- h - - v - -
» ! . N . . —
2 N E Y - " '\ .
) THE DRAMATIC MONOLOGUE'.

: RN - IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: ' .
| R ' ROBERT FROST AND RO?[-:R'I‘ LOWELL :
M o ~Anasi:aéi‘a Onyszchuk

) .‘ / 2 L}
e o ' A Thesis S ) ,
0 L ‘ , L. A . .
) ‘ © in \- ..
. 4 A3 . . i i N
g . L_ o The, Department . .
: , ’ - of
S e
- ¥ . - s English . . -
: . h o ’ ‘ '
N .
3 a -, " -
K N . Q. . - § PN 3
1 \ 4 ,.
' . \ Presented in PartJ.al Fulfillment of the Reqplrements
o o for the degree of Master of Arts at
N : ' Concordia University : ‘
- . T v L Montreal Quebec, Canada
1 . ! . , . )
; : E . . February, 1982 ) :
' ’ ' (© Anastasid Onyszchuk, 1982
4 * N \\\\ ) 3 1
1 .\.\\ .
’ - ' \'\\ L 1)




e

. L. ) ABSTRACT - S
1 ' . R ¢ . ) .\ \ -

P} . [} ' 4 i - . *
o . - THE. DRAMATIC MONOLOGUE

. ' v’ ThE TWENTIETH CENTURY: L

. < - ROBERT FROST AND RdBERT LOWELL
’ v [ 4 . ) ‘ o
- ) Anastasia Onyszchuk

4
'S

In this thesis, I examixgxe. the drarﬁatic mono,’logues‘
of .Robert Frost and Roi)ert Lowéll, two of the -major
. Bmexican poets of the twentieth:century. .I _show ho{n Frost
. and Lowell retaixned the ffafnerrk of the ly_ric—nqarrative ..
’ hy_brid devel:)ped by ninetéenth-century E'nglish‘poets and

f ' Al . * [y
how they wrought their own changes upon the form, making

it a viabde twentieth~century genre.. The thesis ‘emphaéizes'

-

the origiﬁality of e‘aach'\ poet ‘with respect to language, the
) . [

use of the per¥ona, and dran}atic design. The thesis,
' ‘ \attempts to show t;oﬁ ‘the dramatic nlofxologue'répresénts an .
inqu‘rtant. stage in each poet's dfavelop;nept, and .why the J
poems ‘chosen for a‘na.lysi‘s sr;ou.ld'be cpn‘sidféfed among’

o

Frost's and Lowell's best work.
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. I. INTRODUCTION. R coe
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. é . .
1 ' .

. , K \ . /

The dramatic monologue has evolved over the last -two

. centuries into sometliing very different from what it started
. v \. o Q ¢ , L.
out to be., A-description of it is given in 1947,in an
) o/ B )

[y
=

article by Ina B. Sessions: a poem d.:fstihguished from ‘othei;s

v by three definite attributes - a speakdr, audience and
. . o
occasion - which continuously interact to. reveal character

and unfold a dramatic action (preferébly) teking place in
the p;esent.l In his full-length ‘étud'y of the form, The

. -
» .

- Poet‘ry of Experience, Robert Langbaum takes great pains Lo oh

s

» 'probe into its ,O0rigins and show that it arose mainly -as a

. 4
reactlon on the part of Vlctorlan poets in England against
\

-

the osubjectnrlty of the Romantic poets. He points out that

"it imitates not llfe but a particular perspective toward

ll2

life,_ebmebody's [ndt the p{p’et's] ex{aerienc’e of itj He

differs sharply from Seésions when he states that it is

. unimportani: whether or not there is an ostensible auditor,

but agrees with her in feeling that characterization is of
centra‘l.irﬁportance' and that dramatic monologue uses the

method of drama, revealing a character through his speech.

A 1
o

lI B. Sessions, "Thé Dramatic Monologue", PMLA
Vol. 62 (1947) PP- 503-511. :

2Robert Lapgbaum, The Poetry-of Experience, New
York: W.W.Norton “and Co. Ltd., l§57 p. 137.
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" Alan Sinfie.ld, in another full-length study, gives a-

and it should feel 1like dz;ax.na.‘

historital sketch ‘of the genre's development, and defines it

btoad'ly as "a poem in the flrst person spoken by or almost.

entz_rely by someone who is 1nd1cated ‘not - to be the poet."l

He-'regards it as "a specially immedidte way of presenting
character”, a-poem that is "on the border" between "fiction
and 'self—expression w2 ’A vrecent' article by Phi\lip Hobsbaum

repeats Randall Jarrell S- earller clalm that the dramatic

- ~

] »

monologue s the domlnant form of Engllsh language poetry

now and gives a s:.mpler deflnltlon to the form. He says it

is a poem that should appear to, be spoken by a person other

¢
than the poet, it shox;ld reveal some aspect of character,
3
1"

)
s * ¢

ALl these critics see the form as a hybrid which

developed from edarly nineteenth-century beginnings té a

compelling form in its own right, a form whHich has.been
. . e . ) b
handled by most major English-language poets.of the last two

centuries. As a ‘hybrid it is a curious combination of the

N ~

lyric and dramatic modes, conveying'intense emotion through
4 K -
speech. Often it seems like the meditation, the elegy, the

soliloquy, or monodrama; often it has marked elements of

g

¢ .

. P l-IL\lan Sinfi_eid,'Dramatic Monologue, London: Me thuen
and Co. Ltd., 1377, p. 8. ‘ ’ )

R ‘
C[ 3Phl—llp Hobsbaum, "The Rise of the Dramatic Mpno-
logue™, Hudson Review XXVIII (1975+~76), pp. 227-245. 7

u

W
’

' 2sinfield, op. cit., p. 75. . .
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debate' and satire. Its method may_ be partielly or pre-

dominantly natu;‘alistic,'impfﬂessionistic, or symbolic. It
may be organized in a logical way, say, as the narration of

. - >~ o
a sequence of events, or in a non-logical, associative way,

.

as a®*series of réflections, memories, dream—iike reveries,

or observations. The range of themes it can carry is very

L}

1
cri'tif:_ism and protest, religious themes, and the most

7 ~ / ~
- I N

N 4

’

wide, as fpoets have used it to conyey social and political

a

personal utterance.

In spite of the great variety of emphase,s and effects

' to be, found, the for%n has certaln coristants. Of these, the
most important is the use of a- sxngle speaker as ménti,oned

"above. The "I" of the poem is a flC‘thI;lal s;&eaker, not the
poet hlmself although he may resembI'e him closely and mlrrot
his concerns. The use of a flctlona,,l "I" is, of course, a
device borrowed from novels, and -requires.that the telling

of a story be dohe from the wiewpoint of a single charactef.

The novelist does not’ need to confine himself to this device

P
°

.for the durati\on of his book; he can combine ‘different points
- of view or- add his own. The poet of a drematic monologue,
however, usually makes use of a smgle, central speaker and
thus ar‘31ngle,-a central outlook in order to achleve, the con-—-
centration and brevity required'in a poem. The speaker is
the tnifying elemest. Sometimes ‘a diversity of viewpoints
'is one of the éoet_'s aims, taking p;:ecedence over unity and

brevity,. such as in Clough's "Amours -de Voyage", Tennyson's
; g yag

"Maud", and Browning's "The Ring and the Book". N
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In poetiy the fictional speaier-is often referred to
b; critics and scholars as a "mask" ot "persona" to indicate
an identity_sepa}ale from that of the poet. 1In the dramatic \
i-monologue éhe poeé works with wvivid and concrete detail to
realize this persona cc;mplete with his own setting and his )
' éwn psychology. Often an entire\historical period (different
from the ﬁoet'g) is evoked®™n the protess. All the -informa-
tion the'readér gets is presented through the speaker's
limited point of view, so that the reader must adopt this
point of view in order to understand and sympathize.f ‘As
Langbaum says, the reader's adoption of the speaker's per-
spective; "bogh.visual and moral", is his "entry into the
" poem", the "limitation ana even distortion of the physical ¢
and moral truth being among the main pleasures of the form;"%
The fbrm appealed to poets.'who wished to overcome subjectivi-
ty, he explains, and is part of a poetic development going,

~

on’ "since the end of the EnIightenment.“2 It also appealed
to po§ts who wefe interested in chara;ter(for its own sake
and who could substitute thqufbjectivit§ of another (the
pérsona) for tpeir"bwn (because poets know that poetry is
ineséapably subjective). Alan Sinfield objects to the terms

"subjective" and "objective" poetry and says that the dramatic

monologue fits into neither "camp", that such a‘aichotomy
\ AN

“

lLangbaum, p. 137..

2Langbaum, P. 30.
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7 . ' . . )
is misleading and inaccuraté(/ ’

TQe procedure in thés tfpe oproem;ié another con-
stant. The ﬁoet gxﬁlorés the th;ught prpcesseg and reacékons
~of a person other than himself, and the best way to do this

with the (seemingly) leasg‘amoﬁnt of authorial interfefence
ié to let the character speak for himself, to present his
case, as it were, from the inside. Thus the speaker talks
téya listener and in doing so revealé not only his own view-
point but the strengths and weaknesse;nof his own personality.
The,poet'sees to it that he reveals more than he realizes.
The speaker emphasizes hié.fee}ingé”through the ‘relation of
evenPa in his life or through ca;efully chosen symbols.
Eandscapgq for example, can function as symbol and can carry
emotiona;'meaning. fhe speaker relates his experiences
(again carefully selected) in order ta make his listener
share these' experiences and grant him sympathy. The mono-
logue is‘always spoken to someone, even if to an imagined
listener(s) or to the speaker's own self. It need not even
be spoken aloud, but can be an interior monologue. Beéguse
the poem is couched as speecﬁf as an address,- it has a
certain intimaéy, or immediacy; a close relationship between
speaker and listener (and reader) is invariably established.
As a result, the reader's sympathy is often ahead of, or, as
Langbaum puts it, in a~sta£e of tension with his judgmént.
The reader must(iisten to the evidence being presented,

:/ !
evaluate it, adjust his sympathy accordingly. He must form,

0 . 1
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in other words, his dwn'judgment. If the qhgxgqter of the
poem is ‘evil or fanatical there will often be ambiguity, and
a. clash between sympathy and judgmeq;,_and the’ poet is'very

well aware of this, and even exploits it. But the speaker
[ S - .
’ is out, from firststo last, to impress us with his own point

-~

of viéw, to let us see certain sides ‘(again carefully selec-
w : ted) of his character bécause he wants us not only to ,sym-—

pathize 'and peyhaps applaud him, but to accept his view of
re;lity. o s . |
& ’ While seif—revelation is the result of the speaker's
'? self-expression hé is not'necessérily analysing himself. 1In

most cases he speaks in order to clarify and understand
. . .
¥ '
better his experiegpes and -emotions, or to justify his
: ! ‘L
J actions, or just to. onvince himself. He rarely perceives

. B

\ his own character flaws. There is much that he does not

peréeive, much éhat he distorts or exaggerates, mﬁch that he
doas not care to tell, He is just as fallible and biased as
any other human being. The reader must determine his biases
and fill fn his omissions, expanding upon the speaker'sa
limitea view of reality and of himself., Ultimately, "we
understand ﬁore about the séeaker than he in£eﬁds to reveal
’to his auditor and than the poet actually states."! ) - ‘

The poet édopts various strategies (discussed later

on) to establish the speaker as a vivid, individuated, cred-

lSinfield, p. 4.
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ible character. Any person can be a ‘subject for the dramatic.

L3

gmonologue but certain ones appéan to be more popular with

poets than others, and almost certain~ofkappealing. Hobsbaum

points out that "mostly the irresponsible, anti-social or - S
weak" are used becauée.such characters tend "to get them-
selves into situations which require seif—revelétion."lu The

description fits most nineteenth-century and early twentieth-
i . ‘ .

century protagonists, but poets of the latter half of tee\

[

twentieth century favor people who are not hecessarily weak
to\begin with but who are weaken&d by the intense-mental

suffering they underéof As I shall show later on, the

o

protagonists of dramgtic monologues written during or after
. ) .

World War II are torn by psycholegical or identity crises.

. @ . '
@ . The fina%.important constant has to do with the time .,
! oo

frame of a ﬂramatic:moﬂologue.‘ Broadly 'speaking, the words

are uttered in the present but the speaker draws upon the ° ‘

! past for his subject matter. He»revieﬁé events of the:pést
¥ @

that, he feels, have contributed dlrectly to hlS px\fent
situation. He arranges hlS memories into some sort of "p;ot"

or causal development (not necessarlly a chrono lecal
7 . F - P

sequence) in order to create a rational explanatlon of his

r present psychological’ ‘state and of/the ‘self-image his ex— g
i ¢

2

periencés have helped to create. ,0he of the simplest time—

\

lHobs‘baum,’op. i 232.

I3




: . . . \
and speaks #from the grave, looking back over his life to
vindicate hifmself or to [blame others for the fate that befell
him. Such a device is used by‘Edgar Ii:e_e Master‘s in the

h & v
epitaph monolo'gués that comprise thé Spoon River Anthology.

\/ ' . . 1 .
—\k Earlier examples can be found in Housman and Hardy. Hardy's

N

" ironic and humorbus "Ah, Are You Digging on my Grave"

.that goes far back to.the speaker's youth is used in

L]

(actually a dialogue), "The Levelled Churlohyardq', and "Voices

from Things Growing ‘jn a Churchyard" may have given Maste\rs o,

_ ideas for his owyn work.  Another version of the monologue

Tennyson's "Maud" and "Ui‘ysses" and Browning's "Andx)ea‘ del

s
Sarto". These are all spcdken-by mature men who are disillu-
sionedsand unhgﬁay, and hefice remember their youths.as

happier times. But in most monologues the span of time is .
shorter - t\he speaker draws. uporn a more immediate past and

*

focusses on a single set of 1mportant experlences and events

4 of one partlcular time of his life. . Browning's "My Last

Duchess", Yeats, "An Irlsthirma,n Foresees His Death", .

v

Housman's "Farewell to barn and stack and tree ", Eliot's
: . )
— ' .
"Portr\ait,‘of a/Lady"‘,\Hardy's‘ "A Trampwoman's Tragedy", and ~
Lo , s 7 :
most of the dramatic monologues by Frost and Lowell use this kit

-

Y
i

narrower time-frame. .A review of "the speaker's past expe-

-
%

" riences can serve any of several purpo/ses - apology, as in

Browning's "My Last Duchess”, regret and longlng‘for death

in Tennyson™s "Ulysses", censure,- as in Masters' "Minerva

. Jones", recognltlon of the lnescapable blows of Fate,.as in

,‘r



Robinson's "Mr. Flood's Pérty“ and Jarrell's "Death of the
) \ .
Ball Turrett Gunner". The possibilities are endless. Like-

- , \
a play, the dramatic monologue is enacted\at a critical or
! ]

.

‘representative time of the speaker's }ife>\‘It "has no real

" us to "feel continuously the pressure of the poet's control-

beginning or end but is the door to a large,\mostly Hidden
Y,

room . gpe speaker llves before and after the events of
the monologue but these events epltomlze that'before and
after, sometlmes by suggesting and recalling these events
but“often simply by making us know the oharacter."i

Like any poem, the drenatic monologqe is a .means
that n%i poet uses to present, although obligueiy, his own
views. 1}his is how'it was used by Ezra Pound in his.Personae -

and Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, when ‘“he modelled his approach on

Browning's. The poetic "feint", as Sinfield terms it, causes
. . — ) ’

N . . .
ling mind" and "to. experience in the dramatic monologue a

. quality not easily gdined in other modes ... a divided con-

. e 2 . . L . :
sciousness."” | I think it is more correct to term the
. ' . e

readers response as a multiple consciousness, for he must
deal with)l) the speaker's view of reality (and of himself),
2) the auditor's (if \there 'is one) view of this reality,

3) "the reader's %dewlof the speaker, 4) the poet's view of

bi - b

PId

Ch . lHazard Adams, The Contexts of Poetry, Boston and
Toronto: Little, Brown and Co., 1965, p. 145.

’

© 2sinfield, p. 32.
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“his cha%actef, 5) the reader's response to the poet's themes

or general ideas embodied by the poem. These viewpoints will
! * . 3 ' .
invariably react with one another and in this fruitful inter-

-~action lies the enduring appeal and fascination of this

i

| poetic.form. The greatest threat to the success of the

. Y, . ,
dramatic monologue is that the poet use his character ds a

ventriloguist uses a dummy - to put ‘his own ideas into the

mouth of a puppet who has no life of his own. This reduces

»

poetry to preaching. Didacticism does not belong in the

form any more than in any dramatic writing, whether poetry
' \

Or prose. .

Apart from Sinfield's and Langbaum's bogks and “some

/

isolated articles, literary scholarship has tended to neglect

thé\drqmatic monclogue as an independent poetic genre,
"sinfield%s book is a valuable introduction and student guide
to sgme of %he‘éreét dramat;cambnologues of the past two
centuries. It goes\further than Langbaum's book into the i
present céﬁtury and has mare to say about Americard poets:
Recent books én individﬁal poets such as éetty S. Flowers'

i

Browning and the Modern Tradition (1976) shed valuable light

but do not consider the dramatic monologues separately.
. A

Books on Robert Frost such as John F. Lynen's The Pastopral

Art of Robert Frost (1960) and Lawrance Thompson's Fire and

3

Ice: The Art and Thought of Robert Frost (1942) are excel-

3
Hi

lent analyses of the poet's art but group Frost's dramatic

poems with éll/the narrative poems. Book-length studies of

']



«
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"the art of Robert Lowell, such as Stephen Yenser's Circle to

«Circle. The Poetry of Robert Lowell (1975) and Stevgszould
-~ . . f’,’, .

. \ . :
Aﬁelrod'é‘Robert Lowell: Life and Art (1978) are more con-
- [:

cerned,with following the chronological development of his work

rather than with Etudying‘in detail his adaptations or modi-" '

) 3 "

fications of traditional forms. This thesis examinégs the
PR . : .

dramatic monologue as it was used by two major poets of the

Twentieth Century in order to find what contributions each
made to the form, and how the dramatic monologue brought out

-

the strengths -and weaknesses of gach. Frost\andlLowell both

showed a long—lived';ntefest in gharacter, a strong: sense bﬁ:jf

drama, and similar aims with respect to a colloquial poetic

langﬁage. _This thesis examines poems from”the early part of

their work, bécause both worﬁed with;the dramatic monoiogué

in the early stages of their careers. Aléhough‘they both ' .

abaﬁdoned.the forﬁ later on some of their monologues’wgre so

§uccessfﬁl that tﬁey must be numbered amongvtheir best poems.

The thesis will examine aspects of these poems that havé,

hardly been touchd on by scholaré of thetwo éoeés' art - o
p \ - .

the speakers' powers 9f'per§uasion-and the techﬂiques the -

poets have used to bring-their speakers to life. Otﬁér‘

métters that must be'deait with in such a discussion are the

speakers',sélf~images and their insights into their ;wn |

‘dilemmas. fhe ;he;is will note the differeﬁces apa similar-

s . . ST : .
Atles in dramatic structure, the effective use of colloquial

language and the modifications or variations each poet has . .
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- * II. TROBERT FROST'S DRAMATIC MONOLOGUES

C

&

:
/ ‘ /

Frost studied the work of Theocritus, 'Virgil and
»

other ciassical poets while an undergraduate, and has, .

f"\ﬂ

o\

'( ackhowledged thaf their poems iﬁtrigued him and influenced

his own work. Many scholars and critics rqurd Frost as a

~ !

twentieth—-century pastoral poet and have gone so 'far as to

hl

label his poems “eclogues",l d term hardly used any more and

—

a form out of favor with other twen£ieth-century American
poets. An eclogue or pastoral is defined as han elaborately
conventional poem expres%iﬁg an urban poet's nostalgic image
of the peace and simplicity of the life of shepherds and
‘othe; rural folk in an idealized naturai settingt."2 .The
only part of this definition that appliés to Frost's -poetry
is "natural setting". Too much has been madé of Frost's use
of New England locales in his poetry3 as though he were an

American Hardy who had created an American version of Wessex,

although his tit;e, Noxth of Boston, does shégest a regional

concern. \While the people that he met and the areas he came

=
-

v

Fl
e 5
lJohn F. Lynen, The Pastoral Art of Robert Frost,
New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1960.

° 2M.H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, New,
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1971, p. 120.

3John C. Kemp, Robert Frost: The Poet as Regioﬁalist,
~Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton UniversitytPress, 1979.

