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NEARLY 40 YEARS after her death,
Elizabeth Bishop (1911-79) is one of
the most admired of all modern
American poets, a writer who turned
damaged reticence into high art. To
use her own definition of poetry, she
caught “mind in action,” fashioning
luminous experiences in poems and a
handful of short stories. As Megan
Marshall writes in her elegant, mov-
ing biography, Bishop was fascinated
by the “surrealism of everyday life.”
Meticulous observation was the spine
of her writing, which often begins
with description, moving through it
to the visionary:

I have seen it over and over, the
same sea, the same

slightly, indifferently swinging
above the stones,

icily free above the stones,
above the stones and then the
world.

If you should dip your hand in,
your wrist would ache immedi-
ately,

your bones would begin to ache
and your hand would burn

as if the water were a transmuta-
tion of fire. . . .

These lines from “At the Fish-
houses” suggest a psychic break-
through few poets ever achieve, a
rush of rhythm and piercing insight.

Yet Bishop was heroic in her recti-
tude, publishing only 100 poems in her
lifetime. She infused her poems with
intelligence and surprise, her personal
griefs, visible in a poem like “One
Art,” often subsumed by attention to
the world’s “vaster” absurdities, ter-
rors and sorrows. Her stubborn imper-
viousness to categories frustrated
more political writers, like Adrienne
Rich, who wanted to include her work
in an anthology of “women poets”—
Bishop’s poems are accessible to any-
one. “Pink Dog,” for example, is a
heartbreaking portrait of an animal in
a Brazilian slum at carnival time, re-
flecting Bishop’s own vulnerability and
desire to carry on. Another expressive
dog appears in “Five Flights Up”:

The little black dog runs in his yard.
His owner’s voice arises, stern,
“You ought to be ashamed!”
What has he done?
He bounces cheerfully up and down:
he rushes in circles in the fallen
leaves.

Obviously he has no sense of
shame.

He and the bird know everything
is answered,

all taken care of,
no need to ask again.
—Yesterday brought to today so
lightly!

(A yesterday I find almost impos-
sible to lift.)

Her compassion is fierce and ex-
acting, sometimes wryly funny. One
poem imagines an armadillo clenched
like a fist, another a nervous sand-
piper searching every grain of sand
on a beach: “The world is a mist. And
then the world is / minute and vast
and clear.” By contrast, the enormous
output of her more famous friend, the
so-called confessional poet Robert
Lowell, seems at times like brilliant
journaling. Bishop believed poetry
should do more than just “say what
happened,” as Lowell had once writ-
ten. It should make a new experience.

Her life has been the subject of
studies like Lorrie Goldensohn’s “Eliz-
abeth Bishop: The Biography of a Po-
etry” (1991) and Brett C. Millier’s
“Elizabeth Bishop: Life and the Mem-
ory of It” (1992) and even a movie,
“Reaching for the Moon” (2013),
about her tumultuous relationship
with the Brazilian landscape architect
Lota de Macedo Soares. “One Art,” a

volume of her letters, appeared in
1994, followed by “Words in Air,” her
correspondence with Lowell, in 2008.
A controversial collection of her early
and uncollected writings, “Edgar Al-
lan Poe and the Jukebox,” appeared in
2006, a Library of America volume of
her work in 2008. Bishop is so ubiqui-
tous that she could disappear in a
landslide of commentary.

We’ve long known about her same-
sex orientation, the death of her fa-
ther when she was an infant, the
madness and institutionalization of
her mother when Elizabeth was only
3, her lifelong battles with alcoholism.
Taking up this biography, I sometimes
felt that I could not possibly learn
anything new. I was wrong. To begin
with, Ms. Marshall was privy to let-
ters kept by Bishop’s last lover, Alice
Methfessel, and only made available
on Alice’s death in 2009. “What I read
brought tears,” Ms. Marshall writes:
“In letters written to her psychoana-
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BOOKS

BY DAVID MASON

Dark, Deep and Absolutely Clear
Observation is the spine of Bishop’s poems, swiftly moving from a thing or place to the visionary

mother’s absence as she was shuttled
back and forth between Canada and
Massachusetts. Her psychiatrist later
told her, Ms. Marshall writes, that
“she was lucky to have survived her
childhood.”

