among us.) 

Present with the Moros at dinner, which was cooked and served by their Italian maid, was an Amherst classmate of Russ’s named David Keitley, an editor at (now defunct) World Publishing. Either shortly before or after this meeting, Keitley declined to publish one of Sylvia’s early book manuscripts. He was probably right in thinking her collection not yet quite ready, that it would be enriched by new poems Sylvia was likely soon to write. So she would, while teaching at Smith and living in Boston, after she’d decided to forgo an academic career.

A week or so later Russ and I drove from Northampton to Wellesley, Massachusetts, to attend a garden party at which the couple was introduced to her mother Aurelia’s friends and neighbors. My most indelible memory of the pleasant party (other than my guilty and furtive glancing to find the exact spot where Sylvia had crawled under the house during her suicide attempt in 1953), were of Hughes’s reaction to a mimeographed collection of my poems I’d given him in New York. Not being able to see much promise in the poems themselves, Hughes asked if I knew the precise hour of my birth on 21 September 1935. I had no clue, so he was unable to develop an alternate assessment of my poetic future using his astrological expertise. While waiting for his life to descend upon him in Cambridge, Hughes had supported himself in part by writing the astrological column for the Cambridge newspaper. He apparently asked Faber & Faber to set the publication date of Hawk on a day recommended by his star chart. I once wondered what the stars advised when he was deciding whether or not to marry Sylvia. There’s a partial answer in Hughes's Birthday Poems, a book of poems written after her death and addressed to Sylvia. In “St. Botolph’s” he gives an astrological reading of his and Sylvia’s horoscopes at the time of their first meeting that seems to predict both good and evil in their conjoined future. Hughes goes on to present the joint horoscope to an imagined Chaucer, who sighs. Hughes then writes: “That day the solar system married us/Whether we knew it or not.” 

The only poem––actually, a line––of mine Hughes singled out to notice was one he might have written himself, “hot promptings of the healing steel,” from a poem then called “Toward a Scar,” transcribed below.

The bullet tugged at his left sleeve

while shrapnel shreds her farewell prattle:

“So long, Soldier.” Could she believe

feeling would deepen in that battle?

His wound is being cauterized,

charred thick to hold gangrene at bay.

As pain is slowly realized

his facial muscles underplay

hot promptings of the healing steel.

The wound goes black where red steel goes,

the nerve ends die like men, and feel

blood glazing at them, as fame heals heroes.

She who fingered this aftermath

died when his cut was fresh and raging.

Her final smile had cut a swathe

through that lost battle, and now, aging,

a streak of stale sensation runs 

below the scar’s white ghost of harm,

leaving him something of the sun’s,

a woman’s touch along his arm.

It’s possible in some spooky sense that I “channeled” those lines through Hughes, since I had probably read in American magazines several of his poems—particularly one about his ancestor, Bishop Farrar, who was burned alive in Ted’s lines. 

It was obvious even in 1957 that the Hughes/Plath combo had a combustible aspect to it. Older academic folk at Smith harked back to the Brownings for an analogously gifted pair. Russ, who knew Hughes well—once Ted had said to Russ, “Sylvia has a heart like a ball-point pen”—disliked Sylvia and thought it odd that Ted fell for a high-strung literary woman, since his prior attachments at Cambridge had always been to no-literary-nonsense nurses. (Ted’s last wife would be, in fact, his children’s nurse.) Indeed, Russ thought the coupling risky, a Fitzgerald-esque time bomb. But if Sylvia resembled Zelda, Ted was no Scott; Sylvia had wed a much more Hemingway-esque outdoorsman. Their marriage had so many volatile elements, produced so many masterpieces; but it still keeps many of its secrets. 

Looking back (I didn’t grasp this at all when meeting them, or even soon after), it wasn’t only the Darwinian battlefield of Hughes’s poetry that informed with its default grimness Sylvia’s sensibility, but also his very voice’s spondaic detonation of the charged verbs he chose to express his kinetic view of life. That’s what she heard daylong, his staccato speaking habit, which sought out arresting alliterative combinations. When Plath’s letters to Lynne Lawner were published some years ago in an American magazine I found in one a reference to me as the “enigmatically blue-eyed, butterscotch-dipped, Bob Bagg.”

