ROBERT BAGG

Richard Wilbur’s Underheard Melodies: 

An Eavesdropping God, Philosophical Fountains, Nocturnal Anxieties

“Ah, you have read my mind.”

/DROP/ Lyric poetry has been with us nearly as long as epic, and it predates tragedy. A generation or so after Homer we hear Archilochus defend the tossing aside of his shield so he can outrun his enemies and survive; we hear Sappho beg a goddess to bring a girl who’s refused her advances back into her thrall. Such vulnerable, conversational voices may move us more than the grand (but remote) passions of Homer’s eloquent killers. It seems fortunate, then, that from the outpouring of lyrics over eight centuries in Greek and Latin, enough survive to show us a huge cast of unheroic men and women, distinct from those in Homer, Virgil and the tragedians, possessed of sensibilities that involve us with a steady glow of intimate recognition.

And yet the great epics and tragedies that have survived have had an effect on modern poets that has in some ways overpowered that of this ancient lyric inheritance.  Epic and tragedy thrilled their first local audiences, in large part, through various kinds of violence at their core. Such works, in which charismatic heroes get caught in worst-case scenarios in high-stakes arenas—the Trojan plains, Hell, and the palaces of Thebes, Mycenae, and Elsinore—have seized the highest ground on Parnassus. To approach similar heights, many poets believe their poems must share at least some of the tragic muse’s mindset: that the most intolerable lives are the lives most worth dramatizing. A corollary of this belief is that the most admired poems will be those that gravitate toward grimness, and that poets who resist this pull must lack weight. 

We’ll always need poetry that speaks keenly to our despair, but we also need poetry free of tragic mortmain, poetry that energizes our curiosity, stretches our contemplative powers, takes pleasure in the ordinary; we need poetry that speaks to our joy in the full exercise of our natures. Such poetry resists the notion that, to be considered truly serious, it must exploit the most traumatic episodes we have experienced or can invent. But that resistance has a drawback; it might not be a good career move. Poets preoccupied with their own grief, hatred, victimization, and frustration have enjoyed a somewhat easier entrée to the consciousness (and the anthologies) of our culture than the less self-obsessed.

In fact, many poets in the last century found that the road to fame ran through the valleys of despair and self-destruction. Hart Crane, Theodore Roethke, John Berryman, Delmore Schwartz, Robert Lowell, Anne Sexton, and Sylvia Plath, to name the most prominent, drew on their own mental illnesses both to darken and exhilarate their work. So much dysfunction scarred the typically successful mid-twentieth-century poet that those who worked outside this paradigm incurred suspicion that they were either insensitive to––or had suppressed––the troubles they had seen. 

An American poet who has to some degree suffered from this entrenched critical reflex is Richard Wilbur, easily the most technically gifted, continuously productive, and thematically varied poet now practicing his art. After his first book, The Beautiful Changes (1947), Wilbur rapidly became one of America’s most respected and monitored poets. At the age of eighty-four he still publishes poems, usually in The New Yorker, unmatched in both élan and gravitas by all but a very few of his younger contemporaries (a category that includes virtually every other poet now writing). But because his poetry seems to lack the fashionable innovations, craggy aloofness, palpable anguish or self-promoting revelations (and his life any newsworthy misfortunes or scandals that switch on the literary publicity machines), Wilbur’s has been a quiet eminence and his achievement underappreciated. I don’t mean under-recognized. He has won, and still receives, from his peers, every important American accolade. The graciousness with which he responds to the demands these honors impose is evident from his lifelong record of good works and his punctiliousness as a correspondent and literary citizen on both the local and the national scene. 

A reader of Wilbur’s Collected Poems 1943-2004 will encounter the domestic, the cosmic, the rural, the metropolitan, the personal, the playful, the biblical, the botanical, the political, the philosophical, the arcane, the erotic, the contemptuous, the heartfelt––plus scores of perfectly translated poems from half a dozen foreign literatures. One will come away thinking: Here is a poet who throughout his career has had a great deal on his mind, but one whose ethic requires he spare us both his miseries and the general population’s in favor of sharing his ever-evolving take on the human cultural adventure. It’s as if there are regions where it would insult or impose on his reader to go––unless he can devise a fairly safe route. 

It is true that Wilbur has not often chosen to work some of the fields great poets have traditionally tilled: devastating personal loss, evil abroad in the land, the dramas that illuminate as they ravage human relationships, or the duels fought with one’s own inner demons. He has written in many traditional genres, but in almost all of them he has gone against the grain. His love poems dwell on enduring love’s satisfaction, not its turmoil. His war poems are either quiet after-action reflections or stylizations of violence; his anti-nuclear war poem focuses on the destruction of species other than our own. The blows he delivers are to our expectations, not to our solar plexus. He thinks his way through his poems and expects his reader to do likewise. And because every idea and artifact comes extensively connected, across the present, deep into myth and history, and often through several degrees of cultural separation, one understands the need for his omni-resourceful style: the learned and playful allusions, the sometimes bizarre or startling words, the subtle puns on which so much depends, and especially the exacting pressure on meter, rhyme, stanza, rhythm, diction, and pitch-perfect music—all of which hold volatile components together to execute his purpose and display his vision with no rough edges to razor where it touches us. 

Despite his variety and complexity, Wilbur coheres. As Louise Bogan famously wrote in the Nov. 15, 1947 issue of The New Yorker (excerpted in Salinger, 30), “Let us watch Richard Wilbur. He is composed of valid ingredients.” The prediction was remarkable for its restraint and openness. Put in a later idiom, Bogan realized that Wilbur had the right stuff. 

Is it a valid requirement that to be considered major a poet must engage in a cursus honorum that includes stops in at least one of the tragic, apocalyptic, or self-lacerating modes? If Wilbur has in fact avoided such classic engagements, do his undeniable struggles for enlightenment across a huge expanse of human activity possess a magnitude his harsher critics have missed or choose to ignore?

I will argue that the nature of Wilbur’s deepest interests has not been often noted or fully articulated for two reasons. First, it is spiritual and thus suspect in our secular culture. And second, critics have shied away from close readings of his poems, many of which hide complex meaning within seemingly straightforward lines, and thus they haven’t understood what he has achieved. 
 Helen Vendler, our most prolific and formidable commentator on contemporary poetry (though one often bemused by quirky mediocrity), has remained almost completely silent about Wilbur. She did include him in the Harvard Book of Contemporary American Poetry.
But first, before examining a central preoccupation that dominates Wilbur’s most ambitious poems, 
 a disclosure and some background.
The impulse driving this essay goes back forty-eight years to my first encounter with Wilbur. The year was 1957, the place a class in modern poetry at Amherst College taught by that wise and ebullient critic and teacher, C. L. Barber. Wilbur was a guest who read several of his new poems and then answered questions about his work. 

On my mind that day was a review I had recently read––as I remembered by Randall Jarrell, of Wilbur’s latest book, Things of This World. In it the reviewer had complained of Wilbur’s apparent lack of ambition––complained, in truth, of his cowardice. To drive home this charge the critic used an analogy based on something a halfback had told him. As a running play develops, the ball carrier has a choice: He can either pick up six or eight safe yards, or go for a touchdown and risk being stopped cold. The reviewer thought Wilbur was too often satisfied with short yardage: minor poetic victories when he might have scored a masterpiece. Feckless curiosity got the better of me that day and I asked our guest what he thought of the accusation. Wilbur first corrected my mistake—it was actually Horace Gregory who’d written the disrespectful review. He then answered civilly but without the sharp riposte (against either me or Gregory) for which I was braced. In fact, I believed Things of This World brimmed with masterpieces. 

