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The Modern Sequence
and Its Precursors

1. The “New” Genre and Organic Form

A “new” genre, the modern poetic sequence, has evolved over the past
century and a half or longer. It has emerged so naturally, so without
fanfare, as hardly to have been noticed. Yet, once its existence has been
pointed out, and a name proposed for it, "tis very like a camel or a

mountain or a whale or—to return to things literary—an epic poem. ﬁ;lm &3{_‘

Its presence becomes abundantly obvious, for the modern sequence
is the decisive form toward which all the developments of medermn po-
etry have tended. It is the genre which best encompasses the shift in
sensibility exemplified by starting a long poetic work “I celebrate my-
self, and sing myself,” rather than “Sing, Goddess, the wrath of Achilles.”
The modemn sequence goes many-sidedly into who and where we are
subjectively; it springs from the same pressures on sensibility that have
caused our poets experiments with shorter forms. It, too, is a response
to the lyrical possibilities of language opened up by those pressures in
times of cultural and psychological crisis, when all past certainties have
many times been thrown chaotically into question. More successfully
than individual short lyrics, however, it fulfills the need for encompass-
ment of disparate and often powerfully opposed tonalities and energies.

It is striking that the presence of this genre, the outgrowth of poets’
recognition and pursuit of “new thresholds, new anatomies”™ (Hart Crane’s
visionary exclamation in a somewhat different context), has gone unap-
preciated for the most part. It is especially striking that experts in the
very works that represent it so overwhelmingly—such works as Walt
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4 The Bise of the Modern Sequence

Whitman’s Song of Myself, the first great unmistakable exemplar of the
form, and Ezra Pound’s Cantos—should have missed the fact that they
were confronting something new artistically, a creation of the genius of
modern poetry to be closed with only through the dynamics of individ-
ual works.

How could this have happened? One explanation, we believe, is the
character of poetic evolution itself. It is easy to detect superficial signs
of newness: departures from traditional rhyme and meter, the absence
of explanatory or narrative links between images or other evocative cen-
ters, the use of a vocabulary and subject matter hitherto taboo or con-
sidered unsuitable for poetry. But it is ancther matter to see the bearing
of such signs. If not simply disregarded, they are usually thought odd or
peripheral, although they may mark vast shifts of psychic direction and
of the axes of aesthetic sensibility. Consider that Whitman is still a prob-
lematic figure to many people, and that Romantic poetry is still dis-
dained by certain “classicists” who, as William Butler Yeats noted, would
hardly know where to turn should “their Catullus” suddenly appear in
the flesh. But for all of us it is, by definition, hard to recognize other
people’s originality and even harder to give it our complete empathy.

There is a further turn on the problem: critical recalcitrance. One
needs to recall how seldom a literary work is actually treated without
preconceptions, as a work of art that will tell us (if we allow it to do so)
what its living character is. Now a work of art is made by a human being
and reflects his or her empirical life and psychological set and times and
general stock of ideas—these are points hardly in guestion. But as a
work of art it is a construct, improvised to hold—however precar-
iously—some sort of equilibrium or balance against disorder: especially,
against its own internal disorder. The tendency to annihilate the thing
that'’s made to a mere thought, however complex, or to a biographical
shade, however humanly interesting, is the great and dominant ret-
rogression of our criticism. We stress this position not out of any desire
to renew familiar polemics, but for the good practical reason that it must
be constantly sustained and reconceived if we are to see what is going
on aesthetically in a literary work.

Critical recalcitrance results from the fact that “rational” scholarship
and criticism too easily ignore the improvisatory, tentative nature of ar-
tistic experience, which is initimately related to the volatile richness of
ordinary human awareness. But poets cannot ignore it; it is the primary
condition of their art, and the key to the need for a formal resolution
that a poem presses to fulfill. As William Carlos Williams tells us at the
start of his sequence Paterson, they must work “with the bare hands.”
Their only recourse is
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To make a start,

out of particulars

and make them general, rolling
up the sum, by defective means—
Sniffing the trees,

just another dog

among z lot of dogs. . . .

Thus the poet’s task. Not every poet would put it in so deceptively
humble a way. Yet even Yeats, with his aristocratic yearnings, wrote
that the dreams and images of his poetry had their source in “the foul
rag-and-bone shop of the heart.” Commonplaces of poetic conscious-
ness, these perspectives are hardly reflected anywhere in our poetic
criticism; yet one might expect critics to use all their antennae to detect
a poem’s essential effort and idiom and then—by whatever “delective
means —to follow through as best they could. 1f, for example, one finds
apparent fragmentation in a poem, one should want to get in touch with
the fragments, get the tonal character of each, and open cneself to their
internal relationships. Or if one finds apparently “unpoetic” elements,
one must be ready for a possible widening of poetic range and the dis-
covery of unexpectedly valuable dimensions. In short, what is called for
is a critical method and theory congruent with and reflexive from poetic
practice—a poet’s poetics.

Criticisn, however, has been drifting into various autotelic and self-
adoring postures, rarely allowing itself to be instructed by the art of
writers. Hence the strange blindness to what counts: here, to the tow-
ering presence of a genre that has dominated the ambition of every great
modern poet. (“Blindness” may be too gentle a word in an era in which
a number of critics begin to discount the value of artistic achievement
altogether.) A cultivated empathy with the dynamic life of works can
encourage the ability to discern new organic forms and zesthetic ten-
dencies. Artistic change, in response to cultural change, goes on all the
time independently of a critic’s ability to recognize it. But the critic can
at least try to be open to the most telling art, to its idiosyneratic energy
and character, to the austere, driven intensity that Rebecca West named
the “beautiful stark bride of Blake.” The alerted state that devotion to
such a modern muse entails draws language into discovery. Obviously
the process precedes conscious formulation. By the same token, it leads
to the only kind of “experimentation” that matters in art,

The whole development of the modem sequence, inseparable from
that of modern poetry, has involved this sort of inevitable yet unformu-
lated experimentation. These sequences have been written in the spirit
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of our changed world, meeting the needs of sensibilities impatient with
posturing and keyed to rigorous emotional accuracy. Of course it is sheer
dogmatism to rule out any form or genre as obsolete ("the novel is dead”),
and it is always possible that some genius will find a way of writing a
long, continuous narrative poem or logically or thematically developed
one that will satisfy the most knowledgeable and sensitized of contem-
porary readers. But a fatal ennui with such efforts does seem to have set
in, and not even the gifts of a poet as truly remarkable as Wallace Ste-
vens have been able to achieve more than a momentary, suspect remis-
sion.

Like the first modulations toward the writing of sequences, critical
inklings of the major direction of modern practice came early and piece-
meal and—naturally—from poets. The most notable is Poe’s remark-
able insight in his 1846 essay “The Philosophy of Composition” (devel-
oped more fully in “The Poetic Principle” shortly afterwards):

What we term a long poem is, in fact,. merelv a_succession_of brief
(mq__gs—that is to say, of brief poetica] effects. Tt is needless to demon-
strate that a poem is such, only inasmuch as it intensely excites, by
elevating, the soul; and all intense excitements are, through a Eszchal
necessity, bref. For this reason, at least one halt of the - Paradise Lost”

is essentially prose—a succession of poetical excitements interspersed,

inevitably, with corresponding depressions—the whole being de-
prived, through the extremeness of its length, of the vastly important
artistic element, totality, or unity, of effect.®

Scholars in their serried ranks (Miltonists especially) have wittily or
somberly demolished Poe’s logic here, to their own satisfaction. What
they have not dealt with is his unerring pointing of the new direction of
sensibility. Poe may have been mistaken in any given assertion, but he
was dead right in what is after all his essential position: that the tradi-
tional ways to structure_the long poem no longer. satisfy_the modern
poet.

A poem depends for its life neither on continuous narration nor on
developed argument but on o progression of specific qualities and in-
tensities of emotionally and sensuous@mchargﬂwarengss K successhul
long poem, and the moderm sequence pre-eminently, is made up of such
centers of intensity. Its structure resides in the felt relationships among

1. James A. Harrison, ed., The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe (New York: 1802),
XIV, 195-96. An interesting precedent for these ideas may be found in John Stuart Mill's
essay “Alfred de Vigay” (1838), in his Dissertations and Discussions (London: 1867—sec-
ond edition), I, 326-27. Mill holds it “impossible that a feeling so intense as to require a
more thythmical cadence than that of eloquent prose, should sustain itself at highest ele-
vation for long together.”
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them. Narration and argument are useful poetically only as they provide
certain kinds of dynamic_structuring of the centers of intensity and
tones—of suspense, expectation, thoughtfulness, or whatever—to go with
them (Poe’s “succession” of “brief poetical effects”). Chronological and
rational ordering are but two among many possible structural devices
subsumed in a work’s lyrical structure. The problem cannot be solved
by a debate over Paradise Lost. It is a matter of the fundamental char-
acter of lyrical structure: a way of making and viewing poetic constructs
that concentrates on something other than logical and narrative and the-
matic links. ‘

We shall return to the basic considerations of lyrical structure shortly.
We should point out here that it is intimately related to the general
conception of an organic rather than a mechanical approach to sbructure
that has been with us for a long time, particularly in reference to the
fess subtle formal characteristics of a work——its thyme scheme or stanza
form or adherence to certain dramatic “laws.” The sources of ideas about
organic form lie in antiquity: in modern times they come to us by way
of German and English Romantic theory, epitomized in Coleridge’s de-
fense of Shakespeare against the notion that he was a wild, undi undlsmpimed
genius, “a sort of African nature, fertile in beautiful monsters.” Borrow-
ing his language directly from one of A. W. Schlegel's Dramatic Lec-
tures, Coleridge said that such a mistake arises when we confound

mechanic regularity with organic form, The form is mechanic when on
any given material we impress a predetermined form not necessarily
arising out of the properties of the material . . . The organic form, on
the other hand, is innate; it shapes as it develops itself from within,
and the fullness of its development is one and the same with the per-
fection of its outward form. Such is the life, such the form.2

In the United States the first transmitter of the idea of organic form
was Emerson. His essay “The Poet,” published twgm
“The Philosophy of Composition,” opened directly on the great poetry
to come. Emerson’s most striking formulation was derived from Euro-
pean ideas but absolutely original in its call for artistic exploration: our

2. Terence Hawkes, ed., Coleridge’'s Writings on Shakespeare (New York: G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1959}, p. 68, Coleridge's Shakespeare Lectures, published in 1818, were delivered
between 1808 and 1814. The passage in question (from Coleridge’s 1808 lecture notes)
uses A. W. Schlegel's distinction between “mechanische” and “organische” form and comes
close to exact translation. See Schlegel's Uber dramatische Kunst und Litteratur (Heidel-
berg: 1817-—second edition), I1), p. 8. For bibliographical guidance to the Schlegel text
and to the Mill reference in the previous note we are indebted to René Wellel's A History
of Modern Criticism 1750~1950 {New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955), II, pp. 48, 354,
and 359, and III (1965), pp. 135 and 315-16.
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poets must find the form in which to “chaunt our own times and social
circumstances.” He understood the necessity for loosening the grip of
tight, conventional formal structures. Although he—as a poet—lacked
the nervy genius and the powerful pressures to make a reckless break
himself, he helped create a.climate less hostile to experiment than be-

' fore. Charles Olson’s 1959 pronouncement, echoing Robert Creeley, that

i

Torm is never more than an extension of content” was preceded by 115
et et e S

years in Emerson’s vivid and elegant declaration:

For it is not metres, but a metre-making argument that makes a poem,—
R Ot e T, R . hil e

a thought 50 passionate and alive that like the spirit of a plant or an

animal it has an architecture of its own, and adorns nature with a new

thing. . . . The poet has a new thought; he has a whole new experi-

ence to unfold; he will tell us how it was with him, and all men will be

the richer in his fortune. For the experience of each new age requires

a new confession, and the world seems always waiting lor its poet.

oy
m@kﬁh"e It was—of course, it would he—an embarrassing and perhaps dis-

Ak

&'fg?‘”reputabie poet like Whitman who would respond to this thrilling chal-

¢ lenge. It couldn’t be the personally and poetically inhibited Emerson,

who entertained the most daring ideas but whose verbal behavior was
modest and respectable. Whitman's Song of Myself is the first realized
modern poetic sequence, to be followed by Calamus and Drum-Taps as
his other primhe contributions & _the genre. And not far from this poetic
epicenter was the virtually seeret work of the great American “under-
ground” poet, Emily Dickinson, mistress of a realm of confessional lyri-
cism_whose volcanic beauty did not erupt into general view until well
after her death. Her fascicles——the hand-threaded packets (or booklets)
Alter ner deafn

in which many of her most powerful poems are arranged—belong in any
consideration of the modern sequence, despite their erratic success as
integrated works of art.

We shall return to Whitman and Dickinson, as pioneers in the art of
the sequence, in our next chapters. The genre’s full flourishing, how-
ever, came only in the 1920s, with T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land, Pound's
early cantos and Hugh Selwyn Mauberley. Yeats's Irish Civil War_ se-
quences. Cranes  Voyages, and Hugh MacDiarmid's A Drunk Man
Looks at the Thistle. Since that time, the outstanding poets writing in
English have used the sequence to accommodate the complexities and
passions of contemporary experience. When we speak of this dominating
form we do not forget that any individual sequence has, in Emerson’s
words, its own “architecture.” There are, for instance, obvious differ-
ences among the works just named and among the others we shall ad-
duce, such as Crane’s The Bridge, Williams's Paterson, Basil Bunting's
Briggflatts, Robert Lowell’s Life Studies, Olsou’s The Maximus Foems,
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Ramon Guthrie's Maximum Security Ward, Austin Clarke’s Mnemosyne
Lay in Dust, Ted Hughes's Crow, and Gualway Kinnell's The Book of
Nightmares. These are works of varied quality, but all are high points
in their authors” development and serious efforts within the genre: nei-
ther “long poem” nor “linked series” but “sequence.” They exemﬁjﬂ:;/ a

compelliig Hrocess, the result of sheer, psychically powerful need on
each poet’s part to mobilize and give direction to otherwise scattered
energies.

For reasons we have earlier suggested, we cannot assume general
knowledge of the nature and achievement of this new genre. Nor can
we assume general knowledge of the critical approach, emphasizing lyr-
ical structure (but not confining that term to the short lyric poem), nec-
essary for insight into the character of the sequence—its balancings of
stress and interplay among its centers of passionate preoccupation. In-
deed, this vital structuring principle in poetry has been almost as ne-
glected as its major modern genre.

The modern sequence, then, is 2 grouping of mainly lyric poems and
passages, rarely uniform in pattern, which tend to interact as an organic
whole. It usually includes narrative and dramatic elements, and raticei-
native ones as well, but its structure is finally ) lZEE;l Intimate, frag-
mented, self-analvtical, open, emotionally volatile, the. sequence_meets
the needs of modem sensibility even when the poet aspires to tragic or
epic scope. (The intimate character, the strong sense we have of a hi;g_h‘iy
subjective impulse of lyrical energy at work, makes it helpful to refer to
the poem’s “speaker” or “protagonist.” Since this usage is more a con-
venience of critical discourse, very easily misleading, than a key to
aesthetic structure, we must remember that we are not dealing with a
literal speech or monologue or poeticized discourse but with something

like "a "piece of music.) The intimate, self-conscions fonalty 15 ofien % |

present Trom the very start: “I celebrate myself, and sing myself,” “Bring

me to the blasted oak,” “April is the cruellesi month, S fiamie her

Vivian. I, scirecrow Merlin.” It establishes an initial poetic pitch more
than a theme or character. The pitch may change; so may the level of
diction, the points of reference, and the contexts of evocation. The poem
creates its own dynamics, in fact, whether or not it has a specified dra-
matic speaker.

Yet a dramatic speaker is often its vehicle, not controlling its move-
ment but frequently presented as under a pressure felt as tragic. We
may be confronted by a speaker in extremis. A piercing example is the
mortal agony of Guthrie’s “Today Is Friday” in Maximum Security Ward:

You could taste it being fed ntravenously through a
skein of tubes into your most plausible dreams

It was happening Tt was going on as suavely
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as if it were a rank of drop-forges
smashing diamonds to dust as fast as
they could be fed to them.

Or, in a less acutely personal key of suffering but still in_the realm of

tragedy, the poem is oppressed by what Delmore Schwartz called “the
burden of consciousness,” the alienated music of “civilization and its
discontents.” Yeats gives us many instances, as in “The Stare’s Nest by
My Window™—part of “Meditations in Time of Civil War” and, in its
way, not really less desperate than Guthrie’s lines:

We are closed in, and the key is turned

On our uncertainty; somewhere

A man is killed, or a house burned,

Yet no clear fact can be discerned:

Come build in the empty house of the stare.

A barricade of stone or of wood;

Some fourteen days of civil war,

Last night they trundled down the road
That dead young soldier in his blood:

Come build in the empty house of the stare,

Seeking to locate the elements of its oppressed yet volatile state, the
associative pressure in such works stirs.up sunken dimensions of con-
sciousness and memory from the depths, moving through eonfusions and
ambiguities towards a precarious balance. The process of association and
of modulation among shifting intensities is both psychological and cul-
tural in its contexts of reference. It involves the feeling of obsolescence,
tf!ge need to recover an identifying past. Here enters the heroic or epic
aspect of the sequence: its effort to pit primal values and personal, his-
torical, and artistic memory or vision against anomiie and desolation. Thus,
Guthrie’s title {“Today Is Friday ) vefers distantly to the Crucifixion, and
Yeats powerfully suggests natural values to be clung to in the face of
war's perversity. Similarly, Bunting and Clarke bring moments of secure
childhood bliss into their sequences to help counteract psychological or
moral distress; Hughes invents a drastic and cynical Creation “myth”
that mocks and parodies the Bible but also suggests a source of strength
in the mere will to survive (epitomized negatively in the appalled poem
“That Moment” and in minimally positive terms in “Littleblood”); and
Bunting, Williams, David Jones, and others use regional history and
dialect to make a music of affirmation of identity. '

In short, the modern sequence has evolved out of a serious need for -

an encompassing poetry, one completely involved with what our lives
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really mean subjectively. That need reflects the ultimate pressure on
modern sensibility to understand itself and to regain what Olson called
the “human universe.” The pressure, right or wrong, is to reconceive
reality in humanly reassuring ways rather than in chillingly impersonal
ones. It is felt inescapably by poets, even when they hardly realize why
they write as they do, as a pressure to remember and deepen their
sense of our human reality while rejecting any hubristic. anthrapo-
morphic self-deception. {See Hart Crane’s poem “To Brooklyn Bridge”
for @ very pure projection of this pressure.) The struggle against depres-
sion and loss of morale in this context was waged powerfully by great
poets in the past in work like Donne’s ~A Noctumall upon St. Lucie:is
Day,” Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey,” and Tennyson's Maud: A Mon-
odrama. These titles, in their chronological order, will suggest that cer-
tﬂressums are a constant, eutting across differences of time and po-
etic genre. At the same time, the poems themselves may suggest an
increasing emphasis, as poetry approaches its modern phase, on a com-
plex music of feeling involving a number of radiant centers, progres-
sively liberated from a narrative or thematic framework.

2. Lyrical Structure and the Genius of Modern Poetry

Here we must attempt a few basic observations on this liberated lyrical
structure. Let’s say, first, that its object is neither to resolve a problem
nor to conclude_an action but to achieve the keenest, most open realize-
tib?yossible. This realization is, naturally, rooted in a work’s initial
pressures but goes beyond them in scope. By initial pressures we mean
the human occasion for the poem, its set of awareness, its situation (the
felt reality within the poem), its condition of sensuous or emotional ap-
prehension—whatever constitutes an emotional center energizing the
poem, which moves towards a state of equilibrium that balances, re-
solves, or encompasses these pressures.