6.

After my own wedding on 24 August 1957 to Sally Robinson, and a brief stay at her family’s vacation cottage in Medomack, Maine, we sailed to Cannes aboard the American Export Line’s Independence from the same suite of Hudson River docks where Hughes and Plath had disembarked. For a year we lived an eventful and disorienting but poet-free year, mostly in Cap d’Antibes. But first we left-banked it in Paris for a month, waiting for delivery of the VW Beetle that was her parents' wedding present to us. Paris was where we met Allen Ginsberg.

Ginsberg’s name had showed up a few lines above ours when I was signing the American Express visitor’s book. Where, under “Final Destination,” I’d written “Cap d’Antibes,” Ginsberg had scrawled “Heaven.” There have been many uncomfortable moments in the literary side of my life—encountering a superior imagination, for instance, one that spies a startling metaphor in drab garb—and this was one of them: Ginsberg lit up the registry's uninspired request “Final Destination” with a Blakean stroke of a pen on a chain. His scribbled entry also invited those who wanted to meet him to leave a note at the American Express mail desk. I left one, proposing we meet for a drink. He answered a day later and we met at the Café Bonaparte, already in those days known as a homosexual hangout. Sally and I were sitting on a banquette when Ginsberg and Orlovsky walked in a little after six p.m. Allen yelled “BAGG!!!” twice. I waved, they sat, we talked. Mostly Ginsberg talked; I got from him what were called earfuls in that era. He might have seen a couple of my lugubrious sonnets in Poetry or The Atlantic; I’d brought him some newer and I hoped better poems. He riffled, glanced, then pounced. “PENTAMETERS for godsake!” He explained that “pentameters” was a lethal disease, but one with a cure: free verse, spun out in long Whitmaniacal lines. Pretty much like the ones he wrote in “Howl,” which of course I’d read but couldn’t imitate because I wasn’t into pot or male sexual partners, hadn’t hitchhiked cross country, did not binge drink, or denounce my own country and social class. Besides, I already had a wife and couldn’t stay out all night.

Allen advised me to drop out of Amherst (he somehow assumed from my adolescent looks and manner, and despite the presence of pregnant Sally, that I must be an undergrad on junior year abroad) and urged me not to write like Merrill or Wilbur. I foolishly said I had no intention of copying my Amherst betters. Hearing that I knew some Greek and had translated Euripides’ Cylops for my college roommate to stage at Amherst, Allen seized an opening and asked me to recite some Homeric hexameters, in Greek. I did, since I’d once been forced to memorize the first page of the Iliad. He beamed at what he heard, though my flow soon petered out. “THAT’S IT. That’s what poetry should sound like!” While we talked his buddy Orlovsky was edging along the seat against a stranger to put distance, it seemed, between him and Sally. That physical gesture stayed with me for a few years, and had me mistakenly thinking most gay guys were allergic to women with child. 

7.

Once in Rome I spent a part of most days working in a rustic woodstove-heated studio overlooking the vast backyard garden of the American Academy. The studio (now torn down and removed) was lodged high up a steep slope and nestled against the old Aurelian Wall. During ten months of rummaging through its drawers and shelves I discovered items left behind by previous tenants, each a man already or soon-to-be famous. Ralph Ellison left letters from convicts; Louis Simpson the manuscript of his dissertation on James Hogg; Anthony Hecht a snapshot of his ravishing, sunbathing, first wife; and Richard Wilbur large placards thumb-tacked to the burlap wall above a plywood desk, each inscribed with an arcane or especially handsome word. Those odd words, I realized, were intended to inspire trains of thought or speculative riffs in Wilbur’s own poems. “Reticulum,” for example, found its way into “For a Baroque Wall-Fountain.” I wondered if he’d left them for successors to ponder and use; I pondered but never imported any of his anointed words into a poem. At least not for many years.

