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In arguing for the persona poem as a viable tradition in American literature, 

Elizabeth Frye reconstructs a lineage of dramatic poetry that spans the entire twentieth 

century. Through comparative studies of canonical poets predominately working in the 

aftermath of high modernism, she examines several significant performances and 

contends that the genre persists as a site of necessary and complicated cross-

identifications.  

 Chapter One elucidates the profound connection between Langston Hughes’s and 

Gwendolyn Brooks’s use of the persona poem and the Great Migration. Frye understands 

the blues-inflected utterances of Hughes’s collection Fine Clothes to the Jew as deeply 

invested in formal itinerancy and geographic indeterminacy. Similarly, she suggests that 

Brooks’s dramatic projections of American soldiers in the aftermath of World War II 

betray the poets’ dual obsessions with large-scale migration and polyvocality.   

 Chapter Two continues to treat the persona poem as a socially invested 

phenomenon. Frye reads the gendered vulnerability in scenes of nascent national 

development in John Berryman’s “Homage to Mistress Bradstreet” and Robert Hayden’s 
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“A Letter from Phillis Wheatley” as a response to the horrors of World War II and the 

transatlantic slave trade. 

 Chapter Three scrutinizes the “confessional” paradigm by revisiting the other 

voices and other selves that recurrently interrupt Robert Lowell’s Life Studies and Sylvia 

Plath’s Ariel. By insisting on the importance of dramatic poetry in these collections, Frye 

further complicates the frequently invoked conflict between impersonality and 

personality. 

 Finally, a coda recognizes the work of Natasha Trethewey and Elizabeth 

Alexander as indicative of the contemporary gravitation toward the persona poem. She 

positions Trethewey and Alexander as the heirs to several poets whose poems are 

discussed in this study. In detecting a sense of bereavement in these poets’ willfully 

incomplete projects of recovery, Frye proposes that the persona poem is not only a 

powerful tool of historical engagement, but a means of critically examining the limits of 

both literary community and communion with the past.    
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Introduction 

 

For the “Love of Dramatic Contrasts”: A Prelude  
  

In June of 1896, the eminent man-of-letters William Dean Howells, writing in 

Harper’s weekly magazine, famously introduced American readers to a new poet he had 

just discovered, the then-little-known Paul Laurence Dunbar. Dunbar had just self-

published his second book of poems, Majors and Minors, and Howells happened upon 

the collection unexpectedly: “There has come to me from the hand of a friend, very 

unofficially, a little book of verse, dateless, placeless, without a publisher […].” 

Confessing that he is always moved by the “forlornness” of such volumes and hoping that 

his “love of dramatic contrasts” does not cloud his critical approach, Howells tells his 

large swath of readers that he “felt a heightened pathos in the appeal from the fact that the 

face which confronted me when I opened the volume was the face of a young negro, with 

the race traits strangely accented: the black skin, the wooly hair, the thick, outrolling lips, 

and the mild, soft eyes of the pure African type.” What Dunbar “calls his little book” is 

unknown; here Howells gives it a familiar face. In this notorious launch of Dunbar’s 

career, an American reading public is instructed to read Dunbar not as Dunbar’s poems 

but in this visual representation of Dunbar’s physical, racialized phenotype. Howells’s 

anecdote foregrounds the poet’s blackness as a quality that masks his talent. As Howells 

notes, “a generation ago [the poet] would have been worth, apart from his literary gift, 

twelve or fifteen hundred dollars, under the hammer” of slavery (630). 
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Gradually, Howells’s review argues that Dunbar’s greatness lies in his 

authenticity. The key to this authenticity is, of course, Dunbar’s textual reproduction of 

“the pure African type” in dialect form. And, indeed, the blackness of Dunbar’s physical 

image works as evidence to corroborate the authority of the poems Howells so admires. 

Although Majors and Minors also includes non-dialect, classically styled lyrics, Howells 

equates Dunbar’s true self with the linguistic reproductions of Southern black speech 

offered in what he deems to be the “Minors” section.1 Arguing that “Mr. Dunbar writes 

literary English when he is least himself” [emphasis mine], Howells contradicts one 

definition of the lyric as the poem of personal expression. He suggests that Dunbar’s lyric 

pieces are more ostensibly performative than those written in dialect. Equating the dialect 

poems with the kind of authenticity often given to lyric performance, Howells claims that 

the former cements Dunbar’s position as “the first man of color to study his race 

objectively, to analyze it to himself, and then to represent it in art as he felt it and found it 

to be; to represent it humorously, yet tenderly, and above all so faithfully that we know 

the portrait to be undeniably like.” Howells’s failure as a reader was not that he was 

unable to recognize Dunbar’s talent—the exact opposite in fact—but that he was unable 

to avoid collapsing lyric and dramatic forms. Because Howells contends that to represent 

one’s race is to represent one’s true self, he deliberately disguises the gap between 