This state of equilibrium is generally a momentary one, among varied
and volatile states of feeling, awareness, and active emotional or intel-
lectual discovery. We may call it an equilibrium among affects in pro-
cess. It provides a sense of encompassment or transcendence, because
the poem_has, as it were, reached a height of responsiveness to all pres-
sures acting on it. The ability to hold in balance conflicting and logically
frreconcilable energies, and to identify their presence and intensity, is

felt as mastery over contradiction, mastery by poetic conversion into a
pattern of unruly but mobilized affects.

It follows that the higher the work’s level of responsiveness, and the
more manifold the pressures acting on it yet held in balance, the more
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satisfying the lyrical structure will be and the more powerful the illusion
of transcendence. A short, concentrated poern, it is true, may also syn-
thesize complexly or subtly related tonalities despite its surface simplic-
ity:

Westron winde, when will thou hlow,
The smalle raine downe can raine?
Crist, if my love wer in my armis,
And T in my bed againe.

The whole of this little song is charged with longing, vet each line
resonates on its own. The first line—an impatient wish, whatever the
reason, for a change in the weather—is followed by the ambiguously
related vision of the “smalle raine,” with a certain gentle ardor accom-
panying both lines. Then comes the expletive, and the song swells into
a lover's frustrated outburst.

But we are here primarily concerned with poems on a larger scale, in
which such a piece as “Westron Winde,” though lovely and self-
contained, might form a single affect. It is instructive to consider a long
poem like Browning's magnificent “The Englishman in Ttaly"—292 lines
in five unnumbered sections—as a model of lyrical structure. The brief
opening and close provide a dramatic and intellectual frame. The middle
273 lines are so richly loaded with intertwined sensuous effects, gather-
ing and multiplying from moment to moment, that the poem seems an
epic of riotous openness. For the cultivated “Englishman”™ who is the
vehicle of the poem’s dynamics, the daily world of Italian life in the
country region outside Sorrento is all splendor and surprise. In the
twelve-line opening section we see him filled with solicitude for little
Fortr, who is frightened by the sirocco:

Fortn, Fortlr, my beloved one,
Sit here by my side,

On my knees put up both little feet!
1 was sure, if I tried,

1 could make you laugh spite of Scirocco.
Now, open your eyes,

Let me keep you amused till he vanish
In black from the skies,

With telling my memories over
As you tell your beads;

All the Plain saw me gather, I garland
—The flowers or the weeds.

To amuse the child, the speaker spins out a vivid account of his ad-
ventures in observation. The long second section {116 lines) is a contin-
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uous explosion of the senses that begins with an exclamation and contin-
ues in high excitement and with some unsqueamish whimsy:

Time for rain! for your long hot dry Autumn
Had net-worked with brown

The white skin of each grape on the bunches,
Marked like a quail’s crown,

Those creatures you make such account of,
Whose heads,~—speckled white

Over brown like a great spider’s back,
As I told you last night,—

Your mother bites off for her supper.
Red-ripe as could be,

Pomegranates were chapping and splitting
In halves on the tree . . .

From these passages (the first strophe and the next twelve lines of the
poem) we can see much of the whole poem’s quality. The exuberance of
all that is to come is foreshadowed here in the tones of robustly active
kindness and in the eagerness to pour out fresh “memories” that are at
once compared to a rosary and a garland. This comparison is an active
one, full of word-play—with telling beads and with making a garland.
{The word “garland” is a verb here.) The rhythmic movement is con-
tained within the simple thyme scheme xaxaxbxb . . ., and the meter
sustains _the_entranced tone and_overflowing spirits by its flexible en-
ergy—alternating trimeter and dimeter lines in a mixture of iambic and
anapestic, with feminine endings for most of the longer lines. The form
allows for luxurious expansiveness while militating against mere prolix-
ity.

“The Englishman in Italy” is such a delight one could spend pages
over it. But our point here is primarily to suggest the kind of dynamics,
and considerations of formal analysis, involved in lyrical structure: the
shifting of affects and the means of modulation as the poem changes key.
The 100-line third section, as glorious though not as wild in its detail as
the second, takes us on a muleback journey to the top of a neighboring
hill. The arrival may be compared to moments of buoyant exultation,
tempered by surprise and awe, in Dante’s Divine Comedy. From all the
swarmingly physical, teeming, appetite-filled life on the plain below we
rise, as on the higher reaches of the Purgatorial Mount—but not self-
importantly, for the description of the mule provides a humorously del-
icate touch:

Over all trod my mule with the caution
Of gleaners o'er sheaves,




14 The Rise of the Modern Sequence

5tll, foot after foot like a lady,
Till, round after round,

He climbed to the top of Calvano,
And God's own profound

Was above me, and round me the mountains,
And under, the sea,

And within me my heart to bear witness
What was and shall be.,

Oh, heaven and the terrible crystall
"No rampart excludes

Your eye from the life to be lived
In the blue solitudes,

The sudden leap into the language of revelatory terror is a triumph of
virtuosity, one that gave every sort of clue to later poets. It is compara-
ble to the passages in Browning's Sordello (Book One, lines 374-84 and
392-439) that Pound reprints in his ABC of Reading and that anticipate
the sharper breaks of tonality in the Cantos. The narrative context that
Browning provides is sloughed off in Pound’s writing, which operates by
juxtaposition without the inhibition of surface continuity. Early and late—
say in the shift from the hell-scene to the sudden paradisal vision in
Canto 16; and from the morass of associations, compounded of immedi-
ate prisen-camp details, political outbursts, bits of rueful memory, and
random items, to the sustained, inereasingly exquisite Dionysian hymn
that rises from the morass in Canto 79—Pound has made brilliant use of
this method adapted from Browning. The leap, in the passage just
quoted, to the images of “heaven and the terrible crystal” and of “the
life to be lived / In the blue solitudes” is of the same order (in the
intrinsic, rather than the overt poem) as Pound’s leaps of focus and af-
fect, or Yeats's sudden “The swan has leaped into the desolate heaven”
in “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen.” In “The Englishman in Italy”
itself it prepares us for another miraculous shift at the heights, again
anticipating Pound's method, that brings us some lines later into the
mythical realm of Ulysses and the Sirens.

It also, however, introduces between these passages a strange ele-
ment of hubris, from which perspective the ordinary folk below seem
contemptible. An unexpected arrogance, foreshadowing the poem’s
amused condescension toward the end, intrudes on the tone of high
solitude so thril]ingly reached By contrast the plains below are now
seen as “soft” and “cowering™—"a mm is
“how fair] but 2 slave. Thus we are prepared for the descent, which,
when its moment comes, is so charmingly managed in the 57-line fourth
section that one forgets the withering tone in the interim. But it returns.
The siroceo has spent itself, and the child is directed to all the activities
people have resumed—just a matter of locking out the window and seeing
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the gypsy, “our tinker and smith,” all set up for his work and keeping
his eye on the mischievous urchins all around, and the whole village
preparing for the Feast of the Rosary’s Virgin, and the scaffold ready for
the musicians—

All the fiddlers and fifers and drummers
And trumpeters bold, :
Not afraid of Bellini nor Auber—

and the fireworks laid out to be “religiously popped” when the “faxen
wigged Image” of the Virgin is carried in.—And so we have moved from
protective concern to sheer life-zest to transported exaltation to respen-
sive appreciation, at once exuberant and nastily snobbish, of the vil-
lagers’ noisy bustle of religious celebration. Then, after a quick return
to the world of cheerfully brutal earthy things (“a scorpion with wide
angry nippers”}, the poem ends in a seven-line section contrasting all
this blazing life with England’s repressive atmosphere. Specifically, the
ending concerns the reactionary resistance to abolishing the Corn Laws—
the politically black British “Scirocco,” in Browning's metaphor.

The balance of affects—radiant tonal centers of specific qualities, and
intensiﬁes_,_of emotionally and sensuously charged awareness—in
Browning’s poem provides the germ of how a sequence works. It pre-
cisely indicates the nature of lyrical structure, which is based on 1 dy-
namics: _the - succession _and interaction of units of affect. (We of
course assume the work of a real poet, by which we mean someone
superbly gifted in creating affects and building them into an organic
structure.) The relevant questions are simple: What are the successive

affeets, and what poetic resources have been used to create them? is

the ea. cumuiatlve psychologically satlsf)g_g curve of movement‘r’ is there

structure, incidentally, is by no means restricted to poems. It isa char—
acteristic of all literary genres: plays, novels, short stories, sermons,
speeches, even prose exposition. It is, precisely, the concrete aesthetic
dimension of any piece of verbal expression. We are here deliberately
oversimplifying what, in practice, makes for some subtle and demanding
problems of evaluation, but the downright simplicities are essential to
bring criticism in direct alignment with the literature it is concerned
with.

Onee the clarification of a work’s progression of affects, its dynamics or
curve of movement, has been accomplished, then all sorts of extrinsic
considerations may be brought to bear, such as the pressures exerted on
the lyrical structure by personal experience, historical events, poetic in-
fluence, myth and religion, psychoanalytical theory, or whatever. All

such con51derat1ons are relevant if they can be shown to be sh.apmg__.
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forces within the work's movement and not, under the guise of poetic
criticism, pursued for their own sakes.

~ We have stressed an approach to poetry that is not only analogous to
the study of music but almost identical with it. Aaron Copland, in his
essay “The Composer in Industrial America,” could be a poet speaking
of his art:

What, after all, do I put down when ! put down notes? I put down a
reflection of emotional states: feelings, perceptions, imaginings, intui-
tions. An emotional state, as I use the term, is compounded of every-
thing we are: our background, our environment, our convictions.

The composer’s “emotional state,” defined thus broadly, is a quality of
his music similar to what we mean by a poetic affect—-although, putting
the matter more rigorously, we would say that a passage presents the
affect rather than reflecting it. Further, Copland says that whatever
“meaning” music has resides precisely in the particularizing of these
“fluent emotional states.” Just because it “particularizes and makes ac-
tual,” art opens onto these states—the subjective “meaning” of the hu-
man condition. The “worlds of feeling” that musical themes project make
up the “expressive plane” in music, which Copland sharply distinguishes
from the “sheerly sensuous” and “sheerly musical” planes. The expres-
sive plane, he says in “How We Listen,” is the heart of the musical
experience and should be the first concern of performers. “Professional
musicians . . . often fall into the error of becoming so engrossed with
their arpeggios and staccatos that they forget the deeper aspects of the
music they are performing.”

Here Copland'’s professional musicians are very much like those trained
readers of poetry—whether students, professors, or critics—who like-
wise ignore the heart of artistic experience. They too forget that the
“very nature” of poetry, as of music, is “to give us the essence of expe-
rience transfused and heightened and expressed in such fashion that we
may contemplate it at the same instant that we are swayed by it.” In
music that “essence of experience” lies in the progression of themes; in

.poetry it resides in the progression of affects within the work’s lyrical
structure.

Now Song of Myself can be considered the first modern poetic se-
quence because it is the first poetic work of considerable length whose
ordering is overridingly lyrical. It is not bound by thematic, philosoph-

ical, or farmal conventions in the WAy thaf so many earher So-called
“§équences’ were—Elizabethan sormmm/LME:m in.

the way that more Varied works such a5 Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella or
Herbert's The Temple were. Song of Myself involves a more sustained
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curve of movement than these or than such more nearly contemporary
works as Blake's Songs of Innocence gnd of. Experience. Nor is_it like
any exactly contemporary British work. Thus Whitman may be passion-
ately concerned with death and immortality (“themes” in an abstractly
topical rather than a musical sense); but the whole character of his se-
quence is entirely different, say, from that of In Memoriam. Tennyson’s
poem is intellectually far more self-conscious and at times attempts to
set philosophical discussion and resolution to rhyme and meter. Even in
Maud, published the same year as Song of Myself, Tennyson felt the
need to. set up a parrative:dramatic frame to justify his real structure:
the juxtapositi states of mind so intense they went beyond what his
society considered normal. But Song of Myself is structured—on the
surface as well as in its innermost life—neither to resolve a problem nor
to conclude an action but to evoke the keenest, most open realization
possible. As far as we know, only Dickinson was working along the same
lines. ‘

It may strike some readers as curious or naive to speak of the “genius”
of modern poetry, and especially to link it with the terms “heroic” and
“epic” and with Coleridge’s phrase “organic unity.” Very serious people
are now calling literature obsolete and seeking to discharge its mysteries
along with its traditions and its distinction as art. Indeed, there is a
strong tendency to deny the validity of both “art” and “distinction.” Yet
we must insist—whatever the theoretical attractions of exalting intellec-
tual systems and ennui-generated positions over living works—that the
individual work of genius is our one touchstone of value in the arts. As
for “the_genius of modern poetry; we Tefer to the stripping-away pro-
cess, or liberation of sensibility, that marks the evolution of modern axt.

~We cannot attribute the process to any one person or movement; it is a
cultural phenomenon, a reflex of deep historical change. Poetry has, in
a famous phrase, wrung the neck of rhetoric—that is, of “poetic” atti-
tudinizing, sentimentality, and religious or philosophical preaching, It
has sloughed off any notion that it is primarily a medium for story-tellers
and moralists. Jdeas, dramatic situations, narrative suspense—these have
by no means disappeared from poetry, any more than has the sonnet or
iambic pentameter or any other mode developed in the past. All have
their uses. But the real poem, its dynamics always active beneath the
surface structure of poems in any age, has come into its own.

As a result, the poet is now free to let his or her poem present itself
directly in its own right and to create a movement, reversible and al-
ways i flux, of vital immediacies. Lyrical structure as we have de-
scribed it is improvisatory but not undisciplined. Its rigor lies in the play
of tonal depths and shadings ‘and shiftings, grounded i human intensi-
ties but not translatable into general ideas .or empirical problems and




18 The Rise of the Modern Sequence

solutions. Those human intensities are centered in moments of realiza-
tion, shared in life and art, in which aesthetic conversion becomes pos-
sible. Language, with all its traditions and evocative possibilities, con-
nects with the complex of human awareness in action and takes over
from it. Poetic phrasing and structuring are a phase of our human lives
{a reflex, as we have noted) that enables us to reorient, reassemble, and
explore felt meanings and imagined states with but one responsibility:
faithfulness to our most candid perceptions and to the implications of
language. The most developed poets have clarified these simple princi-
ples in their practice and thus have revolutionized the art of poetry. The
climactic development in the revolution is the modemn sequence, still in
process of formation.

3. Earlier Models: Shakespeare and Tennyson

We are convinced that this development was always implicit in the na-
ture of poetic structure. The sonnet sequences of the distant past—say
those of Petrarch or of Shakespeare—suggest a driving emotional pres-
sure toward a balanced resolution; but they tend to be more successful
€ MOre Succes
in individual poems or very small clusters of poems than in_their.move-
ment as.a whole. For one thing, the formal redundancy—Shakespeare’s
sequence contains 134 sonnets—militates against either the poet’s or the
reader’s seeing the whole work in terms of different major units of affect.
Shakespeare’s greatness as a poet reveals itself not in the unfolding of
the sequence but in the isolated poems and clusters we have mentioned.
There are magnificent lines and passages throughout, but scarcely twenty-
five of the sonnets might be called outstanding as complete poems.
Shakespearean scholarship has hardly distinguished itself in arguing this
or that possible order of the poems. The chief attemnpts have been to
arrange them thematically and in order of composition. J. Dover Wilson
is characteristic, dividing them into eight basic groupings with a sup-
posed autobiographical bearing: “The Marriage Sonnets,” “The Coming
of Love,” “The Poet Goes a Journey,” “Liaison Sonnets,” “The Rival
Poet,” “Farewell Sonnets,” “To the Dark Woman,” and “Independent
Sonnets” (the last heading being a desperate effort to deal with, but not
account for, poems that cannot easily be categorized).

Looking at the order of the sonnets in Wilson’s scheme and trying to
conjecture what their actual dynamics might be, one does feel a modu-
lation toward an actual lyric structure: from a light overture of involve-
ment {the somewhat absurd campaign to persuade a young man to marry
and beget children), to an unfolding of love (in whatever sense), to 2
vaguely introduced unhappiness at separation, to bitter misery at be-
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trayal and neglect, and to renunciation—and then follows 2 parallel but
briefer curve of poems revolving about an unfaithful mistress. But the
undifferentiated form of The Sonnets, its pointless gaps in development,
the heavy presence of its more boring poems, and its general uneven-
ness make of it a very weak sequence no matter_how the J@Eis
shuffled. The artistic problem is compounded by the way Shakespeare
often throws away the endings of sonnets that begin superbly, just as he
often throws away entire poems. C. §. Lewis’s claim that The Sonnets
as a whole constitutes “the supreme love-poetry of the world” is heart-
warming but artistically almost meaningless. E. K. Chambers’s assertion
that the order of the poems is “an autobiographical one, following the
ups and downs of an emotional relationship,” is not much better either
as description or evaluation. Few modern poets have equaled the power
of the best of Shakespeare’s sonnets, but many have created more suc-
cessful sequences. (Incidentally, although we have no space to develop
the point here, Shakespeare’s plays are far truer forerunners of the mod.-
ern sequence than The Sonnets or any other traditional sonnet-sequence.
If we read King Lear, for instance, in this perspective—as a succession
of variously charged affective umits—the dynamics of a sequence is im-
plicit in its movement.)

Among British poems of power in the last century, Tennyson's Maud
may come the closest to the modern sequence of any of the works that
do AGt quite break free of Subservience To a plot Tine. IF i af the oppo-
site extreme Irom the Elizabethan sonnet-sequence, which was too re-
dundant and theme-ridden to provide a genuine dynamics. The music
of each sonnet was an isolated affair; at best one might find a few poems,
more or less in the same key, driven by a unifying impulse and energy,
and perhaps a few .related shifts of tonal nuance and contrast as well,
Maud's structure, though reined-in by its character as a sustained dra-

. - o ¥y
matic monologue in several Major movements— The history,” Tennyson

said, “of a_morbid poetic_soul under the blighting influence. of a reck-
lessly speculative age”-—is beautifully articulated _in its dynamics.

Maud is at the very meeting point of long poem and sequence. True,
its narrative continuity prevents release into the freest play of relation-
ship among centers of feeling and awareness. Tt presents an unfolding
love story, shot through with melodrama and fused with a tale of social
ruthlessness, hatred, and violence. As a sort of verse-novel (one would
have to qualify this term considerably, however), it has a touch of The
Sorrows of Werther but in some ways approaches the profound and ironic
complesities of The Sentimental Education and The Magic Mountain.
Yet Tennyson attempted something very like a modern sequence in the
succession of tonalities and degrees of intensity, and the prosodic vari-
ety, of the twenty-eight separate poems making up his ' monodrama’
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{twenty-two in Part I, five in Part II, and one in Part IIl: a slow aceu-
mulation of mapifold affects, then a plunge into the world of guilt, re-
morse, and madness, and then a final leap of self-sacrificial patriotic ide-
alism that serves as a desperately makeshift effort at self-redemption).
The work’s ultimate emphasis, bringing it close to the great modern
sequences despite its clankingly restrictive armor of plot, is on the psy-
chological pressures within its eyclothymic and perhaps paranoid protag-
onist. He is Maud’s single overt voice, and his “morbid  state provides
a rationale for its volatile leaps of affect.