- 13 -
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tb-isve in ﬁew Hampsﬂire, Vermont and- Massachusetts fur;ished
him witﬁ material;'Frost's poétry transcends régioﬁal limits.
Thomas Haédy and. A.E. Housman also set their poems in poor
i ' rural areas of England, but no one would dream o} labeliing
o either of them Lpastgral" poets. ft is true that the long.

y " conversaé%qns in verse and thé“philoéophical dehétes in-
Theocritus' Idylls and Virgil's Eélogues may have sparked
Frost's interest in thé potentialities” of ordinary speech
for the creation of new poetic forms, new, that is, in the
traditions of American poetry. Obvioﬁsly impressed by the

‘ effects which had been aqhiqud by Browning, whose aim in
‘respect to poetic laﬁguage was sjimilar to his own;'Erost
made an informal style with siméle diction and America@
colloguialisms a salient feature of all his poetrf., This

\ informal, agcessible style wgrkgd best in poems that were
made up entirely of dialégue; and which showed men and women

\ épeaking and acting out the familiar dfamas of everyday life

\" in rural settings. His dialogués and monélogues gﬂow the

\X influence of Browning but the %ﬁtuations in his poems ,are

\ taken from real-life counterparts in the New England of his

\ time. Some of Frost's greateét poems are found in his second

collection of verse, North of Boston (1915), exclusively made

up of dramatic and narrative poems in contrast to the “lyrics,

)guatrains, sonnets, couplets, epigrams,  and odes of his other

sibmms.' ) \\_ ' ' L ‘

\ Browning was 'not Frost's only.model. Wordsworth,

——

’



vernacular; even if their words are set up as rhyming

-that seems to have affected Frost most deeply is the two

. -'15 -

-

Hardy . Housman, Hopkins, and the Georgian poets in Engiand:

/

all influenced him. The monologues of Hardy and, Housman,

’ [N

unlike those of Brownlng, reflectaﬂ a tragic v1ew of life

that Frost shared to a great degree. Brdwning's people are
. .
all colorful, extraordinary figures from historical periodsk_

other'than'pis own, whiie Hardy and Housman portray&d "common

folk", i.e., poor laborers, vagrants and farmers, of their

own time and place. These characters all speak in the

A ]

'-quatraiqs their diction is appropriate to their social

L

station. ' Frost strove to give his poems "the same kind of

ﬁver151m111tude while Stlll retaining the structure of blank

Verse.~ His characters too are common folk, based on frlends

"and neighbours whose work and poverty‘were familiar to him

~

because he lived among them and shared many' of their concerns.

At this time there were only't&o‘other p%ets in Amerig¢a who

- were lnterestio in people as subjects for poetry. These

were Frost's contemporarles Masters and Robinson, and from

t

them Frost learned a great deal.A Their monologues and dia- -

logues emhodied a wide range'of themes but struck a .modern .
chord i;m their presenﬁation of people’as victims. Robinson
explored the timeless mysteries qf-life and death and

coast;htly qdesrioned man's place in the universal scheme of .

things, while Masters emphasized man's cruielty to his ﬁe}low—’

man through his depiction of social-evils. One of . the things

4

- : ~
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poets' pdrtrayals of women - their fickienegs,-their.couraga,
t;eir helplessness, their eXploitatioQ and abuse by men, by

social custom, and by Fate. Both Masters and Robinson
created a vafiety of vivid anqlrealistic portraitg and
presented them with ail the pathos and irony of'thei;
protagonists' situations; it is to their great credit that.

they were the first American poets .to show such profound

understand;ng and keen sympathy for woman. (The inner and

. mostly sileht sufékrlngs of hard-working women had hltherio

not been explored by Amefrican poets and hardly even by prose
writers.) Frost displays these qﬁalities too; and goes

further than either Masters or Robinson in the complexity of

*
T e

his world view, the. subtlety of his characterization, and,
the wealth of psychologlcal details in his poems about women.-

His most” memorable dramatic monologues are ‘all. spoken by

women. He did not care for Masters' style,%hav1ng no,great

opinion of free verse, nor could he achieve what he wanted

to in such brief spaces as Masters allotted to his p%rtraits.

—

"Minerva Jones" from the Spoon River Anthology is .a godd
éxample of Masters' procedure:

I am Minerva, the village poetess,

Hooted at, jeered at by the Yahoos of the street .

For my heavy body, cock-eye, and rolling walk, - :
And all the more when "Butch" Weldy ,

Captured me after a brutal hunt. .

He left me to my fate with Doctor Meyers;

And I sank into death,. growing numb from the feet up,
Like one stepping deeper and deeper into 4 stream of ice
Will some one go to the village newspaper,
And gather into a book the verses I wrote’ -
I thirsted so for love! . b -
I hungered so for life!

]
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&h%s single example shows Masterg' daring in bringing into
poetry reélistic-themes,that had never been\sé openly treated
before; his is an uély'realityﬁwhich he feels ougﬂt to be
revéalea in ail its hideousneés. It is-not my purpése to
‘enumerate the ways in which his poems were~"modern"; I wish
ohly to point out that had Masters and. Robinson not broken
new ground for- the first time Frost's poetry would not have
been possible. = Like Robinson in "Eros,Turanhoé", Frost could

. 4

say, . -

-

4
T

-We'll have no kindly veil hetween
Her wisions and those'we have seen, --

In order tq remove the veil completely, it seemed best to let
the characters speak for theémselves. Robinson moved in this

direction in his poem "Mr. Flood's Party" when Mr. Flood

0 | ¢ -

' addresses himself in stanzas, two, five, and six.

2

In their monologues,'Masﬁgrs’and Robinson do not set:

the scene or describe the surroundings of their people at

2

all. By contrast, setting is extremely important in Frost's

poems. His people are part of their surroundings; they are

- '

.tightly-bound and shaped by them. Frost avoided the device

of havingy his characters deliver their monolagues .from the

gfaVe/ a ,device made popular by qusman»and overwarked in'
'the‘poems.of Hardy, Housman, and Masters. All of Frost's
charaéters'are living while tnéy speak, and instead of simply‘
lodking backwards over a }ifétime, as the characters in the |

Spoon River Anthology do, Frost's charactérs narrate events

~



| - 18 - :

' '

from the past solely to explain or clarify the present

. 1
situation+ In doing so, they are looking backwards, forwards

aq

‘and all around themqgimultaneously. Hence they are more

/ hd -
truly dramatic. Frost chose to have them speak during their

daily, ordinary activities, yet they are doing}so at a
J
crucial or representative time of their liyes. Thus Frost

maintains the Ari'stoteliafl unities of time, place and action

-

" in the dramatic framework of his dialogue poems, very‘mﬁch

as Browning had dopef Like Browning'q, his characters have
a concentrated awareness tha£ is fdndamehtal for any charac-
ter in a dramétic.wérk. A final important point'ébout
Frost's people is that they are not really introspective
types, but men and women of action. In the dialogue poems

they speak from the pressure of emotions too strong for

»

" silence. Unlike the protagonists of Masters, they are

either heroic or immensely iikeable, and their words do not

have the acrid bitterness that underlies all of Masters'

portraits. ' ¥ ‘

o

Frost's second volume of poems, NQrth.of Boston,

which' he named "A Book of People", recalling Browning's

Dramatis’ Personae , shows his deep interest in the farm

péople of New England where he lived most of his life. The

poéms in this colle¢tion differ sharply from the personal

lyrics of his first volume, A Boy's Will (1913), in that they

are primarily long poems containing the elements of the short

story - specific setting, few.characters and a sequencé of
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events thét reach a qul@inating point. Sometimes the eventé
. are external; sometimes the action takes place within the
major charact%; or speaker. This volume shows, too, how
much Frost's intimate knowledge of rural life Eprms the
strong|base for his work. In this he can be compared té

Masters who wrote a great deal but who is now remembeged

‘

chiefly for his Spoon River Anthology. In reading the poems

)
e

of North of Boston, one never forgets that one is reading

poetry, as I will explain a little further on, but the same

cannot be said of the Spoon River Anthology where the free

verse forms, many of which consist of a single long state-

ment, are dangerously close to prose. .When North of Boston

was publighed in England in 19}4 it was praised by reviewers

for its freshﬁess of&style and vigor of language. It was

e v

exciting because it contained much that was novel. Among -

Fl

other things it offered close-ups of American types who had
hitherto been described by novelists and other prose writers

t

-- farmers, laborers, loafers, tramps, and womer, and it -

presented them with’é spare realism and lack qE §éntimen§al—
" iEy that made them unforgetéable. Frost had learned to .
reconcile the two aspects of\@is art that are often difficult
for writers to synthesize -- the need 'to be trye-to-life and
the need to impose a shapg or design upon the raw material.

Much praise has been given Frost-.for his convincing charac-

terizations. Even Ezra Popnd, who showed in Personae and

Hugh Sekiwyn Mauberley that he too was interested in charac-

.
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terization but had poetic aims and interests quite different
from Frost' s, paid tribute to Frost for creatlng fully-
reallzed figures in mov1ng c1rcumstances, when Pound reviewed

North of Boston for an English newspaper.

Frost's "talk" poems contain long monologues, but few

consist of a single one. More'attention-has been paid to
poems such as "Home Burial" and "The Death of the Hired Man"
in which there are_ two or more speakers than to poems such as
""The Pauper Witch of Grafton" or "The Witch 6f Coos", poems
containing a single monologue. The dramatic poems with~
fiction;l speakers provided him with ways to dis?ance him-
sélf from‘his-poetry after the subjec%ive styles dnd subject-
matter he h;d used exclusively iﬁ the poems of his first
.volume. Like Browning, he adopted blank verse for all his
dramatic poems. This thesis will examine the two poems that
conform to thg 6utlines of thefdramafic monologue described
in the Introduction of this thesis - "A Servant to Servants"
and "The Pauper Witch of Grafton" - and two oLher monglogﬁes,
"The HouSekeeper" and "The Gum—Gatherer“, which contain
interesting variations of the forﬁ. Since the discussion
centers on the various ways Frost handled the dramatic mono- -
loépe, references to other poems will be made as well. .
"A Servant - to Servanté"_ié generally agreed, to be
one of the finest of.Frost's poems. For sheer power it has

no equal among the dramatic monologues ©of other American

poets It 1s an extremely sensitive portrayal of frustration
. . ® - -

i) ‘ )
/
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andusoul-cop;oding anxiety, %xplofihg’the depths of one
woman‘s disillusionment end world—weariﬁess. It sﬂows the
unmlstakable lnfluence of Thomas Hardy, who was uplque among
Engllsh wrlters of ppe time in casting the woémen of hlS
poems and novels as traglc he;01nes. Hardy showed an un-
precedented lnte;est in feminine psyohology, and emphasized.
the utter helplessness of womgp against overwhelmlﬁg social

forces, the u ter lack of selfggwareness that is required

for self- pre ervatlon. Far From the Madding Crowd and

Tess of th D' Urbervilles are well—known studies of ‘the.

feminine psyche. His poetry 1s not nearﬁy as well- known as

his novels, but:ought to be read for a complete uné“rstandlng

4

of Hardy's views. . o

i

The following comment on Hardy's poetry could

2

equally well serve as a commentary on Frost's:

.+. in his best poems ... a tragic sense derived -
from intense personal experience. In these poems ye
have the stoicism which has not involved_ any evasion
of the felt multiplicity and force of life ... ‘
no over-spiritualization' of women ... most, though
not all, concern a man-woman relationship. All are
an outcome of intensely pondered experience. There
is simultaneously a vivid evocatioh of the past and
a vivid rendering of the'feeling of the present )
moment.1 - . . -

In "A Servant to Servants" the multiplicity and force of

. %

-

“’lH{ Coombes, ""Hardy, De la Mare and Edward Thomas" in
The Modern Age, The Pelican Guide to English Literature, .
Val. 7. Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1961,
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llfe referred to aboye come from the speaker s several roles

as child, wife ‘and unpald servant,all comblnlng to create a

»

prison. The first fiVve lines of the poem sw1ftly and eco-

L)

nonically establish the speager,as the wife of a man who

owns land near Lake Willoughby and*who rents cottages to the

0ccaslonal tenant or camper. The listener is a tenant who
has come up to the house for some unspec;fled reason.. The
listener is a stranger, but the Wlfe pounces on thls person
asya convenient audience for her unhappy tale. After a ,\\:

friendly greeting the wife indicates her discontent and

struggles to express the reasons for it. Her first remarks
' -

indjcate that it is boredom and loneliness together with

the silence of the place that has made her "all gone wrong"
although she does not put a name to these feelinés. While
her auditor apparently ekpresses admiration for the area,

the speaker: says .she can no longer enjoy her surréundings as
A

'she used to do. The beauty of Lake Willoughby, for example,

whichshe perceives with her eyes and recognizes with her .
mind, is negated by the feelings of resentment'and'fear that
have grewn stronger and stronger. Lines‘40-55 indicate,that
tne Qife's pnhappiness is aue in large pa%t to Qperwork and
the monotony of repeated tasks that she cannot afford to pay

someone else to do, 'as business is none too good. Then, as’

if fearing that her listener will blame her husband, she

“affirms that he'is doing his besf for her and for the farm.

Some bitterness. emerges when she claims that his men "take

.
’
«
P v
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advantage of him- shamefully / And prbud Eoo,‘of'themselyes

» for doing so." With her exclamation, "Much they care!" and

the remarks that follow, she shows the hurt she feels as the-
men treat her as a serwvant and ignore her.

There is a pause just before line 87, then she says,

"I have my fancies; it runs in the family. In order to

impress ‘her listener further she recounts the story of her

mad uncle and reveals her own stay in the State asylum. She
now tells, without'reéerve, the harrowing tgj}e of how her
uncle was kept-imprisoned in a cage in hi%%oWn home until he

"%+ died. The final line oflggf/story, "They found a way to put
¢ . 7 . ‘
s g stop to it." reminds one of Browning's Duke when he Says,

"I gave commands; then all smiles stopped together." Al-
though the woman never saw her uncle, she learned of his —

story as a child, and the cage was still there in the house
N I 2

to haunt her and make herself fancy that one day she herself

\

would be in it. She states that marrying Len and moving to

-

her own home made her -happy for a while. It is in the hext
~0 v .

two lines that the poem reaches its culmination. The woman,

states, with uttér weariness and despair, the full signifi-
, ' i
- cance of her position:

e And there's more to it than just window views
- And living by a lake. I'm past such help ...

o

Too proud a#d fearful to ask her husband.to‘snpnge their way

of life and take her somewhere else, she tries to accept her

circumsténces but fears that the fami'ly tragedy will be-

L
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repeated when she succumbs to madness. Again; this thought

L 3 f
is not expressed to her listener, but it is clelarly there

.

beneath her words. In lines 160 on she returns her attention

to the listener; she compares herself to this person but

knows that she could never appreciate freedom even if she .

had it. Lines 168-169 reveal how exaggerated and irrational

~

is her sense of fear:

The wonder was the tents weren't snatched .away
From over you as you lay in your beds. o

The concluding lines are addressed directly to the listener )

'

in responsé to that person's'attempt to get away. The poem

.ends when the listener depa:tsv~ It is clear in.the last

»

part of the poem that the listener is not sympathetic, but
only anxious t@ get away from a garrulous woman Qho appgars
somewhat unbalanced. Ironically, in opening her heart to a
stranger, Len's wife has diagnosed her\greatést need” and hit -

on the one possible antidote to her suffering. , Six ‘lines

v

from the end she tells the listener that she needs "to be

kept" from her endless tasks; 'in other words she needs
variet& and change, but hasn't the means or even the couragé
._P‘.. - > .

to try to pr&%ure these. It is with great fairness or per-

haps self-delusion that she blames no one, at least con-

\
\

v

sciously, for her‘present‘dilemmg. . It is important that she

'

has attained some self-realization; what 'she does not'under—

stand, as she lacks inéight, is that it is’'the fear of goiﬁg

mad that is doing her the most harm. Characteristically,

.
«
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o - the pqet‘;le’a.\fes is 'to decide .‘the final® outcome.
: - : \
) ! . As' J.R. Doyle, Jr. points out, "Frost has constantly
- /‘(’/‘J,\sopght to make dtama_t‘ic that type 'ef\ material and those |
o . | situations which do not dt @nce‘suggest drama.“l At the

very beginning of thlS poem dramatic tension is 1mmed1at7ly
. S set up because the c'-omparatlve freedom of‘the tenant s life-

style is placed in contrast to the wife's ;nunoblllty and

slave-like existence. The wife complains of neglect and

q
i

’ : '~ overwork and does not reali\ze‘t?xe harmful effects upon her

of the oppressive $blitude. Dramatic tension is sustained

A
u f N

and irfcreased as the danger of her 'situation.is brought out
and her vulnerability is. emphasized'. The killing sense of
isolation or alienation, actual and self-dimposed, is a thgme

which has been treated so often by the pbet that,is‘, has been

named one of his, three. f"obseé',sive"2 themes, but it was a

a

characteristic theme. of Robinson too, movingly described in
"Mr. Flood's Party" and "Eros Tyrannos ' The wife is shown

‘in the midst of a’ critical period of her- 1;Lfe. Thompson
? \

states that "Frost learned from Brownlng how to. strlke 1nto

the middle of’ ‘an ‘emotional or psychologlcal CJ:J.s:LJ§ n3 She

'

L

; ‘ lJ.R. boyle,_Jr., The Poetry of Robert Frost: 'An
' _Analysis, New York: Hafnér Publishing Co. Inc., 1962, p. 59.

2Randall Jarrell, "To the Laodiceans" in Poetry and

the Age, Londbn. Faber and Faber Ltd., 1973, p. 54.

. ' B,Lawrance Thompéon“ Fire and Ice. The Art and Thought
e of Robert Frost, New York: Russell and Russell, 1961, p. 107.
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logue than she was at

‘

is no different at the end of her ‘monT

the beginning, except that she has clearly articulated her

. , ' -
imhappine,ss and perceived her’ impendihg madness. The poem

1

conveys very powerfully the éuthqr's sympathy for his charac-

ter and presents her case with "guarded pathos", to use a
. , .

phrase of his. own. She tries hard not to feel sorry for

Y

- herself, nof to be melodramatic, but every word and state-
ment is charged with fear and anxiety.

—— , o . |
The poem is patterned as a series of.complaints. In

lines 39 t0,103 we have a number of criticisms of things

that she cannot change, K but which have obviously been preying °

on her mind for some timé. First there isl the fact that
business is bad: "It would be different if more people
ca.me.'\' She then says she is no longer sure that th:ﬁ;}:\
Lproperty is as valuaiale as her husband thinks it is, implying
that they: are‘ wasting their time. ‘She is worn out by work
.and réalizes the injustice of it:‘ "By good righﬁs I ought
not.to have so much pu{: upon me" bu‘t she cannot see any help\
for it. A It disturbs her tr}at all the doctors she has seen,
except for Dr. Lowe, have-beeﬂ too cowardly to tell her and:
‘her husband wha':: is really ailing her. It'is only at the
end of the poem that the reader rea!lizes the full implica-
tions of her words uttered much earlierr "and then tﬁey'll
be coéwince@." She cannot bring herself to critigize her
husband openly - she.is too 1oyaii for that - but it is

:

oOobvious that Len is not trying as hard as she is to make ends

7
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_ meet: "He works when he works ‘as hard as I dQ" (my empha-

\/

sis). Her descrip{:ion of Len's workers .is full of contempt;

what bothers her most of all is not their laziness or large
appetites but the way t;_hey take no notice of her and do not

modify their behaviour or talk, as men often will, ip the
- ' ’ . N
presence of a woman. Shée next criticizes her father's

A

famdly for the way they kept her uncle locked up, and while

she is willing to see their point of view, "it does seem
- * ' / .
more human", the fact that she herself spent time in the

State asylum has taught. her how inhuman their actijns were:
But it's not so: the place is thé asylum.
There they have every means proper to do with ...

4
v

The grisly details are more horrible and shocking than any-

thing we might expect, but are told with great restraint on

’

her pért. " Very unobtrusively she slips in'the line, "You

can't know affection or .,the,Want of,it in that state", before
A ' .

launching into her story, yet she has made a judgment on the,
family and decide® that lack of affection was the greatest

cruelty inflicted upon her poor uncle.

The story of the uncle is tragic and hilarious at
! . w - .
the same time. It is ironic but true-torlife that madness
and the violence that sometimes results can be comical. The

narrative changes the mood of the monologue and providés

/

some comic relief from the overall grimness; at the same

+
i

time, it intensifies the atmasphere. The cage‘fymbolizes
. ) '

madness as the very worst kind of prison. The wife knows



rd

Press, 1963, p. 171.

N

that insanity is hereditary. The cage also represent's the

.1nsensgft1v1ty of the family,- which is repeated in her situa-

tion by the insensitivity of her husband: "He thinks I'll

11

be all right with doctoring." Recent analyses of the poem, '

such as Frank Lentricchia's, that-fail to mention the'role

1

~of the husband, are therefore inadequate. The most appalling

thing about the 'poem is that the speaker half-consciously

~

welcomes madness as a way out of her present torment, a
habit of ‘th.inking that began ea‘ffy:'

‘It got so I would say -— you know, half fooling -
'Tt's time I took my turn . upstaixrs in jail' -- =

There is irony in her overprotectiveness regarding her

husband. Modern readers are bound to see her as too self-

I}

effacing: "I waited till Len said the word."; "I won't ask

v

him -- it's not sure enough." She never blames him, but the

. reader may. Yet it is not fair to blame Len for her own

lack of self-assertion.
Understatement and irony enable Frost to make his

poem imply much more than it actually says. There is enough’
. . p

. , , 1 .
experience here, Brower has said, to make a novel. There

is a side to these country peoplé that is not very amiable,

shown Here by Len and his workers. There are ‘the strains
’ ' ' r

present in any marriage that has to endure poverty, the hard

.

, ’ @ .
. lReuben A, Brower, The Poetry 6f Robert Frost.

