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Perhaps more than any other Great American Poet, John Berryman ticks all the right boxes 
for being both oft-cited and rarely discussed: too self-obsessed, too white, too male, too 
privileged and too dead already. Even in his own lifetime, Berryman’s public defence of the 
jury who controversially awarded the inaugural Bollingden Prize in 1949 to Ezra Pound (by 
then in public consciousness as the fascist and the traitor, not Eliot’s better craftsman) left a 
lingering distaste – a sense of a poet whose political and public engagements were, at best, 
naïve. More generally, however, Berryman’s sympathies seemed at odds with the post-war 
and Vietnam generations out of which the counterculture sprang, and whose sensibilities 
were far removed from the old vanguard of American Modernism.  

This sense of Berryman as a disengaged figure left behind by his contemporaries is 
fundamentally redressed by Philip Coleman’s study, John Berryman’s Public Vision: 
Relocating ‘The Scene of Disorder’, published in 2014 – Berryman’s centenary year. From 
the opening chapter, ‘Confessionalism and its Discontents’, Coleman takes particular issue 
with the ‘narrow confessionalist portrayal’ of Berryman’s poetry adopted by most critical 
assessments of his work. According to this portrayal, Berryman stands as a poet preoccupied 
with his own private disorders: the affairs, the divorces, the drink; the predictable, plotted 
trajectory which led towards his suicide, the tragedy to which his poetry is the witness. 
Coleman pretty well shatters this narrow reading of Berryman. However, this is neither the 
most important nor the most impressive part of the study. For me, Coleman most effectively 
illuminates the poetry itself when reading some of Berryman’s sidelined work, such as 
Homage to Mistress Bradstreet, in the light of Cold War anxieties.  

This is also true of Coleman’s position on Berryman’s interests in modern European 
literature. Berryman’s debts to Yeats are well-known, but new, suggestive dialogues are 
established with several strands in European modernist and avant-garde literature. Thus, 
admirably attending to Kafka’s influence, Coleman extrapolates a more important point about 
the presentation of self in Berryman’s poetry. Kafka’s writing, he argues, ‘allowed Berryman 
to see how allegorical representations of the individual self might be constructed that could 
describe the full and terrifying impact of the public world on the private psyche.’ Further 
connections and contexts are also mined in relation to Berryman’s translation of Paul 
Claudel’s Le chemin de la croix for its performance by the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra, 
a text which has typically been overlooked at least partly because it possesses an uncertain 
status not easily claimed as the result of Berryman’s authorship alone.  

Coleman’s discussions on these points are more bountiful than one study can contain. 
Further questions come to mind: What was the role of translation for Berryman’s 
compositional practice? How closely did he draw upon formal innovations in twentieth 
century fiction? These questions only arise because Coleman steadfastly refuses to foreclose 
the contexts of every poem’s composition, following the allusive webs of composition, 
drawing upon manuscripts and letters without committing the all-too-common sin of 



privileging the archive over the published text. In the study’s account of the political 
circumstances surrounding ‘Formal Elegy’, Berryman’s contribution to a collection of poems 
occasioned by John F. Kennedy’s assassination, we find Berryman reading against Kennedy 
in a way that opens up just how insightful Berryman could be about contemporary American 
politics, while also foregrounding a more general point, by way of a contrast with Kennedy’s 
own reading of Robert Frost, about the ambivalent discourses that exist between poets 
seeking to politicise their work and politicians seeking to poeticise their policy.  

Coleman is fundamentally right to reappraise areas of Berryman’s writing that have 
fallen under the large shadow cast by The Dream Songs, Berryman’s epic of an American self 
muddling between loss and desire, which most easily falls into the confessional narrative. But 
there is a tension at the heart of this reappraisal. The ‘lyric “I”’ is mentioned early in the 
study as a mode of voicing ‘the precarious threshold between private and public spheres’ 
between which, Coleman argues, it is the poet’s task to mediate. The implication here offers a 
potentially useful way to read Berryman’s poetics of subjectivity without losing the deep 
privacy which characterises much of his work. Yet this implication is not carried through, and 
however ‘precarious’ it may be, Coleman’s study still accepts the division between public 
and private writing. Biographism is thus admitted when it supports Coleman’s arguments for 
Berryman’s engagements in public discourses, while readings with a similarly biographical 
basis are explicitly militated against when they would present Berryman’s poetry as a private 
reflection on the self. The former presents Berryman’s poetry as engaged, the latter as 
‘narrow confessionalism’.  