For Tennyson’s contemporaries such a rationale would have been in-
dispensable. As it is, Maud still disturbs many readers in spite of the
fagade of a speaking character overloaded with carefully spelled-out mo-
tives. It is obvious that the fevered pitch of feeling and unpredictable
mood-shifts are hardly mere fictional contrivance, and even recent crit-
ics instinctively shy away from the exposure of raw private intensities
and pressures bursting through the fictional mask.? Even as late as 1963
a British critic and poet as astute and gifted as John Heath-Stubbs could
say that Maud is “marred by a certain hysterical lack of control” (a po-

sition also taken.by. T, §. Eliot—last of the true Victorians—in. hisessay

on In Memoriam). This, 108 years after both Maud and Leaves of Grass
and forty-one years after The Waste Land! Thus does critical theory lag
behind poetic practice, even in our all-knowing day and even when the
critic is someone who really knows better. The suggestion that “hyster-
ical lack of control” is no fit ground for poetry is objectionable here on
several important grounds. Apart from the faintly moralistic implication
that the artist must always keep a stiff upper lip, the phrase confuses
the protagonist’s condition in Maud with the character of the work itself.
Whatever its faults, Maud’s original force derives from its artistic isola-
tion of the emotional energies supposedly driving the protagonist, ener-
gies that have welled up in Tennyson’s own psyche in such a way as to
demand conversion into poetic process and structure. And Maud de-
ploys these converted energies into a carefully articulated structure, by
means of highly sophisticated skills. Thus Tennyson met the challenge
of pressures demanding enough and intractable enough to be worthy of
great artistic effort.

The major section of Maud is Part I, whose twenty-two poems make
up almost four-fifths of the whole. Tak'éﬁ"mﬁﬁfﬁé?v’?ﬂﬁﬁgh
it is with fictional elements, would almost be a true sequence. Nothing
could be more beautifully controlled than the way it moves, from the

3. Tennyson’s own use of “morbid” to explain his protagonist’s thoughts and behavior is a
reflex of this circumstance. But he was a master of “morbid” poetry—in the sense of ability
to cope with depressive awareness-—and as such has provided a model for moderns like
Yeats, Eliot, Bunting, and Kinnell,
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bitterly alienated mood at the start to_the anticipatory ecstasy at the
end. Nor is this movement a simple one. There are counternotes all

dong_fﬁé"“ﬁzéyfﬁgx instance, the warm ray of possible delight introduced
near the end of the first poem and the darker notes amid the Keatsian
joy of the closing one. The movement involves shifts of proportion. The

ratio of harsher and more jovous affects (as well as, say, of more violent

‘and gentler or more fearful ones, and of degrees of intensity), marked

by many subtle modulations and lyric turns, is never quite the same at
any two points along the way. The exploratory emotional search, with
its dynamic juxtapositions, does constitute a potential sequence within
the “monodrama.”

We must be as clear as possible about the aesthetic conversion in-
volved when we speak of “bitterness” or “joy” or “emotional search” in
a poem. This is not a matter of rejecting the presence of the author’s
own empirical feelings and ideas but of seeing that they are injtial pres-
sures on the poem without determining its character as an artistic con-
struct in language. The distinction explains itself as soon as we concen-
trate on a poem’s particular language and form instead of speaking more
generally. Take the opening quatrain of Maud: )

ihle o R
I hate the dreadful hollow behind the little wood;
" Tts Tips in the field above are dabbled with blood-red heath,
Eﬂ\ The red-ribb’d ledges drip with a silent horror of blood,
And Echo there, whatever is ask’d her, answers “Death.”

The succession of images in the context of speech-tone and rhythmic
arrangement defines itself intrinsically: an affect of horror and fear cu-

mulative in force. This affect, naturally,is moving in a space of Bme,

between “I hate” and “Death,” that is an echo-chamber of patterned
elements. After the abrupt personal assertion of the first line, in which
the words “hate” and “dreadful,” like a burst of offstage music, prepare
us for what is to come, an equally abrupt visual metaphor personifies
the “dreadful hollow” as a head whose lips drip blood and out of which
the word “Death” oracularly echoes “whatever” question might be asked.
The second and third lines present a figure with ng exact referent save

its own suggestions of 2 continuous revulsion and “horror,” an_endlessly
bleeding wound of sensibility. The fourth Tirie, personifying the inescap-

able death-enmeshment of the scene, is again psychologically rather than
literally indicative. So we can respond to the quatrain’s gathering move-

ment, from its initial private outcry through its fierce surrealist imagesg%L

to its vision of a primeval scene of blood and personified doom.
One reason the quatrain is so powerful is its succession of hexameter
lines, unusually long lines for English verse and made all the more so

o
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in the first three because each is sustained without an_internal break.
These are followed By the clitnactically arranged fourth line with its two
caesuras. The second and third lines, crammed with imagery of grisly
bleeding that recalls scenes of Dantean agony, are relentless in their
increasingly appalled_visign. The fourth line presents an aural reflex czf
this vision, a hideously reverberating monaotone. Intellectually, it is as if
the pondering mind had buckled under pressure and could only repeat
the one death-message—brokenly, as the two caesuras indicate. Even
the inexact rhymes sustain the affect of horror and fear. The whole iIl’i;
pact of the quatrain falls heavily on the words “blood” and “Death,
without any facile echo of sounds. -

Compare the guatrain with this stanza that opens the final poem in
Part I:

Come into the garden, Maud,
For the black bat, night, has flown,
Come into the garden, Maud,
I am here at the gate alone;
And the woodbine spices are wafted abroad,
And the musk of the rose is blown.

The tone of the final poem (deservedly one of our famous love-poems)
is well represented in this stanza. It mingles passion and sensuous, joy-
ous arousal with faintly morbid notes, matchii the Totensity and the
authority of the opening quatrain of Maud though very different in af-
fect. The same extremely heightened state of sensibility is present, but
not the horror. The short lines, the refrain-like repetition in the first
and third lines, the emphatically musical exact thymes, the graceful ex-
pansion and then contraction in the two closing lines, and the associa-
tions of dawn and garden fragrances and a lover’s insistent calling—all
these elements make for an atmosphere that is the exquisite opposite of

Because it has so many such centers of lyrical self-containment and
naked selfawareness, Tennyson's Maud comes nearer to the modern
sequence than his extended philosophical elegy, In Memoriam, which
one would ordinarily think of first as a possible forerunner. It is certainly
evident from these two brilliant improvisations that Tennyson was on
his way toward the open road that Whitman discovered. But In Memo-
riam is more like an Elizabethan sequence than Maud. Despite many
lyric virtues, it is wewighg@u'fimqm :p_)’r__‘i_t_g_ endless succession of uniform
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stanzas (tetrameter quatrains thyming abba) and dominantly meditative
tone, and by the redundancies one stumbles over in the long course of
its 131 poems written during sixteen years (1833--49). It Is loss a se-

quence than it might have been, too, beeause of the steadily developing

discursive argument and continuous account of a spiritual struggle. ©agnz 4 ,‘3}

“This is to oversimplify. We are speaking of nothing less than a very
moving work brought to birth because of the shock of an intimate friend’s
early death, the acute sense of life’s bleakness when devoid of their
finely affectionate relationship, and the consequent challenge to idealism
and religious faith. Not a single poem is without its touch of quickened
or deepened music, often startlingly poignant, in the midst of the more
usual gravely somber intonations, Typical of such moments are the lines
“0 Sorrow, cruel fellowship” (III), “And, thy dark freight, a vanish'd
life” (X), “How fares it with the happy dead?” (XLIV), and “Never morn-
ing wore / To evening, but some heart did break” (VI). In a few piercing
instances, too, a whole poem breaks out of the meditative mode and
stands as a touchstone of the deepest feelings animating the whole of In
Memoriam. One thinks at once of certain poems in particular—notably,
Poems VII (“Dark house, by which once more I stand”), XI (“Calm is
the morn without a sound™), CVI (“Ring out, wild bells, to the wild
sky™), and CXIX {“Doors, where my heart was used to beat™). Gther
poems, more quietly or delicately alive in texture, contribute to the rich
lyrical matrix. They provide an essential field of emotive reference. that
wards off the danger of tedious and lugubrious semi-profound philoso-

p@i@ggﬂh@wiﬁs an undertaking of this sort, much as some of
Pound’s more_purely lyrical cantos counteract the thetorically driven
ones_that surround them. ‘

There is no question of In Memoriam’s place in the pantheon of En-
glish verse, although T. S. Eliot’s praise (“never monotony or repeti-
tion™) is subject to further discussion—as is his dispraise of Maud for its
“effect of feeble violence . . . the result of a fundamental error of form.”
Eliot saw the problem of Maud as the poet’s failure to commit himgelf
to_a clear choice between dramatic and lvric form. We would suggest
that the issue was different..a struggle to recover the dramatic immedi-
acy underlying lyrical structure—just the one thing lacking in the earlier
In Memoriam, which Eliot describes with winning sympathy but not
altogether accurately:

It is unique: it is a Jong poem made by putting together lyrics, which
have only the unity and continuity of a diary, the concentrated diary of
& man confessing himself. It is a diary of which we have to read every
word,
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Eliot wrote his essay “In Memoriam” (originally an infroduction to an
edition of Tennyson’s poems) in 1936, long after he had left The Waste
Land behind him. That poem directly confronts the same artistic chal-
lenge Tennyson deals with in Maud: to project and relate different in-
ternal states with the greatest possible immediacy. The “peculiarity” of
Matud, Tennyson observed, 15 that differént phases of passion in one
person take the place of different characters.” The Thethods of the two
poets are certainly very unalike; yet it is reascnable to see a direct con-
tinuity in their work, with one great distinction. Eliot has shed narra-
tive, discursive, and dramatic centinuity and is free to use every possi-
ble mode presentatively. That was in 1922. But by 1936 Eliot’s writing
was far closer than it had once been to the spirit of In Memoriam and
growing ever more distant from the nerve-end exacerbations of his owm
earlier work, let alone Maud. The year of the Tennyson essay was the
year that Eliot's Collected Poems 1909-35 appeared, containing “Burnt
Norton” and the flatly discursive and liturgical “Choruses from “The
Rock.” ” Compared with the “Choruses,” even the lyrically most intrac-
table passages of In Memoriam are all guicksilver and fire. o

Be all that as it may, with Tennyson we are at the borders of the
modern sequence. As for In Memoriam, Eliot's comment has enough
validity to suggest its genuine artistic significance. In it, Tennyson’s tre-
mendous virtuosity blends with the whole past poetic tradition from
Shakespeare to Landor and Keats and many another. We hear their
magic, assimilated to Tennyson’s own. It is also striking how we hear
the music of future poetry as well, from characteristic notes of Fitzger-
ald’s Rubaiydt (which would appear just a few vears later) to_Yeats and

liot. However overloaded, conventional, repetitive, and occasionally
pontifical, fn Memoriam prepared the way for the more stripped-down
experiment of Maud. By its plastic inventiveness within a constricting
form, it helped clear the ground for the lyric sequence. But for all this
it was Walt Whitman's Song of Myself and Emily Dickinson’s fascicles
(although their importance has only lately begun to be recognized) that
first broke the new ground of the modern sequence.

Chapter Two
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American Originals I
Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself

1. “A Graduated Kinship of Moods™: The Dynamics of Song of Myself

Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself and several of Emily Dickinson’s fasci-
cles, Numbers 15 and 16 in particular, are the great nineteenth-century
exemplars of the dominant form of serious modern poetry in English.
Critics and scholars have studied Whitman’s major sequences—Song of
Myself, Calamus, and Drum-Taps—extensively. Few have explored the
arrangement of Dickinson’s fascicles, or even entertained the promise
they hold of being something more than miscellaneous collections of her
poems stitched together in housewifely tidiness. With both poets, any-
how, the search has been for a conventionally conceived unity of theme,
argument, or dramatic (or autobiographical) situafion, Poetically, such
“unity” would make Tittle difference to the lyrical structure, and we pro-
pose, rather, to look at these sequences—and primarily at Song of My-
self and Fascicles 15 and 16—in the terms developed in our preceding
chapter.

When it first appeared in 1853, Song of Myself looked physically like
a traditional long poem. Its division into 52 sections came only later; in
one quasi-Biblical manifestation in the course of its evolution, its 372
stanzas were separately numbered. Naturally, it was no less a sequence
in 1855 than in its final redaction in 1892; but the original form suggests
that from the start Whitman felt the work as a whole, no matter what
parts he completed first. The sheer variety of tonalities he found himsalf”

containing within it frgmented it enough so that it became our first &

great modermn sequence. Calamus, Drum-Taps, and Dickinson’s fascicles
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are more obviously assemblages of individual lyries. The fascicles do not

- always cohere; but when they do they are true sequences like Whit-

man’s. That is, their characteristic dynamics makes for an integrated ef-
fect quite unlike that of a loosely ordered grouping.

Since we are about to plunge into Song of Myself, a momentary

digression may be in order here concerning the way sequences define
themselves. It is important to remember that they exist within a contin-
uum. Af one extreme they present themselves as long but highly frag-
mented structures_whose progression towards encompassing awareness
is at once implicit.and a matter of shifts in perspective-—presented states
at different intensities and 15vels Bf conSCIONSHESS: Song of Myself, Ste-
_vens’s ‘MIWumn, Pound s Pisan Canfos. At the other
extreme we find sequences clearly assermbled from separate poems and
fragments that have proved to cohere as a system of tensions, modula-
tions, and reciprocal tonal forces: Eliots The Waste Land and Ash
Wednesday, Dickinson’s fascicles, Yeats's The Tower, Words for Music
Perhaps, and the lyric section in his Last Poems and Two Plays. In be-
tween the extremes are the myriad other works making up the genre.

And just beyond the tip, as it were, of each extreme fall the works
that approach the sequence but are not, finally, sequences (although,
precisely where questions of organic form are concerned, the issues raised
are far more to the point than any overly rigorous answers might be).
We have seen that Tennyson’s Maud and Browning’s “The Englishman
in Italy” remain long poems in the traditional sense, despite being frag-
mented in their quite different ways. They verge on becoming se-
quences and no doubt embody the pressure to create such a form. Blake's
Songs of Innocence and of Experience has many of the ingredients of the
sequences at the other end of the spectrum, if we consider the two sets
of poems as reciprocal, Yet for all their powerful attractiveness and ten-
dency to interact magnetically, the “songs” do not click together struc-
turally in a decisive way. Blake’s constan} réarrangsments of thein re-
flected this predicarient. This is not to say that his poems do not surpass
the quality of many sequences, but merely that they make for a work of
another kind—very likely because of their involvement with the engrav-
ings and because the slightly schematic moral intention interfered with
purely lyrical organization.

It was not until the first quarter of the twentieth century that the
problem was explicitly addressed and by some of the finest poets writing
in English. For example, Thomas Hardy—t0o anticipate our discussion in

“Chapter Four—felt the need to create a sequence-like structure but

o
T

o

N

Walt Whitman's Song of Mysell 27

1922) he speaks of their unstructured character with regret, while at the
same time chiding his eritics for finding fault with tonal shifts between
iinrelated poems placed side by side in the same collection. These “jour-
palists,” he complains, are “deaf to the sudden change of key” when a
satirical or humorous poem follows “verse in graver voice.” Then, wist-
fully, and with an implication that it may be impossible to manage, Hardy
suggests a method of ordering volumes that sorts exactly with the nature
of lyrical structure.

I admit that I did not foresee such contingencies as 1 ought to have
done, and that people might not perceive when the tone altered. But
the difficulties of arranging the themes in a graduated kinship of moods
would have been so great that irrelation was almost unavoidable with
efforts so diverse.

This is much to the point. If we allow the idea of a “graduated kinship

of moods” full play, and subordinate the mﬁm Ay,

ranging the themes,” then Hardy is proposing an artistic ideal close to
what we have called the progression of specific qualities and intensities
of emotionally and sensuous] awareness. It is most interesting
that not only was Hardy rueful at having missed creating such a pro-
gression but his critics too felt that way—in other words, something was
in the air without which no one felt quite happy, although they could
not say exactly what it might be: like the human race groping for expres-
sion the day before language was invented. But unlike his critics, and
apparently without realizing it himself, he had found his way in the
relatively compact elegiac grouping Poems of 191313, Ji. &2 view
Bui we are looking ahead.! To return now to Song of Myself, we shall
try to proceed more as responders than as translators. The aim is to be
open to its progression of tonalities, watching especially for peak mo-
ments when the language is most highly charged. "We can then consider
the relativiishipof such passages to the overall curve of movement: how
the sequence gefs from beginning to end. Song of Myself starts exuber-
antly and yet ceremonially, its speaking sensibility that of a man burst-
ing with health and self-regard who vet is a bard chanting formulaically.
“1 celebrate myself, and sing myself "—ithe mixture of private and epic
celebration is striking. TH& Sequence ends with the dissolution of that
sensibility, but in an ecstatic embracing of death and a vision of immor-
tal communion with the reader. Its language is of delighted choice rather
than of mournful brooding, “I effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in

" lacy jags"—one would think the prospect was sexual. And “I stop some-

where waiting for you™—a rendezvous, not a farewell.

1. Specifically, to pages §2-95.

Y
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_ So tl}e movement involves a progression from one mode of sensuous
immediacy to another, with both states deepened by their contexts: the ™~

sense. of "Titidl “Geeision, the anticipation-—assertive, consoling, gay

touching—of continuing identity beyond death. Especially if we glancé

at the language of physically aroused transport in Poem 2, we realize

how much has been ventured on sheer sensuous openne:ss in varied

contexts in this sequence—how much self-exposure risked, how much
glorious self-realization and transcendence sought, "'i.ﬂmﬁl_:a.-l&ﬁgiﬁiﬂsmaf;éﬁi

ness the essential fabric of the work. The closing vision awakens even
more glittering possibilities for sensuous as well as spiritual ecstasy. But
within this curve are poems of desolation and excruciating sensitivity
that resonate forcefully yet very subtly with the opening and closing
affects. The opening poem, despite its celebratory tone, its attitude of
nonchalance, and its proclamation of the speaker’s “perfect health,” does
not forget his mortality and the risks and negative sides of life: ,

I, now thirty-seven vears old in perfect health begin,
Hoping to cease not till death.

Creeds and schools in sbeyance,
Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten,

T harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,
Nature without check with original energy.2

And the ﬁn'al poem is flung out, as it were, in the face of death. The
poem promises everything, yet there is a shadow of wistfulness over the
language: T T

The spotted hawk sweeps by and accuses me. he complains of my gab
and my loitering.

I too am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable,
I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.

The last scud of day holds back for me,

It flings my likeness after the rest and true as any on the shadow'd
wilds,

It coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk.

I depart as air, 1 shake my white locks at the runaway sum,
1 effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags.

I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,

If you i
you want me again logk for me un er your boot-soles.

2. Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass, eds. Sculley Brad)
. Grass, N v Bradley and Harold W. Bl
York; W. W. Norton, 1973). odgett (New
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You will hardly know who I am or what I mean,
But T shall be good health to you nevertheless,
And filter and fibre your blood.

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,
Missing me one place search another,
I stop somewhere waiting for you.

Oh, how the speaker wants what he affirms to be true! The whole
power of the sequence has depended on this yeaming, expressed not as
desire but as certainty. The proud affirmations and the courageous fac-
ing-up, at once generous and bitter, to the degradations of existence are
both emboldened by a faith in the transforming power of intensity in
jtself. That faith is Whitman's great throw of the dice, the “hazard” ad-
mitted in the opening poem, the essential link between mo ern aes-
thetic and the secular mysticism of so much modern thought {both in
process of evolving when Song of Myself was composed). Song of Myself
projects the interaction among its major fields of affect (affirmation, con-
frontation of the negative, ecstatic experience) in a series of dynamically
related states, in the context of a_recurring struggle for transcendence.
The transcendence we speak of here is literally poetic: a mobilization of
units of charged language that, taken together and in the succession of
their appearance, encompass many opposed motives and self-contradic-
tory feelings. In the next-to-last poem (number 51} this very point is

made, in a tone at oncq’_ip_gglgpt, defiant, and defensive:

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
( am large, I contain multitudes.)

