
Aspects of a Dolphinar ium 

Robert Lowell 's Subjective Correlative 
E D W A R D N E I L L 

r~\ S. E l i o t ' s notorious (though i n context perfectly 
harmless) "objective corre lat ive" was conjured out 

x • of the supposit ion that Hamlet 's " emot ion " was " i n 
excess of the facts as they appear." 1 Lowe l l is E l io t ' s H a m ­
let's converse. F o r h im , the " fac ts " outloom the abi l i ty 
to art iculate their human content, the i r emotional mean­
ing. In his poetry they encompass an I .R.A. bombing, the 
assassination of Robert Kennedy, moon-landings, Mao's 
C h i n a and the Spöck sentences in Boston — as wel l as that 
perpetual event, No rman Mai ler , whose preying omniver-
ousness of journal ist ic immediacy marr ied to genuine i n ­
sight probably spurred the poet to f ru i t fu l emulat ion; an­
other remarkable encompassing is that of the death f rom 
cancer of the young B r i t i s h athlete L i l l i a n Board . Lowe l l 
seems actual ly to have encountered her, in one of those 
inspired Contingency P lans wh ich seem sometimes to pro­
vide a substitute for a superannuated Providence: 

F l i p p i n g t h e Sundays f o r n o t i c e o f m y n e w book , 
I l o s t m y p l a c e to a t a l l g i r l , a s p i n e a n d r i b s ; 
she b o u g h t e v e r y p a p e r , e v e n News of the World — 
s h e h a d r e a s o n , h e r f a c e o n e v e r y f r o n t p a g e : 
O l y m p i c r u n n e r , L i l l i a n B o a r d , a n d t w e n t y , 
t o l d y e s t e r d a y she i s a c a n c e r v i c t i m . . . . 2 

To be fa i r to the poet, the poem moves off less predictably 
f rom this honourable flatness, this poetically barren integ­
r i t y (but note the macabre Dantesque concision of " a spine 
and r ibs" ) where " the poetry does not mat ter " ; but, as we 
can see in another poem tethered to an event (My L a i ) , 
the poem challenges us to ask for "poetry , " creates its 
charge out of the awful way the speaker expresses h im-
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self as an integral part of its art ist ict effect. If we protest 
that this is not what I. A . R ichards once called A r t i n 
Gothic letters, 3 then A r t i n Gothic Letters is going to have 
to sit this one out: 

I t w a s a t M y L a i o r S o n m y o r s o m e t h i n g , 
i t w a s t h i s a f t e r n o o n . . . W e h a d these o r d e r s , 
w e h a d a l l n i g h t to t h i n k a b o u t i t — 
w e w a s t o b u r n a n d k i l l , t h e n t h e r e ' d be n o t h i n g 
s t a n d i n g , w o m e n , c h i l d r e n , bab i e s , c ows , ca t s . . . 
A s s o o n as w e h o p p e d t h e c h o p p e r s , w e s t a r t e d s h o o t i n g . 
I r e m e m b e r . . . a s w e w a s c o m i n g u p u p o n one a r e a 
i n P i n k v i l l e , a m a n w i t h a g u n . . . r u n n i n g — t h i s l a d y . . . 
L i e u t e n a n t L a G u e r r e s a i d , " S h o o t h e r . " I s a i d , 
" Y o u s h o o t h e r , I d o n ' t w a n t to shoo t n o l a d y . " 
S h e h a d o n e f oo t i n t h e d o o r . . . W h e n I t u r n e d h e r , 
t h e r e w a s t h i s l i t t l e o n e - m o n t h - y e a r - o l d b a b y 
I t h o u g h t w a s h e r g u n . I t k i n d o f c r a c k e d m e u p . 

(History, p . 199) 

Th is is the muse of decreation, wh ich subordinates ade­
quacy to authenticity, wh i ch has as much use for the i n ­
art iculate as the articulate, knows the resonance of the 
solecism. " I t is w i th your own proper f ictive covering that 
you hide the i r nakedness and make them wise . " 4 Or, i f you 
don't l ike it, i t is the Fa l l acy of Imitat ive F o r m . 5 

In " F o r the Un i on D e a d " 

a c o m m e r c i a l p h o t o g r a p h 
S h o w s H i r o s h i m a b o i l i n g 

but 

A s a v a g e s e r v i l i t y 
S l i d e s b y o n g r e a s e 6 

A s Gabr ie l Pearson remarks, " the mass media's numbing 
of the horror vindicates the poet's ro le . " 7 Lowel l 's poetic 
persona, to adapt E l io t , is specif ically that of a man who 
suffers, and is not s imply that of the man who experi­
ences. A s he himself s igni f icantly says: " I n t ru th I seem 
to have felt most ly the joys of l i v ing ; i n remembering, i n 
recording, thanks to the gift of the Muse, i t is the p a i n . " 8 

The posited self of the poetry — a constant, a hard core at 
the centre of its kaleidoscopic and virtuoso capacity for 
styl ist ic self-metamorphosis — is the self aware of being 
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hemmed i n and defined by a "global v i l lage," an electronic 
cell whose stock-in-trade is "ho r ro r and falsity and wrong , " 
in Wal lace Stevens' phrase. 

It is easy to misunderstand the nature of his art, how­
ever: Lowe l l is not real ly a publ ic or occasional poet; the 
reader must go elsewhere for his vin Audenaire. When he 
writes, for example, on Robert Kennedy 

D o o m w a s w o v e n i n y o u r n e r v e s , y o u r s h i r t , 
W o v e n i n t h e g r e a t c l a n 

the result is a l itt le sti lted and dutiful, l ike a reissue of the 
tireder choric parts of Murder in the Cathedral or The 
Family Reunion. 

If we look at a better example of his late art, "Mastodon, " 
we w i l l see that i t is hard ly a poem about mastodon, nor 
about Jews in concentration camps, but a confluence, a 
"complex of emotions" out of the reach of instamatic journ­
alese, and as such a m i r r o r of the mind and a much more 
powerful plea for a noosphere of increasingly aware 
humaneness. M a n is irremediably cruel, and so is Nature , 
red i n tooth and claw, and so is the cold economy of A r t . 
B u t A r i e l , the logos, is common, and the poet is any man of 
imaginat ion. 

T h e y s p l a s h e d r e d o n t h e J e w s a b o u t t o be k i l l e d , 
t h e n p l o u g h e d t h e m b a c k a n d f o r t h i n c a p t u r e d t a n k s ; 
t h e w o o d w a s s t a c k e d , t h e c h a i n s a w w e n t o n b u z z i n g . 
I n t h e bes t o f w o r l d s , t h e j a i l o r s f o l l o w t h e j a i l e d . 
I n s o m e f i n a l b o g , t h e m a s t o d o n , 
c u r l e d t u s k s r a i s e d l i k e t r u m p e t s t o t h e s k y , 
s u n k t o t h e i r h i p s a n d a r m p i t s i n r e d m u d , 

G o o d n a r r a t i v e i s c u t t i n g d o w n d e s c r i p t i o n ; 
n a t u r e s a c r i f i c e s h e i g h t e n i n g 
f o r t h e i n e v i t a b l e c l o s i n g l i n e . 9 

Conversely, the crit ique of the self that runs throughout 
his work is constant, and the quest for self-objectification 
shows more "enterprise/In wa lk ing naked " than ever did 
Yeats, Concomitantly, then, i n The Dolphin, f rom which 
the above is taken, we have as lacerat ing a proscript ion of 
self-inflation as the doppelgänger section of Little Gidding. 
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One might characterize this collection by re ferr ing to its 
cunningly intermittent and calculatedly unsuccessful at­
tempts to approximate to a novel : but, l ike the late B . S. 
Johnson, what he is not interested in is fiction in the most 
obvious sense: structured part ly by his own life, the col­
lection ushers us into the wor ld of the poet — sett l ing into 
his country house of Milgate, in Kent , w i th "Caro l ine , " his 
th i rd wife — though he does refer to his first, son, at whose 
b i r th we are present, as " ou r bastard" — 