There were, in fact, two reviews, both in Partisan Review, and both Wilbur and I had them confused. Wilbur assumed I had in mind Gregory’s “The Poetry of Suburbia,”
 in which Gregory faulted Things of This World because it included no poem that would upset what we now call a soccer mom. But Jarrell was indeed the progenitor of the football analogy, in a review of Wilbur’s second book, Ceremony.

I now see that the comparison of poetry writing to open-field running should be called back and penalized for unnecessary imperception. A poem does not develop like a football play, which depends on strong swift legs, quick reflexes, and snap judgments. Poetry develops more like an ache to take verbal possession of something one lacks: self-knowledge; clarification of a complexity; a way to convey what makes something memorable, to make sense of human or divine communications, to cope with some harsh blow, for instance, or to ponder incomprehensible good fortune. The potential of a poem is inherent in the quality of the hunger driving it and the sense of life welling within it, not in how ready the poet is to take a merely instinctive gamble. A poet who writes only when mega-inspiration strikes won’t write very much; a good poet will stick with a vision and go where it leads, even if that’s sometimes no more consequential than to a vivid jeu d’esprit. Wilbur is surely right not to torque a modest poem beyond its inner strength. 

Jarrell was blindsided by his own cheap shot: In his eagerness to exhort and dismiss he missed a chance to welcome the many ambitious and fully realized poems in Ceremony to their rightful place in American poetry. For instance, Jarrell praised the concluding lines of “Grasse: The Olive Trees” as having an “easy and graceful beauty”:

Even when seen from near, the olive shows

A hue of far away. Perhaps for this

The dove brought olive back, a tree which grows

Unearthly pale, which ever dims and dries,

And whose great thirst, exceeding all excess,

Teaches the South it is not paradise.

“Grasse” is no mere charming rebuke to the paradisal pretensions of the Mediterranean climate. Wilbur sees olive trees as otherworldly (“unearthly pale”) and converts their desiccating thirst into a parable: Nothing on earth can truly satisfy the human hunger for what true paradise offers. One may quarrel with the parable’s metaphysics, but one cannot deny that through it Wilbur aims at and achieves something more than “easy…beauty.” What Jarrell failed to realize, when he was accusing Wilbur of playing it safe, was the risk Wilbur took by allowing his spiritual vision of the world to light up so many of his most ambitious poems. It is by these that Wilbur’s performance should be judged, and in a much more dangerous arena than Jarrell’s gridiron, one where “the play” is, in Frost’s words, “for mortal stakes.” 

To put my cards on the table, I find Wilbur’s most deeply considered and intellectually incandescent work well represented by seven poems
 unafraid to declare their spiritual origins and allegiances. Several of these poems uncover vivid interactions between divine and human awareness. Several achieve, not one of Frost’s “momentary stay[s] against confusion,” but clarities that remain clear. Wilbur is rare among contemporary poets in his ability to write undoctrinaire but religiously inflected poems that probe and organize both personal and shared cultural experience to arrive at convincing responses to spiritual anxieties.

/DROP/In “The Mind-Reader,” a dramatic monologue and the title poem of his sixth book, published in 1976, Wilbur presents a depressed character with an uncanny gift that turns out to be a burden. This poem shares some of its conversational and structural qualities with Browning’s dramatic poems—“Mr. Sludge” and “The Bishop Orders His Tomb” come to mind—and with Frost’s North of Boston stories, especially “Home Burial” and “Death of the Hired Man.”  Like these, “The Mind-Reader” sends shock waves of implication from a realistic human encounter. The poem was in fact inspired by an actual Roman personaggio of whom we possess, by a handsome stroke of luck, a sharp verbal portrait penned by the American classicist John Andrew Moore in a letter (dated January 22, 1956) to his sister Betty. Like Wilbur, Moore was a Fellow at the American Academy in Rome in the 1950’s. Here is Moore’s account:

The Sagrestia.
 A well-known pizza joint, not notable for its food but for its mind-reader and fortuneteller. He’s a slender, sweet-natured, dignified old gentleman: (he’s also part of the music and plays the violin.) You write your question on a piece of paper, in Italian, and fold it up, all the while thinking very hard about the question you want to have answered. He takes the paper for a moment in his hands and gives it back again (he claims it’s important for him to touch the paper—I’m sure it is!) and then he goes into a trance, from which presently emerging he writes down the answer to the question on a piece of paper. He then asks (I forget on what pretext) to hold the question again, after which he restores to the client both question and answer. The question I asked was. “Where is my brother Dan?” The answer: “I can’t see where your brother Dan is right now; but do not be anxious, you will hear from him within the year”!
 I was taken to that place by Berthe Marti, one of the people at the Academy (there are several in all) who patronize this fortuneteller, some just for the game, others half or more than half convinced. According to their accounts he sometimes doesn’t ask to hold the question but only to touch it in the clenched hand of the client. But it seemed perfectly plain that the routine he used with me gave him opportunities for sleight of hand which any good magician should have found sufficient. But the odd part of it was that I didn’t want to believe that I was being imposed upon, because I liked him so much. 

In a conversation I had with Wilbur in 1997 he recalled several visits to the Sagrestia made in the company of the Italian scholar, Harvard professor, and translator of Dante, Charles Singleton. Singlelton is not directly alluded to in the body of the poem (although the poem is dedicated to Charles and his wife Eula), but he must have been an invaluable companion to Wilbur during these sessions with the engaging clairvoyant. Singleton possessed a remarkable grasp of the Italian language, Wilbur told me, and could astonish native speakers with improvisations of regional dialects as remarkable as, say, a Russian’s accent-free impersonation of a Texas pol or a downeast lobsterman. I wonder whether many of the troubled clairvoyant’s self-revelatory details were garnered for Wilbur’s poem through Singleton’s inspired fluency.

In a 1995 interview with Paul Mariani, 
 Wilbur divulged an important detail that was in fact reported to him by “a friend,” quite possibly Singleton. The friend heard the mind-reader say, “it’s no fun to be a mind-reader, you know. It’s no fun to have a mind like a common latrine.” Wilbur commented on this confession to Mariani: “The invadednesss of the mind-reader’s mind was what appalled me and made it necessary to write the poem. Thinking about what it must be like to have a mind so vulnerable led me to seek, in vain of course, to imagine what the mind of god must be like, continually besieged by all of us, by all that we have to say, all that we have to confess. That’s at the center of the poem, really: a kind of amazement at the thought of what a mind must be like that can put up with all of us and still be inviolate.”

Clearly, it was the paranormal aspect that attracted Wilbur to this savant of the pizzeria. But it was the paranormal’s religious implication that led him to shape the life-story of the veggente
 into a harrowing Christian parable.

The poem begins as an older Roman gentleman holds forth at a table in his neighborhood trattoria, explaining to a professor, presumably American, how his vocation descended on him. The mind-reader, speaking in oblique but exquisitely chosen metaphors, muses on the mysteries of objects that are “truly lost”—a hat dropped from a rampart into a vast forest landscape, a pipe-wrench “catapulted” from the back of a pick-up truck, a book blown into the seas. He traces the origins of his calling to a childhood gift for discovering the whereabouts of objects that have disappeared from sight, and goes on to describe how he “got from that to this,” his current nightly modus operandi: He receives from troubled clients brief questions they have written on slips of paper and folded up in their own hands, over which he places his. Next he lights a cigarette, blows smoke, affects a trance, divines his clients’ questions, and then formulates and writes out answers for each. This ability to penetrate another’s thoughts is not, however, infallible; some ten percent of the time our mind-reader estimates, he must cheat (in some unspecified manner, though Moore’s account hints at sleight of hand) in order to access and answer an invisible or puzzling question. His gift, he tells us, is also very much a burden. Invasion of others’ privacies is a depressing competence, a limited version of divine omnipotence, and thus the source of immense distress; it removes all barriers between him and the pain felt by the Romans he entertains and serves:

The world usurps me ceaselessly; my sixth

And never-resting sense is a cheap room

Black with the anger of insomnia,

Whose wall-boards vibrate with the mutters, plaints,

And flushings of the race….