Because of its many radiating centers the sequence is “large,” does
“contain multitudes.” To strike an idiosyncratic balance among compet-
ing moods and sensations is the overriding aim of lyrical structure. In
the volatile realm of the subjective lifé 7io such balance can be reached
unless the keen sharpness of each tonal energy the poem “contains” is
actively present. Song of Myself is engaged throughout in realizing and
“containing” these energies. Its final balancing point, in Poem 52, be-
tween the realms of the living and the dead bears a certain resemblance
to the situation of Yeats’s “All Souls” Night,” the poem that completes
The Tower. Both poets reach a pitch of pure volatility that is*one great
proof of their art.

The graduated kinship of moods (in Hardy's phrase) in Song of Myself
proceeds through seven major groupings of poems, accumulating a dense
context of emotional cross-reference, sometmes repeating an earlier tonal
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motif or reorienting it, sometimes leaping abruptly into a new level of
thought and feeling. In its unfolding the process is not unlike that of a

group of Pound’s cantos; Pound’s method is indeed a proliferation of

Whitman'’s. The seven groupings we propose define the overall curve of

movement of Song of Myself—its dynamies or lyrical structure broadly
considered.

1. Poems 1-7: varied centers of emotional reference: key notations
of sensibility
II. Poems 8-17: varied projections of identity: objects of love
III. Poems 18-25: negative extensions of IT; the defeated, the forbid-
den; passion for elemental realities
IV. Poems 26--29: the sensitized responder; “touch” poems at the heart
of the sequence
V. Poems 30-36: credo-poems converted into particular moments
fixed in historical memory .,
VL. Poems 37-43: the prophetic, divine, crucified self
VII. Poems 44—52: mystical and cosmic extensions of the self; the open
road of reaching into the unlnown, incuding death: recapitula-
tions

Put more concretely in terms of lyrical structure, the first group pro-
vides a brilliant scattering of tones and intensities locating the work's
nerve-centers of significant awareness. In the next two groupings, the
sensibility attaches itself to a variety of human types, both idealized and

misery-laden or corrupt; the movement drops into realms of depressive
recognition, but elemental union with the night and the earth (ex-

pressed in lovers’ language) converts the dépressive enérgy mto a tran-
scendent state of hovering intensity. (Nature—air, sea, sunlight, night,
animal life—plays this role throughout the work.} In the fourth grouping
all that has gone before is placed in one unifying perspective: an un-
bearable sensitivity to, first, music and, second, “touch”—rapidly and
powerfully developed as sexual response of an uncontrollable yet mirac-
ulously ordering intensity. This small, crucially generative unit, Poems
26-29, retrospectively illuminates and reinforces the notes of high ec-
stasy in the first group—in Poem 2, which has the speaker mad for con-
tact with the air; and in Poem 5, where body and soul unite sexually.
Its shocks of excitement echo the female erotic fantasy of Poem 11 (Group
1) andi]}_q_yo]uptuous love song to earth, night, and sea in Poem 21
(Group III). Poems 28 and 29, specially, ground Séng of Myself in the
nerve-centers of a sensibility that is prey to all the pressures acting on
an extraordinarily awakened responder.

After the extreme pitch of these two poems, the ffth grouping re-
treats—or tries to—into less frenzied, broadly philosophical Gtterance.
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Yet each of these poems seeks confirmation of its pronouncements in

touchstones of intense_experience. This_time the touchstones are re-
ported incidents: dramatic moments of heroism, terror, and violence re-
called by war veterans. The moments hang in the air forever, eternal
tableaux of passionate action fixed in the psyche like mythical events in
Homer. Outlasting their empirical source, vivid as the sensual arousal
of the responder confessing his vulnerability in Poems 28 and 26, they
are—like his instants of confusion and bliss—transcendent flashes of felt
meaning, Such memories, nourishing but also tormenting the mind they
haunt, make it unable to forget the terrible instant, say, of a shipboard
amputation or the death of a valiant officer. They wreak a sort of havoc
on the imagination that can see, hear, smell, touch them. (Whitman is
very close to Pound in this respect.) Hence, in Group VI, the sensibili-

dggressive_proph

ty’s adoption of the role of Christ crucified and the various_thrusts of

ecy and ironic, self-mocking humor. Renewed, but with
a darker, more painful awareness to wrestle with than before, the sen-
sibility in the poems of Group VII launches a series of mystical exten-
sions of itself. The emphasis shifts to exploration of an unknown, dan-
gerous world that is nevertheless endlessly promising. We face the mys-
tery of “the road,” which is also the call of Death and whatever hes

beyond it:

This day before dawn I ascended a hill and look’d at the crowded
heaven,

And I said to my spirit When we become the enfolders of those orbs,
and the pleasure and knowledge of every thing in them, shall we
be fill'd and satisfied then?

And my spirit said No, we but level that lift to pass and continue be-
yond.

(Poem 46)

The seven groupings of the sequence we have proposed are of course
nat indicated by Whitman explicitly, nor do we mean to suggest that
they should be considered absolutely essential to a grasp of the work.
The surges of feeling overlap, and often a new set of perspectives is
introduced even while the preceding movement is completing itself.
Thus, Poem 7 is both an afterbeat of Poem 6, which rounded off the
first grouping beautifully with its reassuring and compassionate medita-
tion on grass and death (“A child said What is the grass? fetching it to
me with full hands™), and an introduction to the succeeding group that
concerns itself with multiple empathy-—the enormous leap of sensibility
into the communality of experience, And Groups IT and III might read-

“ily be considered together, as the bright and the dark sides of that com-
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munality. Whitman moves furthest into another being’s sensibility in
“twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore” {Poem 11}, when he sinks
into a young woman's secret daydream:

The beards of the young men glisten’d with wet, it ran from their long
hair,
Little streams pass'd all over their hodies.

An unseen hand also pase'd over their hodies,
I{ descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs.

The young men float on their backs, their white bellies bulge to the
sun, they do not ask who seizes fast to them,

They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and bending
arch,

They do not think whom they souse with spray.

Again, we might think of Poems 2129 as the climactic movement of
the sequence, overlapping with what we have called Group I1I (Poems
18-25). This is primarily because of Poem 21, which introduces the deep-
going surge of realized love that finds its climax in Poem 29. It is the
moment of richest convergence of opposites in the sequence, rising up
out of the identification with the depressive realm of loss and defeat and
leading to the poems of self-acceptance in the midst of despair (Poems
23-25). Poem 21 is the night complement to the poems of Group II.
Instead of the €arlier daytime smells and Sowm s, the "play of shine-and

shade on the trees,” the “full-noon trill,” the poet “walks with the tender
and growing night.”

Press close bare-bosorn’d night—press close magnetic nourishing night!
Night of south winds—night of the large few stars!
§till nodding night-—mad naked summer night.

Smile O voluptuous cool-breath’d earth!

Earth of the slumbering and liquid trees!

Earth of departed sunset—earth of the mountains misty-topt]
Earth of the vitreous pour of the full moon just tinged with blue!
Earth of shine and dark mottling the tide of the river!

Earth of the limpid gray of clouds brighter and clearer for my sake!
Far-swooping elbow'd earth—rich apple-blossom’d earth!

Smile, for your lover comes.

Prodigal, you have given me love—therefore I to you give love!
O unspeakable passionate love.

This love song is not addressed to any individual but to ecstasy-pro-
ducing nature. To turn to worship of one’s oW b6y a5 & holy seat of
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sensation is natural, then, and in Poem 24 Whitman offers a paean to
the “luscious” all of him, in exclamations that paratle] those of the paean
to nature in Poem 21. A shorter excerpt will suffice:

Root of wash'd sweet-flag! timorous pond-snipe! nest of guarded dupli-
cate eggs! it shall be youl

Mix'd tussled hay of head, beard, brawn, it shall be you!

Trickling sap of maple, fibre of manly wheat, it shall be you!

Sun so generous it shall be you!

Vapors lighting and shading my face it shall be you!

Paradoxically, the extreme delight here, isolating the glc?ries of one’s
own body, also breaks down the distinction between the private self and
the outside world entirely. The images for the body are all metaphors
from external nature. “Diviné am ! inside and out, and I make holy
whatever I touch or am touch’d from.” The sexual exuberance _ﬂl.re:eltens
to get out of control: “Something I cannot see puts upward 11b1d1m?us
prongs, / Seas of bright juice suffuse heaven.” The sensual overloadmﬁg.
of sensibility almost breaks the sequence d?wn at the'a end of Pqem 2 :
“I lose my breath, / Steep'd amid honey'd morphine, my windpipe
throttled in fakes of death.” And in Poem 28 the structure of control
does break down:

Tam given up by traitors,

I talk wildly, I have lost my wits, I and nobody else am the greatest
traitor, . o

I went myself first to the headland, my own hands carried me there.

You villain touch! what are vou doing? mv breath is tight in its throat,

Unclench your floodgates, you are tog much for me.

But with the masterly Poem 29—“Blind loving wrestling toz.xch,
sheath’d hooded sharp-tooth’d touch™—all the sensual element.s fall into
place. Now a new calm begins to pervade the sequence, until .the .}ns-
torical memories in Poems 33-36 renew the violence of emotion in a
new context. Thereafter the moments_of high intensity come. far Tess
fféé_;éa’:ly. The body and context of the sequence have been estab-
lished, and it would be possible to regard Poems 37-52 as tl.'le final,
overlong grouping, with too much explanation and recapi’fu.lat;on. Bst
this would be to ignore the leap into association of agoxllzmg!y h:.ar .
pressed sensibility with the world of the “outlaw’d and lgzs_tm..thatrj,u,sni’}gs
the assumption of the role of crucified Christ in Poem 38 and gives rise

toenti s of selfirony in Poems 41 . These poems, in

Group VI, are farther-reaching afterbeats of Group II. And in Group
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VII, the remarkable poem of the open road (Poem 46, whose compas-
sion echoes that of “A child said What is the grass?” but whose tone also
contains a cold insistence on the loneliness and rigors of the journey)
and the closing poems on the ~Tifter ug of mortality and the challenge
of death add a new unsentimental rigor to the vision of the sequence.—
Still, an open structure of affects can never be pinned down to a scheme.
The individual poems are discoveries reaching in many directions. What
we can assert is that we have a series of interacting surges of affect
whose general limits and directions can be discerned and therefore re-
possessed by the responsive reader.

Now, given the passionate search by other eritics {Strauch, Miller,
‘Cowley, ef al., each with his own five or seven or nine divisions) for a
logical or thematic structure, perhaps we should reiterate our own ra-
tionale here for breaking Song of Myself down into several ‘groupings.
Our divisions are not based on stages of discursive reasoning or on cor-
relation with some process extrinsic to the poem such as mystical expe-
rience or Oriental religious discipfines or even Whitman's psychological
history, No matter how incidentally useful and IUMiGatng sUch sores
lations or logical components may be, our prime attention is to the
aesthetic of the work: its dynamics of organic structure. We see, then,
how its most powerful poems and passages gather others around them
so that certain tentative groupings or surges of affect reveal themselves.
These overlap and modulate or feed into one another. But they are also
isolable, pragmatically speaking, and define the work’s lyrical structure
in the large.

2. Peak Moments and Benewal of Momentum in Altered Contexts

It should be clear, we hope, that approaching sequences through their
lyrical structure forbids translation into abstractions and general princi-
ples, for every formulation—however tentative—must be tested, and
inevitably corrected, by reference to the fluid life of poems, We are not
allowed to forget that, although an overview is a grand thing for helping
to relate poems to one another, it will not be worth much unless it
results from engagement with one poem at a time. And not to grow too
metaphysical, we must also say that immersion in any poem of substance
will for the moment change the proportions : of the whole sequence and
make eveérything cénter on the one chosen center. This is a crucial con-
sideration I getting in touch with a sequence; the object is never, to
schematize_its movement, but rather to experieﬁée;m . The successions
of groupings we have proposed are not meait to diminish the centrality
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of each key poem in its turn, Description of a process can never be more
indicative. _ . .
th?ln‘hll:}sfhl(; we take Poem 1 {“1 celebrate myself, and ?i{lg myself”) in thlsf
spirit, we shall understand that despite its key position at th};s lstart T;
the sequence it does not exist only for the schem_e of the w ole. The
bold, flaunting, debonair, yet completely democratic affect .of this poem
is a world unto itself, and therefore a complex of se]f—contmnefi associa-
tions. For one thing, it presents a serious_parody' of”conventlona:i epic
openings, echoing Vergil's “Arms and the mgn.I sing at the beg1}12—mn{;g1
of the Aeneid. To recall W%El_ljams’s phrase, it is “a reply tol Greek an
Latin with the bare hands, the emphasis displaced from epic l?erogs to
our common humanity and common corporeal being.”T%le third line {“For
every atom belonging te me as good belongs to you™) is, howeve'r, more
than a courtesy or democratic commonplace. Very early on, Wh1tmar? is
telegraphing what later turns out to be an almt?st,_ds.s,p.m ??}llls:_ggp,hon
in physical process and its promise of a kind of immortality. That prom-

ise will Be miovingly asserted at the very end, in Poem 52, We may be

forgiven for repeating just two lines from that poem here:

I bequeath myseif to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,
I you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.

The image of “the grass I love”—bearing the speaker’s own life-
continuity—has appeared as early as the second strop}'le of the first poem.
There the orotund expansiveness of the opening lines is suddenly dropped
in favor of an entirely different tone, at once colloguial and rc'avelatory.
The speaker, a sort of American Rimbaud, gives us the key images of

the whole sequence:

1 loafe and invite my soul,
I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.

Again, more is involved than a surface vignette. An early identification
is being made between the speaker’s soul and a whole state of aleiitness
to the minute particulars of the naturial world. Thte m;perblgj ::sua pos-
indolence is as of one of the elect in a pastoral paradise.
tUYI‘; (;i‘sn‘;i?lly versions, Song of Myself went directly from the grst two
strophes—with some modification—into what be::amfa f:he second poem,
starting “Houses and rooms are full of perﬁlme.s.. Orlg‘l‘nally t.he opemgg
line was simply “I celebrate myself”; the addition

reinforced_the reference to_earlier epic ‘poems. But the most telling

change was the addition of two strophes from “Proto-Leaf”:
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My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil, this air,

Born here of parents born here from parents the same, and their par.
ents the same,

L now thirty-seven years old in perfect health hegin,

Hoping to cease not till death.

Creeds and schools in abeyance,

Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten,
I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,

Nature without check with original energy.

Again, Whitman is doing more than appears at first glance. Both the
essential Americanness of this work and Whitman’s plunge into the nat-
ural worlds are afirmed more strongly here than in the first two strophes.
Whitman is singing not only himself, and by implication everyone else—
especially those involved in the expansive American experience—-but is
carrying us into the realm of the spirit and of cosmic experience: “I
permit to speak at every hazard, / Nature without check with original
energy.” His interrelationship with the natural world is affirmed in con-
c;&&{mﬁmﬂ%mﬁ% ‘the process is one of for-
‘mation | (:we, every atom of my blood, form;d_gzgﬁ this soil,_this
éﬂrfl@“thjgthg_n_dissalgiagg_( 1 effuse my flesh in eddies, and dnift it in
lacy jags / 1 begueaﬁhﬁﬁgﬁ%_mﬁw [ Jove™).
Yet this very dissolution, at the end, is countered by the image of new
growth and by Whitman’s vision of infusing air and grass so powerfully
that he will be able to “Blter and fibre” the blood of his future readers.
His impact, the imagery suggests, is not only spiritual but actually phys-
ical, as physital as the grass and as enduring as all natura] process:

- M*"—-
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What do vou think has become of the young and old men?
And what do you think has become of the women and children?

They are alive and well somewhere,
The smallest sprout shows there is really no death . . .

(from Poem 6)

The “proof” of this immortality is given again and again in Song of
Myself in images that seem, in themselves, to be charged with natural
energy. This is a result of Whitman's intimate tones of expression, to-
gether with his gift for simple, immediate diction that makes a figure of

speech seem a direct projection of experience., Poem 6 provides a bril-
liant instance:

Tenderly will I use you curling grass,
It may be you transpire from the breusts of young men,
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i loved them,
be if I had known them ¥ would have ;
i: i?; bfa you are from old people, or from offspring taken soon out of

their mothers’ laps, )
And here you are the mothers laps.
This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old mothers,
Datker than the colorless beards of old men,
Jatk to come from under the faint red roofs of mouths.

I perceive after all so many uttering tongues, _
gnd}; perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths for nothing.

| The repeated word “dark,” like the whole drift of the‘ ima&gery, be_’craysf
. the morbid side of hypersensitive awareness. It i's th.e 1nev1ta!;lle p:;l:e t}?e
the volatile imagination that projects such satyr-like joy elsewhere

sequence:

The atmosphere is not a perfume, it has no taste of the distillation, it
is odorless,

is fc th forever, { am in love with it, o
II':\a:rsillog;rcaH‘zoy trlrllg 1l;arak by the wood and become undisguised and naked,

I am mad for it to be in contact with me.

The smoke of my own breath, ‘ _
Echoes, ripples, buzz’d whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and .vme,f
My res,pi:ation and inspiration, the beating of my heart, the pasing o
blood and air through my lungs, ]
The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of the shore and dark

colord sea-rocks, and of hay in the barm . . . from Poom 2

This is a language of almost unbearable sensation. The st;telof arous;.l
i i ful but as an absclute good.
it ents is felt not as something shame . -
IThI;Z:S!ines are a touchstone for the most intensely ahvealrilomellllt:ﬂof
i “Mine is no callous shell,
of Myself, found in Poems 28 and 29. ' . L
i:;gm{a pgetjicn the outstanding understatement in American poetry
in Poem 27—just before he absolutely lets go in Poem 28:

Is this then a touch? quivering me to 2 new identity,
Flames and ether making a rush for my veins,
i i ding to help them,
Treacherous tip of me reaching and crow : ‘ .
Mr;af‘l:esh and blood playing out lightning to strike what is hardly differ
ent from myself, . )
On all sides prurient provokers stiffening my limbs . . .

Poem 29, on the other hand, despite the pitch of erotic feeling, i:l as
close to classical balance and control as anything in the sequence and is

worth pausing over:
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Blind loving wrestling touch, sheath’d hooded sharp-tooth’d touch!
Did it make you ache 50, leaving me?

Parting track’d by arriving, perpetual payment of perpetual foan,
Rich showering rain, and recompense richer afterward.

Sprouts take and accumulate, stand by the curb prolific and vital,
Landscapes projected masculine, full-sized and golden.

The first line here projects some of the intoxicated confusion of the pre-
ceding poem, where the touch was “villain” in its mastery of the speaker.
But the line’s overall effect is one of power, weight, and deliberation,
carried rhythmically by the overwhelming presence of nine stresses in a
twelve-syllable line. The stresses, moreover, all fall on long vowels and
are further strengthened by consonant clusters. The line’s two balanced
outeries to “touch” are followed by a gentle, loving question addressed
apparently to a sexual partner. The language suggests a feminine as well
as masculine consciousness: “blind loving wrestling touch” is an excel-
lent image for a man’'s sensual experience of a woman, and “sheath’d
hooded sharp-tooth’d touch” for the wornan’s of the man. Questions of
Whitman’s hetero- or homosexuality are irrelevant (as is the manuscript
“evidence” that “sharp-tooth’d” had its source in a fairly explicit descrip-
tion of fellatio—"Must you bite with your teeth with the worst spasms
at parting?”). What the finished poem offers is both sides of love-
experience. And either partner could ask wistfully, tenderly, and proudly:
“Did it make vou ache 50, leaving me?”