L i t t l e G i n g e r s n a p M a n , h o m o f o r m , 
F l a t a n d so re a n d a l c o h o l i c r e d ; 1 0 

but nevertheless tormented by the cont inuing emotional 
presence of " L i z z i e " (El izabeth Hardwick ) and his daughter 
Harr ie t . The jagged, profound sundering so amply regi­
stered by the poetry makes Jonathan Raban's comment that 
"we hear the furies of Amer i c a offstage" 1 1 combine insensi-
t i v i ty (if not cruelty) and cr i t i ca l ineptitude, dictated 
part ly by his desire to present a certain f latter ing facile 
contrast of Amer i c a and England. Indeed, this comment is 
on a l l fours w i th the earl ier one on Life Studies: " Lowe l l 
used his own family, his own life, l ike pieces of l i tmus 
paper; he watched them colouring under the acid of con­
temporary h i s to ry " (p. 26). A l itt le metaphor is a danger­
ous thing. It is because the poet was once tempted to behave 
in th is (very-Stephen-Dedalian) way, unable to see his par­
ents for the l i tmus paper, that self-alienation abounds and 
the poetry is nothing if not a poetry of exorcism — of un­
successful exorcism. N o r do we th ink less of the poet on 
account of his lack of success. Comparable effects abound 
in The Dolphin. "Records " (p. 31) appears to be an edited 
transcript of his second wife's letter: 

. . . I g o t t h e l e t t e r 
t h i s m o r n i n g , t h e l e t t e r y o u w r o t e m e S a t u r d a y . 
I t h o u g h t m y h e a r t w o u l d b r e a k a t h o u s a n d t i m e s , 
b u t I w o u l d r a t h e r h a v e r e a d i t a t h o u s a n d t i m e s 
t h a n the d e t a c h e d u n r e a l ones y o u w r o t e b e f o r e — 
y o u d o o m e d t o k n o w w h a t I h a v e k n o w n w i t h y o u , 
l y i n g w i t h s o m e o n e f i g h t i n g u n r e a l i t y — 
l o v e v a n q u i s h e d b y h i s m y s t e r i o u s c a r e l e s s n e s s . 
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Dispensing w i th the scrupulous impersonal i ty he went to 
school w i th in his E l i o t days, Lowe l l nevertheless has the 
Jamesian cunning to leave his own response unembodied in 
a cloud of romantic rhetoric, the starkness reverberating 
in the noosphere. Lowel l ' s ambi t ion to annex the t rad i ­
t ional preserve of the novelist w i th its ampler range, whi le 
mainta in ing the incandescence of poetry, is explicit, e.g. i n 
a passage wh i ch continues the theme broached above: 

M y w o r d s a r e E n g l i s h , b u t t h e p l o t i s h e x e d : 
one m a n , o n e w o m a n , t h e c o m m o n n o v e l p l o t , 
w h a t y o u l o v e y o u a r e . . . 
You can't carry your talent with you like a suitcase. 
Don't you dare mail us the love your life denies; 
do you really k n o w what you have done? 

(p.48) 

I see the ideal reader of Lowe l as a k ind of schizophrenic 
one of whose halves is te l l ing h i m that Lowe l l is splashing 
around i n the late books in the freedom of a hard-earned 
Do lph inar ium, and the other that he is a grizzled Orpheus 
performing on a lute wi thout strings. W i t h problems l ike 
these, he retorts, who needs solutions. I incl ine to oppose 
the latter, but I a m aware of h im , even if, i n what follows, 
I seem to be cutt ing h i m out completely. 

To return, then, to those great f inal lines of " F o r the 
Un ion Dead, " that key poem, to define m y point de répère: 
i n a sense the "savage serv i l i t y " wh i ch "sl ides by on grease" 
breathtakingly saves the poem: it, the servi l i ty, can no 
longer s imply be identif ied w i th the "g iant f inned cars " 
wh i ch "nose forward l ike f i s h " — the lines quali fy these 
phrases, but contain more. They are a psychic rea l i ty wh ich 
ingests and transcends the actual i ty of the modern Boston 
they are part ly intended to represent. 

The game is a dangerous one. The symbol ism of the 
poem leans very heavi ly indeed on the "contingency p l an " 
in wh i ch the statue of Colonel Shaw, commander of a negro 
regiment i n the C i v i l War , is "propped by a plank sp l int " 
whi le "d inosaur steamshovels" are "goug ing " an "under­
wor ld garage." Colonel Shaw is the symbol of a tradi t ion 
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embodying spir i tual and humane values; modem Boston is 
"h i s to ry is b u n k " F o r d and the common values of the 
market : as such, the presented diptych is open to the accu­
sation of being as facile and arb i t rary a dispenser of poetic 
injustice as T. S. E l i o t has been accused of being in some of 
his dichotomising juxtaposit ions. 1 2 Jonathan Raban brings 
out the di f f iculty involved when he says of one line that " the 
orange girders of the modern vandals are 'Pur i tan-pump­
kin-colored' — the ir colour is the only th ing that is remote­
ly P u r i t a n about t h e m " (p.176) — Yes, one feels, this is 
what the poet is imp ly ing — and the i rony is too heavy to 
be supported by mere girders. 

The earl ier Lowel l 's poetic "p rob l em" then, can part ly be 
defined by point ing out the k ind of control that the manner 
of T . S. E l i o t had over his whole pol icy and proceedings, 
understandably enough. E l i o t created technical problems 
for h im, s tructura l problems, that other poets d id not. 
Tex tura l reminiscence of other poets there is — but a con­
trol led appropriat ion that only adds to his stature : Mar ianne 
Moore drifts into " F o r the Un ion D e a d " i n the Colonel 's 
"angry wrenl ike v ig i lance" as wel l as in his being "as lean/ 
A s a compass-needle"; then the same poet is transposed to 
accommodate the early Ted Hughes perhaps, as 

y e l l o w d i n o s a u r s t e a m s h o v e l s w e r e g r u n t i n g 
a s t h e y c r o p p e d u p t o n s o f m u s h a n d g r a s s 
t o g o u g e t h e i r u n d e r w o r l d g a r a g e ; 

i n " N e a r the Ocean" we have Marve l l sieved through Auden 
(sprinkled w i th Joyce) : 

S l e ep , s l eep . T h e o c e a n , g r i n d i n g s tones 
c a n o n l y s p e a k t h e p r e s e n t t e n s e ; 
n o t h i n g w i l l age , n o t h i n g w i l l l a s t . . . . 1 3 

while i n " N o r m a n M a i l e r " he negotiates the dangerous 
grandiloquence of Wal lace Stevens, wh i ch can so easily tu rn 
into what Stevens would cal l a blubber of tom-toms : 

T h e 9 a . m . m a n o n t h e s t r e e t i s a n e w 
p h e n o m e n o n t o m e : h e m o v e s . H e m o v e s 
i n one d i r e c t i o n u p F i f t h A v e n u e , 
a n d u p f i f t h a v e n u e , s i m p l e x a s p i g eons . . . . 1 4 
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while John Ber ryman, m in im i z ing Lowel l 's indebtedness to 
others, selects "Fear/The yellow chirper, beaks its cage" as 
an outstanding example of the " o r i g i n a l . " 1 5 B u t would they 
have taken the fo rm they do wi thout the precedent of Hop­
k ins ' famous lines on "The Caged S k y l a r k " ? 

Objective correlatives and Lowel l 's problem are i l lumi ­
nated, I th ink, by Matthew Arno ld 's d ic tum that "Re l i g i on 
. . . has attached its emotion to the fact, and now the fact 
is fa i l ing i t " ; 1 0 i n a sense poetry should also beware of 
" fact , " as we have seen in " F o r the Un ion Dead. " E l io t , 
history and correlative c lump heavi ly together into its com­
panion poem, " S a l e m " : 

W h e r e w a s i t t h a t N e w E n g l a n d b r e d the m e n 
W h o q u a r t e r e d t h e L e v i a t h a n ' s f a t f l a n k s 
A n d f o u g h t t h e B r i t i s h l i o n t o h i s k n e e s ? 