Constellations of Intention, New York: Oxford University

&

~.
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necessity of living and surviving in an unsympathetic, harsh
environment. There is the sense of forces beyond human

control pushing humans to their miserable or untimely ends.
¥

The same sense Of indifferent Fate is present in many of

—

T -

Frost's poems; Hc;tably in "The Hill Wife" (a poem surely .

— &

influenced by Robinson's stark tale, "The*Miller's Wife")

\

where the husband-wife relationship is similar to this one’
in that it too is affe‘cted by .al‘]:ack of understanding on the
i'u;sb‘and's‘ part. "A Servant" is more interestl:ing as a por-
trait poem because thé wife here!.is\ allowed s»e}’{characteri—
zation and reaches some degree of self—a»;avren‘ess. 'In "The
Hill Wife" the monologues ‘are interwoven with omniscient
narration; there is no single point of view\,‘ and the womé
remainé an eniéma. The wife in "A Servant" seéé her situa-
tion clearly, but not cleariy enough. in flact she may 'be
‘deluding herself in believing that nadness will overcome her
and bring h;er respite. . She certainly is deluded about her.
husband; she is too good a wife to put any blame upon him,
and part of the poem's irony is tha‘t the, reader comes tg'
have a very differe;xt view of Len than the one hi‘ls wife has.
But the poem's  greatest irony resides in the gact that Len's
wife is describing the su;fabe effects of pain that is bqried
deep and not mentioned at al'l - thg pai_n‘ that/ results from

’

childlessnéss, neglect, sexual frustration, a husband not

L}

conterned or loving enough, a marriage eroded from beneath.

These are the élements of domestic ’Er‘aigedy in ‘our twentieth

[
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(f:entury; ‘bl.it ‘the speaker does not know her problems for what

L

they are. . /

1

Imagery is at a min_imum; ‘what there is comes ‘from
the landscape and thre speaker's environment, and turns into
symbols of . the woman's slave-like existence. The . lake is a.
~I'ri\)"o.=:-r / cut short off at both ends"; its waters. r'epresent'
‘'coldness and death. 'The speaker. remarks with envy to the
' camper: "Yo'u let thirigs like f\eathers‘regulate / your coming
’and“going.". "One steady pull" is how her ' husband descri’bgs
t:ﬁé _effSrts they'must ma];:e; thé phrase imme‘diately brings to’
'mind oxen, or some other beasts of burden. She compares- her
. tncle's cage to a "beast's stall"”, his mad laughter to a
)pla'lyful\ "crow"; later she refers to the cage a‘s a "jail".
One of the most telling me taphors is her comparison of
‘mar'riage and a‘,new home to a change that "wore out like a
plréscripti'on," When she says "I shan't '‘catch'up in this
world" she is \exp're\ssing her sense of fui:ility. And while- '
shfa is pathetic enough, goin‘g frc'Jm doctor to doctor with her
"sickne'ss"; failin'g 'tc‘a get sympath‘y from her husband, doc-
tors, and even the casual, listener c;f the poen, helpless in
'thé stifling confinement of’her dreary existence, one f}inally
wonders why shg do.e.s not stop co;npléininé and start asserting

herself. But her character would never enable her to get up

7

that kind of courage, and so she is doomed.to contirual

humiliation. - ’ ’,

g : ‘

' "The Pauper Witch of Grafton" was published together

[
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} . - .
with its companion poém\'f‘l‘he Witch of Cods" in New Hampshire

(1923), .Frost'é fourth volume. Louise Bogan says of the two,

"In both, the mania of extreme old age is described, with the

-~

utmost insight into, "and sympathy with, woman's nature and

1

character beset bf’time." "The Witch of Cods" is a dramatic

monologue with the structure of a narrative, and emphasizes

.

“the stox::y at' the expense of characterization. In other words

/

the reader's interest is directed to the sequence of events,

the suspense and the atmosphere, rather than to the characters

»

. -~ -
-Grafton" the focus of interest is the personality-of the.

Py

0 '

woman speaking; there are no other speakers and the listener

=

is unspecified. The lack of a designated auditor makes it

less powerful than "A Servant to Servants" because there is
no speaker-listener interaction, a necessary ingredient in

dramatic writing. The poem resembles "A.Servant to Servants"”

'

in that it is set up as a number of complaints throughout,

which are mingled various memories of the past.: Altl'bough ¥he’
, ‘ FHe
¥

01ld widow isljust as isolated as the wife in "A Servant" 'and a

"The, Hill Wife" she shows us that it was not always so, and

i

indeed it is her wonderful memories of  the past that sustain ,

her and enable her to éndure the present. (::ompared to the

other poems ir} which'a woman's soul is searched, "The Pauper

v - 4

¢

lLouise Bogan, A Poet's Alphabet, New Yprk;" McGraw-—
Hill .Book Co., 1970, p.“~177. , . '

/
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Witch of Grafton" is lightweight but it is interesting as

one of the few poems in which Frost openly treats the sub- °
\ . '
* ject of sexual love. Howewver, this is not made clear.until

]

we are well into her story.

3 '

, Again the setting is swiftly established at the out-

. . set; the title indicates the_ social status of the speaker

-+

and thg town's attitude toward her. The first five lines
indicate her feelings about being the object of dispute

" between the ‘two towns. Neither Wentworth nor Warfen wants

a

to give her the financial support to which, as a pauper, she

is entitled. As a result, she is “’full of venom towards both
town councils and’vows to do mischief. She w'ili force them

to ,reexamine her'case .and make her a ward of Wentworth now

N
AY

" - that they have established that she is a ward of Warren.
,‘ . s N !
She .defends her 'stubhornness by saying primly, "Right's

right."™ 'but we can see that she ié somewhat. peculiar when
she imediétely ad‘ds that‘ she could ,nleve.r help .doing.right
whénever her actions ‘could hurt someone. 1In iine 36 she
Chahges éourse somewhat and ‘shows'_ pL;ide in the fact that she
. 5 is J;ecjardégi as a notorious witch. The fefergnce to milking
a'bat -and giving a sighﬁ, as well as the enigmatic story.

. e aboutn Mallice Huse are included to show h;r scorn for the

- ! superstitio'n and creciulousness of the townspeople; she.

o«

ré‘,velle'd in their ‘'stupidity when she was only a girl of

N

twenty\.l In line 70 she begins to talk of her dead huéband,

Arthur Amy, from the time he began courting her. He

' @

N
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'defended her ag'ainst Huse's acéusations, an& marxried her.
_Sfle Amplies that he‘too was a’r_1ge1;ed by tine towlnspﬁople's
bigotry enough to change his attitude and enter \into the
game v "I 'gue'ss he found he gbt nore oyt(of me / By having
me a’ witch. Or s4omething happened / To turn him round."
Rather than continue as her defender 'he jzoinéd her in mocking |,
the t’owns;eople; and‘ encouraged‘ them to believe in her witch-
ery; thus Ehe two had their littleﬁ jokes at the people's -
expense. A'pair set apart,' they were ecstatically happy in
thei‘r own little world. This is the message 'o.f the final
pa.!ct of the poem, lines 89 to 102. . In a few lir;es of the
utmost simplicity the woman conveys the pass»ion‘fe]’.t by both
as they made love in the woods "Of.f f:rorﬁ thel house as far as °
;ﬂe could keep." There is something primi_tive and almost
illicit in these trysts: o
Up where the trees grow short"‘" the mosses tall,

I made him gather me wet snowberries

On slippesry rocks beside a waterfall. ) °

I made him do it for me in the dark.

- And he liked everything I made him do.

Thé final line, :e,umming up t':he essence of their relation.shi?,q)
is ‘the culmin.atiil_g 'boint of the poem. The pauper w:'Etch's
story is presented as é carefully-planned divulgénce; "the
action", as Lynen right;ﬁﬁlly points out, " consists in the
gradual unﬁoldiné of her sécret '‘as we come to regognize the(

Y . & .
sexual basis of her e:ccentricity.'!l The last eight lines of

]

lLynen,‘ op. ¢it., p. .116. ‘ - -

L)
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the poem return to the present and she ‘contrasts her#lonely,
loveless state to ’the supreme joy she once possessed with%'
Arthur. Bitternéss, longing, reg'ret, and-self-contempt are
expresged one after the other in these last.line‘s.

It is characteristic of o0ld or aging people to recall

.. the high points of their lives and dwellon them to the ex-

clusion of others; it is typical also for them to think that

-

Ehey would have acted differently had the’yo known .how things

would turn out. Whatever antics, sexual or otherwise, this

' -

woman may have commitfed and however wild or spiteful a
person she may have been in her youth, she commands sympathy

now when the tables are turned. Everyone knows the truth of’
her rueful statement, "You can come down from everything to

»

nothing." The last three lines change the mood completely.

No ~longer exultant, or defiant and boastful, she sees that
she has made a seribus mistake.in playing the witch. "Kick-

. . )
ing up in folks faces", if she ever did, has caused the towns-

« éeople to hate and ostracize her. Loneliness and remorse

are~the(reward she reaps for past bravado but she: is%onest

- L

enough to take the blame upon herself, although the ending

does leave some ambiguity. '

[
]

S

"The Pauper Witch of Grafton" K is more explicit tHan
"A Servant to Servants" in its presentation of general truths.
Line 103,. for example, is a variation on the how-are-the-

mighty-fallen idea; the line fits in with the speaker's

situation coming. at the end of her account ‘and is .a perfectly

P v
f .
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appropriate remark for her to make. At the same time we seem

to hear the Voige of the poet, silent in the previous two s .

dramatic monologues considered and we ‘are reminded of other

v

poems such.as "Provide,; Provide" in which the.idea is enun-.

ciated with a different emphasist Lawrance Thdmpson deplores

\

Frost's fondness for moralizing: o ’ . .

With stubbdrn assertiveness, generalized thoughts

. and ideas crop out of certain poems. .In New Hampshire
the dramatic narrat:we% continue to move further away
from-those in North of Boston because they are too.
often made to serve as ,vehicles for ideas Wthh have
become so firmly fixed.in the poet's mihd that they .
assert themselves- with too much bluntness for poetry.

v

In "The Pauper Witch" the woman's statement "You can core

down fxom everythln to nothlng\ + because 'it is so personal,
does not s%encli ot as a "tacked-on mOral“2 such as certain

‘lines do in "Wild Grapes" and other poems 'Pf which Thompson's
< : . ) i

! vl y
charge is justified. One can- see  JFrost spelli’ng out a moral

s

rlght from the be/glnnlng of his work. 'In both "A Servdnt“ﬁ*

and "The antnlper Wi_tch"-‘he has kept this tendency ;'.n check

~and allowed the story to speak “for itself. His protagonists

are presehted with acuity but with detachment also. Whatever

comments t,hey make about the society in which ‘they live, or

e
a

life iﬁn general, or Fate,”arise naturally from their own

re'sponées and .their own points of view; they are not merely
c .Y \l N i

Y

lTlﬁompsc_)n, op.’ cit., p. 135. . -

2John Ciardi’ iﬁ Robert Frost: An.Introduction, eds. -
sR.A: Greenberg and J.G. Hepburn, New ‘York: * Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1961, p. 22. .

~J
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mouthpieces of the poet. The monologues work as'pOems.and'
not just as vehicles for ideas, as many of the later poems

do. i L . : -
. . '
Yet, after all these qonsidepgtions, one must keep
Y

-in mind" the, fact that "the monologue itself' seems to make

little difference to the life of the character ...'he is not

.

‘interested in finding the truth or in self-analysis but in

e
~

tryipg to impress a certain point of view on the outsidé; \
t .

worl nl It is doubtf%}J therefore, whether we can take

Len's wife iﬂ("A Servant® entirely at her word. Obviously

.attention and elicit the sympathy o

. how much is exéggeration. Thus the poem has a certain

’

she is an emotionally disturbed person. She is convinced
that she will eventually be as insane as her late uncle, but

this is not necessarily so. I er attemp£¥ to hold the

er listener she has

created a very pathetic picture of hers®dlf, but the reader .

cannot really tell how far her complaints are ‘justified and

‘

ambiguousness. Dickey's remark about Robinson's poetry

describes "A Servant to Servants" and "The Pauper Witch of
\ N :
Grafton" exactly:

..:\he tually brought to poetry a hew kind Ly
approach, ng a refusal to pronounce definitely on
his subjec a virtue and of speculation upon possi-~/
bilities aniinstrument that allows an unparalleled

* fulness to hils presentations, as well as endowing

"

lBetty S. Flowers, Browning and ﬁhe Modern Tradition,
Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1976, p. 104.

[
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thelh with some of the mysteriousness} futility and
prorneness to multiple interpretation that 1nc1dents
and ITves possess in the, actual world. -

o

Slmllarly in "The Pauper Witch" the speaker is bent
\

Y on impressing her listener with "truths" about herself that.

- ¢

. other people-are unaware of because she wishes to show off

her "real self" against her'public image. But,she is soe

'

twisted and bitter ahd eccentric that it is imposs$ible to

know when she is speaking the truth and when she is fabrica-

® ting. She has succeeded in afousﬂng our suspicions. These

suspicions as to her credibility are fatal to our sympathy.

"The Housekeeper", a dramatic monologue from North

b

of Boston, ilfustrates a variation on the form. The woman's
monologue is elicited by the words of tne narrator/lisﬁene#,-
’so that there are two speakers, and at the very end when-
'John Hall enters, thfee. However, the poem is essentially a
monologue, although the old woman's Tremarks begin af resoon—
sés to.the visitor! s questions, they develop momentum and

the v151tor drops' into the background. It' is the same in

"The Witch' of Cods". .The visitor is unimportant as’a charac-

v

ter but useful as a device. Frost might have spared himself

the. trouble 'of including the visitor's words in "The House-

‘keeper" as\this;person could have. served his purpose just as
\( , . s . A ~ .

- i

»

v

"‘* : lJames chkey, .Introduction, ‘Selected Poems. of Edwin

" Arlington RobBinson, ed. Morton Dauwen Zaubel, New York:. The
Macmillan Company, 1965, p. xxviii. L

"o . '

-z
,
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gffectively as a "silent" listener, like.the tenant in "A
Y ,

Servant to Servants". Perhaps he is intended to function as

a -one-man chorus, as he echoes the trite comments and ques-

‘tions that neighbours usually voice whenever a.disaster

-

occurs in the cémmunity. . Whatever Ffoét's reasons, for

including him, the .visitor as a éompénent weékéns thé poem
by dissipating géme of the tensioﬁ, by making the poem less
coppact dramatical}yﬁ fhé visitor is d‘neighbgur; hel;s thel
listener/narrator who gets the story from .the ola woman by‘é
series of questions and”coﬁments“ The’story is-a study of a
complex, triangular relationship of some.iiftéen yéars!

B

duration. The farmer John Hall, his common-law wife Estelle,

~ and Estelle's mother,‘the speaker_of the monologue, have

!

lived together and combined their efforts in making a living

from John's farm until néw. Estelle has run away and the. .
neighbour, having heard about the event, has3comg’£o find\
out why. ' . ‘ o

Unlike the two monoldgues previously diséussed, "fhe

Housekeeper" is dependent\on a narrative to give it shape;

that is to say, .it has a c}early—defined "plot". The neigh- -

\our's curiosity is what brings him to 'the house. ' Since

4 ‘

John .is out, Estelle's mother is free to tell her own version

I o ‘ , .
of why Estelle left. . Her story ends when John returns and

takes his friend outside so that he can give him his own -

‘version of the facts. : : C o )
. ' . L ¢ !
The note of helplessness, the k
/ ’ ‘

.
. . :
‘ ~ \

eynote of the poem, is.



. . ‘
~ ’ ’ -
struck early in the-poem as the woman draws attention to her

. huge, useless body, confined to a .chair, as she is unable to

k4

—5'. ]

move without assistance. nBut she does .not airect the neigh-
glﬁo‘ur's' attention’ to herself. ‘Instead, she speaks long and
lovingly about Johh who has given~her a good home and has
‘ been klnd to her, and everythlng she says about him points
‘ . \\h i _up the fact\thet he is the helplesS/one. In line 50, for
| example,\she anhounces.her overriding concern:‘

This is the last of it.
o What I think he will do, §s let things smash.

In her mind, the rundown farm and hapless John are as one,
- ( and ‘she is fuﬁl of anxipty as she sees ,what their end will
be: ’ ' - ' 7 AN
o . I don't just see him living many years, \
- . Left here with nothing but the furniture. ) L.
g I hate to think of the old place when we're gone. :

Her first remarks about him tell the neighbour what he al-

. , ready probably knows g- that John Hall is a poor farmer. The

old woman is exasperated as she'sees John neglecting his
work. Somewhat primly she pronounces, "that's no way for a

" man to do at hlS age.\ Having a farmer's mentality herself
she feels that the farm and animals must be attended‘to, .
regardﬂ%ss of John's prlvate problems. As she continues to
give details of his 1neffectualness pity and affectlon remove
the harshness from her tone. She knows he is not cut out to
be a farmer but has.COme to love him anyway, for his goodness

and gentleness. And when she talks about the care they all
. : . . v

» -
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. lavish upon.thgii~liVestock,'showing the neighbour the bill vy
of sale for the Langshang cock, pride andusatisfactian are

plainly ttere too. éhe is indulgent tgﬁards John because she.

realizes tﬁat he needs, more than‘other men obviously,. the

kind of support and understanding only women can give. She

tells the neighbour

He's helpless .
In ways that I can hardly tell you of. \

Lest we feel too much sympathy Frost is caregul to ’ .
ine @etaiis of John's character that will balance the pic;
ture. He hds been goog tg both women but has ignored
Estelle's needs. The old woman;é pity is all }or her daugh-
ter when she tells her visitor very p01ntedly that John ought
to have marrled Estelle One may agree with Cox's view that
John was an idéalist who could not actept'marriage as a
sacred union, because he said that te and'Este;le were
fbetter tﬁan married", and did not care that "Marriage is a BN
decent recognition of one's neigpbours"{ as Estelle did.
Actually John is anvégotist, if one accepts the old woman's
view that marriage would have saved the union. John knew
that Estelle and her mother both wanted it, but obstinﬁtély
refusedjtg compromise. In his selfrcenteredness and lack of
sensitivity he resambleé Len, the husband of the‘speaker in' /////{

\ | Y

"A Servant. to Servants". C v

. lSldney Cox, A Sw1nger of- Blrches., A Portrait of
‘Robert Frost, New York: New York University Press, 1957,
p. 152 , , ¢

4 - v \ -
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In linevl75‘she intimates that John‘slworst mistake
was hi's refusal to glve Estelle children. Her\train of ~
thought changés towards the end of the poem and she blames
John for Estelle's agtions, cal}ing;him a fool. It angers
her that he ¥Fhinks She is cohcealing Estelle's whereabouts,
Qhen she has done all she can for him. Hernunspoken Oplnlon
is that he deserves what he has got and she wants "the nelgh—
. bour to feel this too, and not blame her daughter. For this
reassn she has been careful to point out that the rift bet-
ween John and Estelle had been grdwing for some time, and
that he let it happen. She is not‘being honest here, perhaps
because it is too palnful to face the truth. Estelle has
51mply not loved John enough to redaln with hlm. Ratﬁer.
than_recognize this, and admit it, the old lady has made a |,
gieat deal of,Jth's inadequacies. Shﬁ is too fond of him
herself, to accept the fach that he is’ an unsatisfactory part-
ner.

_ The poem might haye ended with line 294, as the °
‘speakeg looks ouh of the windgw and sees John, his face géim:
"My, but “he looks as if he must have heard!"™ She has f%nished
telling her story, and the appearance of John with his harsh
words add nothing to. the meaning and structure of the poem.

