Reed Whittemore: The Dark Comedian

By Merrill Leffler


Reviewing Reed Whittemore's The Boy from Iowa some years ago, the British poet Thom Gunn called him "the funniest living poet.” "Funny" derives from early Modern English fon, “to make a fool of” or “to fool with.” And in Whittemore’s ten books of poetry, from Heroes & Heroines in 1946 to The Past, The Future, The Present in 1990, many of his poems do make you laugh out loud through their fooling around. Take "Alfred Lord Tennyson,” for example, a poem that must have been set into motion when Whittemore read that Tennyson’s father gave his young son half a guinea and said, “This is all that you will ever make from poetry." Tennyson, of course, went on to become achieve wealth and fame, beginning with a sinecure as Poet Laureate from 

Queen Victoria.

Alfred was a ninny 

With his father's half guinea. 

He didn't make more 

Till he was thirty-four, 

And what he got then 

Was a gift from the Queen 

For having a bit 

Of a deficit.

Tennyson is satirized with rhymes that bring this most humorless of poets low: "Fred's fortunes sailed / Up, up / With Morgan and Krupp,” Whittemore writes in short line couplets that continually deflate. With a final stroke of wicked comedy, he ends: "With considerable bother / He had shown his father / You never can tell / What will sell.”


Whittemore's target is pretension — his poems cannot help but puncture that which makes too much of itself. "If there is anything in the bloody world he disliked, as he sat alone in the bloody world in his rocking chair, / Reformers were it," he writes in the long-lined "The Conservative.” Much of that sharp puncturing is often self-directed. Poem after poem turns on his worry about his own seeming pretension or portentousness or self-importance. Some examples:

I have been busy writing a terribly critical

Piece on the nature of poetry.

Poets should never do this. They should look out,

Not in. They should be terribly

Vital, as I understand it, not as my piece

Is, lethal. God forbid. All the same

I have been writing my piece and when I have finished

I shall rest a few days, then revise and revise it.

God forbid.



(from 'Notes on a Certain Terribly Critical Piece")

His very first verses were cleverly

Built, and the market boomed.

Some of the world's most critical

Consumers looked, and consumed.

Lines off his line became smoother

And smoother as more and more

Know-how came in the window

And verses rolled out the door.



(from "The Lines of an American Poet")

So the artist must leave these woods now. For that,

He takes a last walk in the wood: what is the news, woods?

And the woods reply in their woodsy way that the news

Is woods, woods.

He hears the news, notes it down and walks back

To his shirts and sweaters while out of the sky

Art in its arty way keeps saying: goodbye.



(from "The Departure")


And in "Clamming,” probably Whittemore's most anthologized poem, the poet goes clamming with his young son, which brings him to a reflection on how as a youngster he went clamming. Like the Matthew Arnold of "Dover Beach" who looks out over the English Channel and philosophizes about the "eternal note of sadness,” the narrator here meditates philosophically as well: "The self, what a brute it is. It wants, wants. / It will not let go of its even most fictional grandeur! But must grope, grope down in the muck of its past / For some little squirting life and bring it up tenderly / To the lo and behold of death. . . ." But unlike Arnold, he steps back from what he suddenly realizes is his hi-falutin' philosophizing with a self-ridicule:

Son, when you clam

Watch out for the tides and take care of yourself,

Yet no great care,

Lest you care too much and brag of the caring

And bore your best friends and inhibit your children and sicken

At last into opera on somebody's sandbar. Son, when you clam,

Clam.


These qualities of irony, wit, and satire in Whittemore's poetry are generally rare among first-rate modern American poets. Why? Are they not profound enough for serious poetry? Is there a purposeful exclusion? If there are answers, they may be complex and have something to do with the Puritan foundation of our culture. Irony and satire can of course be deceptive, masking that which is not always evident on the poem's surface — a seriousness at the center, sometimes melancholic and powerfully nostalgic for something which is not easily named, something that can only be implied. It may have to do with the feeling of lost promises, promises that have been betrayed by just about everything in modern life, from society to poetry to the poet himself.