(p.36) 

This is the poet as Burbank ". . . Who clipped the l ion's 
Wings/And flea'd his rump and pared his c l aws? " 1 7 Bu r -
bank has not on the whole fared wel l w i th the cr i t ics (Gro-
ver Sm i th said the poem was " i n execrable tas te " 1 8 ) . Even 
so, E l i o t seems nimbler than Lowe l l here, and is not trap­
ped, as the young poet was, into leaning against a card­
board facade of " h i s t o r y " i n the textbook sense. H i s later 
concept of " h i s t o r y " has a more satisfactory subtlety (e.g. 
H i s to ry is "wha t you cannot t ouch " 1 9 ) . H i s t o ry encompasses 
int imacy, and History (1973), that magnif icent archaeo­
logical reconstruction f rom Notebook (1970), realises that. 
Besides, not only are int imate experiences "h is tor ic i zed , " 
but conversely " h i s t o r y " is forced out of its normal mean­
ing of " tor ture for schoolboys" and is made inward and 
intimate. L i z z i e and Har r i e t and Carol ine and "Sher idan 
splashing in his blue balloon t i r e " and Clytemnestra are 
one: 

" A f t e r m y m a r r i a g e , I f o u n d m y s e l f i n c o n s t a n t 
c o m p a n i o n s h i p w i t h t h i s a l m o s t s t r a n g e r I f o u n d 
n e i t h e r a g r e e a b l e , i n t e r e s t i n g , n o r a d m i r a b l e , 
t h o u g h h e w a s a l w a y s k i n d a n d i r r e s p o n s i b l e . 
T h e f i r s t y e a r a f t e r o u r f i r s t c h i l d w a s b o r n , 
h i s d a d d y w a s ou t a t s e a ; t h a t h e l p e d , I c o u l d b a s k 



88 E D W A R D N E I L L 

o n t h e c o u c h o f i n s p i r a t i o n , a n d m y d r e a m s . 
O u r c o u r t s h i p w a s r o u g h , h i s d i s e m b a r k a t i o n 
u n w i s e l y a b r u p t . I w a s a n i m a l , 
h e a l t h y , e a s i l y t i r e d ; I a d o r e d l u x u r y , 
a n d s h o u l d h a v e b e e n a n e x t r o v e r t ; I u s u a l l y 
m a n a g e d t o m a k e m y s e l f p r e t t y c o m f o r t a b l e . . . . 
W e l l , " she l a u g h e d , " w e w e r e b o t h g l a d t o d a z z l e . 
A g e n i u s t e m p e r a m e n t s h o u l d be h a n d l e d w i t h c a r e . " 

(p.34) 

Better a Clytemnestra "subject ive ly" rei f ied out of per­
sonal relationships than an "ob ject iv i ty " wh ich takes its 
cue f rom third-rate V i c to r i an translations. 

L i k e "Sa l em, " " C o n c o r d " can be accused of being a waste 
land myth , a " faci le evasion" — though Jonathan Raban 
underestimates the poem: " Ten thousand Fords are idle 
here i n search/Of a t rad i t ion . " History- is-bunk Fo rd , the 
god of h istory i n Aldous Huxley 's Brave New World — the 
f irst real ly authentic deus-ex-machina — intensifies the 
search for a history he has abolished. I admit that " id le 
. . . i n search" is a c lumsy paradox. B u t why discuss Herac-
l i tus on discord as Raban does (p. 17) when the tag used 
(referred to, rather) is the one about not being able to step 
twice into the same r i v e r 2 0 — a v i ta l tag for the historio­
grapher wh i ch Lowe l l uses (modified) in Notebook (1970), 
(p. 50) ? Bu t i t is a l l perhaps too close to being a restate­
ment of The Rock, say, — "modern secularism is self-
defeat ing" — combined w i th a perhaps too-pat opposition to 
self-satisfied Amer i can drive and energy: 

M a m m o n ' s u n b r i d l e d i n d u s t r y , t h e l u r c h 
F o r f o r m s t o h a r n e s s H e r a c l i t u s ' s t r e a m ! 

There is textura l density enough, and the queasy paradox­
ical flippancy of "unbr id l ed " versus "harness" brings home 
the fut i l i t y poetically enough — but the regulative con­
cept, in Kant ' s sense, remains simple in that unsatisfactory, 
derivatively E l i o t i c way. 

It may help s imply to restate or redefine the earl ier 
Lowel l 's "p rob l em" as the occupational hazard of symbol­
ism prey ing on real ism. In a revis ion to his "A f t e r thought " 
to Notebook Lowe l l says that he "leans heavi ly to the 
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ra t i ona l " but is "devoted to unrea l i sm" — "unrealism" 
(p. 262) being a deliberate change f rom the earl ier " sur ­
r ea l i sm" : a tr ibute to his heavy battle-scarred involve­
ment w i th " rea l i sm. " One of the most satisfactory things 
about Lowel l 's poetry is the way in wh ich it seems con­
t inual ly to be learning f rom itself. One can say of h im, as 
Hugh Kenner said of E l io t , that the development of his 
work has reduced and reduced the possibi l i ty of misunder­
standing 2 1 — of the poet's own misunderstanding as wel l as 
that of others. He is supremely the poet who has presided 
over his own demythologizing, and in his powerful orb i t ing 
can leave a few demythologized fellow-poets i n his wake 
as well . In "Cen t ra l P a r k , " for example, he sees " the lovers 
occupy/every inch of earth or sky , " but, concomitantly 

T h e s t a i n o f f e a r a n d p o v e r t y 
S p r e a d t h r o u g h e a c h t r a p p e d a n a t o m y 

hence 

A l l w i s h e d t o l e a v e t h i s d r y i n g c r u s t 
B o r n e o n t h e d e l i c a t e w i n g s o f l u s t 

but f inal ly, along w i th al l the other disquiet ing portents i n 
the poem 

E a c h l a n d s c a p e d c r a g , e a c h c o w e r i n g s h r u b 
H i d e s a p o l i c e m a n w i t h a c l u b . 

(.Near The Ocean, pp . 23-24) 

The structural s imi la r i t y of Auden's version of overshad­
owed Love is obvious: 

D o no t t u r n , do n o t l i f t , y o u r eyes 
T o w a r d the s t i l l p a i r s t a n d i n g 

O n t h e b r i d g e b e t w e e n y o u r p r o p e r t i e s , 
I n d i f f e r e n t t o y o u r m i n d i n g : 
I n i t s g l o r y , i n i t s p o w e r , 
T h i s i s t h e i r h o u r . 

N o t h i n g y o u r s t r e n g t h , y o u r s k i l l , c o u l d do 
C a n a l t e r t h e i r e m b r a c e 

O r d i s p e r s u a d e t h e F u r i e s w h o 
A t t h e a p p o i n t e d p l a c e 
W i t h c l a w a n d d r e a d f u l b r o w 

W a i t f o r t h e m n o w . 2 2 

The strength of a definite locale, social context and social 
awareness of the younger poet makes Auden seem l ight-
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weight and t ink l ing , and the power of his poem to bode 
also seems more usefully fulf i l led than Sy l v i a P lath 's them-
at ical ly s imi lar (and, for her, very accessible) poem in 
wh ich " the students stro l l or s i t " 

H a n d s l a c e d , i n a m o o n y i n d o l e n c e o f l o v e — 
B l a c k - g o w n e d , b u t u n a w a r e 
H o w i n s u c h m i l d a i r 
T h e o w l s h a l l s t oop f r o m h i s t u r r e t , t h e r a t c r y o u t . 2 3 

It would, I agree, be owlish to treat Lowel l 's last couplet 
real ist ical ly, checking off the number of New Y o r k police­
men (and the number of clubs) available against the 
shrubs and crags of Centra l Park , i n the solemn expecta­
t ion of f inding a one-to-one correspondence: of course the 
lines are intended to have a symbolic force, and, w i th this 
very effective poem on the ir back, they do: but the poet 
who goes so far to p ick up the strength of " r e a l i s m " can­
not c la im a l l the diplomatic immuni ty and non-account­
ab i l i ty of the symboliste. 