Hﬁmdr~and charm éervade the poem because of the visual
images, all symbolic, interspersed throdghout. The dainty

»beadwo;k the woman embroiders on the dancing slippers is the

first of a series of acdtions which make~us like and admire
[ .
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the old woman's resourcefulness and courage: The hoe ‘that
John threw and'which stuck in the tree is an indication of

his despair and ﬁéglect of the farm work. The preparation

\

of chickens for the local fair and the general loving care

given to the animals make’ﬁp one of the poem's most attrac-

\

tive features. The tending of livestock here conveys

clearly one of Frost's favorite themes - the strong satis-

I's

factions that country people. derive from their work. Yet

Tphé imported rooster, symbol of the male, also symbolizes

John's impracticality. The two are linked together - -fine

specimens, yielding no tanéible profits. ' )

Equally important as the symbolism is the changing

tones of voice as the speaker moves through various stages

- of . her story. ‘We kndw "tha rost attached such great im- *

- portance to this aspect of human speech that he affirmed

"the tone adds definitely‘tp the meaning; it c¢an change

meaning éntirely."l .One does not have to agree with Frost's

étatement completeiy to appreciate that yarieﬁy of Fone is :)
aﬁ essential element‘of any\dramatic monologue. The chanéing
6f the speaker's mood or thought is reflected in the changing
of the speakgr's toné; these changes help to~pievent monotony
and\mbvg'the action §f the poem albné.’ Estelle's mother
disp;ays a great iange of. mood in her monpiogue ~-- pleasure,

[N

1

.

lEri‘c W. Carlson, "Robert Frost on Vocal Imagination,

‘the ‘Merger of Form and Content", American Literature, Vol. 33,

No. 4, 1962, p. 521. \ ;

‘



sadness, helplessness, amusement, despair, prim diéapproval,

impatience, irritation, resignation, asperity, pride, dis-~¢

gust, regret, anxiety, and so on. Her final words of fury
direct us to a last, most térrible,judgement. John Hall is

! ~ N - ~ :
worse -than a "fool -- he is a failure, not only as a farmer

(but as a man. ‘ C ! ‘
l Estelle's mother is a thoroughly warm-hearted, fair-
minded and likeable old girl. Full of pity for John, and
resignation as far as Estellé is concerned, she shows no o
pity for herself or anxiety ébout'her own future. Remarking_

"I've been built in here like a big church organ" she views

'

herself, as well as the'whole‘mess,,with,detachment and
L] [ ? ‘
ir%nic humor. Her common sense and good nature are somewhat
' «
shaken by her awareness of the consequences to follow, but
!

she is not the least bit querulous or neurotic, as some of
Frost's other female protagonists are. It is remarkable how
little she says about her daughter, or at least, how little-

she defends her. Her appraisal of the situation, and of the

€

chgracters of John and Estelle, are accurate:

Too late now: she wouldn't have bim.i ‘ )
He's given her time to think of something else. ,
That's his-mistake. -

Her judgements ‘are shrewd and just; she impresses us as a ’ .
perfectly reliable witness anxious to establish the true

fac;s in the eyes of the world, for her praise and censure

a . s . .
of both parties seem perfectly balanced. - She is more clear-
‘sighted and less biased than other speakeérs of dramatic

' . . \ -
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mqnélogue,;and in this feépect a rather unusual central
\figure; Unlike other protagonists of Frost, such as the
wife in "ﬁome‘Buriai" or Mary in "Death of thé.Hired Man"
and the speaker‘in'"The"Paupef Witch of Grafton", she is not
out. to get. any sympathy from the listener fpr herself. Like
the speaker-”in "The Wiéch of Cods" she has a séory to tell,
and her main coﬁce;n is to tell the tfuth, to impress upon
her visitor that what he ié hearing are %?cts. " Unlike the
deranged woman in "The W%tch of Céés" Estelle's mother
relates her sad story without digressions or touches of
fancy or any melddramalQhatsoever; the restraint and economy
with which -the péet hag endowed her help to turn a sordid
little series of epiéodeS‘iﬁto a story with universal and
tragic implicatioﬁs. The same tééhnique is used—successfuliy,

in " 'out, Out —'", as I shall show a little further on.

~ v ~

"The Housekeeper", "The Fear"; "A Servént'to
Servants", "The Witch of Coés",'"Tbe Pauper Witch of Grafton",
and "Home Burial" are monologue and dialogue poems aliied to
each other*by theme. In each one a woman is the prindigal
speaker:‘and a @an—woman relétionéhip provides the central
conflict. Each poem is, among ot@er thingé, a portrait not
only of the speaker but of a ﬁérriagg kiegal or common-law),
and thus each poem makes impliéit étatéments abou? what hasi
" come to be kné&ﬁ as the position of women. It is not within
t?e scoﬁe of<this‘thesis to‘éxémine thé~social aspects of
thé lives of Frost's women; I,wish ohiy to point out that

-

\
*
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S : '
these poems are among the very best of Frost's work, and

thatlin them he "had a final,‘idénﬁifying'know;edge of the
deprived and dispossessed, tﬂe insulted and;iﬁjured, thét
one matches iﬁ moder; poeﬁry énly in Handy.ﬁli His skill in
char;cterizétion and. his ins;ghf iﬁté‘feminiﬁe psychology

. ' &
make his speakers come alive. Whilke Masters .and Robinson,

-

both wrote poetie\portraits\of suffering women, their chat-

. \ 7
acterizatjions are flat and shallow dompared to Frost's. For g

[y

example, in the §Epoﬁ River Anthblogi Masters shows many

women victimized by men who were completely brutal. But

e -

Frost's wemen are victimized or repressed not only by their

men but by Fate and by their own fears and frustrations ‘

(such as childlessness, for one). Frost took care, in his, '
best dramatic poems, to create protraits that were as com-

plete as possible within the limits he set himself, of the

‘aramatic situation in the poem. Early in the century E.M.

[y

Forster in his influential book Aspects of the Novel, des-

-

cribed the requirements of characterization, pointing out

) thé'differen?e between "flat" or one-sided characters and

"rounded" onp$. Looking over Frost's best poems about

°

people, it is. easy to see that he tried to give his charac-
ters depth or “foundness"jand that there/was,énough evidence

in the poem to enable the reader to imagine such details and

facts that were not actually stated. . Thus Frost was' able to .

/

lJarreli, op. cit., p., 40.
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) - ’

make a virtue out of the dramatic monologue's apparent

"

limitation - its brevity (as compare%?to a play)‘--and'to
handle the form in'such a way that,htaken all together, the
monologues and dialogues give a.total:picture of individual

persons as well as the society in which they live. No other

type of poem except the epic can do as much. . ‘ .

‘While Frost's'characterizations are skillfully put-

together, his poems are imbued with a sense of tragic inevi-

tability. One can feel the force ®f an'indifferent "Fate

' working ' against his. personae. .’One has only to look at the

’

" 'Qut, Qut —"' to see how

“

powerfully bllnd Chance interferes .to ruin human asplratlons.

' Heére Frost, acutely conscious of the bew1lder1ng .

hardshlps and dangers faced daily by hlS rural- characters,

presents a story -of’ an 1nc{dent that occurred not far from’
’ ]

'hlS\OWh home in Vermont. ' The poem)ls a monologue, but the

narrator is unimportant as a personality - he lS 31mnly'a

reporter, and the. reader must construe hls own "human angle"‘

from a few clues - the tltle, a couple of well- hldden criti-

C1sms, the last few llnes. We have here a poem that repre-:

sents several 1nterestang variations on the dramatlc mono-

logue hltherto cons1dered- the 1mpersOna11ty of the narrator,

the “emphasis ‘on event or-story, the renderlng of a tragedy

'as both horrendous or 1n51gn1f1cant dependlng on one's p01nt

'

'of v1ew.' Throughout the poem_the speaker tells his story in

.. a deceptively matter—df;fact tone. He describes the setting

v
. s
+

o



-

about himself except that he was there at the

N |
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/

briefly - a farm at sunset - but conveys the beauty of the -

scene and the symbolism 1mp11c1t in it (the dying light

‘%

echoes the title). He mentions the participants - a famlly

\

&ngaged in sawing logs -, but does not take [tim

to dEScribe

any of them in detail, not even the principal c aracter,

+ ' -
. .sequence of events as they happened. The hoy i

unfortunate victim; the only siqtificant thing..about him is

his youth. Scholars have failed

a sense, v1ct1ms, ‘dependent on machines that

entirely control. They have also failed to Tmntion his hidden

clearly- dlstlngu1shes himself from them. He tells us nothlng

\

because he wants to get on with the important part - the

simply an

'B

o point aut how Frost. uses

N

eg; story of the acc1dent to show that all hese people are ,
i

they cannot

" criticism of the attltudes f country people The narrator

time, a by-

stander but not a participant,,but’there dre places mhere he

"lets escape,a comment that hints at rage hidde

impartial surface:

And nothing happened: day was all but done.
Call it a day, I wish they might have said

beneath the

To please the boy by giving him the half hour -

i
' « / ¢
.’......I.....'

Since he was old enough to- know, big boy
Doing a man's work, though a chlld at hear

[

The phrases I have emphasized polnt to the une pressed but

palpable regret and disapproval felt by the narrator.. In

rural communltles 1t is a commonplace for a bo

That a boy tounts so much wheg,saved from ]ork.

to do a man s

’

1

w
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work: - everyone expects it, and the boy himself is proud of
it. But, the speaker implies, there are times when it is

. stupid and dangerous to carry that precept out. The end of

s

the poem is oped to many interpretations, but it cenveys

— éositively the‘fact that the narrator ,does- not share the .

3

‘ others"faﬁaligm. The final lines are not to be taken liter-
ally as the expreseion of the speaker's own opinion. On the

contrary, a small masterpiece of subtle understatement, 'they
~— v , . . LY
reveal his revulsion at the callousness and- stolidity of his-

- - ~

neighbours: . g

No more to build on there. And- they, since they
‘Waere not the one dead, turned to their affairs.
! : ‘ (my empha51s)¢‘r

These lines ereate a kind af dramatic epllogue; they Shlft
W ' '

the focus away from the narrative to indicate ‘two possible

human responses to meaningless events. There is a third -

the response of the poet himself - that remains ambivalent.

The boy's fémily see his death as tragic for the boy himself,
‘and fof\them, "No more to bUlld on there", but the epeaker—

{

‘>’narrator tac1tly interprets the ac01dent~ the Boy's family
are rtly responsible for it, and‘they, along wlth the other
workers, are blaﬁeworthy for thelr 1nsens1t1v1tv ahd quick )
aeceptance.\lThe poet places the acqident in a larger, uni-

. vefsal,contex£ by choosiné the tiﬁle from'a line in Macbeth's

soliloqﬁ§ oflc§niéism1 ét'ehe same time his own sympathy,

. (trensmipted through‘Fhe spea&er), eb earefhlly (and peinﬁ-‘

edly) kept- out of the poem, underlines the monologue- from

N .
. . . v
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beginning to the end. George F. Whicher remarked,| "The

neighbourliness of Frost has been frem the first a|keynote

- of his poetry toogobvious'to be missed."l But critics have e

missed it in this poem. The neighbourly concern, thetéense

of shock and rage, are present in the unemotional,| quiet

tone of the speaker.. As in "Mending Wall", Frost'ls poét—

farmer. persona admires and feels affection for hig nelighbours,
: !

. ("o - '
but does not identify with £hefn to the point that|he concurs

.

"The Gum-Gatherer"; aléo'from‘Mountain Interval

» . \\\
' (1916) , moves the narrative monologue still further away

o N
Y

from personality or characterization. Again the |interest is

directed away from the speaker. But the events gre not

i
1

important, [for 'they are fairly mundane. The emphasis is son

>

the theme presented through a single ‘image. Frost is alone

. among twentieth-century poets in his ability to imﬁue‘a'sinmie

’

story with the kind 6f(appeal pfbsent in folk tales, parables

and other kﬁhds of allegorical’ genres, as he has so well
/

. demonstrated in his shorter poems. ‘In fact, many 'critics

have pointed out frequent instances in which "the descriptions ~

ér narrations.... turn imperceptibly into Aesop's fables ..."2

*

X v
! ¢

¢

lGeérge F. Whicher, in Robert Frost: .An Introduction,

eds. R.A. Greenberg and J.G. Hgpburn, New York: Holt, .
Rinehart and Winston, 1961, p. 123. , ‘ v
) 2Malaolm Cowley, quoted in Greenberg and Hepburn;'
p. 110. o . :
v : //,
’ -~ }
h ) v '
» D 2
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Among the monologues which fall clearly into this category

‘are,"qﬁe Grindstope“[ "Wild Grapes", "To-A Young Wretch“,

"and, to some extent, "The Gum-Gatherer". In each of these

!

“Frost's aim @s to 'embody a group of ideas in a single, cen-

tral metaphor. So intent is he ‘on perfecting the metaphor

°

or image that characterization of the speaker is subordinate,

>
', sketched only enough to provide the human voice that Fadst

J e '
always insists on having. Qﬁ}g result, the people in these:

poems are masks for the poet, speaking his ideas .in his

voice (in{the voice of the farmer-poet persona) and the poems

are memorable ause of the power .of” the metaphors, not

because of their characters. Many critics such as Sidney

re N —~

Cox and Richard Wilbur igﬁ@re such characterizatibg‘és'does

exist, or prefer to démonsfrate how "many an individual poem

e — l

is one analogy entire." ' ' ' ’

"The Gum-Gatherer" is seen by both these critics as

a metaphor for the life of an artist. 'tox points out various

parallels in the activities of the gum~gatherer to those of
the poet. There are-similarities,'he says, "in their raw
méteriéls, freedom, indepeﬂdence, solitariness, physical
difficulty of the w&!k, aﬂd the unusual éﬁd impractical
guality of their product.2 Richard Wilbur répeats the"
assertion that sprucegum-gathering is "most obvioysly a

[N

¢

lCox, op. cit., p. 98.

. 2Cox, op. cit., p. 94.

* |

v -
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‘metaphor for the poetic‘experience wl This is tantamount to

saying that the narrator and the poet are one and the .same
person. ge&talnly the speaker tells us nothlng about ‘the = -
character of the stranger, and does not even indicate anf
words the man spoke. IHe stresses the OId—worldly and .fabu-
'lous side of the man and hls occupation when he tells us‘
/that once upon a time he met a man upon the road car;Ying a

\

e .sack,full of something mysterious but viluable. His choice
of words in describing the man revealsﬁhow much he identifies
. - with him and admires him as a self-made, self-sufficient

being living alone but in perfect harmony with nature. The

; - speaker lingers twice to underline the harshness of these
Y. [ ] - .

mountain regions: '
He came from highef up in the' pass '
. Where the grist of the new-beginning brooks
- Is blocks split off from the mountain mass . --
. And hopeless grist enough it looks o
Ever to grind to soil for grass. . ~i

v L« (lines 13 -~ 17)

ek 8 o a 4 @ s s e

Visions of half the world burned black LT
And the sun shrunken yellow in smoke.,
) (llnes 23, 24)
N co : : , . )
Awe and'real delight come through his words: - :

\

He showed ,me 1umps of the scented stuff - ) '
lee uncut jewels Pee

\
' .

(linesVBO, 31)

lRichard Wilbur, "The Gum-Gatherer" in Gone Inté But
‘Not Explained: 'Essays on Poems by Robert Frost, ed. Greg -
Kuzma, Crete, Nebraska: The Best Cellar Press, 1976, p. 142.

)
-~
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With .the. opening of the sack to reveal its contents, the

RN i . . §
high point of- the poem is ;eached. The sight .of the "golden--
. brown" gum prompts the speaker to sum up grandly.in a lofty,

poetic tone: , !

T told him this is a pleasant life;

To set your breast to the bark of trees .
That wll your days are dim beneath, . -
And reaching up with a little knife, )

To loose the resin'and take it down

-:And bring it to.market when you please.

- : " (lines 34 - 39) ..

Significantly it is the’speaker,tnot the man himself whoe
’pronounces thls a "pleasant llfe" and says so with such
playful lightheartedness in the flnal flve llnes. Thus the
speaker, the ggm-gatherer, and the poet all fuse- 1nto one
anothen:to form’gpe persona - a splitary but not unsocial
figure, centen; with a meagre living obtained with great
difficulty in an envirdnment that’is,ha;sh‘but full of a
wild and primitive beauﬁy. For this soﬁposite persona, "the
stress is on the joy of working at a éure and lénel§ alti—
tuae."1 The same joy and self—spfficiency are pfaised'in :
—the\companida poemiao this .one, “Ths Figure in tﬁe Doorway"
;n‘other words one need not be an artist-to feel and to -live

the way the two men in "The Gum—Gatherer“ do.

. There is one flaw in the theory that "The Gum-

Gatherer" is an.analogy or metaphor for the poetic experiencezﬂ,
AN ‘ ’ , S ,

' ;Wilbuf, dp. c1t., p. 142,
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It is simply that in the writing of poetry thére is plenty

of pain as well as pleasure, as any poet will attest. Just

because the speaker of this poem chooses not to mention the

agonies of the éum—gatheref's work and situation does not 4

‘mean that they do not exist. If we ignore them, or lose

>

- sight of them, then Weﬂare forming’a view of the poet based’

not on fact but on romance. To put it another way, if the
gum-gatherer ‘is meant to represent the poet, then the pic-
ture of both-is highly idealized. L '(

The tone of the speaker s voice does not help us

. decide how far we should accept this idealized image of the

artist or poet. Serious and playful at the same time, the
speaker-asks us' to share his admiration for an eccentric and

1conoclastlc way of llfe, one that does not requlre much

human 1ntercourse but one that has its deep, prlvate rewards.

‘In his lighthearted manner there is an unmistakable tinge of

1)

superiority; He does not come right out and say it; but he
means plainly: this is the best sort‘offlife one could ever
haye;' He also implies that  the satisfactio%s'one gets from
working with unprepossessing (to all eppearanges) material

are not to be understood by many. I suggest that the poem

is convincing as a metaphor for the rare kind of personal -

,1ndependence, self-reliance, and self—employment that only

a few people command. Of the narrator and the gum-~-gatherer
himself, there is no very great attempt at psychological

delineation. As in "wild Grapes" and "The Grindstone" Frost
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has used metaphor to turn the dramatJ.c monologue into some-

thlng close to fable, for these poems are memorable for

their underlying messages, not their characters.

In "The Grindstone" the theme of human endeavor is

"y

elaborated in great detail, the analogy much more pointed

. N } he
-and emphasized than in the previous poem considered. One

‘could say that the metaphor finally runs away with the poem,

\

so far is the analogy stretched. The speaker is curiously
isolated; the man he works with does not seem human but an
embodiment of a dumb, moving force. The speaker recalls an

afternoon, long ago, spent sharpening a blade dnd remembers

. 2
vividly the distaste and boredom he felt all the while.

Fact and fancy play against each other all the way through
this little parable, but the speaker never really comes to
life. Apart from some typical youthful‘impatience to get a.

boring job finished there is'little that characterizes him.

é‘His non-involvement with his task contrasts shari)ly with the.

serene absorption of the old man, and perhaps this is all he

is meant to do. 1In piecing together his thoughts about the
grindstone and the klnd of mlndless, unendlng effort it
demanded, the poet-speaker s monoloque becomes a meditation.

similar to, but much more discursive and inconclusive than,

""The Wood-Pile".

¢ In "wild Grape's" Frost's didactic purpose is qulte
naked, and the dramatic monologue form is used openly to

convey philosophic truths. The speaker is a young. girl who

\

»
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rather long-windedly. tells the tale of climbing birch trees
with her brother in &rder to gather grapeé; and of having a
frightening accident. In spite of ' her b‘rc;ther's teasing and
sensible ;suggestions she is unable to descend 5ecause "I had
not taken the first step in knowledge; \I had not lea:-ned to
let go with the hands." John Lynen has a very good analysis

of the poem in his hook The Pastoral Art of Robert Frost,

but even his persuasive arguments fail to endear the poem to

’

the reader. Perhaps it is'a case, as in "The Grindstone",
of the 'language being unequal to the thought expressed. At

-the end of the poem we have an example of- the "tacked-on

-

moral" that critics deprecate. "Wlld Grapes" is a fable of
the same ’type as "The Grindstone", spun out too long, and

lacking the~clash of wills that pi‘oduces the dramatic situ-

>
ation in Frost's better monologues. However, it/ is a more

.

attractive and memorable poem than "The Grindstone! because
it has a clearly-indicated dénouement, humor provided by the

‘br"other to counterbalance 'the girl's fear, and a few superb

\

images: .

I said I had the tree. It wasn't true. R
The opposite was true. The tree had me. ‘
.The minute it was left with me alone

‘It caught me up as if I were the fish

And it the fishpole. ’

Both poems delinéate the speaker's consciousness. Beginning
w1th a concrete ob]ect vis- a—-v1s the speaker, the poem devel-

ops through the central sxtuatlon to a full expansion of an

idea, We see. them working out their answers to a problem

A



- 56 - . ' o

i

but’' are aware that the answers are\‘being formuiated by the
poet. ﬁoth poems are visually captivating but this does not
hide the fact that there is- llttle characterization. If the.
poem is to retaln the features of the dramatlc monologue,
then Frost ought "to be concerned more with the speaker than
: the statex;\ent"l but the opposite is true. | ] V
It seems a great pity that Frost abandoned ‘the
dramatic monologue as well as other forms of dialogue poems
« as his career progressed To. continue the moralizing tend-
encies. evinced by "The Grindstone" or "wild Grapes'\' \/vogld
have been disastrous, however. Lynen has indicated how -
Frost's interests shifted. He ‘points out: |
As the regional context be‘came less Iimportant and’ he
turned from characters and evel%ts to ideas, his interest

: © in the.dramatic poem declined.

—,ﬁongish poems consisting of people talking appeared only

occasionally in the volumes of poetry after North of. Boston,
: A

‘interspersed with shorter lyrical and satirical pieces, and

poexps expressing philosophical ideas. Having portrayed a

o . .
@ wide variety of.New En\gland rural types he-no longer -needed

&~

personae" to embody l{is ‘themes. He continued to use the

voice of the poet farmgr in the first person throughout his

\ R ™

career, for it was his own distinctive voice, and the rural-

e

lIoan Wllllams, rownlng, London. Ewvans Brothers

‘ Ltd., 1967, P 120.

v

. - 2Lynen, p. 130. .
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sé.ge his own original‘creation'.‘ Many readers and critics

_feel that because of their psychologlcal strength the

Mtalk" poems are hJ.S best works, superb Vex:Se plays ﬁhat

need only- be read aloud or performed on radlo to show how

perfect the fus:.on of style and theme is in Frost s poetry

“Certainly he ought to have given the dramatic monologue

' \

more of a chance in hlS poetic canon. -
. L]
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TII. ROBERT LOWELL'S DRAMATIC MONOLOGUES B , ’

S

‘ Robert Lowell was a great adm:Lrer of Frost, but' he

never tried to emulate ' the older poet' 5 methods. The' dra-

4
—matic monologues of Lowe‘ll would not, perhaps be wholly

¥

approved by . Erost. For one thlng, Low—ll s xpersonae, though

fully deserving of plty, are hardly llkeable or hero:.c -

/

.they are profoundly dlsturbed and self—pltylng 1nd:LV1duals.x“

-

Another very great dlfference 1n the dramatlc monolog’Qes of
the two poets is that Lowell took llbertles with the I:Jorm
that Frost nelther cared nor dared to do For although
Lowell was sincerely interested in understandlng and des-

\

cribing the psychology of others, it was because in do:.hxg

so he could come closer to an understandlng of hinself. As‘~ :

-I will show in the following discussion, Lowell S constant’

«

P

protagopist was ‘really himself, though disguised in many

. ~ways.: The monologue form provided him with an oblique way

to voice his criticisms of Amerlca, past and present, and

i

of hlg own ancestors, it also enabled hlm to voice ‘his con-

’

cerns througk# flctlonal characters. Perhaps he felt, at
thm's 'tlme, that .the ‘use of personae would, compel h;'.m‘ to
eschew a romantic subjectivity in his work; he ‘would not

have to commit himself to the haked "I" of ‘autobiography.

