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of syphilis and, on a strictly poetic level, the gay elegy, of which the AIDS elegy is a 

sub-genre, stretched in an unbroken line from Theocritus’ “Idyll XIII” through what 

Curr5 calls the English “male love elegy” (Milton’s “Epitaphium Damonis,” Gray’s 

“Ad Favonium” and Tennyson’s “In Memoriam”) to more recent examples like 

Gunn’s “To Isherwood Dying.” Though foreshadowed, the syndrome still represented 

a fresh, compelling topic, but would Gunn and Doty do justice to its freshness and 

compulsion? New topics, like new forms, do not automatically produce enduring 

verse.  

Despite a principled reluctance to exploit others’ suffering for his own literary 

advantage, Gunn simply could not ignore AIDS’ “possibilities” as a “subject,” 

especially since it had, by 1992, provoked such an unsatisfactory poetic response:  

 
There’s an enormous amount of AIDS poetry over here. People are responding 
to it like Vietnam, and as with Vietnam, an awful lot of bad poetry is being 
written.6 

 
However, there was every reason why Gunn should do better. He needed to signal a 

return to form after the disappointing Jack Straw’s Castle (1976) and Passages of Joy 

(1982), and he was dealing with a theme which could not have had greater personal 

resonance since AIDS was threatening the continued existence not only of himself 

and his partner, Kitay, but the entire American gay community in which he had found 

a real measure of happiness.  

Unfortunately, he was only too well-qualified to confront the topic, having 

observed the virus’s devastation at close quarters. Within the space of a few months in 

the mid-eighties AIDS had killed five of his closest friends (Noseworthy, Rathweg, 

Lay, Hoyt and Hinkle). His relationship with them was, like the romance in 

“American Boy,” “bicoastal,”7 Noseworthy and Rathweg being based in New York, 
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Lay, Hoyt and Hinkle in San Francisco. Their deaths therefore commented on the 

whole republic, suggesting a significant diminution in its promise.  

While Gunn honoured Noseworthy as the helper who released “a huge amount 

of extra [poetic] material” by finally persuading him, while staying at his flat in 1974, 

to “come out” in both literature and life,8 he viewed the other New Yorker, Rathweg, 

in neoclassical terms as the dying athlete, whose Chelsea Gym summoned to his mind 

memories of that city’s “excitement in the late seventies and early eighties.”9 

However, the friend whose death shook Gunn most profoundly was Hinkle, for he 

regarded the San Franciscan as a youthful alter ego, someone who similarly aspired to 

combine English teaching with the writing of poetry—indeed he uses an extract from 

Hinkle’s verse (taken from the posthumous edition of his Poems edited in 1988 by 

Gunn and W4(i)-9p88  
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friends’ brief lives. Thus the beautician, who attends the morgue to repair her friend’s 

disordered hair and, by applying “a concentrated mind” and “tenderness as skill,” 

shapes “an epitaph by her action,” represents the poet himself in elegiac mode.16 Like 

Jesus on the cross addressed by the thief, or Hamlet by his father’s ghost or the 

servant by Purcell’s Dido or the imaginary lover by Christina Rossetti, Gunn felt a 

quasi-ritualistic injunction to keep the memory of the dead alive:  

 
                    When near your death a friend  
                    Asked what he could do, 
                    “Remember me,” you said. 
                    We will remember you.17 

 
By alluding in the last line to Binyon’s commemoration of the First World War dead, 

which was given great visibility throughout the twentieth century by being displayed 

in the old British Library’s reading-room, Gunn is both asserting that his friends have 

matched the heroic dead in their bravery and also conceding that his poetic 

memorials, because of their subject matter, will never achieve as significant a public 

presence as Binyon’s.        

Gunn’s admirably democratic reason for composing his elegies—“for the 

record… my record if… no one else’s, because they were not famous people”18—is 

often qualified by the guilty sense that he, as a considerably older man, should not 

have survived:  

  
“Why not me?”… I had… had sex in various forms of 
extraordinary risk in the late ’70s, just when everybody was 
starting to get infected.19 

 
Guilt, and the obligation to record, unite at the close of “In the Post Office” where 

Gunn, on learning the AIDS patient he visited in hospital regarded him not as 
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                    …survivor, as I am indeed, 
                    Recording so that I may later read 
                   Of what has happened, whether between sheets, 
                   Or in post offices, or on the streets.20 

                                                            
The pun on “sheets,” which follows Ben Jonson in introducing ironic play into the 

most solemn contexts, is matched in “Courtesies of the Interregnum” where Gunn 

recalls how a visit to Rathweg exacerbates feelings of guilt: 