But “Elizabeth Bishop: A Miracle
for Breakfast” has more to recom-
mend it than these shocking revela-
tions. It is a shapely experiment, mix-
ing memoir with biography. Ms.
Marshall was Bishop’s student at Har-
vard in the 1970s and felt her own
shame and losses occluding their rela-
tionship. Her experience as a young
woman and aspiring writer casts
Bishop’s struggles in fresh light. Not-
ing that “Elizabeth became the first
woman to teach an advanced writing
class at Harvard and the first woman
poet to have her name published in a
course catalogue,” Ms. Marshall con-
veys the writing world’s damaging so-
cial hierarchies, its systems of patron-
age and approval, the entrenched
sexism of the time and the precari-
ousness of creative lives. The book
begins with a memorial for Bishop at
which the poet John Ashbery read her
early sestina “A Miracle for Break-
fast,” an uncanny response to the
Great Depression:

At six o’clock we were waiting for
coffee,

waiting for coffee and the chari-
table crumb

that was going to be served from
a certain balcony,

—like kings of old, or like a miracle.
It was still dark. One foot of the sun
steadied itself on a long ripple in
the river.

Mr. Ashbery had discovered the
poem when he was an undergradu-
ate, Ms. Marshall writes, and was in-
fluenced by it. “He’d felt ‘close’ to
her ever since, though like many of
her admirers, he scarcely knew Eliz-
abeth Bishop.”

The difficulty of knowing another
person becomes a theme of Ms. Mar-
shall’s book. Each of her six major
chapters takes for its title one of the
six end words used in each stanza of
“A Miracle for Breakfast,” and in turn
each chapter is followed by a briefer
memoir of Ms. Marshall’s life, her
own family wreckage and conflicted
relationship with her subject. The
structure shouldn’t work, but it does,
by involving us in recognition—like
the epiphany Bishop so dramatically
evoked in her late poem “In the Wait-
ing Room”:

I said to myself: three days
and you’ll be seven years old.
I was saying it to stop
the sensation of falling off
the round, turning world
into cold, blue-black space.
But I felt: you are an I,
you are an Elizabeth,
you are one of them.

Though ashamed by some of her
relatives and wounded by childhood
trials, Bishop had been left a small
legacy that allowed her to live and
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Elizabeth Bishop
By Megan Marshall
HoughtonMifflin Harcourt, 365 pages, $30

lyst, Elizabeth described in alarming
detail her harrowing childhood . . . ;
letters to and from Lota de Macedo
Soares recorded the crises of the last
years in Brazil. Hundreds of pages of
letters exchanged with Alice Methfes-

sel showed what the couple had never
revealed in public or even to close
friends: a passionate and abiding
love.” Bishop’s highly developed sense
of privacy arose from early shame.
Now we know the particular violent
and sexual abuse she suffered at the
hands of an uncle—one of a network
of relatives she lived with in her

Bishop’s sense of privacy
arose from shame at the
violence and sexual abuse
she suffered fromanuncle.

WATER’S EDGE A harbor in Nova Scotia. Bishop evoked her childhood years there in poems such as ‘At the Fishhouses.’
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“Poems: North & South; A Cold
Spring,” won the Pulitzer Prize in
1956. “Questions of Travel” appeared
a decade later, followed in 1969 by
“The Complete Poems,” which won
the National Book Award, and in 1976
by “Geography III,” a volume con-
taining only nine marvelous poems
and one translation.

Fifteen years of living in Brazil
with Lota de Macedo Soares pro-
vided her longest period of stability
and happiness. The sharp divide be-
tween rich and poor in that country
“both disturbed Elizabeth and fired
her imagination,” Ms. Marshall
writes. “As always for Elizabeth,
Lota—whether changing a tire on the
roadside, firing her .22 to kill a
snake or dancing a samba—was
‘wonderful in action.’ ” Lota’s mod-
ernist home in the Brazilian country-
side and apartment in Rio made
Bishop part of a privileged class. It
gave her autonomy to develop as an
artist far from American literary pol-
itics. One of her best love poems,
“The Shampoo,” was written early in
their time together.

But Lota sought patronage in a
politically unstable nation. Becoming
obsessed with her work designing
Rio’s vast Flamengo Park, she

“worked eighteen-hour days and was
hardly ever at home, except to sleep
and shout into the phone,” while
Bishop’s drinking and an affair with
another woman also soured the rela-
tionship. By the end Lota was de-
scending into self-doubt and mad-
ness. The couple separated. Bishop
taught writing briefly at the Univer-
sity of Washington, starting another
affair, and eventually moved back to
New York. On a visit there in 1967,
Lota succumbed to an overdose of
pills, whether accidental or deliber-
ate. As Bishop had written years be-
fore in a letter: “Nobody’s heart is
really good for much until it has
been smashed to little bits.”