'~ Kalstorie gsuggests that "Something-in him resists the casual
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1 pue Lowell clearly showed later on

"I" of autobiography"
(i.e., ‘after his dramatic monologue period) less and less -

of such resistance. . In fact, commitment to his personae

" weakened until he dispensed with them altogether'.

The dramatlc monologues discussed in the following

~ pages are all taken from his first three volumes of poetry --

‘Lord Weary's Castle (1946), The Mills of the Kavanacth

(1951), and Life Studles (1959) .

A

When Robert Lowell was learning to write poetry‘ he
drew on' . his knowledge of the ancient-Greek and Latin ‘poets
as w'ell'as the French symbolist poets, deriving continueéd

7y

inspiration from their subject—matter, forms, and styles.

'As he was born some forty years after Frost, it is under-

standablé that he WOuld turn to poets closer to his own
generatlon rather than to the Georglan poets :Ln England or
thelr American counterparts to help h:Lm develop a dlStlnC-

tlve style of his own. Thus he heeded the cr1t1c1sms and

‘ adv:.ce of Randall Jarrell Allen Tate, John Crowe Ransom,

and W. C. Wllhams, however, the poet who 1nfluenced hlm mOSt
profoundly was T-..S.- EllOt whose work showed greater origi-

nallty than any of the other Amerlcan poets of the tJ.me and -

close affln ties to the work . of the great French symbollst

~poets Laforgue,’ Mallarme, and Rimbaud. Like Eliot, Loawell

v
r \

lDaV1d Kalstone, Five Temperaments, New -York:
Oxford Univeérsity Press, 1977, p..48. /

\ . —
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,vo:Lced urban dlSlllusz.onment, spiritual* anguish, and a
' -\
profound sense of :Lnsecurn.ty whlch in his case was exacer-

:bated by wbrld War II and its repercussions in America of
. 4 ‘ X \

" the. forties.
Lowell found the dré’matic‘monologqe a challenging
., and useful poetic form and used it extensively in the first

.

,half. of his career, the work that ‘culminated with the poens

. of Life studies (19159). Like Frogt, he latgr abandoned the
form to work mostiy with lyrical modes, notably the sonnet,

~

‘and plays and‘translations of th'er poets.- lHis ar'amatic \
mOnologues are 1nterest1ng as revelations of his developing.
poetlc technlques and hlS sincere .interest in human charac— ‘ . o
ter as subject-matter. (He has been‘accused unjustly I
think, of being self—absorbed, cocoonlng hlmself in the
orb:Lt of his psychic concerns™. 1') -

While Frost's charaq\.ers ¢a\rej all situated wi:thin the

’ region of Néw England and are consistently rural workers of
no great wealth or educétion,{ Lowell's gallery .includes a

_great varietj of persdnae drawn from a number of places,
occupations and historical times./‘ Through his c]:iar(acte’rs
Lowell wrestled with problers that, to-the end of his 1life,
he never resolved entirely. Like F\rost, Lowell knew that

the dramatic monologue, which provides the opportunity for

lJohn Druska, “ASpécts of Robert L:owell“,
Commonweal, 9 Dec., 1977, p. 783. o -

T
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looklng backward 1nto the past in order to understand the
present,, was a superb instrument for his purposes —*-.,J;o ma}ce'

sense of human experience, to perceive "the human condition

as clearly as possible, and to explore the poss1ble respon-
. .
ses that human belngs can make to the pressures exerted upon .

\

themn. - Lowell was as exactlng a craftsman as Frost. Like

him, and other distinguished practitioners of dramatic mono-—
‘ -
logue - Browning, Eliot, and Jarrell — Lowell's best compo~

. Sitions were not static collages but careful arrdangements of

Q
events, memories, images, and feelings that interacted with
i o

one another while illuminating central themes. ~ ' o

One of Qgis early experiments with the form is pub~ I

li’shed in his first collection Land of Unlikeness (194'4) .
At rhis time in his life Lowell was preoccupied (one might
even say obseesed) by religieus and spiritual questions. fn
this respegt\rxle was akin r_o T.S. Eliot, whose \spifitual
trials and .conversion formed the eore of his own poetic
oceuvre., "The’Drunken _Fisherman" bears some striking simi-
lerities tﬁ Eli\‘ot'; "Gerontion"; it is useful to note some

of them here.

I

»

The two poems have roughly the same overall theme,

being expressions. of religious failure, époken by aged men

who are tormented by their inability to find sustenance in

£faith yet are unable to stomach the spiritual barrenness

within themselves and that which they observe in their

fellowmen. Eliot's protagonﬁ'.sﬁ is a witty, cultured,
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°articul,ate man, not above pettirness and p'rejuc‘ii;ce.: His
péssi'mis)m and bitterness are e\(ident first in personal
recollections and thén in his criticism of historical
pro.cess and.in his cynical appraisal of burﬁan ,aspir'ations.,
For him, sensual excitements are nq (long‘er pleasura{bie"

consolations but horrors that revolt the soul. " The only
\ A > )

TNy e

force that works against the utter’ despair expressed is
the sense (or hope) that his state is temporary, that. he
may sometime rid himself of these

°

“« Tenants of the house, N
Thoughts of a dry brain in a dry season.

The speaker's thoughts are not arranged in a logical se-‘
guence. *In general, hé moves outward from images’ of him-
self to visual snippets of scenes from his past contéining
v:arious ifndividuals.p At the same time he is Iﬁovihg abruptly
back and forth il} timev (fiis ‘own lifetime) and referr&ng to
our history's past and p:;esent. Gerontion makes copious
allusions - .biblical,’historicalfand literary; he is 0
meditatiné; ‘upon ‘the prb’céss of timwe as well as i:ewailing
the }I'ailure and f'utility) of his own life. Thus 'the poet
fuses his themes - man's distortion of knowledge for evil.

purpéses and the utter futility of human effort - with the .

+ 0l1d man's personal suffering. In identifying his own

o

. barrenness with that of his age and society he is the
precursor of the speaker in Lowell's, "Skunk Hour"; in

bitterly viewing a‘past that is suddenly empty of meaning

"

)

g
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e it'yields'no joy in the present he recall tﬁe
speaker’ of Teﬁnyson‘s "Ulysses", who has only death to look
foryard to, Gerontion states at the verf beg;ﬁniwg that‘he
lo1d man "waiting for rain" and this is also|what .

's fisherman wants so desperately. Eliot's|speaker

perienced "Christ the tiger" who "springs in the new

Us he devours ..." but Lowell's speaker yearns -

-~

s the eﬁﬁ%rience of faith as an ideal that he can

ttain, though it is so tantalizing. -

hThe Drunken Fiéherm;n" has a much-narrowef compasé
and ‘gr afer concentration than "Gerontion". As in the Eliot
poem, however, the, speaker is alienated from.society; we are
givgn nly the“sorrowful,medikaéions of a mind that is wholly

<

lobdy sty") . Avoiding Q&narrgtive method or logical

(as Eliot did) Lowell/makes the. old fisherman's

in partikcular (although "éhiidrén" in stanza tﬁf e mag be
taken as alreferenée to the ne%@«geneégtion) but talkirg ts -
r silently. pondering: ﬁe is~suppbsediy drunk but
his ramblings haVe'fémafkabletcdhéfeﬁce and purpose. Viewed
\ pgainét he background forméd by the'cher paeﬁs‘in the

he poem at oncé suggests that the speakér's griefs

+
PPN s a
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are identical to those of the poet, and that the drunken
fisherman expresses Lowell's own religious experiences.’

ﬁAtlfirst, the poem's subject appears to be the
inevitable loneliness and sqffering’of old‘age with its
learning towards the past, but as the poem movee‘the theme
reveals itself .in an elaborate analogy of—the5speaker—
fisherman with Christ, the Fis%er of men. Yet thée speaker
lameﬁts his inability to "catch Christ"; to\be one with him,
and by implication, the widespread decline of'ChriStianity.
The first part of the poem, the first two stanzas, shows |
the speaker bitterly reviewing his present spiritual and

S

physical poverty (the two representing spirit and flesh)  and
. }ndicates that he is lamenting the death of Christianity
(the dylng flsh) at the same time. His physical and soirit-
ual COndlthDS are one - the v151b1e objects he names rep-
resent the deterioratioh of his and.others' Christian
‘beliefsf The words ang.images - "mothf, "corrupted”,
"flopped about",-"unstable cloth" - carry a double meaning,
emphasizing both the death of Christianity and the inevitable
//EECayhof human life. He names a serles of Lhabby tokens of
his inner degradation, his disgust givdng way to shame at
. the end of the second stanza. LOWeil seems to have learned
how\to comprese and convey the greatest number of suggestlons
in a single imagep but here the effect is weakenedM;n the
"$violent mﬂxture:”_ ] o _

. . are these. fit terms
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To mete the worm’ whose molten rage
Boils.in the belly of old age7

. The second. part of the poem, stanza three, contrasts sharply
W o . ‘ o
with the first. The speaker recalls a former happy,h life in

a series of playful antitheses, crowded one after the othér.

There is sdme obscurity- in phrases such as "fluent and pb—
. & i

scene catches" but most convey the speaker's aching emotions

in some unusual comblnatlons, €.9., "raging memory drools".
-'!
1

The stanza bullds up tdﬁa climax of regret and longlng. In

the’third part’of the poem, the last two stanzas, the speaker

N

leaves the past and returns to dwell on his present misery.
“Once" and "now' jexpress the contrast, the’ latter word
representlng not only the present but the end that is almost
upon the old man. The ebbing waters of the river echo the
image of drought that Eliot usediso often to represent lack

of faith; here it also lndlcates the. flsherman s life ebblng

N

away The remorse he feels’ does not’ take hlm any ¢loser to
salvation but increases his self- hatred and sense of hbpe- '

lessness. Although he tries to see hlmself as a part of a
\ , =

vast process of decay, he remains self-pitying and self-

- - ' ) " '
_absorbed, "thrashing” in his "pothole of old age". His
powerlessness is well expresséd in the phrase "whale's rage".

. From the nadlir of despair he tries to move out:
' Is there no way to‘cast‘my/hook : ) 5
Out of this dynamited brook? o 1 |
. This agonlzed cry marks the emotlongl and thematlz climax
;§$ of the poem; Ebblng hope 1s conveyed in he puns on&mcastrng



”

- 66 - |

about" and "peter out". ‘The speaker finally asssrts his

. belief in the existence of Christ, even if he himself has

not been able to reach him. -The drama enacted in the poem --

the struggle of the soul destined for the Prince of Darknsss

1

to avoid its doom and unite, somehow, with Christ -- ends’

with that positive affirmation. It is the wish, and not the

'

fulfilment of the wish, thét‘the'poem'describes. The last

line, with its wvague vision, "has a calming effect and a
' - . s
lyrical intensity. The reférence to Christ's power is meant

to reassure and comfort, to resolve all conflict. 'It is a

¢ N . St

quiet ending that cohtrasts with' the turbulence that has

! ' 1 . '

gone before. - . ‘.

i

“"The Drunken Fisherman" 'is not meant to be,. any more
< 4 : ‘

than Eliot's "Gerontion" is, a realistic port;ait of a

particular individual in a'particular setEng, such as the

‘portraits in the draﬁétic,monologues of Browning and Frost.

The time, place; and exact identity of the speaker are not’

given; nor are any details regarding his personality or his

pérsonal relationships. This is no simple-minded old

N -

'poverty—ridden‘fisherman speéking but the poet behind his

' mask, g1v1ng a Carefully phrased and sophisticated religious

1ament for our time, and describing his own slipping hold on
Christianity as a sYsEem of moral and spiritual support.
Despite its non-realistic quality (such/gs one finds in

otherikinds of religious poétry; notably in hymns) and its

'\- . ! ' .
-heavy use of symbol, it carries a great emotional power.

S

§
[
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-.This is partly due to.the poet's choice of formal devices!.

Lowell wished to‘intensify‘the feelings expressed{

" in the poem and to this end he used rhyming couplets in a|
. ' ' . | :
balanced and regular stanza pattern - fairly short lines ln’

s

five stanzas of eight lines each. One way-to vary the move-

ment and avoid rigidity was to allow his lines to run over
|

freqnently He achleved considerable: fluldlty w1thout
resortlng to the 1rregular line lengths and loose rhythms
of EllOt s poem. The symmetrical plan and the regular rhyme
and the ever-so-slightly varied iambic tetrameter rhy thms
vall contribnte to the poem's strength, present not only in
’ symbol but in the elevated tone and intense language. The
short statements, varied by'the occasional question, furnish
a long inventory of concrete“objects loaded wrth symbolic
suggestlon and embodying the speaker s shifting thoughts.
- The poem thus moves from - symbol to symbol, each one repre-
,senting, somewhat in the manner of Eliot's “objectlve‘
‘oorrelatiVes", some aspect of the sneaker's past and present
life. Thus the moth, the‘gnats} the worms,'the rabbit’s

\

foot, the sperm-whale, the grain of sand, and the moon are \

all metaphors for the fisherman's degeneration. Manf of the \
s verbs or Verhal adjectives are similarly chdrged; wallowing, \
flopped, corrupted, unstuffed, boils, danced, drools; ehhing,;g
puddled, dynamited. lWords lihe'“oothole" and "dynamited"

‘ada a contemporary flavour Close 1nspectlon of the poem

-reveals many superb ch01ces of near- rhymes and alllteratlon.
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But taken all together the poetic techniques and formal

. . ' ., R ’
" devices work against the realistic quality of the speaker's

’

utterances, in spite of the colloquial and eontemporary
diction. They indicate clearly that the poem is a highly
~ \

decorated artifice, not the natﬁral-eodnding speech of a
recognizable feliow human in a real setting. The human
aspect is all but-strahgled and smothered by the symbolism'
and forﬁal pattern. Eliot was careful to evoid such, excesses '
in his poem. The ending of the peem\is unsatisfying because::
it is unconvincing; the weight of despair in the body of ;hé
poem’ cannot allow of a positive affirmation.

;"The Drunken Fishermdn" must be vieWed’as an attempt
at a poem that belongs 'ih a tradition - that of poems deallng

exclusively w1th religious despair and the will to belleve.

—Rellglous poetry of this kind was.wrltten almost as soon as

1

men began to write down their thoughts, in pre-mediaeval

times, but the finest examples in the English language are

found ' in the'poems.of the Metaphysical poets, those of John

Donne, and later in the work of G.M. Hopkins. . Lowell's
diction, with its distinctly contemporary and slangy qﬁality,

its use of puns, paradoxes and V1olent combinations, and

its 1ean1ng toward rhythms of 11v1ng speech, recalls Donne's

"holy" Sonnets. The organization of "The Drunken Fisherman"

recalls both Donne's and Hopkinsu‘method{ it is a dramatized

argument the speaker is having with himself, asking many

o

rhetorical questions and movihg from complete negation to’

[y
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i

vague certainty of positive hope at the end. In one of his

"Terrible" sonnets Hopkins's Speaker'seems-to be the drunken

¢

fisherman's prototype. He laments:

. I am gall, I am heartburn. God's most deep decree .
Bitter would have me taste: my blood was me;
Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse.
Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours. I see
The lost are like this, and their scourge to be
As I am mine, their sweating selves; but worse.

The sonnet ends there; but in qnother poem the dramafiq
movement is almost identical to that of Lowell's poem.
Union with Christ is the.ultimate reward of all suffering.
(The emphasis is miﬁeL)A L E o L

Across my foundering deck shone
A beacon, an.eterpal’beam. Flesh fade, and mortal trash’
Fall to the residuary worm; world's wildfire, leave but
ash: .

'In a flash, at a trumpet crash, ‘
I am all at once what Christ is, since he was what I am
and \ ‘ .
‘This Jack, joke, poor potsherd, patch, matchword,
"immortal diamond, , : :
' " Is immortal diamond.

ééth poems have triumphaﬁt endings that fuse the speaker
' with Christ through Death, mortality with immortality, the a
human with thé divine. T.S. Eliot could have said af both
ﬁépkins éﬁd Lowell, as heisaid of the Metaphysical poets,

that "they were ... engaged in the task of trying to find

"the verbal equivalent for states of mind and fee‘ling".l

'

"The Drunken Fishermanf is typidal of Lowell!s early poetry.

1

t

H . ~ . \
lT.S. Eliot, "THe Metaphysical Poets", Selected Prose,
Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1953, p. 118.

L 4
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The imagery and metrics are impressive, but too aggressive,

too demandlng £ attention to themselves. They obscure the

‘ fact that the poen is ‘almost all feellng - hopelessness,

grief, despalr - and devoid of "plot" or argument. As Lowell
continued his attempts to master the:dramatic monologue he
wrote with more economy, fewer metaphors, and a more clearly-
defined narrative line. - '

The eighteenth-century Puritan preacher donathan
Edwards (1703-1758)"who lived aﬁd preached in Connecticut
so fascinated the young Lowell that after Lowell graduated
from Kenyon College he prepared to write a biography of

Edwards. A powerful and oersua51ve orator, Edwards believed

it was his mission to spread the Puritan doctrines in order -

'to gain converts. Due partly to his fiery sermons a widee

spread re;igious revival in New England which came to be
known as the Great Awakening took place. It is described by

Edwards in his book A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising ,

Work of God. Published in 1737, the book served as inspira-

t;on for many other preachers. Duriné the years‘df this
relrgious revival people newly converted to the Puritan faith
expressed their religious feelings in bizarre ways. Many
went into trancee, experieneed’visidns, or elaimed that
direct cOnfrdntations with God or Satan had taken place.
Shrieking and writhing during prayer meetings was common.

Preaching against these unhealthy excesses Edwards delivered -

many sermens which gained him a reputation for being extremely
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strict in his views ;é‘ rd%ng divine punishment. His most
famous sermon, "Sipfiers in the Hands of an Angry God"

(1741), «and one of his juvénile books, Qf Insécts, weré
_used by Lowell for ma£erial when he was composing his dra-
matic monblogue "Mr. Edwards and the Spider". Hugh Staples
has demonstrated the gréat extent to which this and the gther
‘ early poem on Edwards, ﬁAfter the Surprising Conversions",
borrow phrases and images from Edwards‘<sermons and books;1

Lowell abandoned his intention of writing a biog- \

raphy of\fdwards but he drew an enduring apd accurate |
\porprait of him in the poems. Edwards had‘often compired
man to a spider; Lowell found in this concrete symbol a
perfect "conceit" that could be elaborated £o répresent
ﬁan's position in the universe. The metric'pattern of

the poem imitates the one used‘by Donne ‘in "A Noctuénél

on St. Lucy's Day". bonne{s poem consists of five nine-
-line stanzas, all roughly.the same éhape, with a recurring
end~-rhyme pattern of a bb.acccdd. Lowell clearly
recognized the originality and brilliance of Edwafds‘
ideas, but his intention in the paems was to satirize the
preacher and to show up the morbid Puritan preoccupatipn

with death and the comical aspects of exaggerated rhetoric.

Staples points out that in "Mr. Edwards and the Spider"

t

lHugh B. Staples, Robert Lowell; The First Twenty
Years, London: Faber and Faber Ltd., 1962, p. 98.

‘ ' - ™
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"nearly every line. ... has ... phraseolpgy takcn difectly"J

from two of Edwards' sermons; yet Lowell is not concentrating ¢

o

on the man's human aspects so much as on his qualities as
- preacher of damnation and hellfire. Edwards' voice comes
through not as concerned and intimate, but stern and distant,

the voice of an expert orator playihg on the emotions of his

v

listeners with questions,such.as,'"What are we in the hands

of the gfeat God?"; "But who can plumb the sinking of that

soul?". This is a preacher who is melodramat;c (" tredfon

crackling in your blood"), fond of hyperbole ("the ‘apparitions

of the sky", "the bowels of fierce fire"), persuasive and
‘terrifying (... will destroy / baffle and dissipate your //’h
soul”). _In“the last two stanzas he seems a sadist as well.