 
                    He is, confronted by a guest so fit, 
                    Almost concerned lest I feel out of it, 
                    Excluded from the invitation list 
                    To the largest gathering of the decade, missed 
                    From membership as if the club were full. 
                    It is not that I am not eligible, 
                    He gallantly implies….21 

 
Gunn is, Rathweg courteously suggests, a fit fellow-candidate for the AIDS club: “it 
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merely in the sense of achieving outstanding literary performance, but also of 

exhibiting signal restraint in mourning. Gunn shares an approach to suffering and 

death with what Shaw calls “the strong mourners of classical elegy.”28 By virtue of 

his emotional toughness that faces death with “manly” fortitude, his expressed 

admiration for those who endure bravely what they cannot escape, and his tendency 

to find dark ironies in desolating subjects, he descends from Ben Jonson, who, 

according to Shaw, “writes as a kind of stoic.”29 However, neither Jonson’s nor 

Gunn’s “rigorism” is monolithic: just as Jonson, according to Pigman,30 fails only 

once, in “On my First Sonne,” to resolve the tension between personal feeling and a 

reasoning faculty that instructs him to transcend grief, so Gunn limits the 
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I dreamed one night…I was wondering how I would survive this… and… saw 
in front of me a stack of books and papers and pens. The message: You have 
everything you need.50 
 

When Gunn made his disparaging remarks about AIDS verse, he could not have  

known whether Doty would redeem the situation because his elegiac output in  

book form was at that time limited to “Tiara” and “Bill’s Story” in Poets for Life:  

Seventy-Six Poets Respond to AIDS (1989).51
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sea-pounded trawler, implying that human flesh, like Roberts’, when battered by 

AIDS, generally fails to hold.65 However, this stoic endurance, so sympathetic in 

objects, becomes problematic in humans. Bob, realising a sarcoma gives him only 

eighteen months to live, “circle[s] on his calendar the approximate date he expect[s] 

to die”66 and sets his life in order. This admirable composure is, according to Doty, 

“wrong-headed” because it makes no effort to “resist fatalism,”67 surrendering instead 

to the kind of passivity in the face of AIDS that Nunokawa criticises in Merrill.68 

However, we suspect the real reason is Bob’s Job-like readiness to jettison all 

“consolation” and entertain “the bleakest view of the human situation” as a “breath 

caught between two darknesses,”69 a slightly more convivial version of which Gunn 

endorses at the close of “Duncan.”70 

Doty is only prepared to entertain a stoic, or indeed existential, view of reality 

at his mourning’s nadir and, as soon as the process of healing begins, the old 

optimism returns. Thus although AIDS has converted “the bodies [he] most adored to 

flame/ and powder,” “white petals” on Broadway’s indifferent “wind,” memories of 

Roberts and his new partner’s proximity can effortlessly flood the avenue with hope: 

 
                    I’ve been lucky; I’ve got a man 
 
                   in my head who’s spirit and ash 
                                           …and a live one 
 
                   whose skin is inches from mine.71   
                         
Doty’s willingness to adopt techniques of evasion makes him, in Shaw’s terms, the 

weak mourner of romantic elegy, who refuses to accept death’s finality and responds 

to loss with an over-emotional rhetoric.72 “In my heart,” he declares, “I can 

sentimentalise [Roberts’] death,”73 and the heart decidedly dictates in “The Wings” 

where wish-fulfilment creates that sentimental Victorian icon, a guardian angel, 
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christened “
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passive grief in favour of an agit-prop rage that might save lives.102 Gunn and Doty 

are not activists in this sense. However, Gunn’s elegies are implicitly “socialist”103 in 

the way they equate HIV-positive sufferers with the underclass, “Reagan’s 

proletariat,”104 and concentrate on the gay community’s collective response to AIDS. 