The poet Randall Jarrell, who
wrote enthusiastic praise of Bishop’s
poems, had died in 1965, struck by a
car, but was it an accident or suicide?
Sylvia Plath had killed herself in 1963,
and Anne Sexton and John Berryman
would follow in the 1970s. Bishop,
who had a tenuous hold on her own
life and was often hospitalized for de-
pression and alcoholism, saw herself
as a survivor. At a time when she
feared she was losing her decades-
younger lover, Alice Methfessel, she
produced her best-known poem, “One
Art,” declaring with faux bravery:

more.” Her very privacy, her guard-
ianship of the imagination and re-
spect for the actual world of other
creatures, other people, made her the
remarkable poet she was.

Writing to the poet Anne Steven-
son, an early biographer, Bishop suc-
cinctly stated her poetics: “What one
seems to want in art . . . is the same
thing that is necessary for its cre-
ation, a self-forgetful, perfectly use-
less concentration. (In this sense it is
always ‘escape,’ don’t you think?)”
Now Ms. Marshall rises to her elusive
subject: “Characteristically, she had
rendered her most important state-
ment as a parenthetical aside, fol-
lowed by a question. But she knew
the answer. Poetry had been her ref-
uge, her escape—had ‘freed’ her. Eliz-
abeth was the rainbow-bird, as she
had been the sandpiper, only now it
was time to stop ‘looking for some-
thing, something something’ and run
away to wherever she felt like. She
too was gone.” This new biography
fuses sympathy with intelligence,
sending us back to Bishop’s marvel-
ous poems.

Mr. Mason’s books include “Sea
Salt: Poems of a Decade.” He
teaches at Colorado College.
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How Shakespeare Put
Politics on the Stage
By Peter Lake
Yale, 666 pages, $37.50

TheMany Arts of Elizabeth Bishop
write. She was a contradiction,
writes Ms. Marshall: “an orphan heir-
ess who’d spent her happiest child-
hood years among tradespeople, a
Vassar girl whose home address was
a dingy working-class suburb.” When
she graduated from Vassar in 1934
she was already meeting her more
renowned elders, including Marianne
Moore, who “served as her sponsor,
describing Elizabeth’s work as ‘ar-
chaically new’ and praising its ‘ratio-
nal considering quality’ as well as
her ‘flicker of impudence.’ ” Once
Bishop had met Lowell, with his pa-
trician knack for winning fellowships
and prizes, she gained the protection
of powerful literary figures from her
own generation. Her poetry was
taken up by the New Yorker, where
she would publish many of her best
poems until her death by cerebral
aneurysm at age 68.

While Bishop never achieved the
financial success she hoped for from
her prose, she was in her lifetime
seen as a “poet’s poet” whose impec-
cable craftsmanship merited esteem.
The fact that she was not prolific,
that her “perfect” poems appeared
so rarely, only increased their value
in literary circles. A dual volume,
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THE BEAUTIFUL POETRY and
powerful drama of Shakespeare’s
plays are what first enchant us, but
we should not neglect their intellec-
tual substance, especially their pol-
itical themes. With “How Shake-
speare Put Politics on the Stage,”
Peter Lake takes up the history plays
in particular, offering subtle and in-
sightful readings and showing us
that politics was indeed a central
concern of Shakespeare’s. He also
shows the ways in which Shake-
speare used his plays to respond to
the continuing changes in the Eliza-
bethan political scene.

A professor of history at Vanderbilt
University, Mr. Lake focuses on kings,
queens and princes rather than on
peasants, workers, apprentices, vaga-
bonds, fugitives and the other “mar-
ginalized” groups that are the darlings
of the so-called New Historicists, who
have dominated Shakespeare criticism
for decades. After so many studies by
amateur historians in literature de-
partments, it is a relief to see a trained
historian at work on Shakespeare.

For example, drawing upon histori-
cal studies of the Wars of the Roses,
Mr. Lake takes the three parts of
“Henry VI”—early works that are
among the neglected stepchildren of
Shakespeare criticism—and gives
them the attention they deserve, un-
covering all sorts of political wisdom.
He is particularly acute in his analysis
of “the Christian prince as oxymo-
ron,” showing how Henry VI’s Chris-
tian mercifulness makes him weak as
a king, unable to deal sternly with
challengers to his throne. Mr. Lake
writes: “Henry’s spectacular failures
in his public role as king are a direct
function of his private virtues as an
individual professor of Christianity.”
So unsuited is Henry to be king that
Queen Margaret wishes he were made
pope instead, and the usurper York
says that Henry would make a better
pilgrim than a king: “That head of
thine doth not become a crown: / Thy
hand is made to grasp a palmer’s
staff.” Even in these early works, be-
fore Shakespeare’s poetic and dra-
matic powers had matured, the play-
wright reveals himself to be as
insightful as Machiavelli on the sub-
ject of religion and politics.