These endemic discomforts (which also perhaps hint at the veggente’s own squalid living conditions) may explain his reliance on wine to ease and facilitate his nightly performances. 

So summarized the poem’s premise seems wholly comprehensible and unthreatening. Wilbur’s own sleight of hand connects the boy-turned-adult clairvoyant to a god whose clairvoyance is infinite and infallible. Read via this progression, the anxious, chain smoking, Roman mind-reader writ large is god, the cosmic MIND-READER.
 But Wilbur has seeded his discourse with thoughts and images and unspoken abysses that eventually demand we take the portrait of this rueful old magus much more seriously than as a simple metaphor for god, the One who unhappily knows too much; it presses us to pursue ever deeper what it might really feel like to be god. As Wilbur admits, such pursuits will be “in vain.” Nevertheless, they have proven irresistible for writers who take god personally, although they’re not often pulled off. Kurtz in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is arguably the best-known attempt, and Kurtz’s dying cry, made after he exercised godlike power over Africans in a skull-studded encampment on the Congo River, is his all too cryptic summation: “The horror! The horror!” 

Wilbur takes great pains to define exactly what his mind-reader, and by extension his god, can and cannot do. If we heed these distinctions we will, I believe, glimpse Wilbur’s own speculative vision of a mystery that shimmers between god and humankind. 

We learn that as a boy, the mind-reader could locate a lost object by listening to adults question someone about their last contact with it. Eventually this conversation would turn unintelligible; it “came to sound / Like cries of birds when the leaves race and whiten / And a black overcast is shelving over.” While in this “sure stupor” the boy’s mind would apparently fuse with the minds of the villagers, creating a forest landscape through whose “obfuscations” he would be led, past “half-healed blazes” on trees, “dilapidated” stone cairns and other such directional indicators, to a place where “the lost thing shone.” The demystifying truth (or psychological effect) that allows such seeming magic may be this: Nothing, no memory of anything, can ever be lost or “wiped” out from our brains; all memories throb, however faintly, forever within us. Those with psychic acumen may elicit and test them, even if we ourselves cannot without their professional assistance. 

That the adult mind-reader has access to the wretchedness of his clients but is unable to help them much, reminds us of a religious paradox. If god truly possesses total access to our minds—access of the kind asserted in 1 Samuel and the Gospel of Matthew, highlighted in the Anglican communion service, and alluded to in the last act of Shakespeare’s Hamlet and in Wilbur’s “Mind-Reader” itself—why doesn’t he intervene more often to keep us out of sin’s way?
 God prefers to forgive and heal the sinner rather than prevent the sin; his forbearance demands of humankind a moral discipline both he and the mind-reader find lacking among their respective flocks.

 
But unlike god, Wilbur’s (or any human) mind-reader has no ready healing or forgiving power. The mind-reader does, however, have the power to bear witness: some sort of paranormal power that can read souls apparently exists. As the mind-reader says of his clients, “It contents them / Not to have spoken, yet to have been heard.” This phenomenon provides a potent metaphoric vehicle for Wilbur’s mighty tenor: believers in an all-knowing god are more reassured than terrified to think their hearts are open to divine inspection; like the mind-reader, god cannot escape from being constantly assaulted by human suffering, much of it self-inflicted:





 . . . Not the least

Meanness, obscenity, humiliation,

Terror which made you clench your eyes, or pulse

Of happiness which quickened your despair.

Nothing can be forgotten, as I am not

Permitted to forget. . . .

The mind-reader “hankers” for his own oblivion in a fugue-like return
 to the opening Homeric account––of the lost hat, wrench, and book at peace now, truly lost beyond the reach of ordinary human sight. But of course the mind-reader will not be allowed such peace; his see-through powers are always switched on. The only oblivion available to him begins (and also ends) with a small o, and it may be bought and consumed: vino rosso e bianco: “Ah, you have read my mind. One more, perhaps… / A mezzo-litro. Grazie, professore.”

So the poem ends, in seeming diminuendo after some rousing chords. But wait! What does the magus mean when he accuses the professore of reading his mind? Of course! The entire poem is an American professor/poet’s attempt to read the Italian clairvoyant’s inner life, and this veggente was surely wise to the invasion as it was taking place, just as he is always on to those who sit at his table. The fact that Wilbur imports his own Anglican religious touchstones––the tag from the Anglican communion, the sparrow from Shakespeare––gives away his game: In the process of his sympathetic and highly particularized imagining of the clairvoyant’s abilities, miseries, and limitations, Wilbur himself receives a glimpse, a frisson, from a character he has partially created, of what it might feel like to enter the mind of god. He has done so through what he clearly sees as the god-given gift of poetry.
 

At one point the veggente wonders if he might miss something that would reveal a hidden goodness in his trespassing ‘communicants.’ Does god worry also that he himself might miss something redeeming––or is it only we the guilty and defenseless who worry that he’ll miss something exculpatory? In the climactic riff of the poem (of which I quote only those lines that carry the argument forward) Wilbur, through his anglicized seer, imagines how god experiences us:






Faith, justice, valor,

All those reputed rarities of soul

Confirmed in marble by our public statues––

You may be sure they are rare indeed

Where the soul mopes in private, and I listen.

Sometimes I wonder if the blame is mine,

If through a sullen fault of the mind’s ear

I miss a resonance in all their fretting.

Is there some huge attention, do you think,

Which suffers us and is inviolate,

To which all hearts are open, which remarks

The sparrow’s weighty fall, and overhears

In the worst rancor a deflected sweetness?

I should be glad to know it.

That Wilbur means the infinite attention of god’s mind as an alternative kind of grace that differs from the redeeming passion of Christ is implied by the word I’ve italicized in his question: “Is there some huge attention, do you think, / Which suffers us and is inviolate?” So used the word suffers recalls the New Testament Greek verb for the passion of Christ, pathon. God passions us through the generosity of Christ’s sacrifice. A god enduring our sinning minds is a far less extreme, but perhaps more comprehensible, counterpart to Christ suffering us/suffering for us, on the cross. The father now joins the son, according to the parable that Wilbur’s poem works out, so that he “suffers” the entirety of human sin through his total access to human thought processes.

By finding—in this punctilious, drunken, lecherous, half-charlatan seer—a local habitation, an analogy, for the openness of all minds to god, Wilbur brings the existential unhappiness of god and man into a relationship. In sympathizing with the gentle veggente we sympathize with god. This trope may risk blasphemy, but its bravery is breathtaking. 

/DROP/Wilbur once told me that “The Mind-Reader” was conceived in roughly the same era as his other Roman poems, but that it took him “decades” before the concept ripened and then many more months before the poem was complete. If so, then it is no accident that one of its central themes is present in the two famous rhymed stanzaic poems he wrote in the mid fifties: “For the New Railway Station in Rome” and “A Baroque Wall-Fountain in the Villa Sciarra.” 

Like “The Mind-Reader,” whose god possesses a human sensibility to which sinners seeking reassurance can relate, these earlier poems offer an appreciation of man’s relation to god as an inescapably collaborative enterprise; Christ’s hand didn’t write the Gospels, for instance, his believers’ hands (and maybe one doubter’s hand
) did. Wilbur’s rendering of this kind of human-divine collaboration raises the stakes of every poem in which he asserts it, especially in the two I’m about to discuss.