In contrast, Doty’s elegies are bourgeois-individualist. Down-and-outs interest him as 

symbols of self-help. One manages to transform himself into “a citizen, / who’d built 

a citizen’s // household, even / on the literal edge,”105 thereby preserving links 

between himself and an America which Doty finally defends as an aggregation of 

individual consumers.106 Although supportive of the Gay Community’s money-

raising efforts107 and public commemoration of the dead,108 Doty fails to find in it 

much evidence of Whitman’s proto-socialist ideal of adhesiveness: thus the solidarity 

of the shower-room fragments to “separate clothes” and “separate cars” as the men 

return home to “the song of my self, self, / self.”109 A similar individualising force is 

at work in the syndrome itself, as it destroys the persona’s carapace to reveal the 

“pure self.” Hence AIDS makes Roberts “more and more himself” until it exposes 

that “irreducible stuff of character” and finally, at the moment of death, leaves him 

“most himself, even if that self empties out into no one.”110   

Gunn’s supra-individual concerns do not mean his elegies primarily address 

the gay community. They are in large part a riposte to Donald Davie, showing “he 

was wrong.”111 In a review of The Passages of Joy Davie had argued that by 

promoting “Gay Liberationist sentiments” with their post-Enlightenment “attitude to 

ethics,” Gunn sacrifices the Renaissance “resonances” that make his earlier verse so 

powerful.112 While finding the implications of Davie’s argument—that 

“homosexuality is a modern phenomenon” and “sexuality… a social construction”— 
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The drag queen’s ability to be, despite everything, “perfect”131 makes her the 

ideal symbol of gay identity—“she walks for us all”132—and the ideal voice of 

mourning for the AIDS dead: 

 
                     …we were already, 
                     in her lyric, contained…. 

 
         she sang the necessary 
         gleaming emptiness. 

                     …you who are gone now 
                     in the drift and ash of the lyric…  

 
         how will we remember you?133 

 
The question of attitude towards the dead proved as problematic to Gunn and Doty 

as that of audience. Like Gunn, who juxtaposes Noseworthy the good patient 

(amenable, self-deprecating) with Lay the difficult one, Doty frequently sets up the 

awkward Shore as counterweight to the more accommodating Roberts. Shore’s and 

Lay’s contrariness functions as a means of exposing the tension the two poets felt 

between incompatible impulses to honour the departed, yet pursue accurate 

notation, whatever the cost. Ramazani134 has shown how under the influence of 

social pressures modern poets have moved away from the traditional convention of 
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Lay is “helped” downstairs, “Terminal” minimises through distance the negative 

irony that this is the very man who, the opening lines tell us, always rejected 

“help.”136 Similarly, in “Words for Some Ash” Lay’s tendency to be constantly 

“worried by arguments with people” (Wilmer),137 is never directly described, exists 

only by reason of the ocean’s wonderfully tactful allusion whereby that 

quarrelsome, vulnerable man’s ashes find ultimate content in natural process, 

becoming pacific in the Pacific: 

 
                    May you lastly reach the shore, 
                    Joining tide without intent, 
                    Only worried any more 
                    By the currents” argument.138                                              

 
 While Gunn’s elegies are as equanimous as Lay in his imagined resting place, Doty’s 

are often focused on weakness. Indeed in his elegies to Shore any hint of eulogy 

disappears. He does call him “my old friend” when dreaming of his ghost in “One of 

the Rooming Houses of Heaven,” but soon qualifies this seeming solidarity with “we 

weren’t ever that close.” Such a process of making fortifying gestures only to 

undermine them is replicated on a larger scale by the rest of the poem where 

particulars suggesting Shore’s discourse, so irritating in life, has become bearable, 
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hierarchy which continues even after the two main themes merge, autumnal nature 

becoming music (VIII) and autumnal Beethoven becoming nature (X, XII). This 

structural belittling is matched by one through hostile detail: its relentless 

accumulation virtually forces the reader to collude in Doty’s decision to tell Shore to 

leave.      

Nature in “Grosse Fuge” extends Shore as little sympathy as the poet. True, it 

provides objective correlatives of decay (bare branches, fallen leaves, ice), but these 

autumnal signs are transcended by an amazing spring-like bloom of flowers. Gunn 

senses a similar disjunction in “Lament” when he passes from the sterility and cold 

whiteness of Noseworthy’s deathbed to the heat and luxuriant growth of the hospital 

grounds: 

 
                    Outdoors next day, I was dizzy from a sense 
                    Of being ejected with some violence 
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“370 years before”150—and whose present, in line with its bohemian traditions, 

allowed for open displays of homosexuality. Inside this New-England house Roberts, 

the window dresser, provided the kind of stylish “redecorating” Doty sees as 

characteristic of gay sensibility, while the poet himself concentrated on “getting [the] 

garden right.”151 Home, however, has never been all-sufficient for Doty. His 

personality is split between “connection” and “freedom:” “on the one side… is the 

need for home, for the deep solid roots of place and belonging; on the other is… the 

single separate spark of the self freely moving forward, out into time.”152 Roberts’ 

place of 
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elements are elegy (the “ashen atmosphere”), “regret,” “memory,” “desire” (“erotic 

with the passion the space has come to contain”), seclusion (lovers “hiding” from a 

hostile outside), “consolation” and, finally, aesthetic “redemption” (life is 

“transformed into feeling,” “into…dreams” and, ultimately, into “art”).159 Roberts’ 

death-room is the Cavafian focal-point of a house Doty calls a “refuge,”160 a focal-

point suffused with the regretful sense that AIDS has prevented the two men from 

ever knowing “the life” they “might have had” together, yet also with renewed desire 

as Doty falls “in love with [Roberts]… again” in “the naked beauty of his dying.”161 