I find this presentation problematic. By setting up this division, Berryman’s Public 
Vision implicitly accepts a central part of the framework on which the confessionalist reading 
rests. It is worth considering that to many of Berryman’s poetic influences who made use of 
this ‘Lyric “I”’ (Coleridge and Yeats, for example), the idea that the private must be 
separated from the public in attending to their poetry would be nonsensical. Perhaps 
Berryman’s poetry has uniquely invited this division, but it is interesting to observe how 
steadfastly this way of dividing up domains of the poetic self holds with Berryman compared 
to his forebears and contemporaries, even where they work in very similar modes.  

In seeking to divide off the clearly signposted confessional aspects to Berryman’s 
poetry, Coleman’s study at least partially repeats the logic that marginalised readings 
attentive to social and political contexts. As Coleman makes clear, this reading excluded 
subtler ways of reading his poetry, and has produced a limiting picture of Berryman’s output 
as apolitical. But these areas should not be mutually exclusive: despite the convincing 
arguments for the other side made in Berryman’s Public Vision, I find myself in agreement 
with Michael Hofmann when he writes that the ‘yearning for eternity’ characteristic of 
Berryman’s work, as well as his way of working, makes it difficult to think of his poetry 
apart from his suicide. His way of living predicted his death, and his poetry, for all its 
journeys and travels, palpably moves death-wards. Love, for Berryman, is painful, as his 
poetic alter-ego Henry expresses in several of The Dream Songs that directly address themes 
of confession, such as Dream Songs 14 (‘Ever to confess you’re bored / means you have no / 
Inner Resources’) and 76, titled ‘Henry’s Confession’. The confessional drive is perhaps most 
effectively voiced, however, in the final stanza to Dream Song 123, via a pun on l’amour and 
la mort: 



we do all die, in the floor, in the morgue 
and we must die forever, c’est la mort 
a heady brilliance 
the ultimate gloire 
post-match, probably in underwear 
as we met each other once. 

I find it difficult to politicise the intimacy – the ‘heady brilliance’ – at work here, but this 
should not condemn me to ‘narrow confessionalism’ either. 

Let me take a brief(-ish) detour to flesh out my point. As Coleman observes, 
Berryman retains a surprisingly steadfast influence over rock and independent musicians, 
lines working their way into songs by Springsteen to R.E.M, among many others. A quote 
from Nick Cave even adorns the back cover of Farrar, Straus and Giroux’s new edition of 
The Dream Songs (also produced for Berryman’s centenary year). If any twentieth century 
band has achieved both an iconic status and literary currency, it would surely be Joy 
Division. After all, the unimpeachable seal of approval for literary authenticity has recently 
arrived from Faber, who published Ian Curtis’s lyrics as a deluxe book, So This is 
Permanence, containing facsimiles of his notebooks, extensive appendices – in short, all of 
the scholarly accoutrements the interested reader hopes to find in a critical edition of any 
canonical poet’s collected works.  

Now, the whole memory of a figure like Curtis, and the hold Joy Division still has 
over contemporary culture, is inseparable from Curtis’s death, and the way his songs seem a 
part of that circumstance. There is no pretence here. We understand a foreboding that is 
personal in a song like ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’, yet this does not exclude any of Curtis’s 
significant readerly and political concerns, which coincidentally (but coincidence should not 
be overlooked) often overlap with Berryman’s as Coleman reads him: Holocaust 
representations and Cold War imagery abound. To Joy Division’s fanbase though, there is no 
war for priority between presentations of Curtis as a lyricist engaged with wider cultural 
anxieties and Curtis the singer of domestic and personal scenes of trauma. I would say that 
both exist in dialogue with one another, but it would be truer to say that the perceived divide 
between public and private – which scholarship on many twentieth century poets regards as 
given – simply does not come up among the intelligent audience who have lovingly 
harboured Curtis’s memory. Indeed, Joy Division’s songs are understood as both historical 
and personal in a way that makes discourses and approaches we are often inclined to separate 
off from one another when studying poetry add to and inscribe one another.  

I think there is something instructive here about how future studies of Berryman’s 
writing can seek to contextualise the confessional and to reawaken it beyond its use as a way 
of narrowing our concepts of the poetic self. If this is to become an ongoing project within 
scholarship not just on Berryman, but peers such as Robert Lowell and Marianne Moore, then 
Coleman’s study should be the lodestar guiding future criticism’s direction of travel. 