The high point of Mr. Lake’s book is
his masterly analysis of “Henry V.”
Critics have long been divided into two
camps: those who view Henry V as a
good king and those who view him as
a Machiavellian schemer. Mr. Lake un-
derstands the true complexity of
Shakespeare’s portrayal of Henry V—a
good king precisely by virtue of being
a Machiavellian schemer. Henry com-
mits morally ambiguous and even du-
bious deeds, but he manages to use his
Machiavellianism for the public good
and thus avoids becoming a tyrant.

In Mr. Lake’s attempts to relate the
plays to Elizabethan politics, he often
convincingly demonstrates that
Shakespeare was reacting to particu-
lar incidents or to the developing con-
troversies of his day. His analysis of
the Puritan elements to be found in
the character of Falstaff is genuinely
eye-opening. He shows that Falstaff
appropriates “distinctively puritan
modes of discourse for his own cor-

rupt purposes.” Trying to get Prince
Hal to join him in a highway robbery,
Falstaff sounds just like a Puritan
preacher as he enlists the help of a
friend to persuade the heir apparent:
“God give thee the spirit of persua-
sion and him the ears of profiting,
that what thou speakest may move
and what he hears may be believed.”

More generally, Falstaff’s efforts to
invert the values of the conventional
political world—to have “thieves” re-
named “men of good government”—
call to mind precisely the tendencies
Shakespeare’s contemporaries criti-
cized in the Puritans. Mr. Lake writes:
“A central strand in contemporary
anti-puritan polemic held that the pu-
ritan platform for further reformation
in church and state would, if imple-
mented, in fact, turn the world upside
down,” much as Falstaff wants to do.
Here Mr. Lake is able to draw upon
solid historical evidence. But be fore-
warned: If you don’t already know
what a Lollard was or who John Wyc-
liffe was, you’re going to have a hard
time following the argument.

On one major point Mr. Lake is cer-
tainly right: Of all Shakespeare’s con-
temporaries, the Earl of Essex loomed
largest in his imagination, and the
ups and downs of Essex’s career are
registered in the histories and other
plays. An ambitious, charismatic mili-
tary leader, Essex enjoyed Elizabeth’s
favor for much of his storied career
but fell afoul of her more than once
and ended his life on the scaffold,
convicted of treason. Mr. Lake traces
the impact of Essex’s spectacular fall
from grace on plays such as “Troilus
and Cressida,” in which the corrupt
politics that Shakespeare portrays in
the Greek camp seems to mirror that
of Elizabeth’s court.

But Mr. Lake often goes too far, as
if Shakespeare were a partisan
pamphleteer who tried to write “agit-
prop” plays on behalf of Essex. For
Mr. Lake, plays like “Henry V” and
“Hamlet” are really about the famous
earl, and in other plays, he says,
Shakespeare uses figures out of Eng-

for years. Even in political terms,
“Hamlet” ends tragically for Denmark.

At 650 densely packed pages, “How
Shakespeare Put Politics on the
Stage” can be a daunting read. It is
extremely repetitious and could have
been reduced by about a third of its
length without much loss of content.
Mr. Lake writes a clear, jargon-free
prose, but his style is not exactly
graceful, and he plunges readers into
all sorts of historical controversies
without offering sufficient back-
ground or instruction, neglecting to
explain, for example, the fine points
of Christian theological disputes or
the complexities of the Lancaster,
York and Tudor dynasties. And as
with all studies of Shakespeare’s his-
tories, Mr. Lake’s could have used a
genealogical chart or two, to help a
novice reader tell all the Richards,
Henrys, Edwards and Marys apart.
Nevertheless, anyone interested in
Shakespeare should make the effort
to read this book. Even someone inti-
mately familiar with the plays will
discover much that is new, from de-
tails of historical background to inter-
pretations of specific passages.

Still, Mr. Lake’s last sentence and
summary judgment on Shakespeare
troubles me: “If along the way—at
least at the level of practical political
prognostication or commentary—he
got a great deal, indeed virtually ev-
erything wrong, all that proves is
that it is not necessary to be politi-
cally correct, or at least correct
about politics, to write plays that
last.” This is a mean-spirited judg-
ment, especially as a way to end a
major work on a major literary fig-
ure. If anything, Mr. Lake has shown
how profound Shakespeare’s insights
into politics were—especially con-
cerning the complex relation be-
tween politics and human tragedy.