Wilbur makes even more splendid use of fugue form in “For the New Railway Station”; the god of its first stanza returns to preside over humankind’s heavenly destination in its last stanza. The poet begins by denying that pilgrims to the holy city should gloat at the triumph of Christianity over its pagan ancestor, whose imperial might lies collapsed in ruins. He denies that “God is praised / By hurt pillars,” or that the leveling of man’s ambitious structures is god’s way of reminding us of his pre-eminence and our futility and insignificance. Proof that there is something divine in purely secular architectural grandeur, Wilbur explains, can be found in the new Stazione Termini, Rome’s post-World War II railway station. He celebrates its structure, and the rightness of its placement next to an ancient ruined wall, in stanzas whose inclusive, outreaching lines convey the physical forms of such inspired human creativity:

See from the travertine

Face of the office block, the roof of the booking-hall

Sails out into the air beside the ruined

Servian Wall,

Echoing in its light

And cantilevered swoop of reinforced concrete

The broken profile of these stones, defeating

That defeat

And straying the strummed mind,

By such a sudden chord as raised the town of Troy,

To where the least shard of the world sings out

In stubborn joy,

“What city is eternal

But that which prints itself within the groping head

Out of the blue unbroken reveries

Of the building dead?

“What is our praise or pride

But to imagine excellence, and try to make it?

What does it say over the door of Heaven

But homo fecit?

Wilbur has caught some grief for making so much out of so “pedestrian” a venue as a “booking-hall”
 and for the clever plays on words in the two final stanzas: first, the “blue” “prints” that convey the architect’s vision to those who construct this new and excellent creation; and second, the Latin/English pun that jumps from the rhyme sounds––“make it,” “fake it”––in the antepenultimate and ultimate lines. To some these puns seem pure bathos, a boarding and sinking of an otherwise dignified classical Latin phrase with a homophonic, atheistic undercutting:  How does Wilbur mean that man both makes and fakes heaven?

Well, the statements that join the imagining of excellence and the imagining of heaven propose two facts of historical and metaphysical life: first, that humans have really “made” Heaven just as they have written Gospels that assert a world-transforming religious dispensation; and second, that since humans are not divine, a humanly imagined heaven, in all its splendor, is made of our hopeful guesswork. We regretfully acknowledge that it may be chimerical, may be, in fact, “fake.” 

As he approaches the final stanzas, Wilbur invokes the “building dead”––artists, particularly architects, (like Bramante, who first conceived the dome of St. Peter’s to mime the vaster one above it), and religious visionaries, (like Dante, who works out the devil’s realm in harrowing detail from the Aristotelian and Aquinian master plans)––artists whose “pride” in their work fuses with their “praise” of god. These stanzas comprise Wilbur’s most explicit and memorable aria celebrating human and godly collaboration: Human beings not only have imagined an excellent heaven and prescribed the conduct that attains it, they have created and populated that heaven by the sincerity of their belief and their actual conduct in a dangerous, corrupting, but also frequently glorious and rewarding, world.

The other Roman poem to examine human-divine collaboration, “A Baroque Wall Fountain in the Villa Sciarra,” takes as well the form of a fugue. It begins with a playfully detailed verbal sketch of the eponymous fountain, its endlessly replenished water falling to create a transparent shelter for mythical stone creatures––a faun and fauness and their pet goose––frozen in an eternal “saecular ecstasy.” Their easy happiness seems too simple and untroubled to be credible in a world where, more realistically, such exhilaration cannot be sustained. So Wilbur seeks an alternative model to which human beings should aspire. He finds one across town:

…Are we not

More intricately expressed

By the plain fountains that Maderna set

Before St. Peter’s––the main jet

Struggling aloft until it seems at rest

In the act of rising, until

The very wish of water is reversed,

That heaviness borne up to burst

In a clear, high, cavorting head, to fill


With blaze, and then in gauze

Delays, in a gnatlike shimmering, in a fine

Illuminated version of itself, decline,

And patter on the stones its own applause?

These magical lines condense the inner feeling of an aspiring life into a brilliant yet precarious (and finally losing) battle with the law of gravity: We are the water! says Wilbur here. So, were those drenched ecstatic fauns and their uninterrupted pleasures nothing more than a delicious myth? Wilbur wonders, and takes a second look. This time he sees their “humble insatiety” and interprets it as St. Francis might have, who saw the natural, physical phenomena of this world—from birds and animals to water and stones—to be as much god’s children as we are:

If that is what men are

Or should be, if those water-saints display

The pattern of our areté,

What of these showered fauns in their bizarre,

Spangled, and plunging house?

They are at rest in fulness of desire

For what is given, they do not tire

Of the smart of the sun, the pleasant water-douse

And riddled pool below,

Reproving our disgust and our ennui

With humble insatiety.

Francis, perhaps, who lay in sister snow

Before the wealthy gate

Freezing and praising, might have seen in this

No trifle, but a shade of bliss––

The land of tolerable flowers, that state

As near and far as grass

Where eyes become the sunlight, and the hand

Is worthy of water: the dreamt land

Toward which all hungers leap, all pleasures pass.

This “bliss” is as truly “humble” as the “shade of” St. Francis who imagined it: Human beings accepting kinship with the blameless but god-created “things of this world,” the water and grass and sunlight that might mistakenly be dismissed as “inanimate.” An identical use of St. Francis’ sense of kinship shows up in “For a New Railway Station,” where the “least shard of the world sings out / In stubborn joy” at the glorious rebuilding project that culminates in the ‘construction’ of heaven from human materials. Both these poems surge with measured joy toward their final resolutions––each a deeply felt, deeply thought-through, powerful vision, a questioning but finally a rewarded religious optimism.

A poem in which an optimistic sense of secular life is achieved against strong odds is “At Moorditch,” a late work published in 2000 in Mayflies.  It is unusual in several respects. It suggests Wilbur has had some familiarity with mental institutions. It takes issue with modern psychiatric treatment of depressive personalities. It draws upon the creative imagination for a better cure, a cure reminiscent of John Stuart Mill’s use of poems by Coleridge and Wordsworth to read himself out of what we would now call a nervous breakdown.
 As Roberts French wrote when calling my attention to “At Moorditch,” “If that is not a poem fully engaged with the complexities of this earthly existence, I am at a loss.”

The poem’s title is taken from Shakespeare’s Henry the Fourth, Part 1, Act 1, scene 2, in which Falstaff says, “What sayest thou to a hare, or the melancholy of Moor Ditch?” In a note to the poem Wilbur writes: “Moorditch seemed to me a good name for the sort of hospital where people are treated for depression.” In a brilliant dramatization of his predicament, Wilbur’s speaker talks back to the building that imprisons him.

“Now,” said the voice of lock and window-bar,

“You must confront things as they truly are.


Open your eyes at last and see

The desolateness of reality.”

“Things have,” I said, “a pallid, empty look,

Like pictures in an unused coloring book.”

“Now that the scales have fallen from your eyes,”

Said the sad hallways, “you must recognize


How childishly your former sight

Salted the world with glory and delight.”

“This cannot be the world,” I said. “Nor will it,

Till the heart’s crayon spangle and fulfill it.”

Wilbur uses the word spangle in the codas of both “At Moorditch” and “A Baroque Wall-Fountain” to convey the shimmer of a world responsive to our delight in it. Only two words provoke further comment in this bleak and bracing lyric, “childishly” and  “crayon,” both of which convey human triumph over gloomy institutional treatment based on a ‘grownup’ acceptance of reality’s desolation. Wilbur makes the way children “color” reality––with their instinctive capacity for wonder—his own, but there’s an echo here of Wordsworth’s formulation in “Tintern Abbey”: reality is the “mighty world / Of eye and ear” that we “half create / And [half] perceive.” 