Then in 1996 I worked several of those "sirens" into a poem that first came to mind after I’d hiked back with my second wife, Mary, to see how that studio had fared over the decades (badly). It’s surely true, I realized, remembering my predecessors’ discarded items, that things have their own lives and histories. With time I’ve come to recognize and admire this genre of poetry, in which a poet animates and narrates the imagined life of an intriguing artifact. At last those decades-old and now-vanished mementos of writers seized and activated slumbering parts of my awareness and imagination. I had written a series of poems about Rome in 1958 and 1959, when the city was full of poets: George Garrett, my poet/novelist colleague that year at the Academy; Desmond O’Grady, Irish poet; Patrick Creagh, Anglo-Irish poet; Lynne Lawner, Italophiliac in all senses; Ned O’Gorman, American Catholic poet; and Sean O’Criadain, another Irish poet. In 1996 Rome became again the inexhaustible subject it had once been for me.

8.

One day in November 1958 I was squatting in the Academy’s lofty nineteenth-century library, having pulled a long drawer from the card catalogue out into my lap. I looked up and there was Gregory Corso, whom I'd met in Paris through the writer Nelson Aldridge, then working as the on-site editor of the newly founded Paris Review. (Corso had read us his signature poem, “Marriage,” at a hotel bar, and I'd invited him to visit us in Rome. Now here he was.)

I muscled the square drawer, in which I was searching for the call number of a book that collected actual words spoken by the Delphic Oracle, back into its square hole and for several days tried to fit my square self into Corso’s highly expandable and contractible sensibility. I led him up to my garden studio and once inside lit a fire in the ancient woodstove. He immediately explained his mission: “It’s your name, Bagg. Your two g’s are an omen. Thomas Jefferson Hogg was Shelley’s buddy, the one who wrote his biography. They got kicked out of Oxford together. You’ve going to be my buddy and write my biography. What do you say?” 

“Let’s get to know each other a little,” I stalled. See if we get kicked out of anywhere. I’ll show you some Rome.”

He agreed and that morning I introduced him to Garrett, who on most week days invited Fellows to stop by at noon to sip Carpano and pump the bar bells he kept in his studio—a little physical exertion and mental zest before we headed to lunch at 1 p.m. It turned out that Corso had a girl with him, an 18-year-old brunette he’d met in a Parisian train station; he’d invited her to travel with him to Rome on discovering she was footloose in Europe with ten thousand dollars worth of American Express travelers checks in her bag. Having taken a shower in the communal women’s bathroom, she was still toweling her hair and provocatively rewrapping her skirt around her in Garrett’s studio. The Academy’s public shower was a godsend, since she and Corso had spent the previous night sleeping in the Coliseum, an “achievement” he used against everyone who never had: “Have you slept in the dirt of the Coliseum?” was a question he posed when annoyed by someone’s perceived arrogance or inauthenticity.

George Garrett, who died in 2008, was a remarkable and beloved figure. He filled the role all his adult life—in addition to being the author of many volumes of fiction, including three spectacular historical novels about the English Renaissance, and plainspoken poems that will outlast most of those written in a higher-toned or more obscure lingo—of Master of Literary Revels. Garrett was starting to put out “instant” books that documented a poetry reading, and during 1958-59 revived Ford Madox Ford’s cummings’ monikered transatlantic review.  In Rome, and everywhere else, he perpetrated all manner of thought- as well as mirth-provoking pranks and publications to epater the stuffy and the self-deluded, especially those from the New York literary world. 

Garrett once petitioned the Roman municipal authorities to allow him to place a wreath on the statue of Garibaldi and simultaneously to honor a pilot who was killed for scattering anti-Fascist leaflets over the city. Permission was granted provided it was understood that the gesture had “no political significance.” Garrett’s energy and impromptu conspiracies persuaded me that such measures were essential to endure life in the often pompous and turf-proud literary profession. I thought he and Corso would hit it off. Wrong.

Though he was only briefly in Rome, Corso acted on us like a hallucinogen that shook up our thinking (perhaps not permanently) but one that had unpleasant side effects. Something about me calmed him, and his most disruptive (and resented) performance would happen when I didn’t show up as I’d promised. 