Above all, it generates the energy to transform the “old” house’s melancholy into a 

consolatory and ultimately redemptive transfiguration, which Doty could turn into art:  

 
Wally wasn’t the first to die there, but… his death filled the space with a 
strange, vital light—a light within a light…. Wally dead, but somehow a 
profound sense of mercy and peace, even joy, around him.162 

 
Cavafy would look from his upstairs room and make Alexandria “entirely into 

himself;” the windows of Roberts’ room produce a similar reciprocity in Doty, 

converting the surrounding Provincetown into “my Alexandria.”163 

The place of death is most sharply scrutinised when unsatisfactory—a foreign 

battlefield or, as in the case of Edward King’s in “Lycidas,” a “watery bier” in the 

Irish Sea with all the classical associations that accrue for Milton of a spirit for whom 

the funerary proprieties have not been performed. Gunn alludes to Lycidas (and 

Phlebas the Phoenician) when he evokes Noseworthy’s “death by drowning on an 

inland sea,”164 but also links Milton’s concerns with those of “Hamlet” in associating 

the dying Hinkle (“Unready, disappointed, unachieved”165) with the “unhouseled, 

disappointed, unaneled” ghost of Hamlet’s father (I.v.77).166 The location and manner 

of his friends’ deaths particularly pained Gunn because they became entrammeled 

with what Watkin calls the “modern… medicalisation of the body in death.”167 His 
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friends 
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consolatory tales of the beyond. His friends’ lives, as one would expect from an 

atheist, conclude with the absolute closure of an “end,”172 and Gunn marks this 

formally by writing most of his elegies in couplet, quatrain, or a combination of the 

two. Nevertheless, a posthumous, albeit inorganic, “existence” is maintained as the 

dead’s ashes are absorbed into natural cycles173 or a temporary, subjective presence is 

preserved through the Hardyesque ghosts troubling the poet’s memory: “their story, 

being part of mine, refuses to reach an end.”174  

When Doty considers what might happen after death, he upsets the balance 

between openness and closure he found in Roberts’ death-room and watery burial-

room. Although dying is in one sense for him, as for his pet dog, “an ending,” it is 

more properly the climactic episode in a lifelong quest for romantic infinitude: 

“Haven’t we wanted / all along, to try on boundlessness...?”175 Death fulfils this wish 

by incorporating us into the “unbounded,”176 a process the living can gain intimations 

of through natural contemplation. Thus though “breaking” waves tell the poet and his 

HIV-positive partner, “You’re dying… the rhythm and shift of the whole / Says [sic] 

nothing about endings….” as its blown-back spray pulls the couple’s vision “toward 

the open sea.”177 Fog similarly removes death’s restrictions. While Doty “know[s]” 

the salt marsh, in which Roberts’ ashes lie, “ends,” has “a precise limit,” the fog’s 

descent obliterates distinctions, creating a sea “without edges, horizon erased” and 

undermining the notion of death as “a line to be crossed.”178 Fog, amorphous shape-

shifter, teaches Doty how death will transform his body: “Isn’t it a pleasure, / finally, 

to be vaporous //… without limit?”179 However, though “desire” projects the poet 

beyond death’s frontier, fog, by also being a “smudged” piece of paper, reminds him 

that any attempt at transcendental writing is constrained by “what we can’t say,” by 

“words’ failure”180 and, ultimately, by the slipperiness of meaning. 
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long, so what?” Despite reservations, the poet honours that task by transforming the 

corpse into literature: it lies on “the carpeting text” of “the grass’s book” and the last 

glimpse we have is of its “eraser-coloured nose” on which “some trace // of thought is 

written.” In parallel fashion, the “so” of the elegist’s “work” becomes linguistics: 

“single syllable,” “sibilant // sliding into the aperture / of O.”195   

     Gunn’s self-consciousness is much more concerned with the ethics of mourning. 