Dunbar’s dramatized characters and the poet. Those pieces that reflect what mainstream 
                                                
1 Dunbar divides the book into two sections. The initial section opens with a heading that matches the title: 
“Majors and Minors.” The second is titled “Humor and Dialect.” Howells, in rushing to read the dialect 
poems as a low, popular and thus “minor” form, willingly misreads Dunbar’s principles of organization. 
The pronouncement obscures Dunbar’s writerly direction to read the lyric verses bearing the book’s title as 
being more significant. Further absent in this assessment are the musical connotations of “Majors and 
Minors.”  
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society believes about its black citizens are—paradoxically—Dunbar’s poems of personal 

expression. Before his career even takes off, Dunbar the person has been equated with the 

masks of dramatic performance—the personae—his poems have created.2  

Not insignificantly, the first dialect poem that opens the collection's  “Humor and 

Dialect” section is called “The Party.” The poem, with its presentation of a jovial, 

crowded gathering in the antebellum South, renders a stereotypical image of the happy 

slave. While the poem can be read in both the tradition of plantation literature and 

minstrel performance, the party creates a space to which the reader has only the illusion 

of being invited: 

Dey had a gread big pahty down to Tom's de othah night; 
Was I dah? You bet! I nevah in my life see sich a sight; 
All de folks f'om fou' plantations was invited, an' dey come, 
Dey come troopin' thick ez chillun when dey hyeahs a fife an' drum. 
Evahbody dressed deir fines'—Heish yo' mouf an' git away, 
Ain't seen no sich fancy dressin' sence las' quah'tly meetin' day; 
Gals all dressed in silks an' satins, not a wrinkle ner a crease, 
Eyes a-battin', teeth a-shinin', haih breshed back ez slick ez grease; 
Sku'ts all tucked an' puffed an' ruffled, evah blessed seam an' stitch; 
Ef you 'd seen 'em wif deir mistus, couldn't swahed to which was which. 
Men all dressed up in Prince Alberts, swaller-tails 'u'd tek yo' bref! 
I cain't tell you nothin' 'bout it, y' ought to seen it fu' yo'se'f. (1-12) 

 

                                                
2 Much of Majors and Minors would be subsequently excerpted—along with Dunbar’s first book Oak and 
Ivy (1893)—to form the volume Lyrics of Lowly Life (1896), for which Howells writes the introduction. 
Dunbar may have preferred to be recognized for his lyric poetry as the title’s emphasis on the lyricizing of 
these “lowly” lives suggests. Yet, the title disarticulates the performative, dramatic aspect of Dunbar’s 
dialect verses from how the poems would be read for many years. In the introduction, Howells expresses 
that virtually any poet could have written the more traditional lyric verses but that “[…] I do not know any 
one else at present who could quite have written the dialect pieces.” Again, he understands the identities 
proposed by the poems as being closer to the poet as he is “most himself.” Howells willingly misreads the 
voices of others as being the true voice of Dunbar, once again shortening of the space between the poet and 
the personae he embodies. 
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Although the speaker states that he “cain't tell you nothin' 'bout it,” he proceeds to do so 

with great verve and excitement. “The Party” stages various scenes of play that occur 

over the course of the recollected evening; therein Dunbar deftly creates a space of 

performance. In the section above, Dunbar elaborates on the vibrant, carefully chosen 

outfits donned by the slave figures; these out-of-the-ordinary clothes themselves obscure 

the line between lived experience and performance, between these persons as they are 

and as they would like to be. Elizabeth Alexander contends that “There is a vision of 

community here, and of an evanescent utopia” and reads the poem as “marking black 

space” and “as a story of diaspora and recombination” (Power and Possibility 11-13). 

Nonetheless, as Howells might have attested, the white reader is encouraged to observe 

the party from a distance, believing he is getting a true representation of black life, 

perhaps exclusively for his benefit. The true audience of this play is productively in 

doubt. 