Lowe l l had to work hard for his great harvest of poetry. 
H i s ear ly work st i l l has an inflated reputation. It has what 
might be called an excess of style, too true to what the 
poet's fr iend Randa l l Ja r r e l l would cal l its A l exandr ian 
Age-o f -Cr i t ic ism origins, issuing in a short-c ircuit of con­
t r i ved electri f ication : 

S h a l l I w r i n g p l u m s f r o m P l a t o ' s b u s h 
W h e n B u n a ' s a n d B i z e r t e ' s d e a d 

M u s t p u f f a n d p u s h 
B l o o d i n t o b r e a d ? 2 4 

Too often it seems rather close to the deplorable but use­
ful ly gaff-blowing phrase used by Cleanth Brooks to justi fy 
the procédé of The Waste Land, that i t was " a n application 
of the principle of complex i ty . " 2 5 Poems just don't happen in 
that way (as a result of such empti ly formal ist ic demands), 
or at least they certa inly shouldn't be encouraged to; a 
more genuinely psychic compulsion is required. Lowe l l 
summed things up beautifully i n a lapidary inscr ipt ion on 
h is poetic generation i n his 1961 interv iew: "Poets of m y 
generation . . . wr i te a very musical , di f f icult poem w i th 
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tremendous sk i l l , perhaps there's never been such sk i l l . Ye t 
the wr i t ing seems divorced f rom culture somehow. It's 
become too much something specialized that can't handle 
much experience." 2 6 A very direct pointer indeed to the 
fo rm gulping after formlessness of Notebook. Wi thout ex­
perience the wr i t e r i n any fo rm is shadow-boxing, to use 
an appropriately Maileresque combative metaphor. 

Aga in , "Co l loquy in B lack Rock , " (Poems 1938-1949, 
p.15), for example, is nothing if not an ambit ious-looking 
poem, and is (consequently) called "one of Lowel l 's great­
est poems" 2 7 by H u g h B . Staples. It is, in fact, character­
ized by a strained and precious metaphysical hyster ia. It 
has a l l the vu lgar i ty of a massive technological coup, and 
seems to be s t r i v ing for a k ind of absolute velocity l ike a 
satellite going into orb i t : 

B l a c k M u d , a n a m e t o c o n j u r e w i t h : O m u d 
F o r w a t e r m e l o n s g u t t e d t o t h e c r u s t , 
M u d f o r t h e m o l e - t i d e h a r b o u r , m u d f o r m o u s e , 
M u d f o r t h e a r m o u r e d D i e s e l f i s h i n g t u b s t h a t t h u d 
A y e a r a n d a d a y to w i n d a n d t i d a l r u s t , 
T h e h e a r t - s k i p a n d t h e q u a k e t h a t s h a k e s m y h o u s e 

T o J e r i c h o , a c l a y a n d t r u m p e t d e a t h . 
M y h e a r t , b ea t f a s t e r , f a s t e r . I n B l a c k M u d . . . 

The rhetor ic of Mercut io and the sensibi l i ty of Saint Teresa 
don't m a r r y well . 

Aga in , one feels the special licence for the procedure 
comes from El io t , par t icu lar ly Waste Land E l i o t . F . W . 
Bateson has spoken suggestively of the "hyster ica l sub­
l i m e " 2 8 of that poem — but how much applicable is this to 
" A t the Indian K i l l e r ' s G r a v e " and a good many others of 
Lowel l . There is an unearnedly distraught, hyster ical under­
tow whose purely art ist ic result is monotony. It is the mon­
otony of unrelieved intensity, wh ich no one need deny the 
young Lowe l l — a near-ruinous surcharge. 

E v e n here, though, there are fascinating indications of 
the possibilities he explored i n his later poems. In " P raye r 
for the Jews, " for example, the poem becomes effective, 
one feels, when the poet "drops his costume for a moment 
and talks in terms of a c tua l i t y " 2 9 : 
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H e r e Y a n k e e l a i s s e z - f a i r e a n d e n t e r p r i s e 
B u i l t p y r e s o n e x p i a t i o n to t h e n i g h t , 
T h e r i s i n g s u n o f a p i n g J a p a n e s e 
B l a z e s u p o n t h e d e m o c r a t i c t w i l i g h t . . . ßu 

A s Mai le r observes of the later poems — "hypnot ic they 
resolutely were not, for the language was part icular, w i th 
a wicked sense of names, details and places" (p. 257). 
Lowel l 's sense of progression is almost too dialetic i n its 
chartable reactions and counterstatements and determined 
indeterminacy. 

It is fascinating to follow Lowel l 's spoor f rom his early 
extreme of art i f ice to the poems of Notebook, History and 
The Dolphin, wh i ch character ist ical ly offer something 
anxious to assert its provis ional status, a post-modernist, 
post-New-Cri t ic ism unbuttoning, a deliberate slovenliness 
wh ich constitutes its own crit ique, mak ing i t dif f icult to 
crit icize. Indeed, the adverse c r i t i c may even f ind himself 
seized l ike a malevolent L i l l i pu t i an and stuffed into the 
rag-bag, preserved, l ike a wasp i n honey, for posterity: 

A h t h e s w i f t v a n i s h i n g o f m y o l d e r 
g e n e r a t i o n — t h e d e a t h s , su i c i d e , m a d n e s s 
o f R o e t h k e , B e r r y m a n , J a r r e l l a n d L o w e l l , 
" t h e l a s t the m o s t d i s c o u r a g i n g o f a l l 
s u r v i v i n g to d i s s i p a t e Lord Weary's Castle 
a n d n i n e s u b s e q u e n t u s e f u l p o e m s 
i n t h e s eedy g r a n d i l o q u e n c e o f Notebook." 

(History, p.204) 

Perhaps it is not too fantastic to see Lowel l 's image for 
his own sense of the desired change and contrast i n poetic 
"mode" i n " F e a r i n Chicago , " i n wh ich an arriviste m i l l i on­
aire's pad, w i th its fake haut couture interior, is routed by 
the authentic i ty of the l i tt le gir l 's posters : 

. . . s h e e n o f t h e c e n t u r i e s ; 
as m y eye r o v e d , e v e r y t h i n g f r e s h l y F r e n c h ; 
t h e n I s a w a s co r e m a r k e d sans rigueur 
o n t h e l i t t l e g r a n d p i a n o , m u d d y w h i t e , 
a b l a n k - w h i t e a n d m e d a l l i o n - l i t t l e b u s t 
o f F r a n z S c h u b e r t , a b l o w n - u p c o l o r e d p h o t o g r a p h 
o f t h e o w n e r ' s w i f e , e x e c u t i v e - B r o n z i n o — 
t h i s f r a n t i c t o u c h o f e f f o r t ! O r o u t - w i n d o w 
m o o r e d b o a t s b e l o w the c a r s — m o r e L o u i s Q u i n z e 
a n d r i g h t t h a n a n y t h i n g i n t h i s a p a r t m e n t ; 
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excep t t h e l i t t l e g i r l ' s b e d r o o m , p e r f e c t w i t h p o s t e r s : 
" D o no t e n t e r , " a n d " S o c k i t t o me , B a b y . " 

(Notebook [1970] pp . 228-29) 

Indeed, looking back again to the early poetry w i th the 
special hindsight we now have, i t seems obvious that what 
i t lacked was any very palpable social dimension, while, at 
the same time, some radica l adverse judgment on modern 
society is so clearly implied. The rhetor ica l intensities of 
"The Ho l y Innocents," perhaps the best known of his early 
poems, are undeniable. The modernist collapsing of t ime 
and place to include a sharply rendered New Eng land of 
"c indered ice below the burlap m i l l /And ale-wife r u n " w i th 
the friezed Hieronymous-Bosch-l ike evocation of 

K i n g H e r o d s h r i e k i n g v e n g e a n c e a t t h e c u r l e d 
U p k n e e s o f J e s u s c h o k i n g i n t h e a i r . . . 