This dual perspective, the give and take of all creative process, is
retained in the next stanzas as the speaker expands the sexual imagery
to embrace all fecundity. And he turns again to the image of the grass
(here suggesting life-sustaining wheat as well) as emblematia o all cre-
ative energy, of whatever we mean by the life forde” Moré explicitly
visionary experience has the same fundamentally sensuous base for
Whitman. Thus he opens Poem 5 with a statement of the equality of
body and soul—neither should be “abased to the other’—but when he
actually launches into his description of enraptured transport, the pri-
macy of the body, of the senses—especially touch—is established:

! mind how once we lay such a transparent summer morning,

How you settled your head athwart my hips and gently twn'd over
upon me,

And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged vour tongue
to my bare-stript heart,

And reach’d till you felt my beard, and reach'd till you held my feet.

I.Iere, as in Poems 1, 29, 52, and so frequently eisgwhgg,_gnawn—
sation, vision, and sensually responsive communion combine in.a com-
P A, e et A%,
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‘plex image for Whitman's passionate desire to penetrate a.I"l:d cilangf; lttllli

‘being of others. I Whitman actually succeeds in allo.wmg ;a 1}11re it
out check with original energy” to speak through 'hlS words, t tt; e o
‘on his readers will be equally transporting, and it is slgmficantd at te!
:poet’s apostrophe to his soul is also applicable to the kind of fundamenta
power he wishes his poetry to hgave: o i ;2

L S agiece REuvEy e ivE€ P

W™ T gafe with me on the grdss, loose the stop from your throat,

: "Not words, not music or rhyme I want, not custom or lecture, not even

the best, ‘ '
Only the lult I like, the hum of your valved voice.

The dominant vision in Poem 3 is of sensuous existence penetrzted at

.all points with spiritual existence; distinctions b,etween God and man

are unreal; love binds all beings together; nature’s recurrence is an em-
"blem of immortality:

And limitless are leaves stiff or drooping in 1t-lhe fields,

And brown ants in the little wells benea’rh, them, ‘

And mossy scabs of the worm fence, heap’d stones, elder, mullein and
poke-weed.

But Song of Myself is not limited to ecsta'tic affirmation. As we havg
seen, its affirmations are inseparable from its awar_e_r_le_s_s..ﬂf‘_deat}tl*an_
decay. This awareness is so keen that it must be con\'fertﬁd into 165 }iflf
posite. Indeed, most of the more powe-rful passages in the s&;ci);( el
of the sequence are the ones dealing witli  war. Here the poe ;(me
all suffering—"“Agonies are one of my changes f)f garments E:nt e
thinks of Wallace Stevens almost a century later in _Aurorasdoth ufurﬁi .
postulating a Being meditating on “The full of fortune and the ue o
fate.” Whitman, exploring the “large hearts of heroes;/ The coltlirag A
present times, and all times,” brings out the blackness as well as the

“exhausted but not so unhappy.” The climactic poems of this sort are 35
an'cll‘}?es-brisk narrative of Poem 35 centers on the brav.ery afld htzlmari:?:y
of both sides, English and American, and on the charismatic lga ers ip
of the “little captain” who paraphrases John Paul Jones at a esperzle
moment (or who is himself Jones)— We have not s’l’truck, he corc:rllposet i
eries,' we have just begun our part of the fighting,” and the understate
victory despite seemingly impossible conditions:

Not a moment’s cease, ]
The leaks gain fast on the pumps, the fire eats toward the powder

magazine.
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One of the pumps has been shot away, it is generally thought we are
sinking.

Serene stands the little captain,
He is not hurried, his voice is neither high nor low,
His eyes give more light to us than our batile-lanterns.

Toward twelve there in the beams of the moon they surrender to us.

And then comes the break to 2 new mode—"Stretch’'d and still lies -
_the mldmght /. Two great hulls motionless on the breast of the dark-
ness.. Now the horrendous cost of victory can be reckoned: the sinking
511-11;, the serene captain now “white as a sheet, / Near by the corpse of
the: child that serv’d in the cabin,” the many dead—sailors and officers—
leading up to the terrific closing lines:

Formless stacks of bodies and bodies by themselves, dabs of flesh upon
the masts and spars,

Cut of cordage, dangle of rigging, slight shock of the soothe of waves,

Black and impassive guns, litter of powder-parcels, strong scent,

A few large stars overhead, silent and mournful shining,

Delicate sniffs of sea-breeze, smells of sedgy grass and fields by the
shore, death-messages given in charge to survivors,

The hiss of the surgeon’s knife, the gnawing teeth of his saw,

Wheeze, cluck, swash of falling blood, short wild scream, and long,
dull, tapering groan,

These so, these irretrievable.

sensuous response to the sea evokes some of his finest passages. There
is tremendous 1mpact from the 3uxtap051t10n of images of . carnage with
the “soothe of waves” and the “delicate_sniffs of sea-breeze,” There is
nothing in Drum-Taps, despite Whitman’s actual experiences in the Civil
War, that quite measures up to this extraordinary poem whose scenes
are creations of imagination. The poem moves from the breath-taking
image of the “Two great hulls motionless on the breast of the darkness,”
to the captain agonizing over the dead and wounded, to the unharmed

survivors, and then to the passage just quoted, which ends with one of -

the simplest and most powerful indictments of war: T ) e
irretrievable.” There is an absolute agony of war that nothing can ex-
piate, and all of Whitman's affirmations of the positive meaning of death
must be measured against this passage and the accumulated power of
the last line.

We have been touching on peak moments in Song of Myself and
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thinking a bit about their interrelationships. We mean by “peak” those
passages that provide keys to the essential dynamics of the sequence. It
is the charge of language, rather than doctrinal content, that makes such
passages decisive. We have not by any means discussed them all. Rather
we have selected them with a double aim: to point up their relationship,
as deep centers of emotive reference, to the work’s curve of movement

+ as a whole; and to focus on them in their own right, as units of affect

whose quality irradiates the structure—not schematically but in the float
and energy of the process that is the sequence.
Renewal of momentum in aitered contexts—the uncoiling of unex-

Poem 49, for example, begms with engaging bravado, in a tone not -

" familiar and yet startling because of the stinging metaphor at the center

of its first line: “And as to you Death, and you bitter hug of mortality,
it is idle to try to alarm me.” The line stands on its own as a separate
stanza: a wistful manifesto. One thinks, “Yes, I know that feeling. [ know
the pathos of that contradiction between the words “bitter’ and ‘idle.” ”
And then the poem proceeds through certain recognizable phases, start-
ing with a counter-imagery of birth in the next four lines. These lines,
very gravely handled, have startling directness and force. “I recline by
the sills of the exquisite flexible doors,” says courageous Walt, imagining
himself watching the accoucheur at work. And who is the accoucheur?
We zare not told in so many words that he is Death, and yet much in
s_Leatn, a
the poem—the opening, the use of the words “outlet,” “relief 7 and “es-

“the in 1m}3hed conceit.
If this were all, particularly at this late point in the sequence, one

might admire much in the poem and yet feel a certain weariness with
its echoing of earlier tones and attitudes and its weathered air of inge-
nuity. {On the whole, Donne did this sort of thing far better.) But then,
suddenly, we have one of those unexpected uncoilings and pure leaps of
realization with which Song of Myself teems. When Whitman wrote, in
the line addressed to the Corpse, that “I think vou are good manure,
but that does not offend me,” he did not seem to realize that he might
IWMM now, in the final section of the poem, he
reaches through to what he was preparing for—the realm of continued
ex1stengejwnd death, a rebirth of a kind in the cold and lonely cos:
mos. Nothing here—although the passage does affirm—is cheerful or
sentimental.
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I hear you whispering there O stars of heaven,

O suns—O grass of graves—O perpetual transfers and promotions,
If you do not say any thing how can I say any thing?

Of the turbid pool that lies in the autumn forest,

Of the moon that descends the steeps of the soughing twilight,

Toss, sparkles of day and dusk-—toss on the black stems that decay in
the muck,

Toss to the moaning gibberish of the dry limbs.

I ascend from the moon, I ascend from the night,

I perceive that the ghastly glimmer is noonday sunbeams reflected,
And debouch to the steady and central from the offspring great or small.

The reality of the decay out of which the speaker must ascend is_pre-
ssented starkly enoligh fo counter the prophetic posturing of much of
Lsroups VI and VIT. Poem 48,"in fact, may be one of thiose quietly defin-
Ve poems that make their impression almost subliminally. One can
imagine T S. Eliot’s imagination being literally infected with the whis-
pering, sinister, moon-saddened tones and images of this passage, which
is extremely close in affect to The Hollow Men and other poems of’Eiiot’s
Poem 50, too, is quietly self-contained and leaves its stamp on the se:

quence. Jt adds a note of openness and hesitaney ab
t
i el nerprins y about the whole Song

There is that in me— do not know what it is—but I know it is in me.

Wrench'd and sweaty—calm and cool then my body becomes
I sleep—I sleep long. 7

I cf'o not know it—it is without name—it is a word unsaid,
It is not in any dictionary, utterance, symbol.

Whitman of course goes on to define the “word unsaid” {one wishes he
}_1af] let well enough alone for the moment): “It is not chaos or death—
it 1s-form, union, plan—it is eternal life—it is Happiness,” but the es-
sentially problematical nature of his answers does come i:.hrough here

The same tentative attitude appears in Poem 51 in the slightly morf;
grandiloguent “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict
myself,” and in the last lines of the sequence:
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Song of Myself is great in part because Whitman—to alter Matthew

Arnold’s dictum—presents life steadily and presents it whole. We sug-
~ gested in our first chapter that the purpose, or formal end, of lyric strue-

ture_is_the most open passible realization of ex erience,” Despite his
willed assertions of being at ~peace about God and about death,” Whit-

man does not gloss over the darker aspects of existence. The sequence
is a satisfying whole, with a kind of humble, vulnerable, opening oneself
to_experience counterpointing easy modes of encompassment. It is also
the most gloriously sensuous of poems, and its moments of highest in-
tensity present ideal centers for the structure of a sequence in our mod-
ern sense. And despite the length, despite the catalogues, despite the
exhortations, it remains fresh and alive. Much of its vitality depends on

- the quick shifts, variety, and brilliant improvisations made possible by

the sequence form. Coming to the end of one poem, the poet is not
constrained by the demands of logic or narrative to take his WoTk i any
particular_diréction. Not does Whitman apologize Tor relying on his in-
tuitive sense of the architectural demands of the sequence. As we have
noted, the defiant “Very well then I contradict myself” is a properly
impatient assertion of &HE"W ge and
Emerson was hypothesizing.

Neither Calamus nor Drum-Taps is as successful as Song of Myself—
no doubt unfair comparisons, since Song of Myself and the long poem
“When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd” are high points of Whit-
man’s art. Whitman tinkered considerably with the two later se-

: quences—to the detriment especially of Calamus, for the 1860 version

is obviously superior to the later one. Clearly Song of Myself came into
being in a single surge of feeling, while the other two sequences in-
volved more intractable materials. As the external facts of the Civil War
and postwar periods, and Whitman’s immediate experience of them,
changed, affective discontinuities among the Drum-Tap poems became
more extreme. Whitman faced a more difficult problem, compared with
the ordering of Song of Myself, of balancing and rearranging the war-
poems for maximum effect. With Calamus, he lost his nerve to some
extent, excising the more confessional poems revealing his devastating

vulnerability in love relationships. Yet it was precisely these poems, along A
with the more flagrantly erotic ones, that had formed his initial impetu53:¢'7ﬁ”'7-‘: ‘
for the group. In the interests of a public stance, he took the heart out PP
of Calamus: its dark Trisis of jeatousy, despair, and devastating loss. In| .ku*'"‘
their essential directions both Calumus and Drum-Taps parallel the .

, movement of Song of Myself—from affirmation into despair and then to r
darkened reaffirmation. But this is true primarily for the first version of
Calamus, as we have suggested, and Drum-Taps, altogether honorably,
betrays its fullest possibilities. The focus settles on compassion and love

You will hardly know who I am or what I mean,
But I shall be good health to you nevertheless,
And filter and fibre your blood.

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,
Missing me one place search another,
I stop somewhere waiting for you.
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fs;r tl];hwourll)tzll;ed, more than on their suffering and the terrible pity of

. The public S,t_a?ge,,,(ﬁ}?dng?mﬂ?y_, of the war to preserve the Union)
aces an < T V' RRRCT L R . ’ :

spaces and distorts the subjective and confessional ge- : Chapter Three

.rx
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American Originals II: |
Emily Dickinson’s Fascicles
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1. What Are the Fascicles? DTSR 5\
AL e R

With both Whitman and Dickinson, the opportunity to improvise se:%.\
quences had something to do with the publishing situation. They could
both suit themselves in matters of arrarigement, Whitman because he
paid his own publication costs and Dickinson because she never put a

ook together. Both could have benefited from sympathetic and
intelligent editors, but doubtless this deprivation was a boon to the new
genre.

Emily Dickinson professed a reluctance to publish, and certainly she
felt tio public call in Whitman’s sense. She never had, and perhaps never
envisoned, a contemporary audience outside the half-appreciative few
and her own sensibility. She realized that her thoughts might shock a
genteel reader, but she had no program, even in fantasy, for doing so.
Nor did she feel hetself 3 Cassandra warning deaf ears. What she did
share with Whitman, apart from exquisite lyrical gifts and sensuous al-
ertness, was the passion that drives their work and the need to be dis-
creet. The need was hopeless in both cases, because their most intense
work gives the game away., Misunderstood, Whitman's self-exposure
seemed unmanly and suspect to many readers. Dickinson s would have
been thought unbecoming in_a lady had she been published and under-
stood T T

But Whitman's discretion was a practical expedient, a minimal self-
protection in a hostile environment. Dickinson’s was a matter of her
essential idiom of style and personality. As we shall see, much of her

45
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greatest writing evokes boldly clear states of awareness within an inde.
terminate context. It is both reticent and revealing: “pure” as Whitman’s
“touch” poems are pure. The principle at work in Dickinson, the pres-
sure to get an extreme emotional complex into focus while repressing its
private source, may account for the unevenness of her work, given her
prolificacy and the absence of reaction from peers. It also helps account
for her greatness, whenever 2 poem springs a concealed trap upon some
wrenching perception rooted in passionate feeling. The great poems give
overpowering direction to their sequences. Sometimes embarrassing and
unpleasantly committed to carrying their perceptions through—and then
reaching a sort of empyrean of pure states of emotional realization—they
carry the lesser pieces along in triumph. However “unbecoming” the
desire or fear or obsession they unfold and ‘expose o1 the Wiy to this
triumiphi;they staiip their authority on the sequences 'ﬁ!ﬁﬁit.
" After Emily Dickinson’s death i 1856, her p vems appeared in a num-
ber of small selected volumes, and with a good many editorial alterations
calculated to make them smoother rhythmically and clearer grammati-
cally. Then, in 1955, Thomas H, Johnson published his three-volume
edition, The Poems of Emily Dickinson, based on original manuscripts
or the best available texts.! This was, of course, an enormous step for-
ward. At the same time, the reader of Dickinson was suddenly swamped
with 1775 poems (and variants), eccentrically: punctuated and capital-
ized, and arranged chronologically rather than in the groupings the poet
had often indicated for them. Seen in the mass, the poems were hard to
assimilate—there are so many short pieces, with innumerable cries of
the heart, vivid little impressions of birds and sunsets and moments in
nature, compressed elegies for unnamed persons, ambiguously oriented
expressions of grief and love and deprivation, and wildly moving com-
ments, at once abstract and deeply personal, packed with evocative im-
agery. The artistry is so precise and idiosyneratic, the tonalities so bril-

liantly moving, that one knew there was no question of mere redundancy,

Yet in a sense the range of attention js limited. Cortuin emotional pre-
dicaments and resolutions and stimuli recur again and again, as they
would from day to day in a given life. It seemed that all one could do

was to select as best one could from the flood of entries by the world’s

most articulate emotional diarist.

Yet Dickinson herself had given mute guidance. Of the 1775 poems

in Johnson’s collected edition, almost half had originally been arranged
by the author in little booklets (generally called “fascicles™ of from eleven

1. Thomas H. Johnson, ed., The Poems of Emily Dickinson {Cambridge: The Belknap Press

of Harvard University Press, 1955), 3 vols. Our references to numbers of individual poems
are all based on this text,
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enty-nine poems. The fascicles, gatheringsl of four to sev}tzlz fOI;l"Zd
cets sewn together, have been reconstituted in R. W. Fran fn s the
in scnpt Books of Emily Dickinson.? It is the fa?e, and there orc-:-h e
nightmaré, of editors to ignore the obvious, and it seems not to .a:ie
irred to her early editors that the poet mu.st hatve had s_ln aﬁ;j[ c
reason for making the fascicles.® Although Dickm'son g first editor, Ma-
el Loomis Todd, appears to have ignored the fas?lcles except a.s‘ls;mrce.;:r
of ompletely independent poems, she at least is probably g;u‘l1 t Fess o
‘unfortunate mutilation and dismantling of the b(?oklfﬁs. ortu-
nately, later scholars (not least of them Johnson, despite the arran%ela‘
t he decided on for his collection) have beer? able to reassem ef
them with reasonable confidence in the results. With the publication o
Franklin's facsimile edition, we can expect general agreement about
/hich poems go into which fascicles, and in what order, despite some
inevi roblems. o
m?r‘l}t;ib]?n?ﬂy Dickinson had something like sequences iz? mind 1.; !:he.
most natural of conjectures. After all, we do have the evidence (l)i heg
ywn groupings. Enough of her work, too, is both superbly accomplis ets
and imaginatively far-reaching to make her a peer of qthe.r l't.]a_]()rl Iic')e
who have put whole poems into larger structures .of mt.r%ns:c rela 1}(;11-
ship. Her mind was subtle and original, and the reciprocities a:m(})ang l-e}:
i)oems show her grasp (perhaps the best among pot?ts .wrltmg in Englis
in the last century) of the way separate poems within the same surge
and float of feeling reinforce one another and prow m.to an encom;?ass_:ing,
unified body. Had she prepared the fascicle groupings for pul‘a ication,
she would doubtless have worked with th.em.ﬁnthel:mfor reaso’nsti
shall suggest in discussing sequence-formation in reian?n to Yeatl;f, sth(;.zr
Poems and Two Plays, in Chapter Six. But that the fasmc]es.; at;i, Yy n
very nature, either sequences as theﬁ stand or sequences in the making
ious as such things can be.
Se?:rassiaxfgom; 11J'ea.li’cy w-ithoutgletting themselves'be guided b_y the ob-
vious implications—namely, a poem is not a treatise; its phrasing moves

. organically or not at all—students of ﬁl)mickjnsomha,\zﬁ,,pr(')gosﬂed__thgmatlc
: schemes to_account for the fascicles. Ruth Miller, for mstan(:fe, argues
- that cach one follows the same basic pattern: “Each is a narrative struc-

ture designed to recreate the experience of the woman as she strives for

& o1 Fowledge, 15 Tebulled or fails because of her fimitations,
acceptance or knowledge, is rebufled or fails because o Ter limitatio

9. R W. Franklin, ed., The Manuscript Books of Emily Dickinsom1 {Cambridge and Lon-
on: The : , i i 1981}, two volumes.

don: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, : ' o

SOnSee tehe apt cIo)mments on this situation in Richard B. Sewall, The Life of Emily Dick
, i 537-~38.

inson (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1974), pp. . ) .

fSee( the hicid discussion of Mrs. Todd's editorial role in R. W. Frankl‘ml, The ifi'lzt;;g

* of Emily Dickinson (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1967), especially pp. 31-34.
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but then by an act of will, forces herself to be patient in order to sur-
vive, fixes her hopes on another world where Jesus and God await her,
and remains content meanwhile with herself alone,”s Byt apart from the
overriding fact that one is hard put to find this scheme in the actual
poems, the work of a Dickingon can hardly be reduced to a monotonous
formula. She wrote, in a storm of ereation over a relatively short space
of time, a vast number of poems of high intensity. She arranged them
into physically linked structures that enabled her to give tentative order
to the chaos of emotions by which the writing was seized. This was not
a matter of repeating the same exemplary tale over and over. The poems
penetrate a life of secret turmoil, each striking a certain held pitch of
awareness; and the fascicles mobilize these little systems of subjective
energy into larger ones, permitting a more complex equilibrium among

aftects. Why translate all this orchestrated sensibility into gray common-
places?