Dunbar’s dialect poetry henceforth became immensely popular at the turn of the 

century, joining a larger swath of dialect literature by such writers as Joel Chandler 

Harris, James Whitcomb Riley, and George Washington Cable; in later years these pieces 

were dismissed under the claim that they performed derogatory stereotypes to please 

white readers. One of the more well known criticisms of Dunbar’s dialect poetry occurs 
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in James Weldon Johnson’s introduction to The Book of Negro Poetry (1922).3 Johnson 

writes that 

The Negro in the United States has achieved or been placed in a certain artistic 
niche. When he is thought of artistically, it is as a happy-go-lucky, singing, 
shuffling, banjo-picking being or as a more or less pathetic figure. The picture of 
him is in a log cabin amid fields of cotton or along the levees. Negro dialect is 
naturally and by long association the exact instrument for voicing this phase of 
Negro life; and by that very exactness it is an instrument with but two full stops, 
humor and pathos. So even when he confines himself to purely racial themes, the 
Aframerican poet realizes that there are phases of Negro life in the United States 
which cannot be treated in the dialect either adequately or artistically. (440) 

 
Johnson’s reluctance is not about the verisimilitude that Howells appreciates but rather 

toward the “picture of [the Negro],” the staged representation. While Johnson justifiably 

feels uneasy about demands by mainstream audiences for such depictions of “a more or 

less pathetic figure,” he is able to see what Howells was not. He is uncomfortable with 

what he deems to be insincere, highly dramatized performances of black life. What 

Johnson astutely recognizes—and distrusts—is the pure drama of Dunbar’s pieces, the 

“wearing of the mask.” 

Because the publication of The Book of American Negro Poetry proved 

synchronous with the flowering of the Harlem Renaissance, Johnson’s fatigue with 

dialect poetry and his call for new forms of writing inaugurated years of reading Dunbar 

uneasily or dismissing him completely. These days, Dunbar’s dialect poetry maintains a 

central place in our understanding of late nineteenth-century popular poetic culture, and 

                                                
3 At first, Johnson praises Dunbar, seeing him as “the first poet from the Negro race in the United States to 
show a combined mastery over poetic material and poetic technique, to reveal innate literary distinction in 
what he wrote, and to maintain a high level of performance.” 
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his recovery can be attributed in no small part to the theories of African American 

literature developed by Henry Louis Gates, Jr., among others. Indeed, Dunbar’s case 

makes a prime example of Gates’s formulation of “signifyin(g).”4  We also cannot deny 

Dunbar's influence on contemporary poets. For instance, Elizabeth Alexander admits the 

influence of Dunbar’s “The Party” on her own 2001 poem of the same title. Similarly, 

Lucille Clifton—a noted practitioner of the persona poem—remarks that her formative 

encounter with Dunbar’s works came from her mother’s recital of “The Party” while 

rocking the young Clifton on her lap (Alexander Power and Possibility 13, 16). Indeed, 

Dunbar is often viewed by recent generations of writers as a modern forebear whose 

example encourages the poetic blending of high and low cultures. Alexander contends 

that particularly in “The Party,” Dunbar is “taking us as close as he can to the force and 

presence of those aspects of our culture that literary form will struggle to capture 

throughout the next century and also which is the powerful bedrock of black creative 

expression” (Power and Possibility 13). 

                                                
4 Until recently, scholars of black modernism viewed Dunbar’s output as a remnant of a time gone by, one 
of Reconstruction’s unsettling capitulations, suggesting that—largely at James Weldon Johnson’s 
encouragement—poets writing thereafter viewed him as old-fashioned at best and highly damaging at 
worst. Only in the late twentieth did scholars and poets such as Addison Gayle and Nikki Giovanni initiate 
Dunbar’s full recovery.  While those critics following in Gates’s footsteps are able to read acts of 
subversion in Dunbar’s dialect poems, the omnipresence of the plantation and minstrel traditions in poems 
like “The Party.” Drawing on Eric Lott’s work, Elston L. Carr, Jr.  puts this discomfort plainly: there is no 
small degree of difficulty in “distinguish[ing] between subversion and exploitation, pleasure and anxiety in 
minstrel performance in general and in Dunbar’s dialect poetry in particular. Carr attests that it “occupies 
and performs American ambivalence and contradiction concerning national and racial identity—as well as 
notions of freedom and enslavement, of integration and segregation, of attraction and of repulsion, of 
pleasure and anxiety.” He adds, “it is a space concerned with marking black bodies, occupying black 
bodies, and ventriloquizing black bodies with hyperbolic jingles in broken tongues.” 
 