(Poetry, 1938-^9, p. 14) 

is a sharply arranged diptych. B u t the styl ist ic resourceful­
ness encapsulates such a diffuse emotional charge the effect 
is of a blunderbuss f i red at the modern wor ld. 

A n outstanding example of the half-world the poem 
inhabits is the oxen. They are noth ing if not symbolic, but 
the author 's insistent real ism (they "droo l and start" ) de­
fines the poet's attitude as one of distance and distaste, in 
Mi l ton ic phrase. A f t e r a l l , oxen are gelded cattle. What 
else, in the poem, are they? They are, surely, the weak 
and exploited of the wor ld who "blunder huge ly " : the 
f ict i t ional context i n wh ich they are placed (admittedly 
in microcosmic terms) is as Baroquely and magnif icently 
absurd as Mi l ton 's W a r in Heaven in Paradise Lost. A form 
of radical ism seems inseparable f rom this part icular Chr i s ­
t ian point of view, but the poet, w i th the W h i g grandee 
manner inseparable perhaps f rom being L o r d Weary cros­
sed w i th Stephen Dedalus (though "we were l ike the s ix th 
cousins of the Duke of Something. We gave no feeling of 
swagger" 3 1 ) cannot help despising them for their servi l i ty 
—Relinquunt omnia servare rem publicam. Abrup t conf irm­
ation is provided by the later phrase about those who " t u r n 
w i th the tread of the ox to serve the r i c h " (History, p. 118), 
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easily correlated w i th the i rony wh ich visits oppressed as 
wel l as oppressors i n 

the p o o r w h o a l w a y s m u s t r e m a i n 
p o o r a n d r e p u b l i c a n s i n M a i n e 

(Near The Ocean, p.17) 

— a savage misappl icat ion of Chr is t ' s words resprayed w i t h 
a complacent To ry i sm — the god of the Status Quo w i l l see 
to i t that the i r servitude is protracted, that they w i l l bles­
sedly not be reimbursed for their expense of spir i t . These 
poor are generalized f rom the f igure in Life Studies "scav­
enging f i l th i n the back alley t rash cans," who is " a young 
Repub l i can" — the quotation marks f ix the absurdity of his 
pathetic self-concept. A l l this is part of the d ingi ly servile 
and " t ranqu i l i z ed " decade. 

There is no need for the reader to th ink of the poet as 
the foiled natura l mouthpiece of the Symbionese L ibe ra ­
t ion A r m y . Lowe l l does provide a k ind of rueful chron­
icle of his own insurgency, and his incarcerat ion as a draft 
dodger i n the Second Wor l d W a r is wel l known (a protest 
against the saturat ion bombing by the A l l i es of c iv i l ian 
areas), as is his support of the later draft dodgers of V ie t ­
nam. O n the one hand, there is controversial commitment; 
on the other hand, Lowe l l is as tirelessly sceptical about 
himself and his mot ivat ion as the most hostile reader 
could be. In the fulcrum-poem, perhaps almost too dut i ­
ful ly symmetr ica l , "Memories of West Street and L e p k e " 
(pp. 99-100) Lowe l l refers to his "man ic statement" as a 
young révolutionnaire " te l l ing off the state and presi­
dent," but speaks w i th equidistant and fastidious distaste 
of his later self, bourgeoisified, privi leged and "hogg ing. " 

The example of "The H o l y Innocents" does show, I th ink, 
how something important was squeezed out of the ear ly 
Lowel l 's poetry wh i ch can be supplied by hindsight — and 
a l i t t le more. F o r example, the wel l-known "Chr i s tmas Eve 
under Hooker 's Statue" "was f irst published i n the Parti­
san Review, X (July-Aug. , 1943) under the t i t le "The Cap i ­
tal ist 's Medi tat ion by the C i v i l W a r Monument " (Staples, 
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p. 90), whi le " i n the earl ier versions . . . the narrator is a 
profiteer who 'bawls for Santa Claus and Hami l ton/To 
break the price-controller 's s t rang l eho ld ' " (p. 91). A m e r i ­
can M a r x i s m was inf luent ia l i n the thirt ies, but gradually 
outlawed as an outrage to the most basic Amer i can piet ies— 
hence the attendant i rony of " F o u r t h of J u l y in M a i n e " as 

O u r I n d e p e n d e n c e 
D a y P a r a d e , a l l i n n o c e n c e 
o f c h i l d r e n ' s c o s t u m e s , h e l p s r e s i s t 
t h e c o m m u n i s t a n d s o c i a l i s t . . . . 

However, i n our own decades of "soc ia l awareness" Lowe l l 
has been able to deal much more direct ly w i th this import­
ant area of his and everyone's experience as a social animal . 
H i s work has come to reflect more and more direct ly his 
response to pressures a l l must feel, i n an expanding sub­
jective correlative. W h a t makes i t par t icu lar ly valuable is 
that his attacks on the state, on social injustice and the 
misuse of power are balanced by a cr i t ique of the self 
wh ich is a l l too rare in radical ism, the besetting vice of 
wh i ch is the Rousseauistic basis of its attack on social 
ev i l and social institutions wh ich fails to take account of 

. . . t h a t e v i l , t h a t e v i l i n the se l f , f r o m w h i c h 
I n d e s p e r a t e h a l l o w , r u g g e d g e s t u r e , f a u l t 
F a l l s ou t o n e v e r y t h i n g — 

(S t e vens , "Esthét ique d u M a l " ) 

Lowel l , then, nothing if not self-crit ical and watchful, 
refers, i n a poem of a series occasioned by the events 
surrounding the Democrat ic Convention in Chicago in 1968, 
to the "clichés of parano ia . " In another poem, "Roman­
offs," he begins w i th a crazed logical extreme of radical ism 
— "Let's face it, English is a racist last ditch": the con­
clusion is inevitable — "we, the Romanoffs w i th much to 
lose" (History, p. 99) — a beautiful ly decisive discomfiture 
of radica l chic, underscoring the schism w i th an earl ier 
self — 

" T h o s e statesmen," s a i d L e n i n , " s e n t 16 m i l l i o n t o d e a t h . " 
S u c h f a i r y s t o r i e s b e g u i l e d o u r b r a i n w a s h e d y o u t h . . . . 

Domic i led in Eng land w i th his th i rd wife i n a country 
mansion, he accepts w i th grizzled wisdom that his side of 
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the barricades is chosen for h im . In another poem wh ich 
blends the personal and the pol i t ica l he finds himself unable 
either to match or to wholeheartedly oppose the pol i t ical 
f ire of his daughter: 

M y d a u g h t e r t e l e p h o n e s m e f r o m N e w Y o r k , 
she t a l k s New Statesmen, " T h e n w e ' r e cop -ou ts ! I s n ' t 
n o t v o t i n g H u m p h r e y a v o t e f o r N i x o n a n d W a l l a c e ? " 
A n d I " N o t v o t i n g N i x o n i s m y v o t e f o r H u m p h r e y . " 
I t ' s f u n n y - a w k w a r d ; I d o n ' t c o m e o f f too w e l l ; 
" Y o u m u s n ' t t e ase me , w e w e r e c l u b b e d i n C h i c a g o . " 

He feels his old aggression smoulder, inveterate scars: 

We must rouse our broken forces and save the country: 
w e o f t e n s a i d t h i s , n o w t h e b e a t e n p l a y e r 
opens o l d w o u n d s a n d h u n g e r s f o r t h e b l ood - f eud 
h i d d e n l i k e c o n t r a b a n d a n d l o v e d l i k e w h i s k e y . 