2. Towards a Multiple Sequence

Study of the fascicles as sequences has hardly begun, although Frank-
lin's edition of the manusecript books is an enormous aid. Already, how-
ever, we can see that a number of fascicles are full-Bedged ones and a
fair number seem at least modulations toward the form. We have chosen
only two for concentrated discussion: Fascicles 15 and 16.5 Both come
out of the violent psychological and artistic- ﬁﬁhém?}ﬁ—psuggg for-
tmitously colncidental with the outhreak of the Civil War) during which
Dickinson found her level as a_great poet. They include such poems of
tragic force as “The first Day’s Night had come” (poem 410}, “The Color
of the Grave is Green” (411),  "Twas like a Maelstrom, with a notch”
(414), “I read my sentence—steadily” (412), “Before I got my eye put
out” (327), “I felt a Funeral, in my Brain” (280), and “ "Tis so appalling—
it exhilirates” (281). Poems like these are revelatory, magnetic centers
in themselves. Their relation to other poems in their respective fascicles
is like that within planetary system: a process of tensions and counter-

5. Ruth Miller, The Poetry of Emily Dickinson (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University
Press, 1968), p. 249

6. We are following Franklin's essentially chronological fascicle-numbering—sce The
Manuscript Books, Vol. 11, Pp. 13911408 especially—rather than Mrs. Todd's random
but hitherto standard numbering according to which 15 and 16 were originally 26 and 32.
Also, the former originally ended with the nine poems Franklin places at the end of 14,
(We had some years ago begun thinking of 26 and 32 as a double sequence, and so Frank-

lin's purely scholarly reordering seems a welcome mutval corroboration by two disci-
plines.)
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-motion, self-contained yet not rigid. At the same tnit]]e] there
anmulative forward motion from poem to poem. The w (l)e'tsysli
“relationships and balances, implicii; from the start, reveals itse
' sequence. ' .
'éﬁk(;}:s('ia(:efsﬂ;;t}?%ascides “about 1862,” and their in.neiai'emgroc;;
: ggest that most of 16 was written after 15. But .the lite L or }?rre'
composition of the individual poems is scarcely a vital gt%esa’?m;de: is,
25 we shall see with Yeats's civil-war sequences, the origin ;);Vh >
often changed and even _reversed during st?quem:e-fornw.tmn.1 at is
mportant is that both fascicles issued forth in the same genera irf e
riod, under the same sustained impulse of feeling and at w. ite
..e.'én. {ty They seem to form a reciprocal or double sequence: a %ro;
g_r_es'siou from the shock of d}t:vastatingfeiigetrie?}f: g;gﬁfegl q’{}'l;}ei ﬁeré;
ay's Night had come at the start o o : , QU d,
]31: fleld gafﬁrmation of the ﬁfnalhlgrogp(gz; )poednzfﬂzlsig‘::cflzsglil;i)é hltr;
‘Whei n the tops of Things an
Wzs:r‘:Z;EalZ&g). But egch fascicle has its own indepenci?snt (311'1\;66 O(g
svement as well. For the reader wishil}g to reconstrucf:h al; [1oon
he! basis of Johnson's text and numbering of poems, the orde

fdﬂows:

Fascicle 15: 410, 411, 414, 580, 415, 419, 420, )421, 577, 412, 4186, 417,
o 418, 581, 413, 578, 579 (17 poems
Fascicle 16: 327, 607, 279, 241, 280, 281, 282, 242, 443, 608, 446 (11
poems)

A certain affinity with Whitman is seriopsiy present no mat:lelzz Y;l;;
their differences were. Emily Dickinson mig_ght well have seerll he 155
and 1860 editions of Leaves of Grass, despite her. hl'xmor(,)us ){l ’ W;;Ote,-

“prim denial. Replying to an inquiry of T. W nggmi)on s, 8 e tha;
“You speak of Mr. Whitman—1I never read his Book—but was

:'he was disgraceful.” Yet the two poets are lkindred sensibilities, a fact

that becomes more visible when their reciprocities are seen in the mag-

. iroot
'.nifying lenses of their sequences. Whitman, E;) be st;rre, was ?&ikc}g:‘fn
i itized to it it we rea
= and explicit about sex, but no more sensi '
zl;ight p]‘rIe plunged more ardently, with strongly sexual overtones, into

his intoxicating commerce with nature, and was relativgly_ ;ntlrln:l.;b;lﬁ;lr:ly
ivisi i ture or deity. s
ense of division between himself and na ' ral,
flmeypimddes external detail and circumstance J)l}f;nh]illly,l ad(}ifexeﬁiéléréln
"to the i keeps his literal subject hidde:
self to ¥he reader, and relatively seldom . ject bidaen
om s, Dickinson, more d starkly conscious of the betray:
from s, Dickinson, more complex an ‘ the betray
i hadings and levels and degr
f manifold hopes, finds many more sh | ‘
galf‘a]ienated relationship among self and nature and God, just as she
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does in her relations with other persons and her sense of herself. She |
pushes further, with more psychological precision, than Whitman does

bjective realm of seF-doubt and of confisios and agonies of

This difference will be clear enough if we read the first poem of Fas-
cicle 16 (poem 327} and compare it with the opening poems of Song of

-

of course assertively:
Y course assertive

el wWhitman lays claim to the niverse, nonchalantly, grandly, and -

Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of all
poems,

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are millions of
suns left,}

In the Dickinson poem an introspective sensibility, disheartened by some
debilitating personal experience, cannot face possessing and being pos-
sessed by the wniverse. Her dominant image, shocking when we visy-
alize it literally, is flung at us in the first line: “Before I got my eye put
out.”

And yet both works place the central sensibility on a vast stage: the
cosmos. Dickinson’s opening poem in Fascicle 16 reads as if, after all,
she had read Whitman’s “disgraceful” book and was replying: “T was like
you, Walt, until disaster struck, Myself I celebrated too, and I looked
Into the sun as its equal and was blinded. I was blinded because the joy
was fuller than 1 could endure.” Poem 327 is on Whitman’s scale in jts
reach into infinity; at the same time it closely matches those passages of
Song of Myself that confess extreme vulnerability and personal defeat.

Before T got my eve put out—

I liked as well to see

As other creatures, that have eyes—
And know no other way—

5 s}’]“\ftﬁﬁ
But were it told to me, Today, (ot

That 1 might have the Sky - A{ A8 {
For mine, I tell you that my Heart v
Would split, for size of me—

The Meadows—mine—

The Mountains~—mine-—

All Forests—Stintless Stars—

As much of noon, as I could take—
Between my finite eyes—

The Motions of the Dipping Birds—
The Lightning’s jointed Road—
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For mine—ito look at when I kked—
The news would strike me dead—

So safer—guess—with just my soul
Upon the window pane )
Where other ereatures put their eyes—

Incautious—of the Sun— y o
G A (s

So th:e two poets share extreme volatility and a vision of the cosmos as t'%

heater of their feelings and imagination. One is tempte.c'l to rri(aike ::
Tajor effort to account for the fact that they are soyl—mates;].l it wou no_
ve taken much of Leaves of Grass to open I)llckms'on to her f:rufh pos
jbilities and to the language of every kind of intensity. S.tranger Tlgs
ve happened than that Dickinson shoult?. have' read Whitman seicrsta. y._
Whether she found him irresistible or disgusting or even most yln’e
me would not have mattered; the _fertilization w0ulf1,have takezt'ger P a:l}e ’
Compare, for instance, her poem 327 with poem 25 in Song of Myself:

Dazzling and tremendous how quick the sun-rise would kill me,

i he sun
We also ascend dazzling and tremendous as t ,
We found our own O my soul in the calm and cool of the daybreak.

. X
My voice goes after what my eyes cannot reach,
W}i;th the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds and volumes of worlds.

Both pogts find the natural world, especially the sun, murderous in

ts glory. Whitman, magnificently, summons up a rivg,l_mn@_gflg?f_.gihls 4
“only ion. ing terror into triumphant ima;
“only_salvation. The process of convertmg' : e

nation is presented swiftly by Whitman, its stages collapsed into an as- ¥ !

“sertion_unsullied by self-examination. Dickinsons ~ Before 1 got my eye

put out” is altogether subtler and humbler, but the predicament and

* pressure are much the same in both poems. She was as capable as (1)1; f)f
. writing in great high spirits. (One of her poems, in fact—poem 308 in

Fascicle 27—begins “1 ‘§§pd Two Sunsets,” thus goin; Whitman sdcrea]tm
 tion of his ise one-“"wmm@ -
omi;agew of fear and withdrawal, an inte1jna.l stocktaking ht aﬁa cor:—
fesses failure to cope adequately with blazing life, even.here she flaunts

" her imagination as flamboyantly as Whitman does.

i ."The opening, “Before I
The poem sets a sensational scene at once. . ‘
got my eye put out,” is grotesquely drastic. Two ways of seeing—with

7. ‘We are using the fascicle version of 327 without the suggested change in line 15, “The
Morning's Amber Road.”
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the eyes, or senses, and with the soul, or imagining sensibility—are
contrasted in an atmosphere of extreme emotional tension. In a succes-
sion of startling, paradoxical intensities, the middle stanzas present the
pain of being forced to retreat, because of the brutally blinding effect of
natural beauty, into the souls possibly “safer  enclave. The only leav-
ening elements are the occasional colloquialisms and the pun of “I” and
“eye” in the first line. But the pun slams us into the gross physical
image of “eye put out,” and Lllﬁhe;zailgguiaﬁsms {e.g., “got my eye put
out,” “as much of noon, asT could take,” and “strike me dead”) all em-
phasize the destructive effect of too keen awareness and fear.

The tension here, between lust for more experience and crushed
withdrawal, is at the heart of the poem’s volatility. It is an intimate
ingredient of the structuring energy in Fascicles 15 and 16. After the
riddling of the first stanza-—its unexplained allusion to a wound, and its
half-promise to reveal some “other way” of vision unknown to ordinary
beings—the poem breaks into a paean to the natural world despite what
has happened. But the paean is punctuated with notes of fear, and we
see that the speaker is locked into a complex depressive state. Abso-
lutely intoxicated with life, she can no longer face it except in imagina-
tion, for she cannot risk opening herself up at close range to powerful
feelings once again. The final stanza, as riddling as the first, concentrates
the whole psychic situation into a new image: of the soul faciig the sun
as the eyes, before they were blinded by too fierce exposure, had used
to do: “‘"
——

So safer—-guess—with just my soul
Upon the window pane

Wiete Gther creatures put their eyes—
Incautious—of the sun—

As so often with Dickinson, we have an emotional state whose basis
is a mystery. The ambiguous word “guess” is another riddle, Probably
the suggestion is that it is safer to imagine the world than to experience
it nakedly; but another possible reading is that this may not be so—I
only guess it will be safer—and that the soul too is dangerously exposed.
Either way, what LS_W threat of blindness?
a m):i_pplingwdmiiggp_gntment or_humiliation? a miseraWarms
in love? All the poem gives us is its affect of passionate recollection in a
context of wounded withdrawal. The stanzas present so many centers of
evocation that we need no *story.” And still, they have the form of nar-
rative and refer to unspecified crucial events. The poem presents the
aftermath of a heart’s voyage into lovely, unexpectedly deadly places,
and it offers something like a resolution—all in the elusive context of
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ioned moments of choice and crisis, each with its own sterm center
f language. For these reasons, poem 327 epitomizes the process of | the
5Ci ideri b e v fwepe EPgur Ll A
ascicles we are considering.  jmad dGeey ve © o FC

We have focused at some length on the one poem, and also on Dick-

ison’s affinities with Whitman, to emphasize and re-empbhasize the

cope, variety, and shifting depths of which she is capable. Together,
ascicles 15 and 16 make an epic of the subjective life, as far-reaching
and hercically brave as Song of Myself and far more pressing in its pur-
uit of the inmost depths of leeling—with no attempts to glamorize those
epths. The drastic states with which these fascicles wrestle demand,
and receive, large-minded, universally expressive presentation, and none
f her successors—not even Eliot at his best—has surpassed her work.
" Before going more fully into the two sequences and their reciproci-
ties, we should note that Dickinson’s proliferation of relationships among

-the fascicles goes beyond the connection of any pair of them. Fascicle

4, for instance (although we shall not pursue the matter here), seems
learly a testing ground, preparing the way for Fascicles 15 and 186. It
1as an opening group ol poems that are in the main_bitingly wry or
itter, then a single poem, “The feet of people marching home” (7), that

nasterpiece of restrained melancholy and longing, and then another

“group that reaches powerfully toward the kind of grief and shock with

vg_}ga) Fascicle 15 begins. Similarly, Fascicle 17, after 16 has striven sG

" bravely to contain and come to terms with that grief and shock, makes

- another turn on the struggle for equilibrium. In itself, it is an exquisite

“sequence that balances life’s. sources of.ecstasy against its horrors—the ﬁy"} i

- first line of its opening poem (348) is perfectly indicative: “I dreaded
ﬂlai;wﬁflf And its antepenultimate poem, “The Soul has g

"’Bandageé Moments” (512), moves between these two states as Homer ¢,efosf

moves between a sense of divine prowess and the pathos of Hector's

' defeat in the Iliad. It seems likely that Emily Dickinson was heading
- toward a multiple sequence, compelled by the nature of her sensibility

~and her extraordinary copiousness in_successors—

" 3. Fascicle 15: The Poetry of Psychic Trauma

The entire movement of Fascicle 15 is like that of poem 327 writ large.
Its psychological and poetic coherence is extraordinarily powerful, and
its dynamics are characteristic of the modern sequence. The opening
poem, “The first Day’s Night had come” (410}, presents a protagonist-
a sensibility, rather—unspecified as to sex or other external characteris-
tics, staving off madness and chaotic self-disintegration in the wake of




54 The Rise of the Modern Sequence

some unnamed catastrophe. The closing poem, “I had been hungry, all
the Years” (579), presents a psyche stunned into numbness after devas-
tation. We have been carried from terrified whirling to a quietened des-
olafion. There is much more to the sequence, however, than this simple
curve, so reminiscent of poem 327. In seventeen poems the poet gave
herself room to create many more dimensions and to explore drifts of
related tonality more richly. It might not be amiss to call Fascicle 15 a
kind of purer Maud, without the contrived support of plot, named char-
acters, and exposition. T
~The opéning movement of three poems is unrivaled as a powerfully
Iyrical grouping, although only the third is at all well known. They are
“The first Day’s Night had come™ (410), “The Color of the Grave is
Green” (411}, and * "Twas like a Maelstrom, with a notch” (414, In
these three poems the fascicle starts at the height of intensity: extreme
feeling at once, together with an atmosphere of morbid horror, and then
the ambiguous agony of the third poem. Yet all three have an iron dis-
cipline of sustained and subtly compressed association, -as though a rig-
orously self-analytical Ophelia were speaking. This first movement cul-
minates in a poem of anguished moral dilemma, recalled in a series of
nightmare images beginning with the opening line, “ "Twas like a Mael-
strom, with a notch,” and rendered doubly painful by the rueful confes-
sional question at the end: “Which Anguish was the utterest-—then— /
To perish, or to live?”

It would be dogmatic, and therefore pointless, to argue that ideally a
sequence should begin with a poem of great power, immediately creat-
ing a decisive affective center. The rest of the sequence would then
define itself in relation to this initial field of force. Obviously, the posi-
tion is too limiting; for many reasons, the location of a work’s magnetic
centers must vary according to its idiosyncratic character. Nevertheless,
thete are special advantages to beginning, as it were, climactically. It is
the-seqiielice’s way of DeginnIng i medias res.

Fascicle 15 does precisely this. It copes with an encompassing poem
whose several rapidly developed phases present psychic trauma that
changes but does not cease. The “grateful” feeling after enduring the
first shock proves deceptive. The condition of extreme suffering persists
from that shock onwards. It goes underground into shattered numbness
that seems like relief for a brief time, then returns in a monstrous tidal
wave of obliterating “horror,” and remains as hysterical “giggling” and
something like schizophrenic self-division within the sensibility at the
moment of the poem’s utterance. The succession of tenses—past perfect
to past to present—accumulates the whole movement in a Single-time-
compressed curve. T

0o et
e "
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The first Day’s Night had come—
And gratefal that a thing

f? L—‘_,;i"‘s‘ W c/r_
So terrible—had been endured— ¥

1 told my Soul to sing—- '\,)

She said her Strings were snapt—
Her Bow—to Atoms blown—

And so to mend her-—gave me work
Until another Morn—

And then—a Day as huge per '
As Yesterdays in pairs, i

Unrolled it's horror in my fac

Until it blocked my eyes—

My Brain—begun to laugh— )
I mumbled—like a fool—

And tho’ tis Years ago—-that Day-
My Brain keeps giggling—still.

And Something's odd—within-—
That person that T was—
And this One-—do not feel the same—
Could it be Madness—this?
(410

"+ The poem is a grim mystery, and the sequence as a whole an extension

‘of it. We are never told what the “thing so terrible” was: Later poems
/in the sequence imply that the shattering event was a lover's death or,
alternatively, a symbolic death: the end of an overwhelming love rela-

onship through separation or rejection or abrupt disillusionment. But
ther readings are conceivable; the sequence does not pin itself down to

“one limited, autobiographical event. The poems focus not on the event

itself but on the way it is received—the sensibility’s efforts to cope with

‘hideous personal disaster. The “thing” is a secret, but the resulting hys-

teria and disorientation, the whole turmoil of feelings and introspection,
must erupt. This double pressure, of what must be and what must not
be expressed, fills the whole sequence with passionate paradox.

The first poem, just quoted, is a complex of riddles. Even thg opening
line, “thémmwm' ways, both
obvious: The “Rrst Day”—irst in the sense that it initiates a whole new
chapter of the poets life—was so dreadful it was “Night”; and, more
likely, the evil day had at last come to an end. But this is all a langnage
of feeling, We would be wrong to take the words altogether literally. In
the poem language for states of feeling and language for points in time
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run together inseparably. Years have passed, yet the “Day as huge / As
Yesterdays in pairs"—the day when madness or overwhelming horror
akin to madness took hold once and for all—goes on forever.