 7 

When critics write about Dunbar, they do not treat him as a dramatic poet 

connected with other dramatic poets. Our criticism is not yet concerned with the formal 

commonalities of Dunbar and Alexander or Dunbar and Clifton or Dunbar and the 

number of contemporary poets writing in dramatic verse. Of course, it make sense to 

address Dunbar’s performances primarily as they relate to other genres depicting black 

subjects—the stakes of Dunbar’s oeuvre are often discussed in relation to whether he 

fulfills or subverts the expectations of nineteenth-century plantation and minstrel 

traditions and how he affects black modernists who largely sought to distance themselves 

from dialect poetry. 5 But, given that Dunbar’s poems are cited as direct influences by 

contemporary poets who themselves have chosen to write in dramatic verse, we should 

situate these works within a nuanced account of the role dramatic poetry has played in the 

twentieth century. This emphasis on genre is not to negate Alexander’s claim that 

performances like Dunbar’s—and by extension a long line of dramatic poetry—is the 

“powerful bedrock of black creative expression.” It is to suggest that the “creative 

expression[s]” to which Dunbar and Alexander call our attention are part of a much 

larger, more complicated, and exciting tradition. Yet, the finer points of this tradition are 

seldom articulated in our criticism.  

This fact belies a greater problem with our understanding of American dramatic 

poetry in the twentieth century. In truth, we do not recognize dramatic poetry as a 
                                                
5 While the importance of such frameworks cannot be underestimated, literary scholarship that addresses 
minstrelsy primarily emphasizes the relationship between printed literary texts and theatrical and musical 
performance. Here I have in mind Lott’s Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working 
Class (1993) and William John Mahar’s Behind the Burnt Cork Mask: Early Blackface Minstrelsy and 
Antebellum American Popular Culture (1999). 
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particularly American genre or as one that carries much weight during the last century. 

Critical attention to the form falls primarily on its nineteenth-century British 

practitioners, Robert Browning and Alfred Lord Tennyson, and its modernist Europhilic 

adapters, Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot. Moreover, our narrative of the modernist canon 

forecloses the link between personae in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. With the 

exception of Robert Frost, what happened to the form as a viable, complicated tradition in 

American literature after Pound and Eliot dispensed with it has been of little concern to 

scholars. Instead, we have treated dramatic poetry as an incidental, unrelated phenomena 

with critics attending to particular poems rather than a larger formal lineage. And yet, 

despite such scholarly oversight, there is a great deal of dramatic poetry being produced 

in our current moment. Poets as disparate and well regarded as Louise Glück, Terrance 

Hayes, Lucie Brock-Broido, James Tate, Tracy K. Smith, and Fanny Howe have 

employed the form in recent years. Surely the poems of Ai, Frank Bidart, and Richard 

Howard—perhaps the most notorious of contemporary writers of monologues—did not 

suddenly appear in the late twentieth century out of nowhere? Is our sense of the form’s 

resurgence a false one? What antecedents might we have overlooked? Many, it turns out. 

In addition to the ones I have so far linked to Dunbar, we can count Amy Lowell, 

Gwendolyn Brooks, Robert Penn Warren, Allen Tate, Elizabeth Bishop, and Robert 

Lowell among the form’s more visible acolytes. Alternatively, the work of such diverse 

writers as Edgar Lee Masters, Robert Hayden, and Randall Jarrell—while not commonly 

analyzed by critics—boasts some of what are now our best known dramatic pieces.  
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We Wear the Mask: Re-Reading the American Persona Poem 
 

Through several case studies of poets predominantly working in the aftermath of 

high modernism, this dissertation reconstructs a tradition of dramatic poetry that spans 

the entire twentieth century. By way of underscoring the fact that this tradition is largely 

invisible, I focus my analyses on some of our most visible poets, including Langston 

Hughes, Robert Lowell, and Sylvia Plath. By highlighting several significant 

performances by canonical twentieth-century poets and concluding with an assessment of 

the persona poem’s contemporary position, this project contends that the genre persists as 

a site of necessary and complicated cross-identifications. The act of speaking as another 

is crucial to our understanding of how gender, race, class, and region are formulated and 

negotiated in modern American poetry. Because there is no extensive, book-length study 

of the various iterations of American dramatic verse, much of the important work 

regarding twentieth-century poets who write in dramatis personae has heretofore been 

confined to single author studies. With that in mind, I take both a long view and a 

focused one, observing twentieth-century examples of the persona poem through close 

reading. By seeing a number of persona poems as partaking in conversations across time 

and in their immediate historical contexts, this dissertation considers how poets from an 

assortment of backgrounds and poetic communities have used dramatic poetry to project 

and complicate an understanding of identity. I argue that the form’s concern with alterity 

makes the persona poem a profound tool of social engagement; in always speaking as an 
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Other, the poems deliberately cross into alternate experiences and contexts. In doing so, 

they prompt the reader to replicate and examine these movements.  