We learned from Gregory’s hyperactive reactions to people and Roman monuments, and from his operatic gestures, that he lived without restraint. Even though he was often irritating and confrontational, he was alive, bracingly so. Whereas Ginsberg wanted me to channel Whitman as a free spirited, free verse poet, Corso wanted to take me on a kind of Grand Theft Auto rampage. If we could have stolen a Whitman or a Ginsberg poem as a vehicle he would have wired its ignition and we’d have been off on a joyride. As it was, we had to settle for our VW bug. 

My first whole (day-long) adventure with him started at 7 a.m. (to dodge the heat) in the Roman Forum. We had told Corso that the legendary Roman expert, Professor Lily Ross Taylor of Bryn Mawr, would lead an archeological tour. Corso showed on time. Taylor had just begun to tell us what went on in the Curia building when Gregory hurled himself in worshipful appreciation at her feet. She glanced down, kept talking about the rostrum, and stepped around him. Greg pulled himself back to his feet to traipse in her wake, particularly enjoying Taylor’s account of the Vestal Virgin’s temple; he’d once written a poem called “Vestal Lady on Brattle” and was keen to hear how the Vestals kept in their care the wills of wealthy Romans.

Later that night Corso and I drove out to the ancient via Appia on the southern edge of Rome. It was then a road you could still take out of town, although during the day it was mostly frequented by leisurely tourist buses and picnickers, and at night by prostitutes. And their custom. Also along for the ride in my cramped VW were others, possibly Corso’s new girl, possibly my wife Sally, possibly Desmond O’Grady. The road was extremely bumpy and ill lit, but full of life at night, even in the November chill. It was lined by the ruins of Roman family tombs, some big as houses, others the size and shape of dumpsters, most of them collecting refuse. Every hundred yards was a short-skirted whore or two or three around a fire in a fifty-gallon drum fed with newspapers and picnic trash. Walking earlier that evening on via Veneto Gregory had accosted several much pricier pros and asked, mystifyingly to me, if each was his mother. He seemed to expect at least one to recognize him and answer “yes.” Much, much later I learned that his mom had abandoned her husband and the young Greg, going off to live somewhere in New Jersey. 

We stopped the car to take in the ancient scene full of people enjoying the night and each other. When we were ready to continue our jouncing jaunt, Greg asked if he could ride on the back bumper, and could I rev her up closer to chariot speed? I obliged, and it was like sitting on a spavined, sway-backed, trotting horse. Greg yelled and yodeled, cracked his imaginary whip, racing to join the emperor’s legions, or maybe to throw in with Spartacus, very happy indeed.

Several of the Academy Fellows, George Garrett and I among them, thought it would be interesting to invite Corso to lunch at the Academy. We also invited a 24-year-old Finn, a poet staying at the Finnish Academy a few hundred yards away on the Gianicolo. But on the day they were scheduled to dine with us, I received and accepted a beseeching summons to another lunch party, a smaller and guaranteed more sedate send-off for an elderly lady classicist returning to America, a friend of Lily Ross Taylor. This lunch was to be held at an apartment some distance from the Academy. I couldn’t attend both.

So Corso came to lunch. Had I ever left Garrett and the Finn, with his stiff three-inch-high crew-cut, in the lurch. And it was a dilly of a lurch. Greg performed as expected, but this time he met severe audience resistance. Over at the Vatican a consistory was in progress to choose a new pontiff, and when Greg declaimed he wanted them to elect “a young, mad, beautiful Pope” nobody chimed in to agree. Instead they returned disdainfully to a discussion of the likeliest papabile, that is, “pope-able” cardinals. The Fellows, as I heard later, kept up their arcane, and, I admit, sometimes insufferable, academic shop-talk until Corso raised the stakes and the roof. He eventually stood up, paused  behind each dining Fellow in the huge refectory hall, and told each in turn (and their guests) that they were all corpses, a disgrace to the great artists and writers they purported to study and revere: Had any of them slept in the Coliseum or used the word “masturbate” in a poem? Garrett could not plead guilty to bedding down in anybody's dirt, but some of us knew that George was no prude. In fact, George would write that year a poem that featured an Etruscan fresco of a standing stud copulating with a woman bedded on, presumably, a slave's arching back––the man “hugely gifted, whether by nature or by art.” Maybe too sly a line for inclusion in a Ginsberg poem, but pretty wild for this venerable enclave. Corso’s response to the outrage he was causing was to tell Garrett that he and Ginsberg were going to bury him—along with me, Merrill, Wilbur, and the whole chain gang of lockstep verse writers.