One can't help feeling a l i t t le that the danger here may 
not be the danger of pol i t ical commitment or the lack of it, 
but the danger of d ic ing w i th journalese, of import ing a 
media-based crudi ty wh i ch empties out the baby of what­
ever poetic virtues there are w i th the bath water of that 
Gothic letter ing for wh ich demand has slumped so heavily. 
Lowe l l is, i n this late work, dangerously ant i thet ical to the 
extreme formal ism of his regretted poetic youth. Bu t the 
var iety of concern and the l inguist ic resourcefulness of the 
total context atone for this. 

E v e n the poems wh ich seem closest to polemic can go 
deep, however: a cr i t ique of radica l ism is swi f t ly offered in 

K a r l M a r x o r p h a n e d h i s i l l e g i t i m a t e c h i l d (History, p. 188) 

a reference wh i ch also invokes Rousseau and the private 
inadequacy that lay behind Rousseau's radical romantic 
indiv idual ism — the ethos, in large measure, of modern 
Amer i ca . 

Society cannot s imply be viewed as an agglomeration 
of corrupt institutions. Society is also, as John Cege, i n 
his incorr ig ib ly s implist ic way, once put i t in a radio broad­
cast, a mind . 

Universa l nature moved by universal mind? B u t the 
nature of that mind? Ea r l y , believing Lowe l l was able to 
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hypostatize a bogeyman ful ly adequate to an ethos "when 
time was open-eyed,/Wooden and ch i ld i sh . " (Poems, 1938-
49, p. 20). Late , unbel ieving Lowe l l dates f rom Life Studies. 
In Life Studies God is dead. Bu t so far f rom its being true 
that i f God is dead anyth ing is possible, there is instead 
the terr i fy ing burden of total autonomy, total responsibi l i ty 
of a self fielded reluctantly as a substitute for God. God 
is the imagined hypostasis of a total concerned awareness 
without wh ich life, given the unacceptibi l i ty of the un i ­
verse, 3 2 seems impossible. 

In Lowel l 's case, too, there was a part icular horror i n 
the comparatively early death of his father, given the 
poet's refractory behaviour, his "br i s t l ing and man i c " i n ­
surgency, and his father's quintessential herbivorous feck-
lessness wh i ch " i n three years . . . squandered s ix ty thou­
sand do l lars" (p. 86), and character ist ical ly 

F a t h e r ' s d e a t h w a s a b r u p t a n d u n p r o t e s t i n g . 
H i s v i s i o n w a s s t i l l t w e n t y - t w e n t y . 
A f t e r a m o r n i n g o f a n x i o u s , r e p e t i t i v e s m i l i n g , 
h i s l a s t w o r d s t o M o t h e r w e r e : 
" I f e e l a w f u l . " 

The recording of the rebelliousness goes back to Poems 1938-
49: 

T h e r e w a s r e b e l l i o n , f a t h e r , w h e n t h e m o c k 
F r e n c h w i n d o w s s l a m m e d , a n d y o u h o v e b a c k w a r d s , r a m m e d 

"Hove backwards, r a m m e d " is an ironic reference to his 
father's i l l - f i t t ing nava l self-concept, for though he sings 
"Anchors awe igh ! " i n his bathtub " w i t h seaman-like celer­
i ty/Father left the N a v y " (Life Studies, p. 85) but i n the 
earl ier poem the reason for the " rebe l l i on" is not given: 
one of the occupational hazards of Lowel l 's edging-towards-
non-fictional-episodic-novel f o rm is the tantal iz ing amount 
of offstage action, as is the cult of the non-epiphanic epi­
phany, wh ich has caused several cr it ics to complain. B u t 
Lowe l l rewrites the incident later i n several poems in the 
different versions of Notebook, rewri t ten again for History 
— "There was rebellion, father [a cue-in] and the door was 
s lammed" — when we learn that a disapproved-of l iaison 
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wi th a g i r l was involved, the name of the g i r l (Anne D i c k ) , 
and the attendant lack of satisfaction i n th is not-untypical ly-
adolescent "phase " — 

I k n o c k e d m y f a t h e r d o w n . H e sa t o n t h e c a r p e t — 
M y m o t h e r c a l l i n g f r o m the t o p o f t h e c a r p e t e d s t a i r s , 
t h e i r g l a s s d o o r l o c k i n g b e h i n d me , n o c o v e r ; y o u 
i d l i n g i n t h e s t a t i o n w a g o n , n o r e t r e a t , (p.112) 

— the honourable flatness banishing the suspect afflatus of 
the young poet's presentation of the affair. 

(In the same way, the maddening peek-a-bo par t icu lar i ty 
of "1958" i n Near the Ocean, p. 29, comes home to roost 
too as " A n n e A d d e n " of several sonnets i n Notebook and 
History — one made out of the letter sent by her on 
reading the poem! Here is the omniverousness of an 
awareness by wh i ch no sparrow shal l fa l l unrecorded, a 
feigned impotent Providence inside the whale, the Lev ia ­
than, h is tory : i n History he is s t i l l reminisc ing about Jean 
Stafford, his f i rst wife, rewrites the version in Notebook of 
the wonderful elegy for Roethke in Near the Ocean — he 
ruined the poem for Notebook, i n fact, but made a par t ia l 
recovery for History by reconsti tut ing its sublime auster i ty 
completely. L ikewise , " I n the Cage," a poem f rom the days 
of the poet's sojourn in Lord Weary's Castle, was included 
in the f i rst version of Notebook, included w i th textual 
changes in the fol lowing version, and rewrit ten for History. 
The poem is a palimpsest because the self is.) Meanwhile, 
his father appears i n "Midd le Age , " a poem epitomizing 
the psychological trough, the Waste Land modal i ty of For 
the Union Dead — i n the unexorcised doppelgänger presence 
of his absence, the permanent L i m b o of the poet's inabi l i ty 
to be reconciled or ( in the Sturm und Drang years) to de­
clare his sympathy: 

Y o u n e v e r c l i m b e d 
M o u n t S i o n , y e t l e f t 
d i n o s a u r 
dea th-s t eps o n t h e c r u s t 
w h e r e I m u s t w a l k . 

In a sense, then, Lowel l 's work walks an enormous circle 
round a " d r y i n g c rus t " of perpetually present experience — 
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a poetry of exorc ism and hence a palimpsest-poetry. The 
later poetry has large Tolstoyan designs — though the 
pattern of the poet's own life, nest-feathering, go-getting, 
conscience-stricken, keeps a t ight control on his temptation 
to play God. Nevertheless, wi thout forgetting what E l io t , 
apropos of Hawthorne, called " the hard coldness of the 
genuine a r t i s t " 3 3 — the dreadful symbol ic sick-joke apposite-
ness wh i ch Lowe l l has made use of i n the inab i l i t y to str ike 
the matches and the identi f icat ion of the dead ch i ld — in 
the poem that follows — the attempt is to shock us into 
humanity , to b r ing a collective humane awareness to a 
focus: 

W h e n t h e y f i r s t s h o w e d m e t h e boy , I t h o u g h t o h good , 
i t ' s n o t h i m b e c a u s e h e i s a b l o n d — 
I i m a g i n e h i s h a i r w a s s i n g e d d a r k b y t h e b o m b . 
H e h a d n o t h i n g o n h i m to i d e n t i f y h i m , 
e x c e p t t h i s b o x o f j o k e t r i c k m a t c h e s ; 
h e l i k e d to h a v e t h e m o n h i m , e v e n a t m a s s . 
T h e p o l i c e w e r e u n h u r r i e d a n d w o n d e r f u l , 
T h e y l e t m e g o o n t r y i n g t o s t r i k e a m a t c h . . . 
I j u s t w o u l d n ' t s t o p — y o u c l i n g t o a n y t h i n g — 
I c o u l d n ' t b e l i e v e I c o u l d n ' t l i g h t o n e m a t c h — 
o n l y j o k e - m a t c h e s . . . T h e n I k n e w he w a s R i c h a r d . 

