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In November 1942, John Berryman wrote to his landlord in Boston. On the other side of the world, the Battle of Stalingrad was at its mid-point, and the German army had just been finally surrounded, but Berryman’s worries were more local. “The immediate and main story concerns the electric refrigerator in the apartment, and the story is grotesque,” he began, and described the trouble in detail. The refrigerator ran too cold; anything put into it froze; and the electricity bills were high. “One expects such treatment in a tenement,” he wrote: “In an apartment for which one is asked $60 a month it strikes me as unusual.”
This is far from the popular image of Berryman: huge beard, famous, falling down drunk; the wild poet of the heartbreaking Dream Songs whose life was a journey of true disorder and who ended in suicide. Berryman here is comically far from poet in a garret or any agony of Romantic suffering, but this is perhaps what Berryman’s many adoring fans love most about him. He is a little ridiculous, and his worries are at times both so small and yet so grandiose. This new edition of Berryman’s letters, lovingly prepared by Philip Coleman and Calista McRae, and handsomely published by the Belknap Press, gives us Berryman in all his colours: foolish, absurd, wounded, and ultimately heartbreaking. It is, in the end, a deeply moving book. It also raises a series of important—and very Berrymanish—questions about the relationship between a writer’s life and work, and between what may be included in a work of art and what is more properly left out. In the case of Berryman, editorial questions—about syntax, footnotes, layout, and the giving or with-holding of biographical and historical context—turn out to be vital artistic and poetic ones. 
Any selection tells a story. In a brief introduction, the editors note: “Our main principle of selection was to shed light on Berryman as writer.” The Berryman of this edition therefore differs subtly from those presented in two previous volumes of his correspondence. Berryman’s major correspondent was his mother: he wrote seven hundred pages of letters to her from school between the autumn of 1928 and the spring of 1932 alone, and Richard Kelly’s 1988 edition We Dream of Honour: John Berryman’s Letters to His Mother gives us Berryman as tormented and devoted son. Appearing in 1999, John Haffenden’s superb edition of Berryman’s writings on Shakespeare, Berryman’s Shakespeare, includes many letters to editors and other scholars. Here is Berryman as scholar manqué, struggling for decades to complete textual work on King Lear and a slightly shapeshifting biography of the playwright. By contrast, in Coleman and McRae’s selection Berryman appears more often as a kind of literary businessman or impressario. As poetry editor at The Nation, he works with younger poets and he rejects submissions from established names. He writes to his own editor, hustling for advances, promising more books to come, chasing royalties owed; he offers comments on the layout of title pages, and is particularly concerned with author photos. 
Berryman at work might at first appear an odd song to sing. This is, after all, a poet who celebrated boredom and spoofed the drab academic scholars who would take his works too seriously. “Life, friends, is boring,” begins Dream Song 14, while Dream Song 35 opens with the shout:

	Hey, out there!—assistant professors, full,
	associates,—instructors—others—any—
	I have a sing to shay.

But the Berryman revealed by this edition of letters is less the joyous and chaotic drunk and more a worker always devoted to his job: a committed teacher; a serious-minded editor; a successful poet who boasts of hiring a hotshot agent who will earn him huge fees giving public lectures. 
His lifelong task was making himself into a poet. Everything was devoted to this, and he begins with the name. His first letters are signed “John Allyn,” which was his father’s surname, but soon he changes this to Berryman, after his stepfather. In early letters, he tries out the name, referring to himself in the third person. He writes to a college friend in 1935: “I be in a berry bad state—sleepless & gruffgruff,” and here he is playing with words, making them up, and treating his own name as just another possibility to fool with. 
There are countless examples of this distinctively Berrymanish trick: when personal materials are rendered into poetry, and when it feels as though he is playing a poet’s game with every human interaction and each of life’s demands. As Coleman and McRae observe: “almost all of his correspondence is primarily literary correspondence, even when it is also deeply personal.” He writes a lovely poem to his son, and then thinks about also sending it to the New Yorker. Called “Mr Pou & the Alphabet,” this poem appears in Kelly’s edition of the letters but not here, although Coleman and McRae do include the accompanying letter. He writes letters as poems (they are often not very good, but still, lovely to see them), or in prose which feels as if it is about to turn into verse. He is always, that is, at work on being a poet, even when he is for a moment passing as other things. 
But to see these games as primarily literary is, according to this editorial formula, equally to see them as only secondarily personal. This edition as a whole presents a bookish, bibliographic Berryman. The editors offer more than twelve hundred endnotes and most often these simply offer bibliographic references: publication details, full titles. This is perhaps as Berryman would have wished it, for in his letters he is obsessed not only with books but really with editions. When he mentions a book in a letter, he tends to give detail: “a complete (except correspondence) 1856 edition I have”. To double down on this tendency, the editors track down who published this precise edition, and in an end-note they give this further information: “The Works of Jonathan Swift (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1856).” 
This puritanism permeates the edition. The volume includes a useful list of correspondents, and these are given startlingly brief biographies: “Pound, Ezra (1885-1972), poet and critic”; “Schwartz, Delmore (1913-1966), poet and writer.” There is no sense of what any of these correspondents might have meant to Berryman, or how they appear in or inspired the poems. This is certainly a sensible economy, and the volume is already more than seven hundred pages. But it also presents the life only as the occasion for art. Everything here is always and only bookish. The editors offer also a chronology, at the end, of the events of Berryman’s life, but really it is something closer to a publication schedule. The whole entry for a key year such as 1965 runs: “Wins the Pulitzer Prize for 77 Dream Songs.” 