/DROP/ A far more pervasive influence than Wordsworth’s on Wilbur is that of Robert Frost. Frost’s poem “Directive” might have provoked Wilbur to write “In Limbo.” Both thrum with a religious ground bass that can be sensed as their outwardly secular narratives record different kinds of debilitating confusion. As each poem develops, its undersong rises to become its main melody.
 The difference between the poems, as I later explain, is that Frost “directs” the reader to accept his own cure for the reader’s presumed spiritual confusion, while Wilbur deals with and cures his own personal crisis.

The title “In Limbo” may hold a pun, pointing us beyond temporary psychological disorientation to Dante’s state of irresolution, which keeps some souls from entering heaven. Wilbur begins by composing an eerie midnight medley of noises and voices that trouble a drowsy mind. The great conceit of the poem is to interpret this middle-aged insomnia as a wake-up call urging his fragmented soul to clear his wits, so that as “a mended soul” he may escape his ever more ominous personal limbo. 

Remembered night sounds connect the poet to past selves who still exert their claim on him: the boy in a seaside cottage; the soldier who hears tank treads rumbling by; the expatriate poet in a movie theater whose roof grinds open to admit a clear summer night; the lovesick adolescent bedeviled by pop tunes throbbing from a passing car. Wilbur’s hypnogogic disorientation––“How to know when one is, or where?”––provokes him to get his selves together; he prays aloud that all of them “parley and atone.” Atone is of course a potent spiritual word. Its obvious root meaning, to be at one—that is, for all these selves somehow to fuse—leads to its religious usage: to become “one with god,” and by so doing absorb divine strength into one’s own. And since god’s purity cannot be contaminated, sins are forgiven those who accept his grace. The poet’s prayer seems answered. He speaks thereafter in his own adult voice:

It is my voice which prays it; mine replies

With stammered passion or the speaker’s pause,

Rough banter, slogans, timid questionings––

Oh, all my broken dialects together;

And that slow tongue which mumbles to invent

The language of the mended soul is breathless,

Hearing an infant howl demand the world.

The process of reintegration is verbal and halting; the “slow tongue” seeking to mend “broken dialects” seems akin to a poet struggling to “invent the language” a poem requires. Suddenly, the inventing process is frozen by an infant’s howl. That infant is a real waking baby, very likely the poet’s own. Its outsize “howl” from “the nursery corner” leaves the poet’s composing tongue “breathless” as Wilbur perceives, in the crying child’s preemptive blare for attention, the Christ child at birth demanding sovereignty over our souls. Hearing Christ in the howling baby overwhelms and redirects the soul-mending operation. The opening lines of the next stanza are in a voice once again disoriented. But now a direct avenue upward from the bedroom opens,
 and god the father is now the presence Wilbur hears. In the following stanza Wilbur records what might be––he puts it into the interrogative mood––an aural impression of a sleeping god:

Someone is breathing. Is it I? Or is it

Darkness conspiring in the nursery corner?

Is there another lying here beside me?

Have I a cherished wife of thirty years?

Far overhead, a long susurrus,
 twisting

Clockwise or counterclockwise, plunges east,

Twin floods of air in which our flagellate cries,

Rising from love-bed, childbed, bed of death,

Swim toward recurrent day. And farther still,

Couched in the void, I hear what I have heard of,

The god who dreams us, breathing out and in.

The urgent questions convey the poet’s sleep-confused groping back toward his identity. Images from the physical reality of the scene follow: a sleeping wife; air swooshing through the heavens heading east (perhaps toward sunrise and the holy land). Then, propelled as if by flagellating sperm-like tails,
 the cries of man and wife—released from their lungs during birth, copulation, and death, the three most intense moments of human life (as T.S. Eliot enumerated them)—flood upward to enter and join the turbulent cyclonic air. 

The poet in limbo now hears god, “couched in the void,” a god who sustains life on earth through the very rhythm of his breathing. This sound, from overhead in the cosmic void, bridges the gap between physical reality and the existence of divinity, which he has till now only “heard of,” not heard. Every component of this sequence becomes a symbol, of either human souls reaching out toward god, or god reaching out toward humankind. Once again we have the collaboration of man and god, only this time it is an even more humanized god whose unconscious takes the initiative to “dream us.” 
The final stanza presents the poet’s act of waking in the morning as a choice––choosing to live, and in so doing to banish self-questioning: 

Out of all that I fumble for the lamp-chain.

A room condenses and at once is true––

Curtains, a clock, a mirror which will frame

This blinking mask the light has clapped upon me.

How quickly, when we choose to live again,

As Er once told, the cloudier knowledge passes!

I am a truant portion of the all

Misshaped by time, incorrigible desire

And dear attachment to a sleeping hand,

Who lie here on a certain day and listen

To the first birdsong, homelessly at home.

Belief palpably informs “In Limbo”’s last stanza. In it Wilbur has recovered his integrated and “mended” soul, and sees the face he took to bed staring back at him from the mirror. But the precariousness of his mendedness is signaled by his name for what is framed there: a “blinking mask” clapped to the head that once held a jumble of previous selves. Now, in order to stress the authenticity of his “atonement,” a coming to terms with that previous inner disorder, Wilbur invokes the authority of Plato:

How quickly, when we choose to live again,

As Er once told, the cloudier knowledge passes!

In the myth of Er, with which Plato’s Republic concludes, Er is a Greek soldier, believed killed in battle and placed on a bier, who recovers from this near-death experience with something astonishing to report: In a meadow between heaven and earth, the gods judge, punish, and reward the dead. Eventually the gods allow the dead to recycle themselves back to life through a complicated process that reads like something Dante might have written, so much of Dante’s morality and Hadean paraphernalia Plato anticipates. Each dead soul (including those of animals) is given a chance to return to earth and live a new life of his or her own choosing—as a tyrant, a recluse, a warrior, or even a swan or a lion. According to Plato’s Er, “They mostly chose according to their experience in their former lives.” But each contingent sent back to earth from Plato’s version of limbo (and here we see further justification for Wilbur’s title) must pause on The Plain of Oblivion and drink greater or lesser drafts from The River of Forgetfulness. Whoever drinks too much, Er reports, forgets everything.
 Wilbur’s compression of this complicated process of memory-cleansing to four words ––“the cloudier knowledge passes”––requires knowledge of Plato’s myth to drive home his point, which seems to be that once the poet awakes he forgets and puts behind him the confusion of those importuning earlier selves that kept him awake. He becomes simply himself. 

The forthright literary echo of Frost’s “Directive” is so exact that it can’t be misinterpreted. The first line of Wilbur’s final stanza, “Out of all that I fumble…” closely resembles the first line of Frost’s” “out of all this now too much for us.” Frost’s syntax in “Directive” has a sinuous and portentous complexity. The entire poem is framed as a parable whose intent can be briefly stated: Backwards in time from “all this” overwhelming confusion of modern life is an earlier, simpler rural world, one where the village culture and the childhood culture merge; let me evoke that place and time for you. Immerse yourself in my poem; at its end you will find a Grail in the form of a broken playhouse goblet (whose significance you might not grasp, just as those who hear Christ’s parables but remain unwilling to ‘lose their lives’ to Christ will miss their intent). Now drink these waters from your own and our nation’s restorative past; that drink will make you sane, clear-minded and whole. The poem concludes, “Here are your waters and your watering place. / Drink and be whole again beyond confusion.” His insistence that his readers give him their exclusive attention suggests that Frost’s poetry itself, which is so infused with the New England landscape he so lovingly presents in “Directive,” is the inexhaustible watering place he offers his readers.