He is, as Watkin has remarked, sensitive to mourners’ selfish need to attend to their 

own interests before those of the dead “in order to survive loss.”196 Thus in “The 

Reassurance” Gunn is alert to the irony that his dreaming “mind” utilises 

Noseworthy’s ghostly return less to establish he is “all right” than “to make itself 

secure.”197 However, he also has a historical awareness of how he in his role as poet-

mourner might modernise the pastoral elegy. “At the Barriers,” which commemorates 

the poet Duncan, transforms a San-Franciscan gay street fair into “an Arcady of 

tarmac.”198 Although there are no contests between poet-shepherds to win 

possessions of the dead man, the notion of inheritance does impinge. The dying 

Duncan passes on the mantle of San Francisco’s gay laureate to Gunn by attempting 

to fall “into [his] strong arms” when losing balance on the steps after a last reading at 

Berkeley.199 When Gunn’s mother kills herself with the “backwards flute” of a gas-

poker, filling her body with “its music,” it is implied he will take up this terrible gift 

and convert its inverted associations into the more composed, objective music of his 

poetry, in particular, playing her “lament” on his lyric pipe “forty-eight years” after 

the death.200 It is possible this inheritance also relates to sexuality; the way the mother 

takes the phallic pipe into her mouth might speak of the son’s orientation. Finally, 

Hinkle’s death, with grim irony, reverses pastoral convention. By ceding “the 

cherished property” of  “a piece of stained-glass” he had made to Gunn, the dying 
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Hinkle becomes the young, aspiring poet making an older, established poet “heir” to 

an important example of his creativity.201 The irony is deepened by the fact that Gunn 

does not “even remember, still less want” the gift and, when he receives it, hides it 

away in a place where it “acquire[s] a cobweb,” but that after retrieving it he 

discovers an “inscription” containing a prophetic warning (“The needs of ghosts 

embarrass the living”), which confirms his own sense of being continually harried by 

his “dear… everpresent” AIDS phantoms.202  

The English pastoral elegy continually alludes to its traditions. Thus the name 

Milton chooses for King in “Lycidas,” the “Doric lay” he fashions, and the 

questioning of the nymphs as to their whereabouts when his friend was dying, 

specifically refer to the practices of Theocritus and Virgil in their idylls and eclogues. 

Gunn’s elegies do allude to classical precedent (“To the Dead Owner of a Gym,” “To 

a Dead Graduate Student,” “Epitaph”), but the focus of their allusions is 

predominantly the English Renaissance (“Courtesies of the Interregnum,” “In Time of 

Plague”) and the English pre-modern poet, Hardy, from whom he “got a bit of 

help”203 in writing “The Gas-Poker” and on whom “Words for Some Ash” is 

modelled. Just as Hardy’s “Poems 1912-13” mourn his first wife indirectly through 

objects associated with her (fashion prints, for instance), so Gunn addresses Lay’s 

death obliquely by means of his metonymic ashes. The scattering of Lay’s dust on a 

beloved Californian “coastal ridge” from where in life he “watched the distant crash, / 

Ocean on a broken edge” is meant to recall “I Found Her Out There,” where Hardy 

guiltily remembers how far Emma, buried in inland Dorset, is from her native 

Cornwall, from whose coastal “heights /… she would often gaze” to “where the ocean 

breaks / On the purple strand.”204 In poetic recompense for neglect during their 

marriage, Hardy imagines Emma’s “shade” creeping “underground / Till it catch the 
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sound / Of that western sea,”205 a journey imagined for Lay’s ashes as they progress 

down through “damper ground” and out into the Pacific.206 

Doty’s elegiac allusions are less oblique and, in their tendency toward 

rhetoric, less restrained. He will quote from the model—often in translation—then 

base the whole emotive poem round that quotation. Apart from Cavafy, the poet who 

has most shaped his thinking on death is Rilke—indeed he placed a citation from 

Duino Elegies on the printed cards for Roberts’ funeral.207 Thus in “Lament-Heaven” 

he takes for his title a translated phrase from “Orpheus, Eurydice, Hermes” and 
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Camp irony, as “Tiara”211 shows, is always on hand to deflate any hint of 

portentousness.  

In contrast, Gunn’s elegies adopt a quasi-ritualistic seriousness. By so doing, 

they attempt to show, despite prejudices to the contrary, how dignified homosexual 

death can be. Of course, the formality of traditional genre (“Lament,” “Epitaph,” the 

pagan intercessional prayer “Words for Some Ash”
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