This strictness extends also to a second editorial principle. As the editors put it in their introduction, they have sought to preserve what they generously call Berryman’s “idiosyncrasies”: variations in spelling, syntax, punctuation, “a non-standard verb ending.” There is a little comedy just beneath these editorial euphemisms. The editors explain that “Unambiguous typing errors—especially those Berryman himself corrected, and those that do not suggest a larger context of agitation, haste, exhaustion, or intoxication—are silently corrected.” This is an entirely respectable editorial position, of course, but it is also at least worth noting that what they are saying here is, Berryman was a mess; or, to put it another way: agitation, haste, exhaustion, and intoxication were the four demons of his life. This irregularity, this wildness even with syntax and punctuation, is part of the joy of the Dream Songs. The first line of the first of the Dream Songs famously includes a gap in it: “Huffy Henry hid	the day.” Something is missing; something is lost. Editorial decisions turn out to be poetic principles, which turn out to be questions about the life as lived.
These always the questions, in editing Berryman: do we take his words seriously, literally? Do we fill in the gaps for him, or make his apologies? This edition, so carefully prepared, is something like an act of worship in a particularly literalist church. As Coleman and McRae explain in their introduction, “All addresses have been given as he writes them.” Berryman often wrote his own address in slightly different ways, so here we have on page 142 “49 Grove St. Boston” and then on page 143 “49, Grove Street/ Boston.” This may be significant or not, but it is hard to believe that these variations are more significant than the omission of the address on some letters (and when Berryman does not note the address, his editors don’t spill the beans on where he he is writing from either). But sometimes, as when he is writing from hospital, the drama of the letter lies in the context of the letter. On the day after Christmas, 1939, Berryman wrote: “I nearly broke my head last night. I have let Mother bring a Bellevue man in.” A whole scene jumps before us here, something drawn from a terrible novel; and there is no note to explain this collapse. A letter to Ezra Pound in January 1947 mentions Chaucer, Spenser, Ovid, Milton, Browning, Wyatt, and others, and Coleman and McRae add a note in which they have tracked down a phrase from Ben Jonson that Berryman quotes but does not name. All this is valuable, serious scholarship; the letter becomes a literary artefact, a remnant of a time in which people wrote letters like this. But only at the very end do the editors also note briefly another significant context, one masked and perhaps undermined by the bookish chat: that Pound, who had spent the war broadcasting fascist propaganda and was accused of treason, was now being held at St Elizabeths hospital for the insane. One hospitalised man writing to another currently in a madhouse, and all they speak of is old poetry. 	
Perhaps we can say: Berryman would have wanted it this way. In times of trouble, look to the books. From a hospital—yet another hospital—where he is trying to dry out, Berryman writes to his booksellers, ordering scholarly editions of Shakespeare and Elizabethan bibles. Perhaps we can say: in all its editorial austerity and serious diligence, this edition is surprisingly the most perfectly Berrymanish text there is. But for those who love Berryman, the life—the mess, the chaos, the joy and the grief—keeps creeping back in. On one hand, he is a scholar, a Shakespearean textual critic, a great and celebrated poet, one whose words are worth our time. On the other hand: don’t be so serious. The Dream Songs are the funniest poems of the twentieth century, and perhaps the most alive, and in them we hear the music of the life, the music of a man it might have been nice to know.
Somewhere around page 253 everything changes. He writes: “everybody loves me and goes off like fireworks when I appear, and I have been extremely unhappy.” Hereabouts a sinking feeling settles into the reader’s soul: we know which way this is going. What we are feeling is teleology. The wild drinking and the deep sadness are like a huge shark lurking just beneath the surface, swimming closer, never to be deterred, and everything is a race against time. He starts to write like never before. In early 1953, he is at work on the great “Homage to Mistress Bradstreet” (“I feel like weeping all the time”). From 1955, he is at work on what will become the Dream Songs, which possess him until the end. The letters let us track the work, as it develops: how that first volume planned as seventy five songs became seventy six and then, of course, 77 Dream Songs. Everything is work because the alternative is too dreadful to consider. In December 1962: “I drafted 14 new Songs—all lousy—over Thanksgiving wk & wound up in a Boston nuthouse.” In May 1963: “I couldn’t stop writing—every weekend, one, two or even three Songs—friend, that’s murder.” 
The other side of the race is his headlong dash towards the booze, and here, too, the letters are the key source. March 1937: “I am quite drunk.” August 1938: “I hope that isn’t the Scotch at my elbow talking.” By early 1953 he is developing what he calls “a philosophy of martinis.” He gets on the wagon (“not a pure wagon”) and falls off again. Soon he is wetting the bed. In November 1957 he writes from Madrid to an old friend, reporting that “A triple dry martini comes to 20¢.” Berryman’s biographers, following this letter, tend to report that a triple martini was Berryman’s drink of choice; and Coleman and McRae have no note to this line, of course, because it concerns the booze and not the books; but I have always wondered about exactly what that drink was. The celebrated cocktail known as a martini is defined not by its size but its ratios, so it’s not clear what a triple martini might be. Is he perhaps not drinking the cocktail at all, but instead the Italian brand of vermouth which has the same name? Is it a joke about the old phrase, a three-martini lunch? Is it an imaginary drink, an extra cocktail of the mind? Perhaps one might object that no joke deserves a footnote, but inside this joke is a little terror. It’s a joke which isn’t a joke at all, or the kind of joke that only a hardened drinker might make, one who had developed an acute philosophy of martinis, one who wasn’t quite sure that life was worth living. 
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