The lines on the Soul hold some mystery as well. Like the lines on
days and nights, they do not spell out logical meanings or easily para-
phrasable associations. Yet they do project emotional and subjective
states, very purely. The speaking “I” is split off from her personified
Soul, another “she,” whose specific nature is not altogether consistently
presented. They give each other instructions, “T” tells-the Soul to sing,
The Soul replies that she cannot; her “strings” and “how” (her music-
making ability, no doubt standing in for her poetry-making one) are
ruined now and the “I'” must set to work to mend them. But the poem
says mend her; the Soul is its {"her”) own instrument then. Confusing,

g S L
and utterly clear. The task of makeshift therapy is short-lived, however.

When the full, sickening second wave of reality-recognition strikes, the .

enterprise is forgotten. The “Brain,” its alienation from the Soul com-
pleted, is reduced to blindTand "giggling” helplessness. All somsasf the
self's integrity 1s Tost; it Is now “that person that I was.” And the ques-
tion at the end (“Could it he Madness—this?) raises a final riddle,
since it has apparently already been answered, in the affirmative, in the
preceding stanza.

Two-thirds of a century later, in The Tower and The Winding Stair,
Yeats too employed misery-born riddling, sometmes in images strik-
ingly like Dickinson’s, Rich and vital as his poems are, Dickinson antic-
ipates them and goes more directly to her crucial affects. The protago-
nist of “Sailing to Byzantium” seeks the very solution that “The frst
Day’s Night” turns to at once: the Soul’s “singing school.” Yeats's poem
loses itself in this dream, while the predicament of being “sick with
desire / And fastened to a dying animal” persists, Dickinson’s poem
presses further, unremittingly. Again, she has anticipated, but with no
self-indulgence, the condition of apparent madness envisioned in Yeats’s
“All Souls’ Night” as the saving state that can put the living in touch
with the dead and beyond intrusive reason, In_ “A Dialogue of Self and
Soul,” too, there is a similarity to_the Dickinson poem (apart from the
bitter pressures underlying the poems, and the fact that self and soul
speak to one another so.demandingly in hoth_cases) in the use of inno-
cent ecstasy to escape from the unbearable. But there is a vast differ-
ence in Dickinson’s presentation of the condition as sheer breakdown
rather than transcendence—although her question at the end may be
introducing the latter possibility. It might be argued that her work pre-
sents those perspectives she in some sense shares with Yeats more co-
gently and, if not more bravely, less swaggeringly than he does. The
important fact, though, is that she is in her way ushering in the poetry
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sychological pressure through her d;astical}l]y stﬁpﬁe;lfc;(:::: :;thﬁc;
d: i ing. She shares the wor

d:absolute directness of feeling. he world of the
... i i tions they never

r great modems and, in fact, points some direc :

thF‘;pg[;ortunif:y to observe because so much of her work has been un
ailable until fairly recently. o
‘-E'Zequences crdinarily, tend to reach a ste:ite of egmhbnun;i j;ntog;gt
.:' eli i iac in effect—a distanced perspec
enters of feeling that is elegiac in e a dist . cctive that
: iti “ i t.” This too is anticipate

tks the condition of “all passion spen
ascicle 15, but at the same time too much Ilnlower, and too Elut;cltlor(:it:.:fi
im ’ i for the sequence re
imply to accept, manifest themselves : ) : tle
mgu);h a balance. The succession of explosions of massive, galilﬁll in:
ight in the first three poems would be enough to prevent it. Bu in aillyg
ase there is another such explosion at the center of the sequtencl;a‘,lim x

may have it, when it's dead” (577). And the exhausted inability

i i all in the closing
: ly proffered riches of life and love afizer
.-'.;Eceeﬁt ‘I}f‘}:‘a)(fi I;)Zen hungry, all the Years™ {(579), is an afterbeat of the

arlier poems of power, hardly a quietly passive rc?signation t‘;)hfatahgl;d
“But to go on with the progression after the opening poem: The se

_poem, “The Color of the Grave is Green” (411), deserves to be known
"Ifal:r better than it is:

The Color of the Grave is Green—
The Outer Grave—I mean—

Yoir would Tiot know it from the Field—

Except it own a Stone—

To help the fond—to find it—

Too infinite asleep N
To stop and tell them where it is—
But just a Daisy—deep—

The Color of the Grave is white—

The cuter Grave—I mean— '

You would not know it from the Drifts—
In Winter—till the Sun— :

Has furrowed out the Aisles—
Then—higher than the Land
The little Dwelling Houses rise
Where each—has left a friend—

The Color of the Grave within— (m 12117 o m’§
The Duplicate—Y mean—

Not allthe Snows ¢'d make it white—

Not all the Summers—Green—
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You've seen the Color—maybe—
Upon a Bonnet bound.—

When that you met it with before—
The Ferret—Cannot find—

{411)

The images here are even more immediate an
first poem, in which the speaker
least objectively enough to pin a

] at d wrenching than in the
is describing a psychological event at
. : name—"Madness™—to it and to pre.
zen:ox.t, I:a;t{yh in terms of a dialogue between self and soul that mvoll)\::s
project for ctlaa..hng the condition, In the second poem the dialogne
favor of direct presentation of an inner desolation so

n that T was™—seems | i
$ irretrievably lost.

s

esentation as the poem ad-
a ferret trying to unearth a

companionableness of the dead. The shift

when Dickinson comes with the ffth stanza,

goes contrary to our expectations of the outer grave’s

ingi}?:lfgt. S;ne is not talking of a_physical grave at all; her concern is
T e wibi e buan e S s
alleviate the inneinballzsliiefga v’Ithand {nafgms oy g e
even the corpse of the speak-er’s ?‘ginllfa:(;e(l?ep "be o s that not
has shrunk into that same re
:ﬁritbed long age by Donne i 1 upon St. Lucie’s Day”
ad?ie(tiotti;:hfitione o_f depressive lyric poetry of loss. But Dicldnsonyhas
fod ¢ e -ﬂ]mensm'n of compressed hysteria close to madness,

Maelstr; Ir\:n“dte}xl m1ght‘}lr1 torque-effect, the third poem, “ Twas like a
faelst poém iy vthr_lo}:cth (414), appears in the sequence. It strikes fall
the ey oo i ich the m_u.rderous, forced renunciation suggested in
the twa poems is weighed ag

g0 and yielding fo degis, — o -2pest the erushing guilt of Tettiig

being de-

"Twas like a Maelstrom, with  notch
That nearer, every Day, ’
5 Kept narrowing it ili
N D owing it’s boiling Wheel
} Until the Agony

i

Toyed coolly with the final inch
Of your delirious Hem-—
And you dropt, lost,

-
i
H

1

~
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When something broke—
And let you from a Dream—

As if a Goblin with a Gauge—
Kept measuring the Hours—
Until you felt your Second
Weigh, helpless, in his Paws—

And not a Sinew—stirred--could help,
And sense was setting numb—

When God—remembered—and the Fiend
Let go, then, Overcome—-

As if your Sentence stood—pronounced—
And you were frozen led

From Dungeon’s luxury of Doubt

To Gibbets, and the Dead—

And when the Film had stitched your eves

¢ A Creature gasped “Repreive”! _
?&(I\ ifi’},

%= Which Anguish wa utterest—then—

&g:ro perish, or to live? ?U\{% E‘M'
' (414)
To leap ahead for just a moment, this poem provides a significant link

with the two most powerful poems of Fascicle 16: “I felt a Funeral, in
y Brain” (280) and “ 'Tis so appalling—it exhiliratesm

poem par excellence of agonized suspense and equally agonized release.

Its complex of feeling is echoed in the whole of 280 and in the speaker’s

piercing thought in 281—after “bleak dreaded” woe has finally arrived—

that “Suspense kept sawing so.” Also, all three poems display drastic
modes of imagery that serve as a kind of refrain in the two sequences:

- ‘images of psychic numbness, terror, and dropping downward into bot-

tomless disaster, But 414 is unigue in the escalating power of its almost
symmetrically balanced affects. It objectifies, with absolute authority,
the quality of the predicament afflicting the central sensibility of both

- sequences.

Clearly, each of the poem’s three major units of affect is an extended

- simile for an __qgg;_gg:i\ﬁ_ggl, suspense-ridden crisis of spirit. The crisis it-

self, in its dual nature of terror and release, is represented only by the
word "I, In the contraction (. Lwas ) that starts off the poem. What
“it” was like is presented to us in a Jong sentence—the first twenty-two
of the poem’s twenty-four lines—containing the three major affects. “It”
was like a maelstrom sucking “you” into its center and dropping you
downward (stanzas 1-2); like being in the grip of a monstrous being,
“Goblin” and “Fiend,” about to crush you in “his Paws” (stanzas 3—4);
and like being on the verge of being executed for some crime after your

Fu by,
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Selltence St()Od— d stan,
Pronounce
) ( Zas

In . .
each hideous mage-complex, suspense builds up to an unbearable

oint, then : Lot
The oo lo0mpses into release from the Hightmiare climactie Troment
each stanza-crlluot POEreFH'érlves not from greater intensity of pErasir’aFn‘ .
affoct o th 5 er .ut from new perspectives on essentiall th .
e combination of helplessness in the Y e same
release by ancther
maelstrom i -

56, except for the last two

grip of superior force and

ification of the whirlpool with
pilogue to Moby-Dick) is re-
an evil supernatural force, and
has committed a crime. At the

by ilt, '
the;:;’;):ounfl guilt. The questisn with v ich the poem sids then fum
m - > e
oD a;:,il; ?}1;(:)1:11;1 t1n ];he 0§p051t§ direction, All those Iastu-rrr:on':éz:
R about from t i “ ing”
o) s e outside-—"somethi i
maelstrom’s force, God remembering, the “Creaturer’]'gthle)x:eakmg
gasps

“Repreive”.
preive —are not blessed relief after all but a rival agony. One th
- One then

recalls t]]e Sexuaﬂy gg st 2
sugee, ve AS
hr €5 In Mmf;wgpqm

notch,” “hojlj ” “delirior
the struggle bemd&;; ?llﬁ_u‘,d‘?i}}ffg o

for a crime, take on the di onse ot bel

inning but not from the poj
Y, R -~ R IO die por-
- Yet the fascicle’s contexts of association invite

g% i?;lrlllilat I gave myself tq___ﬂimlimalmm t -
oy ouh d(e)Z‘I:]l",l’) f:ot;l :n:l:l n:l:}? dimen?éon of morbidity (“If?fl%flf?\fe '
o C°2C ) in the ninth poem (577). That i ychologi
float of the sequence includes drifts o guiQ sex‘c:alls;l;tl;‘ls p;ﬁa? otglcal
f guilt, , Strug-

le and dre s .
‘e, and dreams of grat o o APCC, moral
Ttk catification through imagined communion beyond

then, is the critical unifying
been terribly buffeted and
granted that only forecasts
the closing poem. But many

Yy physical peril {Dickinson’s '
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of intervening poems, as we shall see, suggest a great and vulner-
able love, complicated by moral scruples, that has wrenched the speaker
‘of her simpler delight in the world and has been physically defeated
either by a lover's death or an absolute termination of a relationship.
ting the matter this way oversimplifies the situations of the poems,
are always open to a number of possible interpretations. In* "Twas

2 Maelstrom,” for instance, many signs indicate a state of sexual
eed; guilt, and frustration. At the same time, the condition might be
& of threatened loss of religious faith, or of total loss of self-control, or
deed of a mixture of these and other predicaments. The poem consist:
series of extended similes telling us what it —the unnamed crisis
und which the poem is spun in an effort to characterize its quality—

“like” but not what it was.

¢ three succeeding poems then swirl around this central complex
f experience. The first of them, “I gave myself to Him—" (580), even
go into an atmosphere of sweetly precarious risk-taking, in fine con-

st to the painful affects surrounding it. It gently foreshadows certain
oems further along, such as the fancifully joyful eleventh poem, “A
Murmur in the Trees—to note” (416); and also the thirteenth and four-
eenth poems, “Not in this World to see his face” (418) and "I found the
vords to every thought” (581), which recall an indefinable ecstasy, never
to be surrendered, from the passionate past. Poem 580 is more than a
eam of charming sunlight, however. It makes room for visions of rich
light and love—commits itself to them—and leavens the general tone,
nticipating similar later effects in the sequence. Still, it has its darker
derside—its sense of making do within disillusionment. It seems to
ark back to a moment before the trauma of the opening poems and
emind itself of a time of hope and danger that preceded it, when there
was a “contract” with a lover {or life, or God—but the language suggests

“a Tove-relationship) that was “solemn” and was “ratified” yet still uncer-
& tain:

I gave myself to Him—

And tock Himself, for Pay,
The solemn contract of a Life
Was ratified, this way—

The Wealth might disappoint—
Myself a poorer prove

Than this great Purchaser suspect,
The Daily Own—of Love

Depreciate the Vision—
But till the Merchant buy—
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Still Fable—in the Isles of Spice—
The subtle Cargoes—lie—

At least—"tis Mutual—Rigk-—
Some—found it—Mutual Gain—

Sweet Debt of Life—Tach Night to owe—
Insolvent—every Noon-—

(580)

If we have been at pains to suggest the large vision, and even epic
scope, of this very subjective and private poet’s art, we should also make
bold to note the sophistication of a poem like this one. The imagery is
worldly, yet might be read as religious. The sense of love as 2 contract,
entered into with one whose expectations may be disappointed while
the dreams behind them somehow can still prevail, is equally-ambiva-

lent. Ambivalent or not, however, there are fear and distrust of love, °

and marvelous, hovering dreams; and some oppression by the sense of
dependency on a male figure. The poem’s view of love and of existence

enerally is a bittersweet, gambler’s view, almost gaily _pessimistic.
gmMrMer side of 380 that connects it with the starker

poems preceding it and the two poems of disequilibrium immediately
following it: “Sunset at Night—is natural” (415) and “We £row accus-
tomed to the Dark” (419). The first of these swiftly recapitulates the
opening poem’s sense of tota), dreadful disorder. ("Midnight s—due-—at
Noon”; “Jehovah's Watch——is wrong.”) The second plays on the imagery
of light and darkness, which recurs in Dickinson's work in many con-

texts, once more. Its nearly innocuous first line, “We grow accustomed -

to the Dark,” telegraphs a shift from normal, commonsense talk (about
the adjustments of vision to literal darkness) to the “larger—Darknesses”

of depression close to madness: “those Evenings of the Brain.” Here too -

there is adjustment of a kind, but the brooding irony of its character is
obvious:

Either the Darkness alters—
Or something in the sight
Adjusts itself to Midnight-—
And Life steps almost straight.

The sequence maintains jts wobbling balance, with its inability to lift
itself out of the negative even when, as in the next poem, “You'll know
It-—as you know 'tis Noon” (420), it strikes a cheerful note of faith. There
is an immediate lapse, in “A charm invests a face” (421), into the precise
mood of 580: wary, minimally hopeful, refusing to shut possibility out
somehow. We would almost be persuaded that the wounded sensibility
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equence has kept itself in order pretty well after all, a}.lnd hazi:f
not lost all resiliency and capacity for s?lf-renezyval. Bu(ti t En Sa; sin-
ge poem, “If I may have it, when it's dead” {577), ;lsa f: s
d we are back in the world of the first three poems of the fascicle,
 a different key.
. \;Et; iﬁe ferret )i/mage in the secon{-i poem, so also }’ihe :0?&;
magery in this ninth poem is rankly physical. .f.&t the very hear Soe the .
uence, poem 577 is grotesquely obsefsed mih‘a lover's (;:o_rp . s
in; i I may have it, when it's dead,” is matghed in necr

r

opening line,
philiac ardor by its ending:

Forgive me, if to stroke thy frost
Quftvisions Paradise!
phaldiii

is at once one of the most riddling and most interesti.ng poems in
e sequence. In form it is a welter, a mélange of quatrams-w—s;)n}lle ni
allad meter, both rhymed and unrhymed, and s;)me 'made_up( c; Tzrz);r%
s ’ — ith an irregular cinquain (gax*x*a®).
ng tetrameter couplets—together wi 3 ul : ' _
Thge' primary end-rhyme pair is Thee-me (“Thee” is used in te.r:.mna}jlL 1;;05
ttion four times, “me” three times), and the constant repetition etpd
onsiderably in binding the stanzas together. Ai.’ld it ]S»lhou% bte gr:zhi !
the Ithough separately unrhymed, to
‘that the first and last stanzas, a ther
st heme: xaxh abxx. The poem may
nstitute somewhat of a rhyme sc| The i ave
i “mad” deliberately disoriented in var
een conceived of as a “mad” poem, r » rarious
tate of “Madness” set up an
ays, that follows through on the s : e i
zstioneé in the first poem. Similarly, its m()rbldlt)é ma)ghbega:‘rz.f::::;i
ttention is so riveted on the gr
eat of the second poem, whose 2 : ;
‘hat lies hidden within it (and on the self as its own grave lclmce life th?i
ttered its most cherished meanings). The i_mtlal aﬂ'e(?t as a?i cerw f;th
teral grossness that counteracts the conventional sentimentality

hich the passage is tinged:

If I may have it, when it's dead, - ,

I'll be contented—s0— 52‘3 e (Dne ﬁ/
If just as soon as Breath is out

It shall belong to me—

Until they lock it in the Grave,

"Tis Bliss 1 caunot weigh—

For tho' they lock Thee in the Grave,
Myself-—can own the key——

” i i tive of an inert
ted “it” in three of these lines is so suggestiv
bo?;e—;elzjgaver {with traces of the head Isabella buried in her pot of
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basil}—that we must take the languag
envisioned is that the “
until it is buried, and
the distance between

the . .
prospect, combined with the macabre circumstances and hints else

Wh X . I
ere in the poem, indicates that this face-to-face meeting will be the

ff;rst ever. That is, at last the poem’s prota
ce on the warm presence, conjured up by

inside her and yet a living spiritual companion.

Tbink of it Lover! I and Thee
Permitted—face to face to be—
After a Life—a Death—We']] say—
For Death was That—

And This—is Thee—

I'll tell Thee All—how Bald it grew—«-‘m
How Midnight felt, at first—to yne—

How ail the Clocks stopped in the World—
And Sunshine pinched me—"Twas so cold—.

T

Then how the Grief got sleepy—some—
As if my Soul were deaf and dumb-—
Just making signs—aeross-—to Thee—
That this way—thou could’st notice me-—

These three middle stanzas seem to rec

apitulate the experience of

sufféring 1 the Brst TCE, |
g two poems of the sequence; biut now the imagined

scene i i i i
is one of trusting, self-revealing ; conversation by lovers (perhaps

;r;tzzﬁyazgi)eﬂéeros ar_hnrls_g11 We still do not know whether an actial Tover has
aetual there’ rﬁv ether the speaker is addressing a desired lover with
whom ar\:q never be a relationship, or whether there was a
povenct qui} bmg Fth 2 man still living—either of the last two possi-
oites wouk b: a kind of death where such vulnerably passionate com-
haney s b ,_fn pres:ai;lt. But the ’deprivation, the sense of lonely
o Communic:n atgfﬁsts at the poem’s deepest motivation is the need
hopoless—nd accompanied by the oo o101 0 be desperately
nion will never be permitted, whethern;lcé)ol:i by ?Sﬂ‘ed by the
longed-for lover, or even by the speaker )l;erselko'}—‘f};yﬁsz(iﬁes?;nzz is):y;:l-] ©

Forgive me, if the Grave come slow—
For Coveting to look 2t Thea—
Forgive me, if to stroke thy frost
Outvisions Paradise!

e at face value. The literal situati :
e . . on

i of t%le poem will have sole access to the body :
that this contact will allow the speaker to bridge ;
herself and her lover after death. The rapture at -

gonist will be able to put a
her love and need, “buried”

Emily Dickinson's Fascicles 65

Frost,” most literally, refers to a cold, dead body. The phrase also
_cE]ls.T;Hé earlier conceit used to suggest an ambience of utter coldness:
»d Sunshine pinched me-— Twas sg cold.” (We are probably also in
realm of poem 281, in Fascicle 16, where “Truth” is revealed as
~and Cold.”) The implication that it was sexual coldness, despite
intensity, which blocked off the relationship and prevented deeper
mmunion, is an obvious possibility. The coldness may have been on
\er. partner’s side, or a matter of timidity or inhibition, or just the
n-out isolation of the speaker from the person whose love she

any tonalities in this complex poem come together in this stanza.