Like “Directive,” “In Limbo” offers an exit from spiritual confusion. But unlike Frost’s poem, with its (uncharacteristic) condescension at those not smart or educated enough to solve Frost’s riddle, and who thus are denied salvation,
 Wilbur’s poem is an account of how salvation occurs in his world, within felt objects and sensations, uncontaminated by any obtrusive doctrine, but driven by powerful sensations of divinity.

For Wilbur the way out of confusion is not via an analogy to achieving a Christian’s vita nova; it is a more direct formulation of his own place in the cosmos. He ‘finds himself’ by acknowledging he is a “truant portion of the all,” an irrevocable being of the cosmos—and yet still shaped and driven by human feelings—who is “misshapen” by three forces: time, desire, and love. The poem’s last three words, “homelessly at home,” capture his dilemma: He has two homes. And he cannot live simultaneously in both, except by acknowledging their claims on him in the lines of a poem. 

/DROP/Beds and sleep and dreaming figure often in Wilbur’s poems, a consequence in part of his studies as a young man of Poe,
 for whom nocturnal experience was also crucial. The bed as a place where truth awaits us makes an unforgettable appearance in one of Wilbur’s finest poems, written in his eighth decade, “This Pleasing Anxious Being.” In it he takes us to the brink of life, where he will see “in good time, the bedstead at whose foot / The world will swim and flicker and be gone.”

The poem’s title, Wilbur tells us in a note, comes from the twenty-second stanza of Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.” If we read that poem and parse its twenty-second stanza, which follows, the true subject of Wilbur’s poem––and the context in which we are invited to judge it––rises into view. 

For who to dumb Forgetfulness a prey,

This pleasing anxious being e’er resigned,

Left the warm precincts of the cheerful day,

Nor cast one longing lingering look behind?

To paraphrase Gray’s compressed eighteenth-century diction: What dying person, about to be silently forgotten by his community, ever departed from his pleasing anxious existence, ever left the cheerful family life around him, without looking back, longing to remain?

Each of the three sections in Wilbur’s “This Pleasing, Anxious Being” examines a moment in the poet’s early life. Each scene is viewed from a slightly raised vantage that, combined with the poem’s gentle but pervasive consciousness of death’s approach, evokes the posthumous tone of Gray’s newly deceased villager. Wilbur’s recurrent strategy is to look back and feel time pulsing forward. That feeling of immersion in life’s flow is contrasted with photography and painting, artistic genres which often influence our memories by reifying and lifting them from their contexts. Wilbur begins abruptly with a glimpse of his family’s dinner table on a day in the 1920s:

1

In no time you are back where safety was,

Spying upon the lambent table where

Good family faces drink the candlelight

As in a manger scene by de La Tour.

Father has finished carving at the sideboard

And mother’s hand has touched a little bell,

So that, beside her chair, Roberta looms

With serving bowls of yams and succotash.

When will they speak, or stir? They wait for you 

To recollect that, while it lived, the past

Was a rushed present, fretful and unsure.

The muffled clash of silverware begins,

With ghosts of gesture, with a laugh retrieved,

And the warm, edgy voices you would hear:

Rest for a moment in that resonance.

But see your small feet kicking under the table,

Fiercely impatient to be off and play.

What the octogenarian poet spies, hovering overhead, is at first a reassuring happiness: “good family faces” illuminated by candlelight and compared, via the allusion to La Tour’s nativity painting, to Joseph, Mary, and the baby Jesus. (Is Wilbur introducing a premonition of turbulence? Wasn’t this holy family the least safe on earth after the birth of Jesus?) A maid, having been summoned by the mother’s bell, “looms / With serving bowls.” The family sits, unnaturally frozen in the lines of verse, waiting until “ghosts of gestures” from the poet’s memory disturb the artificial tableau, the place “where safety was.” Wilbur then recollects that while actually living it, the “past was a rushed present, fretful and unsure,” and that as a child he was anxious to bolt from it.

The poem’s second section is set at the beach. Two artifacts provide a frame: a photo of a picnic party and a painting, in progress, of the surf, the work presumably of Wilbur’s artist father.

2

The shadow of whoever took the picture

Reaches like Azrael’s across the sand

Toward grown-ups blithe in black and white, encamped

Where surf behind them floods a rocky cove.

They turn with wincing smiles, shielding their eyes

Against the sunlight and the future’s glare,

Which notes their bathing caps, their quaint maillots,

The wicker picnic hamper then in style,

And will convict them of mortality.

Two boys, however, do not plead with time,

Distracted as they are by what?––perhaps

A whacking flash of gull-wings overhead––

While off to one side, with his back to us,

A painter, perched before his easel, seeing

The marbled surges come to various ruin,

Seeks out of all those waves to build a wave

That shall in blue summation break forever.

These lines invite a bit of close reading: Wilbur’s grammatical economy, which pairs the nouns “sunlight” and “glare,” enables the verb “notes” to acquire not only perceptive power, but also to confer backwards on “glare” the judging and killing force of time itself. That word “glare”––an unusual personification––portrays the future as a glowering prosecutor/judge who uses the photo as evidence to “convict” the people it captures “of mortality.” Wilbur thus exposes a strange though mundane aspect of our culture’s affection for the family photo album. These Kodaks of yesteryear exert over time their power to preserve, and to doom, their human subjects.

Also present, within the very photo Wilbur describes, is something that transcends a photo’s ability to freeze time: Wilbur’s father the artist, painting a wave. What his father sees, as the poet recalls it, is “the marbled surges [coming] to various ruin.” Though “marbled surges” nicely catches the white inlay of foam within the swelling darker water, it also involves us in real and historical time by connecting the waves to their imminent breaking or “ruin,” as if the wave were an artifact. Which of course it is becoming on the canvas. If one word choice can characterize Wilbur’s unflagging resourcefulness at the most critical moments in this poem, it is “summation.” The welling up of the water just before it breaks is a “summation,” but artist and ocean also come together in that word: The artist’s imagination sums up those many waves from reality’s repertoire to paint and preserve the perfect one. Here is a beach scene, unlike the photo’s, that has literally no downside, no mortal undertow.

In the third and final section of the poem Wilbur continues to frame events through the play of artistic technology. The swift cuts from one scene to the next are cinematic; the word “flicker” in the last line so reminds us:

3

Wild, lashing snow, which thumps against the windshield,

Like earth tossed down upon a coffin-lid,

Half clogs the wipers, and our Buick yaws

On the black roads of 1928.

Father is driving; Mother, leaning out,

Tracks with her flashlight beam the pavement’s edge,

And we must weather hours more of storm

To be in Baltimore at Christmastime.

Of the two children in the backseat, safe

Beneath a lap-robe, soothed by jingling chains

And by their parents’ pluck and gaiety,

One is asleep. The other’s half-closed eyes

Make out at times the dark hood of the car

Ploughing the eddied flakes, and might foresee

The steady chugging of a landing craft

Through morning mist to the bombarded shore,

Or, a deft prow that dances through the rocks

In the white water of the Allagash,

Or in good time, the bedstead at whose foot

The world will swim and flicker and be gone.

Wilbur’s cinematic focus seems to imply: What we see is all we know, the rest is inference; our lives are films that, like poems, flash forward and must always end. Plunging toward Baltimore through lashing snow, the car’s momentum through the dark roadscape gives the child a foretaste of the thrust he will ride through (and finally out of) time. Wilbur dissolves this thrust into three other vehicles, all relevant because they too imparted an awareness of danger and mortality to the pleasing, anxious being who once rode in them. The black hood of the yawing and plowing Buick dissolves first into the landing craft that carried the poet to a besieged Italian beach in 1944; then into the “deft prow” braving the stomach-churning rapids of the Allagash, then into the bed in which he will die. So the family car is transformed into a ship of death, crossing imagined waters. One final instance of Wilbur’s precision is his construction of its last sentence. It is the world that “will swim and flicker and be gone,” not the pleasing anxious being. Thus Wilbur quietly asserts his belief in an immortal soul.