It w i l l not have escaped the readers' attention that, though 
this is an I.R.A. bombing, the dead boy is a Cathol ic . 

Paradoxica l ly or not, then, the late poetry is nothing if 
not religious, though i t avoids any formal commitment: 
the earl ier poetry can project a narrowly-based dogmatic 
al ignment w i th great force 

B u t i t doesn ' t m a k e o n e f e e l 
t h e t e m p t a t i o n to t r y t o be a C h r i s t i a n 

(.Dolphin, p.68) 

The recovery of belief — N e w Eng land style — is an imagi ­
native tour de force i n wh i ch the figure of Jonathan E d ­
wards plays a c ruc ia l role. In "A f t e r the Surpr is ing Con­
versions," spoken by h i m , there is th is sharply reveal ing 
node of meaning: " A t Jehovah's nod/Satan seemed more 
let loose amongst u s " — a superbly histr ionic touch, wh ich 
makes the Pu r i t an God a god of cruel omnipotence coldly 
and arb i t rar i l y exercised, a hypostasis of a Caesar — a 
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much more sinister figure, incidentally, than the Lyndon 
Johnson of " W a k i n g E a r l y Sunday M o r n i n g " : " sw imming 
nude, unbottoned, sick/of his ghost-written rhe tor i c ! " 
Jehovah, product of a part icular h istor ica l mat r ix , is a god 
so pr imi t i ve that even rel ig ion seems merely another of the 
atavist ic forces mak ing the wor ld irredeemable. 

The acknowledgement of such a god is a fai lure of the 
Chr i s t i an imaginat ion, once more "when t ime was open-
eyed/Wooden and ch i l d i sh " : the v icarious hangman of a 
deeply internal ized sadism. Hence, "A f t e r the Surpr is ing 
Convers ions" must be read along w i th " M r . Edwards and 
the Spider , " wh i ch underwrites a gloating sense of sadistic 
power over a helpless v i c t im — spider-like, as it were •— 
again through a fascinated observation of the horror of 
nature whose law is death. Th is is apparent even in the 
parts wh i ch only — a signif icant word, as I shal l show in a 
moment — deal w i th the idea of the death of a spider : 

. . . . A s a s m a l l b o y 
O n W i n d s o r M a r s h , I s a w t h e s p i d e r d i e 
W h e n t h r o w n i n t o t h e b o w e l s o f f i e r c e f i r e . . . . 

Y e s , a n d n o s t r e n g t h e x e r t e d o n t h e h e a t 
T h e n s i n e w s t h e a b o l i s h e d w i l l , w h e n s i c k 

A n d f u l l o f b u r n i n g , i t w i l l w h i s t l e o n t h e b r i c k 
(Poems 1938-49, pp . 69-70) 

In the euphoria of pulpit rhapsody, the spellbound congre­
gation encourage a revelation of the obsession of the prea­
cher, emphasized by the autobiographical invocat ion of 
spiders i n var ious remembered contexts. Tha t a boyish 
sadism is reanimated is made clear, par t i cu lar ly i n 

I t ' s w e l l 
I f G o d w h o h o l d s y o u t o t h e p i t o f h e l l 

M u c h as one h o l d s a sp i d e r , w i l l d e s t r o y , 
B a f f l e a n d d i s s i p a t e y o u r s o u l . 

In the or ig inal sermon by Edwards, "S inners in the Hands 
of an A n g r y God , " " m u c h as one holds a sp ider " is confirmed 
as " m u c h as one holds a spider or some loathsome insect 
over the f i r e . " 3 4 A t this point En t e r Schopenhauer, con­
spicuously enough, I th ink. In cr i t i c i z ing Chr i s t i an i t y for 
not seeing a l l forms of life as a cont inuum or spectrum 
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(unlike Buddhism) and thus exercising selective sensibil ity, 
he quotes a passage f rom Jung-St i l l ing 's Scenen aus dem 
Geisterreich: "Suddenly the skeleton shrivel led up into 
an indescribably hideous and dwarf- l ike form, just as when 
you br ing a large spider into the focus of a burning glass, 
and watch the purulent blood hiss and bubble i n the heat," 
and comments: " Th i s man of God then was gui l ty of such 
in famy or looked on quietly when another was commit t ing 
i t ! " 3 5 Thus, al though I can hard ly be said to have "demon­
strated" th is (although the influence of Schopenhauer i n a 
general way is admitted, and Lowe l l of course quotes h i m 
in Life Studies36), I feel Lowe l l must have been " in f luenced" 
by this passage, as wel l as the general point of v iew of 
Schopenhauer's essay. A n d , al though the memorable phrase 
about the "hourglass-blazoned spider" (a we i rd metaphysi­
cal kenning) cannot by the d ict ionary be made to refer 
to a " sp ider " brought " in to the focus of a burn ing glass," 
I nevertheless th ink that part of the poet's m ind was th ink­
ing along those lines. 

A s the analogy between the spider and man is pressed 
home, Lowe l l b r i l l i ant l y focusses the burning-glass of E d ­
wards' sermon on an indiv idual , Jos iah Hawley (Edwards ' 
uncle) : 

J o s i a h H a w l e y , p i c t u r e y o u r s e l f c a s t 
I n t o a b r i c k - k i l n , w h e r e t h e b l a s t 
F a n s y o u r q u i c k v i t a l s t o a c o a l . . . . 

Hawley committed suicide, so at least, unl ike the spider-man 
of Edwards ' fevered imagination, he was the author of his 
own end. Here he is selected l ike the new boy at some 
fr ightening Dickens ian school as the indiv idual target of 
the disgusting analogy. Indeed its pr imi t ive concentration-
camp-guard psychology (George Santayana once defined 
Pur i t an i sm as the haunt ing fear that someone, somewhere, 
may be happy) is a powerful emblem of a stult i f ied and 
eminently rejectable culture. I th ink this poem one of 
Lowel l 's best. Indeed, the only trouble w i th i t is the sheer 
intensity of its identi f icat ion w i th such an unsavoury at t i -



102 E D W A R D N E I L L 

tude, such is its rapport w i th what W i l l i a m Empson has 
described ( in a prolonged rant ing polemic wh ich is quite 
the most remarkable th ing to come f rom a "respectable 
academic" i n recent years) as " a God who is satisfied by 
t o r ture . " 3 7 We are perhaps uncomfortably reminded that 
the poet's pet-name is " C a l " — short for Ca lv in , of course. 
John Be r r yman speaks of "resentment of Cal 's t iny Jewish 
b lood" i n Recovery. Randa l l Ja r r e l l i n History says: " B u t 
te l l me,/Cal, why d id we l ive? W h y do we d i e? " (p. 135). 

Jonathan Raban errs, I th ink, i n seeing Edwards as 
sympathetical ly represented, standing for a robust old cu l ­
ture wh i ch the modern wor ld has ext irpated (p. 165) — 
indeed, so inappropriate and repellant does this notion 
seem that I looked again at his notes to conf i rm that I 
was not imag in ing this. F o r m a l demonstration that this is 
not so is provided by what is obivously an atonement-poem 
in History ( "The Worst Sinner, Jonathan Edwards ' God" ) : 

B u t J o n a t h a n E d w a r d s p r a y e d t o t h i n k h i m s e l f 
w o r s e t h a n a n y m a n t h a t e v e r b r e a t h e d ; 
h e w a s a g o o d m a n , a n d h e p r a y e d w i t h r e a s o n . . . . 

F ina l l y , i t should be confessed that m y paradoxical contrast 
of ear ly and late Lowe l l is perhaps a l i tt le factitious, since 
there is a cont inuum of awareness and even a cont inuum 
of strategy, as, i n the examples we looked at, both the chi ld-
fr ightening tactics of the hell-fire sermon and the catch­
penny shock-tactics of journal ism are turned into devices 
w i th a common, humaniz ing purpose. 