Reed Whittemore's poems often have the feel of talky meditations — sometimes lyrical, often narrative — of a mind that reacts to each day's perturbation, getting up each morning and going off to teach the "Mercantile Main Street Babbitt/ Bourgeois barbaric faces" to the demands of family life to the banalities of American commercialism to the fierce mindlessness that can attend middle-class routine. On the other hand, an understated moral fervor in his work gives direction to the seemingly quirky paths the poems travel from satire to anger to bitterness but, importantly, to submerged feelings of care and sentiment. It is a path that owes itself, like so much modern poetry, to the geography marked out by Wordsworth, Whitman and William Carlos Williams. But where Whittemore separates himself from so many of his contemporaries is his indebtedness to the spirit of Byron. I don't mean this as any direct influence as much as a sensibility.


It is the Byron of Don Juan, the long narrative tale of an innocent young man and his many encounters with women and others, as narrated with a sophisticated urbanity. It is the Byron who at the beginning of a stanza is capable of inhaling the world's grandeur without irony and by its end is launching darts of mockery at such lofty — once more, the pretentious — feeling. It is the Byron as well, whose yearning self would like to believe that poetry is, as Shelley wrote, "the unacknowledged legislator of the world" but whose skeptical other self mocks such claims. "When a boy tells me that he's a prophet/ I tell him to stop it," Whittemore writes in another poem. Byron of course did not wear tweeds and was not a university professor; he did not shop in supermarkets; he did not apply for Guggenheims or go off to writers' conferences. He was not middle class where "the children shriek under his window" and the "days are a junkshop”:

the hours in fragments, 

His desk still cluttered with

coffee cups, Longfellow, stamps,

His room getting hotter and hotter,

And noises, distractions, chores, bills, visitors

Thrusting themselves upon him. 





(from "The Renaissance Man")


Inhabiting Whittemore's work is both the yearning for what could be and laughter at the naiveté of such yearning. And yet. In some recess of the self that we sometimes refer to as the soul, there is that something that cannot be put into words. And that something is present in all of Reed Whittemore's work, from the earliest published poems such as "Still Life”:

I must explain why it is that at night in my own house,

Even when no one's asleep, I feel I must whisper.

Thoreau and Wordsworth could call it an act of devotion;

Others would call it fright. It is probably

Something of both. In my living room there are matters

I'd rather not meddle with

Late at night.

There is underneath the work — even in the poetry of self deflation and ironic mocking - the tugging of reverence; it resides in the deeper structure from which the poems are made and gives them something much more substantial than wit and satire alone.

If there is love 

And I think there is 

It survives the saying only with difficulty

It needs prayer rather 

I will not play with it.

Again, that "something more" cannot be named — the French symboliste poet Mallarmé wrote that to name is to kill — for the poem itself, not its paraphrase, carries the complex feeling, as in the marvelous "Inventory.”

To pass through the season of loss and emerge with a good suit 

Is to thank God 

And take inventory.

The season of waiting is slow. 

The clouds hang listlessly.

Where the path bends into the woods 

From the meadow 

The light is a half light,

And one looks to the north to the hills, 

Which are blue. 

I will carry the meadow view 

Back to the city.

But the woods are close. They crowd in officiously, 

Shutting the heavens out. 

One sits in the sullenness 

With spiders.

I think that before I die I would like to live 

In my good suit 

In the meadow.


Some poets come to us as visionaries, speaking not of what we are but of what we can he, or giving us the voice of only their better or anguished selves. But some poets —Whittemore is among them — remind us of what we are and who do not sidestep the crazy, contradictory feelings that all of us, every day, experience. "The mind wears many hats, many different wares," Whittemore writes. “It is quick, slow, open, secret, crammed with jokes, prayers./ It knows not what it knows deep.” The depth in Reed Whittemore's work often comes in a seemingly lighthearted guise (or disguise). Reading his poems or hearing them aloud, we will often carry away with us their comedy, yes — they give us good cause to laugh at ourselves. But if we listen to the deeper voice, we will recognize in his work our authentic, many selves — our capacity for wonder and loopiness, solitude, chatter and reverence. In this recognition, I find a heartening solace and cheer.