He performs hie‘oratorical duties very well but stops just
'sho;t of self—paﬁody; the poet has ﬁade'him too clever to

be carried away by his own bleverness. :In'the‘final sEanza .
the speaker add;esseé oﬁe:Josioh Hawley (Josiah Hawley was
one,of Edwards' feiatives)iwhbse suicide is described in

the sequel poem, "After the éurprieing Conversions." Thus
the monologue is made to be an addrkss to fiawley for the
pufpose of warning hlm of the agonnes of a sinful qeath
(suicide) which Hawley was apparently contemplating:

The intricate stanza form and rhyme pattern' are

beautifully handled and command attention as-the work of a

-

1

lStaples, op. cit., p. 98.
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meticulous, gifted and very skilled wordsmith. In the final

— ' Vs

| stanza, for example, Lowell sums up all the agony of damne-.
tion.and deatﬂ, linking traditional descrlptlons of Hell
with a contemporary version of it as a blast furnace 1nro
'which one is imprisoned. The rhymes - "soul" and "coal",
"cast" and "blast", "glass"handl"pass" - are ﬁoforced and

‘emphatic words in themselves, each loaded with suggestive-

ness. - The speaker moves from a rhetorical question, to an

uroeﬁt admonition ro'Hawley to imagine the'certain suffer-
ihg ﬁe would undergo as punishment, to a quiet'and conclu-
sive statement uttered with barely controlled rellsh, ‘of
‘the flnal anguished "infinite” moments undergone by a damned
soul. The speaker has artfully built up his arguments to |
~culminate in' this horrible vision. There is not a shred
of pit& in the whole address, elthough the pioture of ﬁan

s (spider)‘in torment is pathetic’enough.\ The speaker is/so'

.sure of himself that he is hateful and cruel.  With great
@ R N r . ’

' _subtlety and sophistication Lowell has used Edwards' own.

words to make him a brilllant, but utterly repellent figure.

“

"After the Surprising Conversions" contains the

narrative of Hawley's suicide, althoﬁgh his name is not

mentioned_in the poem. For this dramatic monologue Lowell
. ) o . "

‘borrowed from Edwards' "Narrative of the Surprising Conver-

sions", a letter to’ a fellow mlnlster "dated November 6,

1736, ln which Edwards descrlbes the’ 1n1t1al success and

* .
; 2
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later‘failure of his evangelistic programme."l Lowell's \j‘
o s

—

poem is aiso set up as a leﬁtér wﬁich yrecounts the unfor-
tunate event that.took place at the end of May. The tiﬁes

. of the year are establishea because they have a religious"
significance, but the names of the suicide victim,.of his
town, or of the letter's recipient, are-not given in the
poen. ‘This\is perhaps because the narrative broadens out

to include the fate. of the éntire district and of the

society of which his district is a part (Concord being the
éedt). As.the speaker begins to describe the .man who, later
killed himself, in an attempt to make sense of the suicide,
he reveals himself as a self-righteous snob who could pét
possibly ﬁnderstaﬁa the mentfl suffering of another. While%'
allowing that the gentleman had "more than common under- -
.standing” hé,says the family members were odd - "melancholy
parents"; "for 'years the& kep£ alone".—’and'implfes that \
madness runs through the, family: ' "Good people, but of too
much or too little wit." fhe speaker seizes on madness as
the explanation: "he seemed beyond advice or reason", i.e., .
beyond the speaker'§ advice and rqaéoﬁing, and shows that
this must be the true éxplanatioh as it is supported by the

coroner who "judged him delirious". Two-thirds of the poem :

are taken up with describing the man's groWing terror. In

the last third the speaker relates how, immediately after

lStaples, op. cit., p. 86.
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the suiéide, unrest and evil spread throughout £he v%ilage
and the whole area as more and more people abandoned their
Puritan faith. He now uses "we", "us", and "gur" instead
of the singular pronoun as he complains that God has delib-
erately "abandoned us to Satan" and "All the good work"
(i.e., of the Church) "was quashed". The sSpeaker implies
that the people have brought about God's withdrawal of his
favour through their own unworthiness-and sins (sufcide
being’one of the worst). All theylcan do now is kill them-°
selves. With such a picture of bleakness and desolation
the.monologue ends, as the letter concludes by a reference
to the ungathered harvest, signifying chaos, the destruction .
and disappearance of man and the return‘of primeval nature.

The "bass gorged with spawn" is perhaps a reference to the

miraculous multiplying of fish just before Christ walked on

the water in St. John, Chapter 6; the poet .may be hiﬁting
at rebirth or'renewal of mankind in this veiled way.

Like its companion poem this one is not meaﬁt to be
a complete or realistic portrait of the famous preacher. It
cohtinueg the satire begun in "Mr. Edwards.aﬁd the Spider"

s

by pointing up the narrowness of the ecclesiastic's view and

the jejune quality of his thinking. A perusal of Edwards'

sermons shows that Lowell was not caricaturing his personae
undﬁly! As a dramatic monologue it reveals enough of the
coldness of the speaker to turn the reader against hime

-

completely, and in this respect it rgminas one of Browning's
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"Sdliioquy of the Spanish Cloister" or Tennyson's
Co ’ o
"St. Simeon Stylites”.

The poem is not divided into stanzas but composed

of rhyming couplets of iambic pentameter, lines that‘fiow

'

with great ease and smoothness, and are rarelykend—stopped.

The language is less rhetorical and more ‘natural; it is more
¢

colloquial than- that of "Mr. Edwards and the Spider" and

its ‘tone is less elevated: It is comparatively sparinq"ih a

v
E] .

its use of religious symbolisih and allusion. It is deliv-
ered not in a voice of thunder and menace but in a quiet, ,
regpectful manner -of one anxious to explain. All,ﬁhese
characéeristics are abpropriaﬁg to the informal letter. ,

Horror enters the speaker's tone when he intimates that

Y]

the disappearance of God will inevitably be followed by the

disappearance of mankind. The story narrated in the poem

recalls similar tales of divine wrath and punishment in the

1

0ld Testament. ., ; . T

/ " We were undone. E
The breath of God had carried out a planned
And sensible withdrawal frqm this land; -

Y

In telling it to his colleague, Edwards has revealed his

utter self-absorption and lack of human synmpathy, his

-

arrogance and sureness of his opinions and mission. Again, *-

<

¥
the speaker of this poem, as in the companion one, is, in

spite of his wit, vaiﬁ and repulsive.. In his appraisal of -
Lowell's early work, Hayden Carruth has grouped thig poem
: 4 . ¢
with other poems of Lowell's which are "poems ofufaith:.
Yoy ‘ \“ ". l \‘l

¢ - °
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He says they are a large number of "set pieces in a high -

style ... which had ..:,a very great but purely llterary

. .
euccgss."l His judgement that the Edwards 'poems and others:

K]

like it are-"sententipus“ is a just one.

Lowell's next volume of pofms The Mllls of the .

Kavanaghs (1951) shmw;Lowell concentratlng ‘on the dramatlc

monologue form exclu51vely and choosing a greater varlety“

4 -

of types for his personae.” ‘Throughout his’ career Ley?ll. ¢
seegid to gQ back and~forth between gyo groups of characters

C- thése;of\a,stature above the ordinary and those of the

tA

common C1tlzens of Amerlca whose domestlc or nersonal crises

\

could be} understood by most readers. All seven poems of
this voluhe are dramatic monologues, buf most‘are guite

,short compared to the title poem of 608 lfnes, the longest

’

poem}Lowefl ever Wroteg "The®Mills of the.kavanaghs"‘is

&onsidered by many critics to be an interesting and ambitious
p] ’ .

[y

pbeg but an unstuccessful one. Since it has been analysed

competently and in great detail ﬁany'times, notably by thh'
'StaplEs and Steven Yenser, I shall confine my observations

about it to those features that contribute ‘to its failure

. . ‘ ( :

as a dramatic monologue. * T v ‘ '
The poem tfaces'the decline and endioj a once-great

. 2 )

lHaydenéé%arruth,,“A Meganing of RoHert Lowell" in
Robert Lowell: Portrait of the Artist in.His Time, eds’ <
Michael London and Robert Boyers, New'Ygrk David Lewis,
1970, p. 231. . P )

\\ ! . Lo
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ﬁgane family whose line goes back to the time of the Indian
wars. The poem has no real "plot" or developme‘t( but

presents the history of the Kavanagh family in. a fragmented \
way thrbuoh the consoiousness of the speaker, dwelling on b

her place in the family, but not concentratlng on the speaker

as the centre of interest. In fact it is dlfflcult to say
: i . -

_what the Jcentre of dramatic interest is; the poem's fundd-

' mental, t ematic’vagﬁﬁness is one of its great flaws.

v N \ N '
Anne.Kavanagh, "the last member of the fam?ly {through ‘ 3

- \
, LY
her marriage to the last son and heir Harry Kavanagh{\re-
s © . ( ) 1 h N
flects on her marriage, her brief happiness, her husdand!s
a s i !
careerVin the navy, his ignominious retirement from it after

the attack on Pearl’ Harbour, his madness and death, thelr

- -

childlessness and failure to carry on the Kavanagh line and
t

traditii:s. Death and loss seem thgﬁnajor underlylng themes, <
‘24 '

’so\stron 1y: do they pervade the poem that it becomes eleglac

1

instead of dramatic. In all the welter of eplsodes Afrom
different times of the past and present there is little

psychologlcal deﬁﬁpeatlon of the speaker beyond showing her
L4 g . e VRS
courage and resignation in the face of a barren solitude. ‘

”

The second great flaw of the poem concerns the move-

ment or development of the argument. While it is true that

thezfchangeable currents of her mlnd“l move the poem forward,

\ . . ’ ) ,/ v

5 el Ve

X lRalph J. Mills, Contemporary American Poetry, New

4. / . - .

LYork:‘\Bandom Hous%Q 1965, p. 146 " . <
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Anne's thoughts switch too abruptly back and forth from

- , ‘e ) - 79 - \,/ ’ a
remlnlscence, rever;e, speculatlons on llfe and death,
musings on cla551cal myths whose flgures such as Persephone
she identifies\herself with. The effect is not one of a

careful and meaningful arrangement but of dléjOlntedness

The parts containing allusions to classical mythology and

biblical symbols are overlong and too numerous; they weidh

the poem down and 'slow  its movement to a crawl. What' ought

to be a direct or at least a-purposeful progression towards
a culminating point is instead a laboured hobble 'with little
sense of direction. Furthermore, the counterpointing of

v

. , LY
fact and fiction (or history) in Anne's mind weakens instead

of maintains ; necessary,dramatic tensionwi One 1is left with

r

‘the sense that Anne's portrait is an unfinished  and unsatis-

L , . .
fying one. Both she and her husband are victims of the war,

of circumstances, of time, forces strong enough, it is true,

+

. - .
‘to make persOnality seem irrelevant: yet apart from Anne's

1

traqlc loss of self fulfilment and éhe pathos of her present

s;tuatlon there is llttle that makes her or the Kavanagh

\

family memorable There is too much extraneous information
I

and not enough character deVelopment in the poem. .Still,

any student:of Lowell' s,poetry will recognlze that the poem
is an iépressive work of apprenticeship and has fany inter-
esting features.h It contains, in embryo, the themes of all

the great later pOems and 1ncludes @although disguised) ' many

K Rl

. autoblographldhl elemeénts' that - he worked w1th ooenly in his -

v . ' s

5 -

=



<

- 80 - ' . J

~ next two volumes with great success. -The rhyming pairs of

iambic pentameter lines are exquisitely composed and very

musical, even though they are at odds -with the harsh con-

k]

/

<

temporary subject-matter, 'and the rhymes”are good though

often very insistent. Lowell. used rhyming iambic pentameter

couplets with. greater flexibility and effect in - "Falling

Asleep Over the Aeneid" and "Mother Marie~Thérase", two of 5
the most completely'realized’character poens 1in the volume.
) ,

Lowell admired Frost for his ability to get inside

a “"character's skin and 1anguage"l in his dialogﬁe.poems;

Lowell displays this ability himself in "MOther Marie-

‘Thérése", one of his finest dramatic monologues. The poem

- presents, through the eyes of an elderly nun, an endearing

# . , i,
portrait of a vibrantly alive personality. Mother Marie-

Thérése is mourned'by the affeciionate'nun because the
qualities she posseésed are so rare in ecclesiastics. The
spe@kéi remembers the ;alient traits of the dead Mother
Su;erior'wigh such sharpness of detail and sympatﬁy for the
joié de vivre fearlessly displayed by her that ﬁotherzﬁﬁffé-
Théréée étandé out, n6£ only as a forceful individual but as
an embodiment of the fleshly yearnings and enjoymean tgép
eccleéiastics'generally repress, and cease to feel.

1

The poem has a cléarly designated setting, a convent
. N [

* ' . * v

lSteven gouﬂd elrod, Robeit Lowell: TLife and Art,
Princeton, N.J.: Prﬁnc ton Univers}ty Press, 1978, p. 9%:

A
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Hamed\Maris Stella House near Carthage; NewiBrunswick, where
Marie—Thérése was Mother Superior until her death by‘dfown—
‘ing in 1912. (These detaiis are all fictional.) The speaker,
now sixty years old, sitting be§ide the fire on a cold winter
night, warms herself with fond memories of her'beloved Mother
Superior in ordef not  to yield completely to soul-weariness
and disgust sharpened by éhe'cold. Her firstfreminiscences‘
concern the(activities,,iﬁspired‘by thé dead nun, Ehat the
sisters engaged in but which were no£ really in keeping.with
their reliéious purposes. These are ali summed up- in the

‘

speaker!s presenﬁ judgement of them, "For we were friends

of Cato, not of God.ﬁ Mother Marie-Thérése's love of hunt;ng
and sport 1s drawn as a background for their ‘cabals“, and
whlle the speaker is glad that all that is OVer, she regrets.

' the exc1tement and the drama of those days. The images of

) of heat and cold are used to 51gn1fy vitality and emptlness

'and are first mentioned to drlve home the idea of the con-

!

vent s faded splendor;

It strikes us now, but cannot re-inspire;
False, false and false, I mutter to my fire.

Her words about the dead Mother Superlor s love of hunting
emphasize tﬁe Mother's keen enjoyment of physical pleasures
- "... héF trophies hung./ Fresh in their blood and color."
The speaker.imagines that as a young girl, "a lordly child",
Marie-Therése already feared the excesses her sensual natare

.might lead her into and sO she decided to enter tﬁgﬁehurch
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andkplacé herself in a position where she would, whén neces-
sary, be "chastised to the Rule's restraint:" Although

this was a deliberate and uﬁforced decision, for "Christ.
eﬁticed her heart", the speaker-congiaers the change a
terrible comedown for the lively éirl. Her choice of Qordé
reveals this opinion - "with %ittle heed"; surrendered";
“Like\Proserpina,‘who fell ... to flower in hell" - and
mixes pity, affec£iOnVand édmirafioﬁ. However, Marie-Thérése
only "half-reﬁounqed“ this unseemly pgstime after she téok(

., orders. She also.found.compensation in reading the novels

of Rabelais and following the poiitiéal events of her native

hl
«

country in the:newépaper Nction Francaise. A whole aristo-

‘cratic and a religious way of life has come to its end, the

0ld nun says sadly -- "Our world is passing" -- and queré
to' the rusting guns, emblems, ring, etc., of the dead |,

MotHer Superior. She viciously satirizes Father Turbot,
"that porpoise-bellied priest" whom she despised as much as
: \ ) : o
. she loved the Mother Superior. The caricature of this

ineffectual man serves as a bit of comic relief and stands
L]

>

as.a contrast to the colorful Mother. Tlye sea imagery,
begun' in thg magnificeﬁt lines

. the glut@onous gulls
'That whiten the Atlantic, when like skulls
They drift for sewage with®the emerald tide. '

U

. becomes more and more insistent, as she refers to the "six-

ty-knot Atlantic squall"“ the sea's dead, "bilged by her
.
thoughts", and "worked on by the worms“ ‘The sea represents
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certain “death for them all "always on the move / for virgins"

Al

~and no’ religious beliefs of after-life of'fer consolation to:

the speaker who sees vividly only the degradation of physiéal
decay. 9

- '+ .. We cannot say
Chrlst even sees us, when the icefloes toss
His statue ... : \ .
She implies that their .efforts in this isolated community

i

to carry on the work of God are futile and fruitless. The

.,,death of Mother Marle-Therese has, for the speaker, }'nore

than a human d:Lmensmn. When she reaches thlS, the lowest
point of despalr,r she rallies a bit and cpmforts herself

with the imagined vision. of the Mother Supérior.near Her --

-

"You watch your orphan swording at her fears." This final

. - part of .the poem addresses the dead Mother directly, as the

speaker remembers how they two seeretly rebelled against’
the others, mak:l.ng fun of them and ignoring the calllng of
the bells to prayer. |

As a distinct character Mother Marie-Thérése cornes

to life mostly because of the accumulatlon of concrete

”detall around herl but in describing her the old nun who

speaks reveals herself as well. She has no such worldly

and political interests as her dead heroine had to absorb

her attention and enliven her gloomy\hours. She does not

lVivian Smith, The Poetry 'of Robert Lowell, Sydney:
Sydney Univérsity Press, 1974, p. 50. ‘

N

\ .
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care for material possessions and she regards the others

with whom shé lives in the "fossil convent" with revulsion

-- "our snuffling crones"; "hysterical hosannas"; "Surely,

i

he is one of those / whom Christ and Satan spew!". A good

third of the poem is given over to a list of bleak attributes

i

of the place 'and the climate, rendered in echoing, majestic
lines. These are all to be taken symbolically..
The dead, the sea's dead, has her sorrows, hours

On end to lie tossing to the east, cold,
Without bedfellows, washed and bored and old,

e

® 0000 0" 000 e o o \ill

And water oozes from us -into wells;

A new year swells and stirs. Our narrow Bay

Freezes 1tself and us. ‘ i :

The section bgfinning "Now all the bells are tongueless ....*"
is as skillfyl and inspired (a painting of psychological
landscape as Lowell ev%r created. It succeeds in draiwing
the reader's sympathy in the same way as Lowell was able to.
do in the poems of later volumes, evoking horror as well as

pity. Although the two nuns occupy the spotllght through-

out, the poem dramatlzes some of Lowell S own concerns at

'the time. One of these is the conflict between the tempta-

tions of the flesh ‘and the ascetic”recéuirements or sacrifices
of the feligious life, embodied here by the person of Moth;:r
Marie-Thérése but &:‘élt by all ecclesiastics who devote their
lives to the Catholic 'church as nuns, monks; or priests.
There is no doubt that the poet's sympathies are for the

nuns here because of the rather sens_‘é'less privations they

S ,
A
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must undergo. The poem clearly evinces a critical attitude

. toward the Church that the poet would not have held or shown

" presses criticism of Christian beliefs is "Her Dead Brother".

B

earlier, but progressive disillusionment with Catholicism
changed his views and led him to abanaon the faith he had

-

Another dramatic monoiogue in this wvolume that ex-
- ¢

embraced and tried to hold.

~ :
It is a powerful and diétlurbing poem although the speaker is

not as fully.realized as the subject of "Mother Marie-

.

. N (] ( /I'
-Thérése". A married woman gazes one evening at a portrait

of her br’bther, killed auring the war while at sea. She .

lives in a New England town; it is sunset, and she is wait-

ing for Her-husband to come home. Her words are addressed
to the fiqure in the painting, so that this poex'n too is an

interior monologue. The patterh of -the speaker's thoughts

>

shapes the poem as Anne's are meant to do in "The Mills of
the Kavanaghs" . Unlike that poem which is clogged with too

many mythological references, "Her Dead Brother" moves for-
4

i

ward to its tragic end with economy and sureness of direc-

tion. However, the poet has filled the poem with. complex

B .

symbols; not all seem to arise naturally out of the woman's

v

meditations. The diction is closer to colloguial and con-

\ ~

temporary speech than tpat of the.other poems in the volume .

The poem consists of tw‘no parts, each i:xavincj three |
identically-shaped ‘stanzas, and a reqgular, sligh”tly varJ':ed
?h‘yme scheme at the ends of the lines. 'i‘he rhy&thm is

]
(
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bbasiéally iambic throughout, but is quite ragged and uneven
in places, perhaps to cdmpensate for the ’regularity of the
stanza format. The rhi/mes seem natural, the words well
chosen.

Enough 1light
Remains to see you through your varnish. Giving
Your 1life has brought you closer to your friends;

Yes, it has brought. yeu home. All's well that ends: -
Achilles dead is greater than the living;

As in "The D§unken Fisherman" 'Lowell uses rhyme for power
and emphasis. One cannot imagine blank verse or even rhymed
iambic pentameter couplets yielding quite the same intensity
and point. All in all the poem displays, more than perhaps
any‘ other so fa.r., Loweil's metrical irirtuosity.

A thoroug:h analysis of the poem's imagelry’ and sym-
bolism has been made by Stephen Yenser. He finds that the
poem contains "images that encourage contradictory inter-
pretations, presumably because the mystery oﬂf God defies
comprehension."\:L I do not agree that the mystery of Godl is
the poem's central thematic concern. The spﬁeaker begins by
statiﬁg the paradox that her dead brother is now more alive
than ever’,” as death has made a hero of him, like Achili‘es.
Her love for him torments her .as does her sefase of guilt and

h Y

‘remorse. In stanzas two and three'she relives the idyllic

summer afternoons they spent as children, a time of innocence,

L

_ lStephen Yenser, Circle to Circle. The Poetry of
.Robert Lowell, Berkeley: University of California Press, :
1975, p. 8s6. Co
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which led to their incestuous lovemaking when tfxey \;ere
adolegcents: ’Sin and. the knowledge of evil follow their
early, Edenic experiences‘. In the third stanza she reveals
her bitterness at b‘ein‘g betrayed by her brclather, and recog-
Inizes that on.ly death can provide a release for her. She
wants to die, partly to joim her ksrother?and partly to atone.
Her su:\i.cide is recounted in Part II of the poem, taking place,‘
as the author's note tells us, three months later.