Mr. Cantor’s “Shakespeare’s
Roman Trilogy: The Twilight of
the Ancient World,” will be pub-
lished by the University of Chicago
Press in the spring.

lish and Roman history to make points
about Essex—to celebrate his tri-
umphs, exhort him to great achieve-
ments or modify his overly aggressive
political stance. In short, Shakespeare
used historical personages to gain in-
sight into the most controversial po-
litical figure of his day.

I would reverse this and argue that
Shakespeare, in effect, used Essex to
gain insight into a panoply of histori-

cal figures who independently fasci-
nated him, starting with Julius Caesar
(to whom Shakespeare compares Essex
in “Henry V”). For Shakespeare, Essex
was the living embodiment of a peren-
nial type—the heroic and ambitious
military leader who may succeed in
wartime but who is destroyed when
caught in the machinations of peace-
time politics. This kind of figure
repeatedly appears in plays that Mr.
Lake does not discuss, such as
“Othello,” “Macbeth,” “Coriolanus” and
“Antony and Cleopatra.” The tragic
soldier is a theme Shakespeare came
back to again and again, and Essex
seems to have been his inspiration.

More generally, Essex became
Shakespeare’s model of a tragic
hero—a noble man of extraordinary
abilities who is brought low by the
very qualities that made him great, a
man destroyed by lesser men who
lack his greatness but for that very
reason are more suited to the
mediocrity of ordinary politics.
Shakespeare was able to draw upon
the life of Essex—and probably his
personal acquaintance with him—to
gain insight into human nature and
thus create the extraordinary range of
tragic heroes he portrays in his plays.

Mr. Lake’s focus on the purely con-
temporary meanings of Shakespeare’s

plays—and not on the universal politi-
cal truths the playwright develops—
leads him in the wrong direction. He
comes to question Shakespeare’s
worth as a political thinker. Given Es-
sex’s eventual fall and disgrace, Mr.
Lake’s book builds up to a claim that
Shakespeare simply backed the wrong
horse in the Elizabethan political
sweepstakes. Shakespeare “placed vir-
tually all his eggs in the [Essexian]

basket”—and thus ended up getting
“things spectacularly wrong.”

Here Mr. Lake is thinking like a
historian, assuming that history is the
ultimate arbiter of greatness and that
if a man loses—well, then, he’s a
loser. But Shakespeare operated with
the idea of the tragic hero, and a
tragic hero is someone who loses no-
bly and is all the nobler for doing so.
In that respect, Essex provided Shake-
speare with a prototype for many of
his greatest heroes, who refuse to
compromise with the mediocrity of
the conventional political world and
thus, like Essex, fail, but fail tragically.

In the grim world of Shakespear-
ean tragedy, failure is not necessarily
an argument against greatness. But
then again Mr. Lake’s grasp of tragedy
is apparently not strong: Despite the
corpses that litter the stage as the
curtain comes down, he says that
“Hamlet” is “a play with a positively
happy ending.” The only character for
whom the ending is happy is Fortin-
bras, and that seems to be enough for
the historian in Mr. Lake, who evi-
dently sides with Fortinbras since or-
der is restored in Denmark at the end.
But Fortinbras’s triumph amounts to
a Norwegian takeover of Denmark,
precisely what Hamlet’s father and all
the Danes had been trying to avoid

For Shakespeare, the Earl of Essex embodied a
perennial type—the noble soldierwho succeeds inwar
but is ruined by themachinations of peacetime politics.

BOOKS
‘Think’st thou that duty shall have dread to speak when power to flattery bows? To plainness honor’s bound when majesty falls to folly.’ —William Shakespeare

“The art of losing isn’t hard to mas-
ter.” Ultimately, she did not lose Alice
and was sustained by her love
through the last years teaching at
Harvard, drinking too much, trying to
finish a few more poems.

Lowell died of a heart attack in a
taxi in 1977. He was only 60, worn out
by repeated bouts of manic depres-
sion as well as booze and tobacco.
Though they had spent very little
time together, he and Bishop main-
tained an intense friendship, measur-
ing themselves and the world in each
other’s words. Ms. Marshall writes
that Lowell’s “brashness, his sloppi-
ness when it came to others’ feelings,
had won him an audience in the age
of poetic self-revelation he’d ushered
in with ‘Life Studies’ ” (his break-
through collection published in 1959).
For Bishop, on the other hand, “keep-
ing secrets made her poems tell

Her very privacy,
her guardianship of the
imagination, made her
the poet she was.

Tragedy
vs.

Tyranny

‘HENRY V’
Alex Hassell in a 2015
production by the Royal
Shakespeare Company.
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