‘The sniff of the real’: An Appreciation of Thom Gunn

I first came across the work of Thom Gunn in Goeffrey Summerfield’s Worlds anthology which was the first book of poems I bought with my own money.  The book had a simple format: a short biographical essay by each poet explaining how they began writing poetry; a few (black and white) photographs showing the poet’s environment and life; then some poems.  (Why did they never make it into a series?).  

The line in my title is from the poem ‘Autobiography’:

The sniff of the real, that’s

what I’d want to get


      how it felt

to sit on Parliament 

Hill on a May evening

studying for exams         skinny

seventeen         dissatisfied

They immediately struck a chord (and still do).  I loved the way their movement on the page mirrored thought taking place, their simple and direct address reflecting back life which was full of ‘longing’ as the poem later has it, but, for all its dissatisfactions, ‘real’.  Here was a poet I could do business with.  Since he died in April of this year I’ve been reflecting on how those qualities seem to me key to Gunn’s work as a whole.  What you don’t get with Gunn is pretence of emotion, what Auden once called ‘dishonest poems…which express feelings or beliefs…its author never felt or entertained’.  In other words, Gunn is real, unflinchingly so, at times, in his portrayal of the ‘sniff’ of life as he lived and experienced it.

An early example of this is the poem ‘Lines from a Book’ (from The Sense of Movement (1957), in which the speaker thinks ‘of all the toughs through history’:

[I] thank heaven they lived, continually:

I praise the overdogs from Alexander

To those who wouldn’t play with Stephen Spender.

Their pride exalted some, some overthrew,

but was not vanity at last: they knew

that though the mind has got a place

It’s not in marvelling at its mirrored face

And evident sensibility.

An explicit rejection of life ‘inside the heart’ and praise for those whom ‘mere thought could be no satisfaction’ is the engine driving this poem.  It presents one of Gunn’s central themes, how ‘action’ is valued over ‘thought’.  This is, of course, ironic, in that the poem is, like much of Gunn’s early work, extremely formal, itself the product of a combination of thought and ‘will’.  That the poem seems to be arguing against the very thing it so cleverly embodies does not reduce the pleasure of reading it, nor its persuasiveness.

This combination, or to use a word from his poem ‘To Yvor Winters, 1955’, ‘balance’, between mind and body probably finds its most serene expression, both in range of subject matter and formal approaches, in the collection Moly (1971).  The ‘vaults that honeycomb the mind’ (‘For Signs’) are expanded via drugs (‘The Fair in the Woods’) and sexual freedom (‘Rites of Passage’, ‘The Colour Machine’), but also in some remarkable descriptions of nature (‘Flooded Meadows’, ‘Grasses’).  The lyric ‘Three’ is a case in point, where the poet observes a young family playing on the beach.  In a phrase which neatly sums up much of Gunn’s own enterprise, they are close to ‘the pull and risk’ of the ‘Pacific’s touch’.  The son


Swims as dogs swim.

Rushes his father, wriggles from his hold.

    His body, which is him,

Sturdy and volatile, runs off the cold.


Runs up to me:

Hi there hi there, he shrills, yet will not stop,

    For though continually

Accepting everything his play turns up


He still leaves it

And comes back to that pebble-warmed recess

     In which the parents sit,

At watch, who had to learn their nakedness.

The innocence (a very Gunn word) of one at play ‘accepting everything’, ‘naked but not ashamed’ in Biblical terms, is both ideal and impossible, the ‘learned’ nakedness of the boy’s parents a reminder that the body, with its faults and frailties is never escaped.  Moly’s crowning poem, ‘Sunlight’, personifies this further where ‘angry flaws’ in surfaces are ‘swallowed by the distance’ from the sun, where

It varies, moves, its concentrated fires

Are slowly dying –the image of persistence

Is an image, only, of our own desires:

Desires and knowledge touch without relating.

There is a delight in these lines, formally arresting, courtly almost, which, in the light of Gunn’s later work can be read as elegiac.  Again the word ‘touch’ is used, on this occasion to denote the actual lack of connection between the thing perceived and the thing desired.  This is one of poetry’s oldest subjects: that sated desire never lasts, and is itself decaying, our ‘knowledge’ of this offering little consolation: ‘and yet the sun outlasts us at the heart’.

A sense of betrayal by both mind and body occurs in ‘A Sketch of the Great Dejection’ form The Man with Night Sweats (1992):

My body insisted on restlessness


         having been promised love,

as my mind insisted on words

                having been promised the imagination.

So I remained alert, confused and uncomforted.

Much has been made of the way this book described and detailed the effects of AIDS upon men close to Gunn, as necessary and memorable a poetic response to personal crisis as Heaney’s in North.  The book’s fourth section, including the title poem and others such as ‘In Time of Plague’, ‘Lament’, ‘Terminal’, ‘Still Life’, ‘Words for some Ash’ and ‘The Reassurance’ are desolate in what they record, while remaining enduring examples of the lyric used to consoling, but never sentimental, effect.  This is true of the latter, a poem in which a dead friend returns in a dream:

And it was you, although

You were fleshed out again:

You hugged us all round then,

And gave your welcoming beam.

How like you to be kind,

seeking to reassure.

And, yes, how like my mind

To make itself secure.

While open to the dream, Gunn never loses sight of the dangers of self-deception.  This lack of pretence, that he refused to dissemble as he recorded the facts of his life, is, finally, what makes Gunn’s work so necessary.  ‘Don’t forget,’ he seems to be saying to his reader, ‘thoughts and actions are not always pretty, but that does not make them invalid’.  The work remains that of an individualist.  As he says in ‘Epitaph’, carved in the AIDS Memorial Grove at Golden Gate Park: ‘Walker within this circle, pause./ Although they all died of one cause,/ Remember how their lives were dense/ With fine, compacted difference’.

In his final book, Boss Cupid (2000), he looks back, a ‘survivor’ ‘recording so that I may later read/ Of what has happened, whether between sheets,/ or in post offices, or on the streets’ (In the Post Office’).  It is a book laced with the ‘sniff’ of the real, but tinged with a weary fatalism:

At least in the endeavour we translate

Our common ecstasy to a brief ascent


Of the complete, grasped, paradisal state

Against the wisdom pointing us the way (‘Saturday Night’).

There is also defiance there, and belief in poetry as a tool not for ‘wisdom’, but a place in which the visionary may be glimpsed.  Gunn did not allow himself these glimpses very often.  That he did so while describing a nightclub at 3 a.m. is very much in keeping with the spirit of his work.  In poems which celebrate and annotate the cerebral and physical, he matches his own description of his mentor and friend Yvor Winters, offering a good description of himself:

You keep both Rule and energy in view,

Much power in each, most in the balanced two:

Ferocity existing in the fence

Built by an exercised intelligence (‘To Yvor Winters, 1955’). 

Anthony Wilson

Exeter
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