Part II-consi/sts, as Part I, of three ten-1line
stanzas. Here the scene moves back and forth from land to
sea and from presént tolpast as the speaker creates an
imaginary sequence of events leading to herlbrother's death,
At the same time she is \preparirig for her own death by
suivcide.l We get a kaleidosycope of rapidly shifting scenes
as she feverishly imégines helrself on board their 'sailboat,

\

"bu’r fingers l.ock behind the tiller", sharing a voyage into
the darkness of ‘death\, then sees her brother's squadron "by
the Stygialn Landing", then the torpedoes that destroyed his
- ship, then a visiog’of him shouting to her 'I‘Quiék, the ice
is out". Finally tl‘ée speaker equatgs the violence and de-
struction of war ‘wiﬁh the ill_icit passions felt by hersélf
and other;, "0 Brother, a New England town is death ’/ and
ince§t ...". At the very gentre of the poem she' indicates
her ambivalent religious feelings:
The Lord is dark, and holy is His name; R

. By my‘own hand, into His hands! My butners
Sing like a kettle, ... ‘

<y
.
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Her statement, “Life is a thing I own", is a defiant affir-
mation that she doe$ not-rega'rd suicide as a sin. But thes“e’
religious ideas are not develéped at all. We 'are left ,wii:lIz
a hazy port.rait of a person "at the mercy of her emotions,
unaEle to control them or understand them. Morbid and melo-
dramatic, Part II of thé poem is quite different in imagery
and tone from Part I, so that if one is to consider the two
parts together as one poen, "Her Dead Brother" takes on a
different focus than that in Part I alone. ‘ In Part II atten-
tion ié shifted from the woman'::': grief and quiét hysteria to
man's senseless self-destruction in war (paralleled' by the
speaker 's overwhelming need for self—destruc;tion) énd the
mental confusion that the war ‘représents. In the words

-

qguoted above (line six, stanza two) there is an implication

that God is responsible for these suicidal urges in man; yet ,

this thought is contradicted by the speaker's words, "lLife
is a thing I own." She could not say tha‘c: if she truly
\/be_ueved 1inl God. The poen is ahti-religious; it reflects
thle poet's questioning position regarding his “faith, and
| shows hov} far he has progfessed from the simple doubt and
de's;pair of "The Drunken Fisherman", the satire of the
Edwérds poems, past the sympathetic; mockery in "Mother
' Marie-Thérése". Jerome Mazzaro considg;s "Her Dead Brother"
én unsuccessful religious poem that fails to "achieve mys-’
tical vision". He affirms that the poem's subject.-martte“r

(without stating what the subjedt-matter is) cannot be
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" but worldly and moral.l Whether one agrees with that view

~
o
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4

reconciled with its "contemplative structure" and that Lowell’
- .
"seems to avoid new structures which may be more appropriate
. F

to his needs" as his current concerns are not metaphysical

N

or not, it is clear that the speaker is too "cumbersomely

devised to account for her ... pressing psychological de-
. . i

spair", as M.L. Rosenthal states.2 Lowell himself was dis-

satisfied with the characters in this volume and felt that

they did not have ."the vitality of Chaucer and Frost's

monologués ... which he had been reading with g:eét admira-—

tion."3 Perhaps they did'not have this vitality precisely

because there is so much of Robert Lowell in themn. Chaucer's,

chardcters all have an identity of their own and one does
Fy . ,

<

not need to lodk for elements of Chaucer's autobiography in

their lives. The same is true of the men and women in
v * . .

Frost's best dramatic lpoems.” <

‘ Lowell's experiments with the dramatic monologue

!

-yielded surprising results in the poems of his next volume,

2

‘Life Studies (1959). The book‘attracted much critical comment

because iE showed a great shift away from religious themes

1Jerome Mazzaro, in Critics on Robert Lowell, ed.
J. Price, Coral Gables, Florida: University of Miami Press,
1972, p. 59. ( '
°M.1. Rosenthal, ' The Modern Poets. 'A Critical,
Introduction., New York: Oxford University Pré&gs, 1960,

p. 23L.

. 3Axelroc‘f,'op. cit., p. 80.
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and a striking modification of Lowell‘s'poetic téchniqﬁesLl
He began to use free verse and looser, 1rregular stanza

patterns with unobtrusive rhymes and rhythms that varied

more than they had previously. Like Frost's North of Boston,

Life Studies is a book of people - figures from history,

people who were living at the time he was wriping the poems, o
people he knew or that he encountered who affected'hir‘n~
profoundly, and 1mag1nary characters The group includes

. four writers - Ford Madox Ford George Santayana, Delmore
Schwartz, and Hart Crane - who were artists at odds with
society liké himself. Of these Yenser writésv "These four
poems are closely related by several motifs, with‘the result .

that what we have is less a gaiLery of portraits than a
composite pictnre of the writer as(hero."2 This is a just-

< ) . {

, commentj for Lowell continued to use the dramatic monologue,
' with speakers other than himself, to convey. his own Eoncerns’/

L . . 8
and reflect aspecqs of himself and of his life. Low

[

\ll also
uses men obserVed‘in'grison, parents; grandparents and'other
reletives, his wives and deuénter, and, in the centre of
them ailt,himselr. The titie indicates that the poems are

!

sketches based on his own experiences and reactions to people

and events that influenced him and his deveiopment as an -
artist. They are not intended to be detailed portraits and’

?

1
) : g/

John Hollander, in Critics on Robert Lowell, p.:66.

1

d 2Y"enser, op. cit., p. 130. . ‘f . ;

-
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ncomplete realizations but unflnlshed studles, i.e., rather .
1S

[

rough sketches that capture the essence of‘the subjects.

0

The poems are wrltten in a varlety«of free verse and stanza

» (
forms. Soge half dozen .are dramatlc monologues, each hav1ng '

N a.place in the overall des1gn of the'Bbok each belng a

study .0f some aspect oﬁ the wrlter 3 developlng thought.n
n

"The Banker's Dsughter" ls about Marie de Medici, }

L ’

L . . N !
wife oﬁ the French king Henri IV. It is set in Paris just

r -

after tHé‘king had been assassinated. The speaker introduces
¥ . N .

' i e,
herself as a '"poor country egg" from Florence and sketcﬁes

:‘ Eriefly her rise,: throudh her ﬁarriagelto'Henri, to queen-,
, ship.- She admits to driving Henri. out ‘of hef}bed ‘through -

]

£ Y . . .
her "brutal girlish mood-sw1ngs and to amassjng “wgrdrobes

\

ﬁhat dragged the exchequer to its knees.", She has no iliu-

sions about hexself, her futuief_or'ﬁhe sanctity of her

<, ) oF
L2 v e -t

political position: T
# I rock my nightmare son, and hear pim cry ~ ¢
¢ ", fEopr ball and sceptre; he asks the queen to die ... i
o And so I [press my lover's palm to mlne,
R I am hi }v1ntage, and his living vine
ntanglds me, and oozes mortal wine
' ment to moment. By repeated crime : .
‘even a queen surv1ves her little time. :

h

At the end of this’somewhst confused "apdlogia", she asks

_ her dead husbandfs pardon for the fleshly pleasures that

occupy er now and command all her attention. The tone
;2hroughout is cynidal,«worldly—wisea a little sad, full of

&itty touches.

N

{The poelm seems to be a trenchant indictment

1

of politival leaders,'a cynical exposé of the victory of'

W
1,
RN o,
3 o
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3 FAr _ s L :
fleshly temptations over principles. It.is quite Browning-
1 t - ) .
esgue in~subject matter. and style, covering sordidness with

' persuasive rhetoric. * ' —~ Lt
9 ‘ ~ . .

a

"A Mad Negro Soldier Confined at Munich" contains

[8

“‘more violent-and open criticism:of government. The black
. f

soldier is a victim of forces that he qus not comprehend,
xlwhile the French gueen éannot be said to be portrayed as a

-

victim. . The speaker is an ordlnary G.I. who," llke thousands

V4 s

of others, is a war casualty, a prlsonervln a mental hOSpl-

tal who gets into fights and takes his con'solations when"
and where he can - in his meals, in his furtive rendezvous

. R ‘ G -
with a Gérmah nurse or-attendant. The, speaker's babblings

/

reflect thie disorder of the war-torn worIa beyond hlS con-
fines but at the same time they reveal that he is-fully ¥
aware of his plight. His viOlent outbreaks signal the

mlsery and resentment. he feels at being reduced to an animal
~.
~existence. I dlsagree with Patrlck Cosgrave who flnds the 4

. poem "vulgar and undlsolpllned".% I think it is a llttle-

masterpiece of portraiture. Surely it is impossible not to
feel sympathy at the closing lines:
. . . i . . s ]
an® fancy minnows, slaves of habit, shoot
like starlight through their alr*condltloned bowl.
' It's time for feeding. E4ch subnormal “boot-

blacksrheart is pulsing to its ant-egg dole.

"It may be melodramatic, but it eloquently conveys th poet's’

= . ~ ! - >
1
C . ‘ lPatrlck Cosgrave,. The Public Poetry of‘@obert Lowell,
London: ' Victor Gollanez Ltd., 1970 P 141 R
: r
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: Gi °. antiwdr.sentiments, and his concern for the senseless suffer-

ing of individuals in wartime. Yenser is correct to say
’ .ot ‘ ) .
e \Egat the speaker, "in his_ isolation, madness and tendency to

o

" , . "violence, foreshadows the poet-speaker in later poéems of

1 .
- .

Life Studies."t Mazzaro is equally correct* in saying that

the;négré'soldier is a "forceful and fully-drawn chatacter -
v . ~ - .

A

rone 'of Lowell's most successful nightmarish'rﬁonsters."2

Yo

. rThe most memorable poems ‘are in the "last section of

¢

\\ o ' .the book, itself entitled "Life Studies", in which Lowell

L .

N " ) . ’
- writes about his immediate family.and focusses on his own

experiences. as child, son and husband. However, these are -

- o 5
used only as startﬂég points as his poems manipulate, modify

r

" and finqlly transgend therfacts..‘In contrast to poems of
‘7%?\i‘ khis érevidué’vo&umés, thesexcon;ainadates, names and élaces
’ so aefinite that the péemS'také on ‘a documentaiy quéiity.
Most critics havg pdinted out the evidence of many new fogces
- " at ‘work ih‘th;s poe£ry - the inflqence!bf the Iﬁégist poets
‘such as W:C. Williams, for éxample, the free verse of Eliot,
the:prose of Flgubert aﬁd Chekhov, the naked horrors of
. ;pérsqnal-crise poeticized in the wofk of "confessional"
C . ' poets:such as Snodgrgss'and P;a?h and Berryﬁén, and tﬁe

dependence on Proust-like visual effects_reminiscent of-

~

o o

[ . g . ‘u

B , lfeﬁsér, op. cit., p. 129.
. ‘ 2Jeromé Mazzaro, The Poetic fhémes of Robert deell,
" .Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1965, p. 95.

3 P >
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modern cinema;camera techniques. Tying all these together

U is Lowell's characteristic reliance on symbol and object to

»

]

" that best exempllfles all the new trends in Lowell" s poetry

L]

. together Wlth contlnulng‘themgtic motlfs ls%"My Last’ After—f

. noon wi’th Uncle Devereux Wlnslow B 1s a dramatlc mono—

logue, not an elegy\as it purports, and it shows Lowell at

B hlS absolute best - 'a poet in ‘supreme control of his mat®rial

L4 A}

-3

and art, an orlglnal poet who can take a poetlc form prev1— ,

ously used and varied by many other poets and make 1t unlquely

" 'hlS own. The heavy- handedness of his touch "in earller poems \~

has dlsappeared forever. ‘ ;

. R N ' . :
\ : v The poem appears to be an elegy because it treats of

[}

disease, destruction and death yet it is not in the teast ' ®
bit moﬁfnful' especially not of. the uncle doomed to a pre-

mature- death at twenty—nlne of Hodgkln s disease. Paradox—

13

g 1cally, it is a happy poém, the most light- hearted and tender’ . -
of the entlre collectlon. In all of the poems of this see-
' tion the poet speaks as hlmself and he_does S0 herq[ but

“his voice is a composite one -~ that of the young child .and

that of the remembering‘adult. This fusion of two perspec-

tives is-the first of Lowell's innovations in the dramatic

monolooue; . ' : e S .
.The poem beglns w1tn an anecdote that leads to af

description .of the settlng.‘ The farm anid house’ are cqﬁd

. - . .
’ . . . . ‘ .
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clammy, austere, but dignified and fascinating - a real

>

" paradise for a- five and a half year old boy. Yet, because

\

, the adult Lowell is .algo viewing lt (and thus _ju\ﬁging it)

. ) | .
.it becomes a kind of ,wasteland, in spite of the space, the

water, the' places‘ ty play ‘and hunt, ' The descriptions of

hlS grandparents, parents, ahd *a'unts and uncles are not ty

. harsh Lowell has selected their faults angd eccentr1c1t1es

‘and made them absurd w1th gently mocking satire. The mock-

.ery is rendered mainly through his choice of a concrete
object whlch functlons as symbol a technique of which the
. ,

poet 1s by now a real master The cuckoo clgck, for in--
stance, is "slung w1th si;rangled woo'den game'-'; the farm is

absurdly and pretentlously entltled "Char -de-Sa" in the

. Social Register;. the chaise longue has "legs of shellacked
. J

' saplings". To the child it is the place he would rather be

than anywhere else - it is his grandfather's place and he ‘.

‘makes it clear in many other poems. &s well that, he much

#

preferred the company of hlS grandfather to that of hlS

,father and mother. . The .adult poet's satire'is alwa'ys being
tempered by .the delight and love :and‘aw‘a ‘that the child
feel_s. 'Everythihg” fascin\at‘es - the!popl,ar's, the roses, the
coolness of the stone porch, the billiards-room ov‘erloozking
the~ lake, the‘:cabin by t/he waters, the sounds.‘within an‘d

e

without, the colors. There is a wealth of descriptive

detail. that appeals to e\;ery'sense. At the end of the fourth
, ' L ) ‘

)

J.

stanza in part ohe -of the poem, 3s the speaker lovingly dwells .

e

1 £y

\J
T
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on teatime¢ and grandfather's shandy;jaff, it is clear there

is a yrong sense of loss in the r“‘etrospective process. The

- nostalgic poet .isg looking backward to a part of his child-

- hoed .in whi‘ch he wag loved and was happy. |, Thtis is,begun, in

Ypart one, -the underlylng pull between the past and present

v

that contlnues th‘roughout the poem in a dellcate seesaw

!

. movement' 'This gull represents or pomts to the contrast

between the comparatlve securlty and non- 1nvolvement of

childhog¢d and the &trains of adult reality. ,The same ten-

sion (under slightly different circumstances) can be seen

L

. in dramatjic monologues as d.i,fferent as'Tennysori' s "Ulysses"

v

and Frost & "The Pauper Witch of Grafton" 'The poem" also

v

1mages the terrlble contrast between illusion and reallty v

.

1n the picture of Aunt Sarah "thunderlng" on her dummy piano,

or between appearance and reallty,. as shown in_the 51tuat10n

4 0

of Untle Devereux hlmself - outwardly smarf)n his 1mmacu1ate

1

of descriptive adjectives, placed in antithesis:

blue and cream outflt but cnly a "g_mgersn.ap man" at the-

.

brlnk of death Agaln, lrony and satiric humour ‘are poss:Lble

o
because the speaker is both adult and child at the’ﬁsame tlme,

and because the poet's attltude towards his fam:l.ly was always

- A Y

an ambivalgnt one." At this stage of hlS poetic career, using

his own relatives and hxmseJ'f as subjec;'ts and symbols, he
,adopted a distinctively ironic ' stance, combining ‘af’fection

- and mockery -in his portraits. This is evident inrhis chofce

*

- . ‘ -
* - Like my Grandfather, the: decor .

.

-
b .
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. was rha’nly, comfortable, ' . e v o
‘overbearing, disproportioned. .

- ’ . v

»

. ’ .
‘ -

't'erms 1o'f,;l'i‘fe and‘.death".l, fcn;_ Lowell's choice of opposing- -

| e
. . . : C
. syi'nbols ‘makes this- very clear. Among the cdncrete.bb'jects

.

thus used are the puppy gobbllng toads, the stuffed toucan,

w

. " gthe Gr'eek statues, the "phoenlx" flgure of Aunt Sarah,
| . Agrlpplna, 'and Nero. In fact a‘ll the cnarecters represent
a deadness—in—life, as they are’shown to, be ak;surd, su;‘)er-;
ficia‘l’ spiritually and 1ntellectually arld trapped by
thelr 1llu51ons and dreams
’ The poem “does not present' events' in a chrbnological
‘linear sequence. ' Insteed, th_e summer‘of 1922 is used as a

’

'star‘ting place for the .speaker's memory. of things seen and

heard at different times. 'For ~example, he reports the

to have taken place tWenty years earller, and he refers to

Uncle Devereux's death, 'which had’ not yet taken place but
. o , 5 .
would p,ccxir "come winteg". He refers:also to 1911, when hi's

x

uncle had "stopped growing at "just six feet" and.to the last

cruise Devereux took with his wife this particular summer.

+ ’ . T - -

' The different moments that dre captured throughout

have the sharpness and clarity of photo!graphMe'of -

L]

\

; . 'lYenser, opw¥cit., p. 1‘45%

t»Sarah s jlltlng an Astor, supposed

. Th,e_re aré many proofs that the adult-—child‘is terri-

'bly aware -of death, that "everything in thfis poem is seen in
y 4 ty g = - > .

¢

A -
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their statlc quallty Lowell used the word "snapshot"la‘ to

' descrlbe hlS technlque but it is more accurate to say that

he has created scenes w1th certain symbollc contents and .

juxtaposed them so that t‘hey' could -interact with one another,
7 1 L , S 0. s
as staenes do -in a film - In this respect I believe he con-

'trlbuted another 1mportant 1nnovatlon to the dramatic mono*-

-

logue . Each character has hlS scene or.[ two, :as in a famlly
- © a
album:  his parents drinking martinis and- making "pipe— 1

dreams"'és they plan a trip; his grandfath'ei disapproving

of Dgereux's “last honeymoon"-' his grandmother- needing é

’

-

fourth at brldge, Great Aunt Sarah practlsmg at Symphony ﬁﬁ
Hall' and'Uncle Devereux clesmg up the cabin for the w:.nter
knowing th‘?at h\e will never epen it ag,a%n. ALl these \pathétic
figures are part of the tableau :of,,,the poet's own ‘hi'stc;ry; |
he J:ooks at them here with Iumor and love and sadness, while

- " - .. ’ - n
he himself remains the central, most important figure of all.

pe

His looking backward includes a view of himself as a

fledgling a:x:.tist and a child knowing more than he shquld for

[

his. age. The most memorable imagd, repeated. twice, is that'
of .the passive child-artist absorbing With quiet joy all .

that is happening around him as well as the golors, 'shapes

‘and textures of his surroundings. With sensuous pleasure’

the speaker 'mixés piles of black éarth and white lime,

A .
. 1 ) . . P
lA "Alvarez, "Intlrriatlons of Mortallty" 'I‘he Observer '
Rev1ew, London, Sunday; March 5 1978 N
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- drea}ning of sailing far away. to unknown 'places, knowing,
o without putting,'his thought into words, that cém;i.ng and
i';oing, life an'd death, past and present, are all part of |

- - ¢

¢ the same dircle of human existence.- L
- ‘ , C The drama. of the poemn is prov1ded by the "conflict:
of opposites™ that Jarrell spbke of in his review of Lord

Weary's Castle, a confilct that Lowell 1ncorporates e}

-often ¢in his poems. In thlS poem heat and cold passion

“and intellect dullness and 1mag1nat10n, sensuallty and

coldness, fertility and barrenness - these all do their

work and are unified by the consciousness of the child- .

v adult sf:eaker. _The poem illustrates the truth of Jarrell's .

statement that Lowell's method "does not present. themes or
generalizations but a world" .1 Tt is the poet's own posi-

tion in that world that interests him - he is at tHe centre

l .

of 1t but he has already begun 'to find his way out Of it.

‘The poem con&ludes W.‘Lth -the image of the poet as a young

boy mixing and shaplng the: elements. Thus the image of the \
. o young artist’is elevated to something near divine. "The .

cnild who experienced the death and the adult artist are

RS unite'd",z‘writes Jay Martin, and this idea emerges as the

\
N 4

. major theme of the poem. Undefneath the nostalgia is the

-

lRandall Jarrell, Poetry and the Age, Lon@on: Faber

and Faber, 1973, p. 195.

. .
. o A
.