In his late books Lowe l l outruns the vulgar inquis i tor ia l 
curiosi ty the poems seem sometimes to evoke by disclosing 
but somehow also deep-freezing what they disclose. The 
poems accept the stunned neutral i ty of pr int i n a k ind of 
glamourless vacuum, as i f they were already half-way to 
the " B a c k S tacks " he forms a poem on {History, p. 193). 
Perhaps prolonged celebrity underscores the fact that the 
self wh i ch experiences is utter ly gone by the t ime the poem 
takes shape: " th i s open book . . . m y open co f f in" {History, 
p. 194), he says at the end of one poem in wh i ch he com-
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pares himself to a bee bui ld ing a wax and honey " m a u ­
soleum." One begins to feel how important the tag f rom 
Heracl i tus about the ever-changing r i ver is for h im . Read­
ing the poems makes one feel there is nothing between that 
immediate experience wh i ch is annihi lat ion and utter night 
and the archives. It is an archiv ist poetry w i th m u m m y 
truths to tel l . One feels th is even i n an excoriat ingly per­
sonal poem l ike " I n the M a i l " ( in The Dolphin) ("I love 
you, Dar l ing , there's a black black void,/as black as night 
without you " ) . 

In Life Studies he had already in a sense performed the 
l i t e rary equivalent of those high-powered Lords who i n 
Eng land have taken to lett ing the public trample through 
their stately homes. In guaranteeing his authent ic i ty he 
accepts his own vulgar self-interest ( " ful l of h imse l f " 3 8 ) , 
rather after the manner of Auden's novelist who "must 
suffer dul ly a l l the wrongs of m a n . " Corresponding to this 
private vulgar i ty is the public vu lgar i ty of journal ism 
already referred to, f rom which Lowe l l draws some of those 
inf ini te ly pathetic stories, l ike Dante in the Inferno, before 
they are whir led out of s ight for ever. F o r what purpose 
are these often anguishing human situations revealed? 
Only if they conf i rm a resonant collective humaneness can 
these revelations be justi f ied. Lowel l 's use of them d imin­
ishes the possibi l i ty of the i r being read smugly as a prop 
to the reader's own sense of security wh i ch makes news­
papers a component i n the psychopathology of cities. What­
ever the i l lus ion of permanence in the compell ing of such 
mater ia l into what is essentially the parody-form of a son­
net, i t is th is poetic " f o r m " only i n an artlessly schoolboy 
sense, w i th no prescribed formal i ty of internal relationships, 
no Italo-Shakespearian inhibit ions, only the mass grave of a 
f l icker ing consciousness, a form as arb i t rary and external 
as the gilt frame of a paint ing. 

The later poetry challenges comparison w i th Berryman 's 
later — Love and Fame and Delusions, Etc. are also i n a 
quasi-confessional "mode " and have apparent concessions to 
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journal ist ic t i t i l la t ion. E a c h man might be accused of t rad­
ing on his acquired capital of poetic fame. One might play 
one wr i ter off against another and say that the f i rst impact 
of Berryman 's late work is overwhelming, and that for sheer 
shock value he runs out an easy winner. In the tragic in t i ­
macy into whch the reader is ushered, as wel l as the shock 
of i ts deliquescent authenticity, the reader realizes that he 
is i n the presence of someone who gave everything for 
l i terary prowess and success. Fathomless troughs of depres­
sion alternate w i th a crazed euphoria wh ich no real i ty w i l l 
underwrite. I suspect that the " inf luence" ran into reverse 
and Lowe l l got a powerful feedback f rom Berryman 's late 
poetry, a manical ly competitive soul-losing attempt on fame. 
Indeed, one suspects that Be r r yman wrote poetry to achieve 
an elevation of spir i t , wh ich , when i t went up in smoke, had 
to be conjured back in ways wh i ch k i l l ed h i m — though I 
am not overlooking the obvious "genet ic" factor here. 3 9 

B u t Lowel l , for a l l h is vulnerabi l i ty and perhaps even 
self-lacerating tendencies is, one imagines, a tougher man 
i n actual i ty than is the self his poetry makes shape to 
project. A self-contained and resil ient qual i ty shows 
through, in a way rather reminiscent of S i r John Betjeman, 
who ( in his own undeviat ingly minor way) also dramatizes 
his vulnerabi l i ty so wel l . 

A l l th is should not be taken to imply, of course, that 
Lowe l l is the infer ior poet — though these late works of 
Be r r yman do have great and immediate impact. What 
Lowe l l is, ineradicably, I hope, is a di f f icult poet. Though 
he has absorbed what he can f rom Ber ryman, whose late 
surface offers no resistance, he is condemned to a thicker-
textured k ind of poetry, he remains an heir to the Meta-
physicals — "Dea th the d i r t y crown/On a sound finger­
n a i l " (Notebook [1970], pp. 216-17) — who compels a wide 
range of mater ia l into coexistence, not necessarily peaceful. 
A t his best he grows in the mind at a t h i r d or fourth read­
ing. B u t his obscurity cannot always be defended; i t is 
sometimes the obscurity of a director who has his actors, 
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his dramatis personae, always shouting f rom the wings but 
never appearing onstage: the earliest example of this in 
fu l l f low was "1958" i n Near the Ocean, already alluded to, 
when the reader had to gnaw his knuckles for several years 
before being ushered into the private record office of a 
few of the facts behind the poem's gratuitously detailed 
private ecstasy, i n Notebook 1967-68. A few more were 
disclosed i n the addit ional poem and revised old ones in 
the revised version of Notebook (1970), and an addit ional 
poem and revisions to the previous ones in History! A 
rubbing in w i th a vengeance of T. S. E l i o t ' s lesson that 
the past is altered as much by us as we are altered by the 
past. There seems no reason why this should not go on 
for ever, i n a restless twi tch ing palimpsest-mimesis of the 
never-ever-changing same: "b r i gh t sky, br ight sky, carbon 
scarred w i th c iphers" (History, p. 207). 

Un l ike some poets, including perhaps Ber ryman, despite 
the "heavy read ing" the latter so constantly invokes, i t 
seems natura l to say of Lowe l l that he has a complex and 
interesting mind . A n d this no doubt implies that he has 
more trouble, not less, than lesser poets do in mak ing a 
successful poem. Th is has nevertheless, as we have seen, 
coexisted in h i m w i th the novelist 's hunger and ambit ion — 
part icular ly the fo rm of non-fiction Ma i l e r has part icular ly 
associated w i th himself — hunger and ambit ion to include 
more of life and life's immediate circumstances, even its 
t r i v i a (a dangerous term to use in this context at all) than 
can readi ly be combined w i th the intensity and formal de­
mands of the poem. It is th is that is responsible for the 
feeling that others must have had, that Notebook, History 
and, to a lesser extent, The Dolphin, are offered as a k ind 
of do-it-yourself cr i t ic 's outf it — the more active involve­
ment of the reader is guaranteed by forc ing h i m to pick, 
anthologize and discard these provis ional entit ies; they are 
not edited highl ights but tota l replay. The near-misses, the 
w i ld ones, the wrong trajectories, are a l l foils to set off 
those wh i ch cleave the bul l . The poet even offers us a 
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k ind of mult iple choice examinat ion paper by prov id ing us 
w i th alternative versions of both poems and experiences. 

One cannot help feeling that, i n Eng land part icular ly , 
despite the succès d'estime of Lowel l , that the " inte l lectual 
c l imate " is not real ly very favourable to h i m : if we are 
under anyone's aegis it is Ph i l i p La rk in ' s , and L a r k i n ' s 
expl ic it objections to "The Muse of D i f f i cu l t y " have by and 
large prevai led. 4 0 Th is is not an ethos to wh i ch one would 
l ike to see Lowe l l mak ing too many concessions. This 
art icle has itself sk ir ted most of Lowel l 's nodes and abstruo-
sities i n the interests of space and t ime; but I hope the 
reader has gained some sense f rom i t of the or ig ina l and 
Lark in-de fy ing di f f iculty of the marr iage of rea l ism and 
iconography in Lowel l 's Do lph inar ium. 
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