Implied in the foresight Wilbur projects on his earlier self––the boy with “half-closed eyes” who “might foresee” the dangers and death that lie ahead as snow thumps the windshield like clods on a coffin-lid––is a prefiguration that has the feel of predestination. The entire poem, like the father’s breaking wave, is a summation––of mortality as an invisible tidal force that shapes and darkens the son’s vivid childhood memories. Where those memories lead reminds us of the most famous line Gray wrote, a line also from his Churchyard Elegy: “The paths of glory lead but to the grave.”  

To this point I have argued that when Wilbur writes poems that involve his spiritual beliefs he takes the risks that critics throughout his career have urged on him. Sometimes in a seemingly secular setting an article of spiritual belief is hinted at; sometimes it can be reliably inferred. But there is one poem whose Christian source springs into full view, and does so when a single word strips off its secular cover and declares its divine provenance.
 This poem is “The Sleepwalker.” Wilbur again uses the ambience of night-time disorientation and dream imagery to lift the mask that hides god’s face. The following excerpt begins with the third stanza:

In a room like this a harrowing

Dream takes shape, although he can’t yet tell

Whether abductors keep him here

Or foes without besiege him.

Afoot now in that dream,

He moves through half-familiar shapes, though shapes

Made vague as if by attic-dust

Or oxides undersea,

Until a doorknob’s glint

Alert’s him, and the opening door reveals

Obsidian gloom from which emerge

Eight shoe-tips in a row.

After shutting the door on the “bodiless surveillance” that rises invisibly from the row of his own shoes––a vision of a closet’s inhabitants akin to Yeats’s “worst” apparition, “a coat upon a coat-hanger”
––the sleepwalker shakes off the dream and later, while on an errand:

His mood will briefly yield

To an odd notion like an undertow,

A sense that he is mortally

Beset, and in need of ransom.

My didactic emphasis, promoting “ransom” for its brilliance from plain text to bold, suggests the word’s true stature, though 90-point bold text might not truly measure it. Wilbur has quietly traced a psychologically generated anxiety as it carries over into woken existence. His sleepwalker remains somehow still kidnapped, still in custody––though ostensibly he’s walking around free of night cares. But he is not free. Something still pulls him under as he moves about; something persuades him that he remains in mortal danger. This fear is so strong that he “senses” his abductors haven’t been paid. Wilbur has found a new and compelling way to remind us that ransom was an early synonym for redemption:
 If the source of the mortal danger derives from Christian guilt for sins unredeemed, the ransom must be paid by Christ. All of this theology quietly simmers below the poem’s surface, but then booms a loud spondaic note through its last word.

Such an interpretation places a huge weight on the power of metaphor. But inherent in Wilbur’s poetic is his trust in the power of metaphor to cross him over, to let him hear in the words of our common world messages from a world he has only “heard of,” as he says in “In Limbo.”  Wilbur’s most informative declaration of his confidence that metaphors, as poets use them, have religious significance came in a 1968 interview conducted by Joan Hutton (in Butts, 53-54), in which Wilbur states unequivocally that metaphor itself is ineluctably divine because of its very nature: 

…I think Stevens once said that he regarded the essential thing in poetry as comparison. Metaphor would be the highest-voltage kind of comparison. I suspect that that is what most poets are up to although you can think of exceptions. Most poets are up to the enforcing of such resemblances as they see as having some truth in them. This is one reason why I’ve always felt, and annoyingly said, that poetry is essentially religious in its direction. I know a lot of people, poets, who are not consciously religious, but find themselves forever compromised by their habit of asserting the relevance of all things to each other. And poetry being a kind of truth-telling (it’s pretty hard to lie in poetry), I think that these people must be making, whether they like it or not, what are ultimately religious assertions. … If the medium is the message––then I think that all poets are sending religious messages because poetry is, in such great part, the comparison of one thing to another; or the saying, as in metaphor, that one thing is another. And to insist, as all poets do, that all things are related to each other, comparable to each other, is to go toward making an assertion of the unity of all things. … I mean that poetry makes order and asserts relations (sometimes of a surprising kind) out of a confidence in ultimate order and relatedness. Nothing more orthodox than that.

So therefore the serendipity of finding le métaphore juste is a manifestation of some possibly divine, but undoubtedly pervasive, coherence. 

We are free (some would say obligated) to balk at believing the power to connect things through metaphor is somehow a proof of “the unity of all things,” or that god created both the unity and the power to understand it through metaphor and other mental faculties. But if metaphor is poetic self-deception––a kind of unconscious lying––where does that leave poetry, and us? To answer this question is well beyond my pay grade. But it does seem to me that Wilbur’s claims cannot be summarily dismissed.
 If we agree he may be right, don’t we accept the possibility that a primary human enterprise, the creation of metaphor and all the arts that metaphor animates, this global vocation that enlists a motley crew ranging from fanatic believers to those who adamantly believe in nothing, may be implicit and continuous proof that we are pervaded by something divine? The alternative, when I put Wilbur’s theory to a very wise, very accomplished, no-nonsense poet and thinker, came back bleak. “Positing the existence of god on the power of metaphor––especially as all metaphors break down somewhere, and not far from where they began, even Donne’s, sounds like a stretch.” Like a stretch? Does it take one hell of a metaphoric forehand volley to shoot another down? Or will a sly backhanded simile from the baseline do the trick? What a post modern doozy of a dilemma. Well, if the price of rejecting Wilbur’s logic is that we must admit the incurable fallibility of metaphor, god save us. 
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� Donald Junkins, Philip White, Roberts French and James Scully contributed materially both to the focus and the accuracy of this essay. My wife Mary Bagg edited and reorganized it through many drafts into a far more cogent work than it would have been without her indispensable collaboration.


� The accuracy of this judgment may be tested by spending an hour or so thumbing through a comprehensive anthology of contemporary poetry, such as the Norton Anthology of Modern and Contemporary Poetry, third edition. (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2003), particularly Vol 2 Contemporary Poetry.


� In 1966 Wilbur told Paul McNight and Gary Houston that the only effective classroom approach to literature, in his view, was close reading. “I know that there’s a lot of objection to ‘so-called’ close reading as a teaching technique. It seems to me that that’s about all you can do in class, unless you resort to a lot of generally irrelevant historical and biographical background….[W]hat you can do…is to analyze [a poem] in the light of what it seems to be trying to do, with a maximum of sympathy, and then…read the poem over and hope to read back into it all that you’ve taken out of it in the way of analytic conclusions and paraphrase. Bury the paraphrase in the original.” (Butts, 40). 


� The exclusivity of the Norton anthology mentioned in my first note raises another issue here. The volume’s chief editor, Jahan Ramazani, effectively demotes Wilbur to minor-poet status (for those who only come to know the poet through this anthology) by choosing, out of the eight poems he allows Wilbur, only one, “Love Calls Us to the Things of This World,” that shows Wilbur at his magnificent best. He includes none of the seven poems, among Wilbur’s most ambitious, discussed here. Ramazani’s act of curatorial sabotage matters in our time, since the Norton volumes are likely to remain the most frequently assigned in our colleges and universities.


� Partisan Review 23 (Fall, 1956):545-553.


� “A View of Three Poets,” Partisan Review 18 (November-December, 1951:691-700), although I most likely read the review in Jarrell’s Poetry and the Age (New York: Knopf, 1953), where it was later reprinted as “Three Poets.” In a 1964 interview with Robert Frank and Stephen Mitchell (Butts, 22) Wilbur speculated that Jarrell’s canard derived from his own abandonment of formal poetry in favor of “longer narrative poems in comparatively relaxed rhythms;” and that Jarrell accused Wilbur of “settling for ‘short gains’” because he wasn’t “running on” at Jarrell’s length.