.

i f Jay Martln, Robert Lowéll, Minneapolis: University
. ‘ ST ct,,Minnesota Press, 1970, p. 32.,
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* . adult Lowell's strong satisfaction of his art, for unlike

Great Aunt Sarah, for -one, ‘he has become a real‘artist, a

. ‘ ) ’ * . ’ v . o
maker and shaper of experience.and emotiod and thought into
. N N v o . \ ) ‘ -
N ' his own mus‘ic‘. It seems as though' the poet is measuring

- b

himself agalnst his own relat1ves~and ancest,prs, as though

the p;}oto is, used by him as'a mirror;, and as "he contemplates

\ 2

" his grandfather, gunts; uncles, and pareﬁts, he sees more and

. $ ..

N more of himself; he sees their strong ,individué{lnbents. and
. o . ‘that their failures and absurdities are forerunners of his
f" .7 . " " ) ’

‘ own. . ‘ L ‘ - - ) ) 3
W o . . . . .
\\ The poem successfully fuses time present and past
v 1
" . -~ by its use of the c‘l’ouble p01nt of view already referred to, f
’ J i

» e the same technigue Lowell used in‘his prose reminiscerice in

. . the section "91' Revere Street". It is the child ,wno remem-
. Y ,

bers the - small things and who watches without comprehending,

.but it is the adult who mocks and-judges and arranges His

. ' memor,ies into-an artistic unity, It is remarkable how good

' ¢

the characterlzatlon is considering the brev;Lty of the

°

vignettes. It is as if Lowell had studied Chekhov (as we
know he dl_d) and had learnt from hlm how tq capture the
essence ‘of a person w1th a. few well- chosen but” 1mportant

-details. He does not need to accumulate a great many facts

around 'them-in order to bring them to life‘-’ it is enough to .

- , - P )

show them in a characteristic &ction, to quote a snippet or

two of conversation,,and to show his own feelings towards
. them in so doing.

1

°
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' s ‘ b In spite of all this excellence the poem fails to

. ' keep+a promise ihherent in any dramatic monologue: “to

. - . reveal the charé.étér of the speaker. ;I‘he poet—child—.adult
is at the centre of the 'poem but he has no definite face or
voice; he hideos behind the oth;ars and subﬁerges his.per‘:SOn-
. ality in theirs. The "I", as Steve.n\(Axelréd gointg out,

Mg
".remainé relatively neutral and transparent, a camera eye{".l
Perhaps then, what seems a failure is after-all another
. inn'ovation_. For a complete characterization of the poet-

spgaker (as well as the members of his famiiy) we must con-

sider all the poems of "Life Studies", as Lowell intended

2

us to do. "My Last Afternoon” is not an isolated work but
: a key poem of the whole sequence in which Lowell transforms

‘ ]
\autobiography into myth. '

Looking back over Life Studies for its stylistic

dynamics, we can see that - Lowell has made sophisticated use

\ of the whole mqdern tradition of the poetic sequence. This

tradition incluydes as its main représe_ntatives Song of Myself,

¢ Spoon River Anthology, Hugh, Selwyn Mg&befley, and The Cantos,

| The Wasteland and Four Quartets, The Bridge, and Paterson‘.2
o In .the subsequent poems of the volume Lowell adds to

the portraitures of his relatives and then goes on to recount

- i . - ¢

: . laxelrod, op. cit.,. p. 110. -

ot 2M.L.'Rosenthal, The New Poets, New York: Oxford
University Press, 1967, p. 60. ‘
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his own experiences during his 1mprlsonment while he. Qas in
" : ‘hospital after a nervoﬁs’EFeakdown and anE'perlod when his
marriage to Elrzabeth Hardwick was ending. Many oﬁ,these
poems are monologues in which he himself is.the speaker; the
only exception is "fo.Speak of the Woe That Is In Ma;riage".
In ‘these poems there is much social cr1t101sm. They are
structured-around events, seldom giving a dlrect glimpse of
theApoet—speakér as ah individual, ordinary suffer;ng man
“until "Man and Wwife", "To Speak of the Woe", and ﬁskunk
- ’Hpur". In "Man and Wife" he thinks back to the time twelve
. yearé earlie; when he met the young woman who is now ﬁis
1 L ‘ nge, 33 New Y&rk. -All that he reveals aboﬁt himéelf'at
1 that Eime is %hat he drank heavily, kept company with other
’infellectuals'in Greenwich Villagé, ahd waéfpainfully sﬁy.
The stronges£ impression that the poem conveys is his lové
. ' fér‘hié vife, ekpressed through the phrases tha£ describe
- o ‘her, and the sense that her‘love'for him is not.enough to
keep him from entering "the kingdom of the madf eveh though ?
she has tried so hard. WNear the eed he says, meaningfully,-

pa

"Now twelve years later, you turn your back." What Lowell

“
’

is doing in this poem is contrasting éast and present, his

- . early romantic éxcesses of feeling -- "outdrank the 'Rahvs";
. "fainting at your feet" -- and hjis present mental. violence

‘and instability -- "the rising sum in war paint dyes us red";

"blosgoms on our magnolia ignite / the morning with their )

murderous white" -- that is destroying himself and his
. ‘ -,




‘they are shown as victims of time and circumstance, not

L ) -

‘marriage. . ' ,‘ ' ~ \\

The poem begins by establlshlng the settlng and
3
indicating the psychologlcal tuimoil of both husband and

wife in the word “tamed" ‘The«couple, full of tranqulllzers'

~ ,
but, hav1ng had a bad nlght nevertheless, watch the sunrlse

» -

" oné Sprlng morning. The first seven llnes—descrlbe the

weariness of soul and the exacerbated sensitivity of the’

speaker. .The clue to his condition is given in the next

line, "All night‘I've held your hand." With the agbnized"

t

crg,’%ﬁ1mnyetite" the poet (silently) addresses his'wife

/ .
and thinks back to their first meeting. He contrasts her

vivacity and boldness with hls own lack of aggression. The
.k
pause or break between stgnza one and two lndlcates a time

span of twelve years. It ik an ominous Space, foretellifig

the failure of the marriage. The secondvstanza comes back. .

to the present to say that his wife has given up. Unable

to cope with the magnitude of his illness she 1s "like a
. -

child". The last three lines return to himself, showing him

an the very edge of a complete breakdown.‘;r

Thus the poem is a narratlve but an oddly telescoped
~

one that traces the marriage severely damaged by the poet's

recurring mental illnesses. It has the impersdnality of a:

. short story narrated in the third person because there is.

little of the personallty of elther husband or wife in it;

participants in a demanding.relationship. Yet what informa-

§ ) . N
; .
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tion we are given makes the poem extremely moving, autobi-
’ “

ography notwithstanding, as ‘the ~story concludes with the
o - & o . .

-

* poet expressing his fear, his vigion of impending madness,

N

his helplessness to avoid it or to?pﬁgient his marriage from

-

crumbling.,

Like the other poems of the "Life studies" section
t@}s one is yritten in fréé ?ergé.with lines of Vafying -
length. All of these poems a:eheXcellent‘examples af the
perfect unién of form and subject-métter. “Mén‘and Wife!
consists of one long and oneQQery‘short stanza - fhe first

. s ..
indicating the-past twelve years of the/marriage, the second

indicating the end of the relationship. The first stanza

" has rhyme at the ends of the lines.in a rather flexible ,

* pattern, the second has only iepeated sounds of "o" and -

PR

alliteration of "1" words to eﬁphasize the roLliﬁg movement
of' the dafkness that is closing in.'" Lowell uses lines of
different lengths to great effect, placing heavy emphasis

in ad%ectiVes in the shortest:
.

)

abandoned, almost’ Dionysian.
its hackneyed speech, its homicidal eye —-
; =
too boiled and shy ,
A " * \

\ . . \
loving, rapid, merciless --~ )

?hoft~lineé like theséuplaced right after much longer onés

~ ", . . :
\ -
tend to slow the movement and rhythm and make the reader’

. 3 ‘4 X ‘ , R .
pause on: the words. Breaks in the poet's sentences, indi-

3 o -

cated byp dashe$, also serve to emphasize his unhappy, pafher-

s ' i N )

¥
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your old-fashioned tirade --
loving, rapid,” merciless --
breaks like the Atlantic Ocean on*my head.

; -

The final line is the culmina%iqg point of the poem; simple

[

» *
words, a simple but powerful image, they gather in to them-

selves, because of "their placement, all the symbblic’ﬁéaning
1 ]
- : . s /
and power the poet intended them to have, to sum up and
convey the pain 0f%his situation. é27 )

N W « , N
~The complement to this pdem is the sonnet-like "To
. - t o
Speak of the Woe.That Is In Marriage", a lament uttered by

%
a despairing wife. The poem began as a translation of a

léoem by Qatuilus,'but developed‘into sgmething else, étthéugh

Lowell states that it "couldn't have been written without

- 6 | .’ " .
the Catullus".l The Eitle come§"from the prologue of the .

Wife of Bath's tile by‘Chaﬁceg, The epigréph:fréﬁ
échépenhauer sets the tone™i cynicism and defeat with which -

{ - ' . .
the brief narrative is imbued. The poem serves as a comment
¥ ' .

on, Or an Extension of, "Man and' Wife" "  In both poems tRke
subject, under scrutinysis the marital state. While the

ﬁigufes in "Man and Wife" are two indjviduals who love one .

Q ya fﬂ\.

e

another yet 'who a;e'driftfgg apart, there is not ﬁhe least

f N

glimmer'of'love*of congern, past Ir present, between the
T

husband and wife of this peem. e husband seems indiffér-

ent, the wife is full of disgust and hate. They still have

~

lFrederick)‘Seidel, "An Interview with Robert Lowell"

_in London and Boyers, p. 280. | )

-t . -
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-isﬁé[;}ghtning-swxft turnabout from the calm opening lines
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a- sexual felationship - a bruteﬁphysical need on the part

,6f the husbahd and a degréding violation as far as the wife

: : . \ .
is concerned. In the first two lines -the speaker reminds
. . . ' ‘ . ,

us that' the experience of sex is supposed to be a beauti ful

. y

.' ) »
one, as-well as an 1mportant one.
by

n
\

our ﬁﬁgnolia blossoms; Life begins to happen.

Afﬁer this haiku-1like beginhing, the poem tells how the N
marriage has gone cbmbletely sour, the husband resorting to

- / . .
drugs, liquor, and nightly searches for prostitutes, partly

to escape the marital quarrels, as the speaker admits. There
P qua ,SP

" t

to' the degradétion and sofdia.ceélity of the .speaker's

present situation. The wife feels no’ sympathy for .her hus-.

Co B — | o
-~ band. She calls him & "screwball"; nothing that he might do

wonld surprise her. His craze for se§'is the” form his mad-

ness takes. Having learned to fear his drunken-rages she

7 R

. takes precautions for her own life.. It is an extreme situ-

ation, and the characters are in extreme psychological states.
v T - b ~

\

~ The bewilderment of the wife commands sympathy as she asks’

"What makes him tick?". She continues} ﬁevertheless[,to - ;

endure "the monotonous meanness of his lust”, trapped by the

/marriageitieel In the final four lines she deéscribes herself

"as a.hélpless victim imprisoned and abused’%y a mindless

bqpte.
H . 4t . Y

The poem is a remarkable tour de force. It is cQﬁ—

posed as a‘soﬁnet, the traditional form centuries-old-for

N - .
' N - :
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Q~of the poeﬁ‘haVe built up. There is almost no Characten}-
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v

' . : s . L v
the expression of love and devotion. "Herxre it is used to

convey the opposite emotions and forces - hate, fear, moral .
decay, the dissoLutioh of willpower. Within the éonnet oo

framework,ofvfourteen end-rhymed lines the speaker describes

her mate and hq# marriége in a sequeﬂcé ogxbare} ug}yufacté,
uéing the clicﬁés and energetic slang of mid-twentieth
century América: "hbpbed—up", "hits thg.streets“, "free-
lancing", "sWaggering homeh, "gcrengll“. Other phrases such
as "the Fazor's'edge", "whisky-blind", and "stalls ébove_me
\‘like én elephant"” convey her hatred and disillusionment while
-)méking him out té bé sick,‘bestial‘ana insensi£ive. Instead
of pitying_Qgrself the 'speaker rages égainst the(fhjustice
‘~of it. :We‘dq.not learn anything about‘the characters of -
the‘pair, bg'about Ehe cauges of the husband"s "madness".

* \ . : v .
instead, the poem presents a situation in order to give a
visugl image’, as\%ﬁ scenes\ffom a fi&m; of a mar;iage that

- has degenéfated'ihtb a- trap.: The 1ast‘§wo lines of a sonnép
(of _a Shakespearean tyée) alwaYS'provide a cléar summatien
Qf’thelp¢etfs fﬁouéht to end the poéﬁ with a grabeful'
flourish. .Hege the poet makes the last two lineé‘alnight-:.

‘3méjish Qicfure to serve.as.his fiﬁal; devistating comment;

to this climax of hate #nd mindlessness the other details

zation in the poem, a fact.that, together with the wife's
. ‘ o . ' .
curious passivity, underlines-its being a commernt upon
v v ~ - )
marriage,’é'criticism of the institution of matrimony .
B ) . N . .

I

!
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- All the poems in Life Studies lead up to final

e
‘ Y
[ -

"

”poem'of the volume,‘in which L&weil dispensed with other,

-

characters except‘@s scengry and put the”focus on his own

' exposed suffering. "Skunk Hour" is a dramatlc lQ&lc poem,

v
not .a dramatic. monologue, as the poet is the speaker; and

A

L

talks of himself. The all-seeing, disillusioned eye which®

views the wreckage of the outside-world and dares notllook,

inward to the chaos within is that of'Lowell at one of the

- s , ) .
most cxitical times of his 1life. The poem has an emotional,

rather than'an intellectual structure - another feature of

-

“the lyri%_rather than the dramatic mode. As the poet exam

ines the various symbols of the Scene which‘represent‘types,

of . phoniness he feels unbearable pain that he, as a witness

to the decay of society's traditional valués} and’ the, growth

-

_of materialism kike a cancer, is so alone, and apart, not

~

knowing which direction to take, . not knowing how he will -

survive a mental breakdown. The ‘image of the skunk rooting

I . . , ) . —
through the garbage fuses the poet's ‘own crisis with the

search for new.values and a true identity undertaken by so
many.American‘intellectua&s of his time.

Lowell s Subsequent volumgs showed a contlnulng use

:of themes present in "Skunk Hour" in the lyrlc mode. There'

is a conSplcuous absence of the dramatlcémonologue in the -

n

‘treatment oflcharacter, or in the using of characters to

by

."carry his themes. HKaving passed through the stage in which

she sought for greater impersonality in his poetry by using
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3 ' personae, he wrote poems in whiéh he himself, like all:
‘Romantid po"ets,' was the subject. So.often in\Lowell"s
. poems there are echoes of an English poef: who wrote, a
couple of centurles earller, ' . . e
g I am the self-consumer of my woes; - ) .
y They rise and vanish, an oblivious host, C . .
A Shadows of life, whose very soul is: lost o
' And yet I am, =- I live, -- though I am tossed '
. _ ‘Into the nothingness of scorn and noise,. )
5 - - Into the llVlng sea of waking dream,

who ‘died in an asylum.

Where there is neithér sense of life, nor joys,
But thé huge shipwreck of my own esteem
~ "And all that's dear. Even those I loved the best.
. Are strange, nay, they are stranger than the rest.

The poet. was John Clare, who llved from 1793 to 1864 and

e

‘.

v
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_IV. CONCLUSION

: ~

bl Lowell s career rwent through many phases, but his

work retained its autoblographlcal base from beglnnlng to

end His search for a personal poetlch7tyle went’ hand -in
hand with a growing realization that the poems in which his
3 N . w

autobiography was brought out into the open, were his

strongest and most compelling poems. Critics can now see
—
&

this even in his early work. Hayden Carruth says his auto-

biographical or partly autoblographlcal poems such Aas "Mary

Winslow" and "At the Indlan'Klller s Grave" are more inter-

esting than the Edwards poems (and pther dramatic mono-

logues); "in spite of the hiéh gloss of artifice that remains

upon them, they speak with grgency",l hesclaims. But the

4

'dtamatic monologue represents a valuable testing—ground for

Lowell. 'He began by writing monologues with fictitious

speakers, imagined or real, but used them to express his own
feelings and views. He knew'that the form could be used not

only to portray Lnd1v1duals but ‘to dramatlze aspects of his

own self. In spite of the wide rang€ of his personae, and

,the great inventiveness that Lowell dlsplayed in ﬁortraylng .

P Y

them, it must be conceded that they all sound, as Randall

Jarrell said, like Robert Loﬁell./ This is their maﬁor.weak—

F

I—

lHayden Carruth, “A Meanlng of Robert Lowell" in
London and Boyers, p. 231 ‘ -
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ness as dramatic monologues- but they are fine poems nonethe-

"leSs} andfthe characters are all vivid creations. ‘The great®™ - -

dlfference between Frost and Lowell's® monologues, apart from

. thelr dlfferences in style, is "that Frost prOJected hlmself

e .
1mag1nat1vely into the souls of his characters whlle Lowell

e P

‘actuakly experlenced the angulsh and rage of his personae.

Thus Lowell cduld not remove, himself frqm hlS poem to the

©

extent that Frost, Browning or Chaucer could. As h#s work
developed Lowell stobped using personae and adopted the "I"

of autobiography although he had avoided it at~fir§t when he .

™~

sought, like other writers of dramatic monologues, to dis-

- - . ) . \ . .
tance himself from his poetry. When he reaiized that it was

[

not 'distance that he‘wanted but immediacy and complete
’frankness, he dlscovered his .true style, and’ wrote in the " b

voice that is candld self-cons¢ious and ironic, the v01ce
. , . P 4 ) .

of the final section of ﬁife Studies and all poehs'therem —/~*77‘“‘d_1;

4 ’

N

\to a concentratlon upon hlmself and his prlvate grlefs as
the most 1mportant source of hlS material. It is-my bellef
that the . necesSary studylng and thlnklng that ‘went lnto the o »

making‘of his characters gave him valuable insights and
incrkased his self-awareness, and-hélped him to put his '
'bittei critiecisms of his family, his society and His age into

.

perspe?tiie.

ButXtheiease of guage was only the outer sign of .

Lowell's new attitude towards his own nature. Without ‘ -

losi\g[the tone of fascinated disgust, he now found it
't . . , -
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-

possible not onfy to treat himself as part of history

- . , but fo treat history as part of himself.  The course -
] ) of his 'life became: the analogue of the llfe of His ° .

' I era; the suffering 'of the poet became a mirror of the

' - sufferings of whole classes and nations:l . '

o N

Perhaps the most 1mportant way in which the dramatic

o

t

. monologue proved valuable for Lowell was in helplng hlm to

/ ~ loosen his style. - From the taut, formal pattern of “The

Drunken Fisherman" to the rhym ng couplets of "The Mills of .-

-

+the Kavanaghs" and the free vers lines of "My Last Afternoon

.

, , with Uncle Devereux . Winslow" the poet~moved a great distance
] R - '

y C - from his early formallsm to the klnd of varylng lines and L.

-

N .relaxed rhythms that EllOt Pound and Wllllams had always
T used ‘thle compoSLng his dramatlc monologues Lowell must

have become aware of the de51rab111ty (Frost, EllOt, Wllllams
.’ 1!

and Pound had always been aware of it) of ‘writing lines that.

/

were as close to real  conversation as he could get them.

Lowell spoke of hlS de51re to achleve\the/dlrectness and

. }f‘ unpretentlousness of ?ood prose. One has only to study ‘the

poemsjof the last sectlon of Life Studles, especxally the

N B L4

o~ : sklllfully managed modulatlons of "My Last Afternoon®, to

see how. successfully he achleved hlS artlstlc goals.
\

. ‘ ‘In his essay |'<'l‘he~Three.‘Vm.ces of Poetry"~T,S. Eliot
‘ ©osaids .

‘ I risk the gehéraliiation; which‘may indeed be far too
x ' .sweeping, that dramatic monologue cannot: create a

-

-\:" - ' Irv1n Ehrenprels, “The Age of Lowell" inm London
andaBoyers, p- 174 . . -~
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character. For character is created and made real only |
in an action, a communication between imaginary peoplex...
When we listen to a play by Shakespeare, we listen not

t© Shakespeare but to his characters; when we read a: -
dramatic monologue by Browning we cannot suppose that

we are listening to any other voice than that of
Brownlng hlmself 1 -

. Therein lles the dlfference,between the drama and the dramatic

moholqgue, that provides a, clue to the proper understanding

of both: in the former the creator is absent, in the latter

the.creatOr is absent too, as 'a ghost may be said to be absent

) : « . ,‘\ .
from the body it once inhabited, and only the voice is left,

speaklng through a f£ct1tlous body. But it does not much .
matter, sollong as the»reader dogs not feel he is being
addressed by mouthpieees, so long as he can believe that the

’ \ o . . T
persona 1is an'authemtlc representatlve of the poet's concerns

and has enougn life 1n him to arouse lnterest -and sympatny
/

G

'In this thesis I have tried to show that Frbst and Lowell

achleved this much and-more in their dramatlc monologues,

.and were able, by qulte dlfferent means, to make a somewhat

{

old—fashloned genre 1hto a’v;able contemporary-form.

\

i

lT S. Eliot, On Poetry anq Poets, London- Faber
and Faber, 1957, p. 96. .
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