One Fellow’s account had it that Corso actually mounted the refectory table for a moment and continued to abuse his hosts as he picked his way among soup bowls, plates of steaming pasta, and platters of fresh fruit. The person who intervened at this point was either the now-distinguished Latinist Harold Gotoff, or George Garrett’s take-charge wife Susan. Perhaps both. Nevertheless Corso was reprimanded and banished from the dining hall to the billiard room next door to cool down to a more civil temperature. A dangerous move, had Greg attempted to storm his tormentors by hurling ivory billiard balls like grenades. But Greg relapsed into remorse and within minutes was pounding on the oak door. When someone opened it, he was on his knees begging the Fellows to let him return; they took pity and allowed him to rejoin the party. But in the grip, perhaps, of some potent hash or pot, or simply his own daimon, Greg lit into everyone within range, again “reminding” them of their decaying corpse-like state. When they tried to shout him down, he yelled, “TRUTH PYRE!” at the top of his lungs. It was for certain Susan Garrett, then, with matriarchal firmness, and aided by a platoon of scholar-volunteers, who hustled Gregory down two flights of the Academy’s front steps and into a hastily summoned cab. Within a day or two, according to a book of Corso’s later-published letters, he was back in Paris. 

He had left me copies to distribute of his sardonic poem “Bomb,” which urged the human race to go ahead, start using the damned thing to blow each other up. The poem was printed as a three-foot-long accordion fold-out. I foolishly tacked it to the Academy bulletin board, where it lasted for about fifteen minutes before being ripped from the wall.

I had a high tolerance for Corso’s antics. Perhaps I was simply a little cowed by him. I also thought his impatience and combativeness were grounded and aimed at the 1950s’ lack of self-knowledge and collective courage. Corso preferred full-frontal confrontation to cordial and ironic debate, even heated debate. Look where our current civilized discourse, The New York Times' almost daily revelations of impeachable offenses, and our now retired leaders' impulsive reliance on war as the only solution, have gotten America lately. I’m with Corso. 

In 2004 I went back with Mary to Rome and lived for two months at the Academy. One day the Academy’s Head Librarian, Christine Huemer, who loves poets living and dead, led a trip to the Protestant Cemetery. Shelley’s monument, which supposedly contains his charred heart, was an inevitable stop. About eight feet downslope from Shelley’s stone-enclosed heart was a flat marble gravestone on which GREGORY CORSO 1931-2001 was inscribed. He had lived his whole adult life desiring to be buried next to his hero. And now, here he was in Rome again. Prostrate at Shelley's feet. Bravo Corso.

7.

Most of my deeply embedded memories date from my early twenties. Surely a search for buddies, mentors, or father-figures partly explains my impressionability when setting out in a vocation whose risks may not seem grave but within which the fear of failure is real and rarely outgrown or outlived. But since anxiety is also a facet of imagination, it’s possible that younger poets need to hang out with poets who’ve already written great verse, so that the younger may absorb their normalcy or weirdness or astonishing play of mind. Don’t leave prose without some such mental extravagance; that's my advice. Every one of the poets I remember here showed me something either extreme or flamboyant, and showed me as well a foible or two, of mine or their own. It’s the extremity and flamboyance that are excellent (though not the exclusive) ingredients of promise. Sometimes appearing ordinary in the extreme, as Elizabeth Bishop did to her friends, will do just fine as an inspired camouflage.