� At least two other long poems, “Walking to Sleep” and “Lying” could also have been used to argue my case. But they are very complex and would have made this essay nearly monograph length. They also have each received explication on which I could not improve, “Lying’ by David Sofield, in Under Criticism: Essays for William H. Pritchard, David Sofield & Herbert F. Tucker, Eds. (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1998), pp. 291-309; “Walking to Sleep” by Philip White in Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 41, No. 4, Winter 1995, pp. 249-265.


� The Sacristy. A restaurant of the same name still occupies the same space directly opposite the Pantheon.


� Moore’s question and its answer might have been phrased in Italian as follows: “Dovè il mio fratello Daniello?” “Non vedo suo fratello Daniello in questo momento; ma non te le prendere, ricevera notizie da lui meno di un anno.”


� “A Conversation with Richard Wilbur” in Image: A Journal of the Arts and Christianity, retrieved Jan. 30, 2005 from http://www.imagejournal.org/back/012/wilbur_interview.asp


� I am indebted to Edgecombe (123) for identifying the exact Italian word for Wilbur’s character.


� Two major critics of Wilbur, Bruce Michelson (113-120) and Rodney Stenning Edgecombe (122-125), note this transparency but fail to attend to its literal meaning. Both critics respond appreciatively to the poem’s richness and ambition, but Michelson limits it to an allegory of the poet and his creation while Edgecombe limits it to an allegory of an existentialist’s resentment at being flooded with the ineluctable squalor of human reality. Both, I believe, miss Wilbur’s ultimate daring, clues to which pepper the poem and coalesce in its title.


�  God sees “not as a man seeth; for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the LORD looketh on the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7); “Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? And one of them shall not fall to the ground without your Father” (Matthew 10:29); “There is special providence in the fall of a sparrow” (Hamlet V ii); “Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts” (Anglican Collect of Communion, Book of Common Prayer). 


� Wilbur’s predilection for the fugue form, in which themes introduced at the start reappear in different and developed modalities, fits his intellectual habit of seeking a redefinition, a revised understanding, of our (mis)conceptions by first stating the erroneous idea, refuting it in the course of the poem, and then restating it correctly at poem’s end. This intellectual procedure was endemic in the freshman-writing course taught at Amherst College during his years there. 


� I happened to be seated on a stage behind Wilbur the first time he read “The Mind-Reader” in public (at Amherst College in 1972). I noticed (what the audience could not, as the canted lectern concealed the speaker’s text and hands) that Wilbur’s hands shook slightly throughout his reading of it, though his voice did not. This nervousness I assumed at the time was anxiety concerning the poem’s reception by its first hearers; as I came to understand the poem better I wondered whether Wilbur’s anxiety might have been for its reception Elsewhere.


� The “apocryphal” Gospel of Thomas. See Pagels, Elaine.  Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas. New York: Vintage Books, 2004, for an absorbing discussion of its contents and provenance, its significance and its authenticity.


� “Man made.”


� Edgecomb (85) writes, “/S/omething there is that doesn’t like a paean to a railway booking hall.”


� John Stuart Mill, Autobiography, Chapter 5: A Crisis in My Mental History. One Stage Onward, in The Norton Anthology of English Literature, sixth Edn, vol. 2, (New York: Norton, 1993), pp. 1022-30.


� “In Limbo” has benefited from detailed attention by both Michelson (20-28) and Edgecombe (129-130), without whose discussion my own would not have been possible.


� It may not be a coincidence that Wilbur mentions in the first stanza that the Cinema Vascello had a sliding roof opening to the stars; the poem’s bedroom acquires a similar dramatic openness to the heavens in stanzas four and five. When in Rome in the fall of 2004 I discovered that the Cinema Vascello has lost its sliding roof, but that the Cinema Pasquino in Trastevere still has one.


� Heard in this word, which means a whirling surge of air in the lower atmosphere, may be an echo of “surcease,” another way of imagining release from sin.


� Note the clockwise and counterclockwise spiraling of the sperm in his lines about the flagellate cries rising “from love bed, childbed, bed of death.”


� Michelson (25-26) is particularly good on the great inclusive range of meaning “flagellate” carries in this poem; he also offers a sensible outline of the poem seen as a sequence of real events.


� Great Dialogues of Plato, trans. W.H.D. Rouse (New York: New American Library, 1984) p. 420. See also Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vols. 5 & 6 translated by Paul Shorey, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969). The Republic 10.621a: “/T/hey all journeyed to the Plain of Oblivion [Lethe], through a terrible and stifling heat, for it was bare of trees and all plants, and there they camped at eventide by the River of Forgetfulness, whose waters no vessel can contain. They were all required to drink a measure of the water, and those who were not saved by their good sense drank more than the measure, and each one as he drank forgot all things.”


� “I have kept hidden in the instep arch / Of an old cedar at the waterside / A broken drinking goblet like the Grail / Under a spell so the wrong ones can’t find it, / So can’t get saved, as Saint Mark says they musn’t.”  (from “Directive” in Robert Frost, Collected Poems, Prose and Plays (New York: The Library of America, 1995, p. 342.)


� See the essays on Poe in Wilbur’s two prose collections, Responses and The Catbird’s Seat.


� The liveliest words in a Wilbur poem are those that exfoliate as we read, in mid-comprehension if you will, to become different words entirely, possessed of a new meaning that opens a vista, reminds us of an unseen, neglected, or suppressed significance. 


� W. B. Yeats, “The Apparitions,” in The Poems: A New Edition. Richard J. Finneran, ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1983), p. 344.


� See Milton’s Paradise Lost, x. 6x: “Sending thee … his Mediator … Both Ransome and Redeemer vouluntarie.”


� Wilbur wrote to Peter Dale (Dale, 22) during their epistolary interview, “I find sanctimony and cocksure atheism equally disagreeable.”


� So let me commit my hubris down here in 10 point. Wilbur’s proposition is of a class that twentieth-century philosophers, starting with Wittgenstein, lit into as untestable and thus by their lights invalid. So let me propose some ways to test it. Let a dedicated group of MFA students, seeking to ride the next wave or wield the very sharpest cutting edge, agree to write poems sans metaphor. Let their published results be examined for any light they might throw on Wilbur’s contention. Let the brightest and feistiest critic around work up a few of Wilbur’s own metaphors as thought experiments. For instance, can one or more of his metaphors be disproven in some wise? If so, what would the word “disproven” mean in that context? Suppose we focused on the “ransom” metaphor in “The Sleepwalker.” Its “connection,” of the kind at issue here, is between the memory of a troubling dream of abduction and a thoroughly conscious but still fugitive sense that he is still under deadly threat, that he needs someone to ransom him. On the one hand it is perfectly natural to “connect” these quasi-visceral fears with the doctrinally implanted fear of damnation a Christian believer might feel; Wilbur might even agree that both the dream and its after-twinge could be construed as evidence that our nervous systems have been genetically programmed to receive such messages. On the other hand, a debunker could argue that all the fears involved are groundless and have no basis in reality; there is no need of ransom, no need to fear damnation. At which point the debunker might wish to start from scratch to explain the entire range of human mental and physical behavior without recourse to any but proven hypotheses. Because we are all deeply implicated within an almost infinite number of different systems of belief, how would such an investigator explain our susceptibility to believing we are part of one, let alone many larger systems that give meaning to what happens to us? A more insidious question may be: Is the Will to Disbelieve strong enough to preserve us from the atheist’s fate worse than death—immortality?
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