‘dreamed of but never experienced in any way. Even the reference to

elaying Paradise in favor of a lesser but more immediate and perverse
sfaction (“stroke thy frost”) may conceivably refer to a psychological
blem related to fear of consummation. Literally, of course, in this
ear-conceit, the speaker is saying that she needs to cherish the dream
warm-cold communion even at the expense of putting off a quick
eath That would enable her to join her soul-mate in Heaven immedi-

tely—one of several instances of the simultaneous use and circumven-‘%»

ion of sentimental clichés in this peem. However one reads it, the poem"f_%&

veals enormous courage in facing and exposing psychic humiliation
and embarrassment, whatever shocking imagery and morbid imaginings
nay be revealed in the process. In this respect, 577 more than matches
& poems that precede it.
" "The quietly composed poem that follows, “I read my sentence—stead-
y” (412), has the taut understatement of “The Color of the Grave is
‘Green.” Also, it carries forward, in a different key, the humiliation or
mbarrassment (here called “the shame”) that contributes to the emo-
stional mixture of “If I may have it, when it's dead.” It presents an ex-
_cruciating experience of rejection, couched in courtroom terminology.
“Once more, the “I” does not spell out whoever or whatever has shamed
her so deeply that she cannot feel death will be “a novel Agony.” In the
dypamics of the sequence, this poem is a magnificent moment of con-

“trol. Its sudden, deceptive final calm {"And there, the Matter ends—")
. provides an essential conversion of affect. To attain a deathlike tranquil-

ity and so reduce the shock of being “sentenced” to eternal anguish, the
speaker has trained her Soul to become “familiar—with her extremity”

" and has succeeded all too well. She has made her Soul so tranquilly

friendly with “Death” that the dreadful abnegation of life’s hopes has
come upon her impersonally and irrevocably: “silently, invisibly,” as
Blake would have put it. (The subtle reciprocities with “If I may have

© i, when it's dead” are established simply by juxtaposition.)

Six poems in a relatively muted key follow in the wake of “I read my
sentence—steadily,” as if to hold its Lethe-tending balance steady for a

[,
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olonged moment before the fascicle’s final poem. A fey whimsy marks
“A Murmur in the Trees—to note-—""(416), whose charm reminds us of
the more popularly known poems by Dickinson but which, in context,
may suggest a soul on its way to the unknown and thereby isolated from
the known world, “It is dead—Find it” (417) reinforces this latter
Impression about 416, which might otherwise be dismissed as forced, by
its riddling questions and answers about the state of being dead. “Not
in this World to see his face” (418) archly puts off the opportunity to
experience that state; and “I found the words to every thought” (381)
cheerfully reports a “thought” so blazing it cannot be expressed in lan-
guage—although the speaker has never had the problem before. The
rhetorical questions ending this tiny pair of quatrains make for a minia-
ture climax of morale-sustaining within the set of seven poems that be-

gan with “I read my sentence~—steadily.” The questions suggest uncom-

Municable inspiration: St uncom-

Ca be shown in Cochineal-—
Or Noon—in Mazarin?
ZF -NooR-—in Mazarir

The two final poems of the set following “T read my sentence-—stead-
ily,” however, lean more toward that poem’s mood than the emoctional
buffer-poems we have been noting. They remain lighter in spirit than
412, but nevertheless are tinged with its dark huxﬁiliatig_n:i@er felt
.at Home—Below” (413} is_playful in itsmdi&tm&ﬂhrﬁdiﬁgjﬁﬁﬁing
“If T may have it, when it's dead” in a folk-comic key, and in picturing

God as an all-seeing telescone, But it is serious in presenting a wistful

disorientation, together with unease at God's constant vigil and at the
thought of a Judgment Day. “The Body grows without” {578) begins

brightly and wittily (“The body grows without— / The more convenient
way”), yet turns at once to an image of the harried spirit seeking shelter
in the flesh. But the second of the two quatrains loses its edge. It is at
once slightly complacent in its moralizing (as though the speaker were
saying, “I've had these tempests of passion but nevertheless I'm virtuous
through and through™) and weakly-derivative. Wordsworth tells us, with
stirring tenderness in its context in “Tintern Abbey,” that “Nature never
did betray / The heart that loved her!” Dickinson says of the body that

Ajar——secure_inviting—m

It never did betray

The Soul that asked its shelter
in solemn honesty
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ﬁrst line of this quatrain is daring andl;)etat'lttiﬁil,o :y nllf.;'::igu:l (ﬂagii
 fernini -regard in seductiveness. But its : 8
Qf.feina]:llzl:eﬂizlfr:seg of which hardly matches its st}};le and v;iatt;]l;q;ears"
i i . @ ngry,
fascicle, “I had been hung all
e ﬁml‘1 I:x?:im o ;aces the state of the sengibili tha:t1 thz_}
579}, Pmmce. EsﬁeMEg@_wsgin%gﬂ—
Ix;ﬁ'hg th%.t Thas come too late and is fri‘ig_hf w1t _iiciin“ %:iaxghke -
usion, A distant echo of the heart-wrung third poem,

] 7 i an eccentric fate that seeks
mtrom,EEMtHh : zxf)rt(i]i,thl\twﬁ?:}?(:;;zzc;gence has seemed to come io
ﬁo..'reversed }? t 3:§uld stir one, again, to enjoy exuberant 1ove'3 or simp )_/
o ?lnblfts geIights of being alive. Perhaps the affect hetre is a”c;);zﬁgt
° a\’;l 1’? romising yet unsatisfying “The Body grows w1tho-ut. that
o pron selsatisfaction at resisting unworthy temptation (or !
o presumfshaving “in solemn honesty,” yvielded to another Equ;tﬂg
lz::cszll}lfrz[r]l(c:les?ncere SO\,JI), the closing poem br}nc;g; atnh :1?0$sszjokjd -
i T
ing in t.h © dal::-n;rh a‘:g :Eaclel tE:unmoa I;ﬁ%ci':erc){, and the _morjt)ic.i’ I-Jrobinmglz._
frh}fe":fr';;‘;igﬁ of hiope spelled out in I gave myself to Him” is pe

t:

I had been hungry, all the .Years—

My Noon had Come—tob;hne—— : ‘
I tremibling drew the Table new— ) )
And touched the Curious Wine-— @i.? s b, )
"Twas this onn Tables I had seen—

When turning, hungry, Home
1 looked in Windows, for the Wealth

1 could not hope—for Mine—

1 did not know the ample Bread—
“Twas so unlike the Crumb
The Birds and I, had often shared

In Nature's-—Dining Room-—

The Plenty hurt me—twas so new—
Myself felt {ll—and odd—

As Berry—of a Mountain Bush—
Ttansplanted—to the Road—
Nor was I hungry—so I found

That Hunger—was a way

Of Persons outside Windows:—
Of Persons outside Yvindows:
The Entering—takes away—

(579)
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which the periascenc - Even the first line tells us
¢ starts and its reciprocal ve ationship to Fascicl
1proc: 1ai 0 Fascicle

I

15 within an enfolding multiple sequence,

4. Fascicle 16: A New Start

It is in the aft
ermath of the cryg) struggle for balance between two level |
Ve
tect {the horror concentrated near the stargeoi' :

of very highly charged

Fosci ;
scicle 15 and the incomplete repossession and

lost hope at the final weakening and

t!'ib}lting to the bal-

—-=_12Me overwhelmij
, and the difference, is Iy

ff{'stil poem of Fascicle 16, discussed j
is chapter. It presents a wounded, life-fearing

that a0 1 the second section
12t at the end of Faséiols iE condition parallel;

; L=, oo Of Fascicle 15, The self, o n sl paralieling
ust b A STk eli, at a A A,
ihe fu?lrzlfe];adlnﬁ itself Intact; but also, it mar]?;: 1;“ :i\ife:: Ir? f Wtallty: 1
sunlight rev 88;11‘35, T](I)We‘ver destructive, of the beautiful nat?l ain recalling
my eye put oust"’ (33%13 &E i aﬁnbi"alent state presented in ‘TBeKSC; tgl::

e Ich conjures up t
that have reduced it to jts present misery: fpli%ﬁipj%g‘? {the world
e : 8] i
gl

e . —=Y: Sp.endors
1l a 3ain, at once, thro i

Ii ; =9

~ The Zgz]oiddle *peaker's vision be restored,

memory.a fof::‘Isn(; Of nea.mgss to her sundered Things” (607), st

past eclipse the pro. gﬁ\zczrﬁlen! lr’} hthis poem that images out of ;;her.::.?::
. €. lhe m

that in the first poem. This time rthm(zvemm]t of the five stanzas is like

nmwral phenomena. in
fpanttet WPl AL, #

ori e
u%féflgyli_n_:ggqm@ other “Shapes we buried.”
o e relationship between these openi -
ering one within a narrow psycholo

nunciation of i
; n o &Q_ﬂtéﬂxlmdMShmggﬂLA{bat Is irrevocably past

To recapitulate, th,
» the speaker in 327 h
of the full ; ‘, 327 has suffered a fsmet
lesser delig}lllzlsPHCt ththﬁ Sun.” Its appearance t%riégrd}ljl?s Eerdbecause
» now she has lost that Sun and. re duced o ;11 a]i"l‘edher to
? sensi-
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d nhagination, could not bear the shock of new sensuous and
tional arousal. Yet the imagery shows how keen her response has
and would be again. The poem stands as an expression of most
nse love for the world of seen things amidst a condition of darkness
foar. Tt has its “positive” side in the implication that the world’s
ife is so beautiful it would, if restored to The speaker, break her
with_joy _and make.her mi
o~ But that would be a freedom treasonable to_the love that has
oved her. Poem 607 “therefore” {we are speaking of the logic of
onal displacement} converts the mood and context of the opening
oem. In it the power of sensation becomes the power of memory; the
ling Sun anid all Tt veveals 15 replaced by loved persons, “Things,” and
oments that return from death’s realm: “Bright Knots of Apparitions.”
ach loss of something dear to me was a death of myself—that is the
iplication, and it throws an intense light on the predicament of the

'The Grave vields back her Robberies—
“The Years, our pilfered Things—
Bright Knots of Apparitions
Salute us, with their wings—
As we—it were—that perished—
Themself—had just remained till we rejoin them—
And "twas they, and not ourself
That mourned.

hese are the closing stanzas of 607. In them an extraordinary evoca-
tion of the persistence of the past in memory takes a brilliant turn. For

here the past moumns the future, and in a personal sense the child mourns

s perishing into the adult. (The “Bright Knots of Apparitions” must be
ur former selves as well as other memories, with all the ways of seeing
and loving we have formerly known.) Again—as in poem 377 of Fascicle
5 literal corpse imagery enters, in the figure of the “Mouldering Play-
"mate” who returns. Then we move from the concentrated perception,
couched hypothetically, in the line “As we--it were—that perished” in
607 to the desperately exhilarated “Tie the Strings to my Life, My Lord”
{279), and from there to the remarkable triad formed by the fourth, fifth,
and sixth poems: “I like a look of Agony” (241), “1 felt a Funeral, in my

* Brain” (280), and “ "Tis so appalling—it exhilirates” (281). In these poems

we have a fling into an acid celebration of the end of doubts and ambi-
guities in death. The first is brief and flercely unexpected--a remarkable
foreshadowing of major affective modes in twentieth-century poets as far

apart as Mayakovsky and Plath:
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I like a look of Agony,
Because I know it's true—

Men do not sham Convulsion,
Nor simulate, 2 Throe—

The Eyes glaze once——and that is Death—
Impossible tg feign

The Beads upon the . orehead
By homely Anguish strung.

(241)
The magnificent Opening line of this poem seems emotional hyper-
bole. It wasg masterly to use the word “like” in such a harsh context——a
shocking word full of savage irony here. The line cuts passionately, in
deep recognition of inescapable truth, as though uttered by a cosmic
diagnostician obsessed by the horror of things. From the third line on,
physical symptoms of dying it is “impossible to
» in an angrily ironic sense, a
“like” uncertain symptoms, let
» In patients. People who aren’t

3

comically impatient doctor who doesn’t

alone mere play-acting at mortal suffering

really dying are hypocrites. Meanwhile
thing like a

cion of morbidity or worse

This rigorous little poem leads directly toward the even more dire “T

felt a Funeral, in my Brain,” a poem that intensifies the sickeningly
liberating hard recognition of the self’s own fate:

Then Space—began to toll,

As all the Heavens were a Bell,
And Being, but an Ear,

And I, and Silence, some strange Race
Wrecked, solitary, here—.

And then a Plank in Reason, broke,

And I dropped down, and down—
And hit a World, at every plunge,
And Finished knowing—then—_

“And Finished knowing-—then”
iant, “And Got through—knowi
the end of knowing or the plun
preceding poem and the finalit
following poem. In either cas

is a phrase that cuts two ways. The var-
ng—then,” also carries
ging into truth. The first
y of the glazed eyes; the second with the
e, the soul is “secyre” in its grasping of
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. 32 1 » d
o h “*Tis so appalling—it exhilirates”—an insight pounde
‘horror— i :
. ;ne.t}?: third and fifth stanzas of the sixth poem (281)

The Truth, is Bald, and Cold—
But that wil! hold—

If any are not sure—

We show them—prayer—

But we, who know,

Stop hoping, now—

Others, Can wrestle—
*s, is done—
X:‘:zlr ssé ltff Wo, bleak dreaded—come,
It sets the Fright at liberty—
And Terror’s Free-—_w
Gay, Ghastly, Holiday!:

in 15, allows
. i lated to poems in 15,

: -won clarity of perception, re % less Men,
'Thl's hal‘(.i Woirr: the s)éventh and eighth poems: “How nOter;)it?sThings”
th'fl c:’xls t:_a::]mnitand” (282) and “When we stand on the ttoI}Jlser e

an elads, : alm of “Of neamess to '
' something of the calm ! » kind
'(24‘2)' Ehgs‘z }\1:‘;16: the important shift to acceptance Offdlsli)asr;(;ees_s 2 an
e icuindjfference«-«wrather than the recaptun&g Oes and stars are
of COST f immortality. In the seventh poem }’0 a_knll ss. as the Air’—
tairggsforo granted and then suddﬁnly vzliSh— grflrt aﬁ:re the “Wo, bleak
' “disappointment” (how calm a wr int of view
an (1; uéll:agf tﬁi?;xpt(;l poem) at their passing is, from ;I;eaé):::; of spiri,
; eﬁ esmﬂing heavens, simply that—disappointment, élverly importunate

(IJt s haps no more worthy of an answer than an
is per

child:

Why did'nt we detain T?;em?

The Heavens with a smile,

Sweep by our disappointed Heads
Without a syllable—

« - « hine
i i the “Stars” that “dare s
“Pleiads” become in the elgh'd: poem Jare shine
Th?onﬁf;a:’dlsjpon a spotted World. .Sortmg f)ut th:: so:;::: :uns_we
occasi ltiplicity of sources of 1ight-m1rroy€s, lightni tgl; ) e;n-_ng S
rou ?I“tlheppotent comment on the speaker’s state at the op
recal

sequence {327\
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So safer-—guess—with just my soul
Upon the window pane—

Where other creatures put their eyes—
Incautious—of the Sun---

This eighth poem, however (242), celebrates the opposite mode of
behavior:

The Perfect, nowhere be afraid—
They bear their dauntless Heads,
Where others, dare not go at Noon,
Protected by their deeds—

Sun and lightning hold no terrors for the “Sound ones,” who reflect
heavenly illumination like “Mirrorrs on the scene— / Just laying light.”
These “Stars dare shine occasionaily / Upon a spotted World,” and pro-
vide a “proof” for the terrified soul that the “Suns” will endure. This
poem brings the sequence to a fragile yet inevitable equilibrium, for its
vision of an eternal order is based purely on the extension of human

stability and strength: “And Suns, go surer, for their Proof, / As if an
Axle, held.” :

Three more poems follow, however: “ “Twas just this time, last year,
I died” (445), “Afraid! Of whom am T afraid” (608), and “He showed me
Hights I never saw” (446). As with the preceding fascicle, they project
an overpowering sense of having missed out and of sheer weight of sad
awareness: the morbid envisioning of one’s own death and the lonely
waiting in 445; the flamboyant, nearly hysterical self-reassuring in the

face of death in 608; and finally, in 446, the appalled acceptance, too late,
of the cosmic offer first tended in the sequence’s opening poem. Notw,
after all has been lost or renounced, the soul would venture into the
great cosmos and realms of transcendence. But the opportunity has passed
although the will has grown more urgent and decisive. So the fascicle
ends in the most poignant sort of wish-falBllment:

He showed me Hights I never saw-—
“Wauld'st Climb"—He said?

I said, “Not so.”

“With me"—He said—"With me?”

He showed me secrets—Morning’s nest—
The Rope the Nights were put across—
“And now, Would'st have me for a Cuest?”
I could not find my “Yes"—
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And then—He brake His Life,

And Io

A light for me, did solemn glow—
The steadier, as my face withdrew—

1d I further “no”?
And cou ws6)

' We have lingered over these two fascicles because of the sgecmtlh zh:i:
ge Dickinson offers. She wrote with her nerve-ends, mass.ltnglf he re-
ults in poem-clusters whose internal ctharence 1mpr(f.esses}1 se on us
y after sufficient absorption in the individual poems in re Z;ont.  on
nother. No other poet of power demands so r_nuch mtemh zatio ! sy
the reader who wishes to get the precise emotional set of her poems.

“The least extroverted of poets, she presents her affects with a minimum

f personal intrusion. - ‘
: {P)Ve might well have chosen other sequences for extended discussion.

Fascicle 20,8 for instance, is less demanding than 15 and 16 and unfolds

exquisitely. It involves contemplation of nature’s {mperbsiona] 2?:1:;1:;3
nd beauty (whatever our private woes) and a considerable mu: o of con-
ageous loneliness, love, sacrifice, and transport. A strong 1:11:1:]1 e
ubjective vision as primary truth suffuses this sequence wi

“intensity of an indomitable will. It is supported by such poems as the

‘inspired “Dare you see a Soul at the "White Heat™ " (365), whose imagzsi
‘embody the artistic process that produces pure affects .fTOI,I:I persond
"experience the well-known “The Soul selects her own Society” (303); abn :
the passionately felt love poem “How sick—to wait—in any place—bu

“thine” (368).

The interaction hetween Fascicle 20 and the two fascicles we have

“been considering is a matter of obvious interest, as in -fact is tha? a.;:s;
 thetic relationship among all the fascicles. This is a question very simila

to the one that Pound’s cantos present. We chose to begin with Fasci-

“cles 15 and 16 because they are representative but als_o bfalcauze t:s,)i
" contain so much work of sheer power and are extr‘ac)fd.mgxily a vgm -
" rous psychologically—that is, in their d.eei.) associative diving. Jut @
" thorough study of all the forty fascicles still lies ahead. It promise

‘one of the great voyages of discovery in modern criticism.

© 8, Fascicle 20: 1725, 1761, 364, 524, 525, 363, 526, 301, 527, 366, 367, 670, 302, 303,
368, 528, 369, 370.