This project has much to offer several ongoing critical conversations. In accounts 

of post-1945 American poetry, much attention falls on confessional and African 

American poetries, though the two are rarely discussed together.6 Directing more 

attention to the role of dramatic poetry in both of these groups enables a significant 

contribution to the growing body of work that expands our general narratives of 

twentieth-century literature. If our primary chronicle of American dramatic poetry has 

been that it was naturalized as part of the move toward an impersonal lyric voice, then the 

disruption of this idea challenges existing narratives of modernism that privilege an 

arcane, fragmented polyvocality. Changing this story de-privileges a narrative that is 

often divided along the lines of the political versus the personal. It similarly works 

against our understanding of the avant-garde as the driving force behind twentieth-

century American poetry and our tendency to analyze poets in terms of sometimes 

myopic cohort models. Rather than fragmentation or opposing poles of (im)personality, I 

argue that the persona poem allows us to see a greater emphasis on social activity and 

community throughout the twentieth century.  

One of the major contributions of this dissertation is its championing of the 

persona poem in African American poetry, where the form has assumed a crucial 

                                                
6 By obvious exceptions, I have in mind the Beats, the New York School, and the Black Mountain poets; 
nonetheless—and especially in the cases of the first two groups—reading practices are often determined by 
a “confessional” framework that would evaluate the poems in terms of their betrayal of personal 
information. 
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importance. Indeed, as my dissertation indicates, black writers have turned to dramatis 

personae with great regularity in the 150 years since emancipation. My reiteration of this 

fact will be of no surprise to scholars of African-American literature, and yet it is largely 

absent from those generalist accounts that insist on the dominance of the lyric in the 

twentieth century.7 Broadly speaking, the deployment of personae works in tandem with 

the figure of the mask that frequently appears in various accounts of cultural oppression 

by a white majority. Black artists and critics have long been aware of the idea that black 

Americans perform servility for white mainstream audiences at all levels of society; we 

are accustomed to seeing articulations of the mask in Dunbar’s “We Wear the Mask,” 

W.E.B. Du Bois’s formulation of “double consciousness,” and later Frantz Fanon’s Black 

Skin, White Masks. In a later formulation of this paradigm, we can also see Henry Louis 

Gates, Jr.’s concept of “signifyin(g),” with its emphasis on humor and disguise, as 

begging us to recognize the great importance of personae in African-American poetry. In 

a reformulation of Gates’s influential theory, Adam Lively proposes that in the late 

twentieth century we have understood the “blackness” of black literature in terms of 

“prizing of the ability to play to a particular situation” (8). As Gates, Lively, and others 

have contended, “Right back to the Brer Rabbit stories and the slave narratives, we see 

                                                
7 For instance, half of the chapters of Christopher Beach’s Cambridge Introduction to Twentieth-Century 
American Poetry—“Lyric Modernism: Wallace Stevens and Hart Crane,” “The New Criticism and poetic 
formalism,” “The Confessional moment,” “Lyric as meditation,” and “The New American Poetry and the 
postmodern avant-garde”—focus on lyric production or, in the case of the last chapter, a self-conscious 
rejection of the lyric. The chapter “From the Harlem Renaissance to the Black Arts Movement” with its 
emphasis on the works of Dunbar and Hughes does not mention dramatic poetry when discussing either’s 
creative productions.   
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dissimulation prized as an essential tool of survival” (8).8 Following the classical 

definition of “persona” as “mask,” the persona poem becomes the most direct formal 

treatment of this phenomenon that we have. In the hands of black poets, the persona 

poem deliberately engages the all-too-familiar trope of forced performance. 

Consequently, it knowingly speaks to the expansive, longstanding theoretical tradition 

that I have briefly sketched above. Yet, African-American uses of the persona poem also 

vary—even subvert—that tradition. Poets like Hughes, Brooks, Hayden, Trethewey, and 

Alexander have often used the poem as a safe space in which to present other black 

voices--many of which, in turn, deliberately challenge white expectations. Here, the 

persona poem reclaims the performance space. The act of speaking doubly, whether in 

the voice of a black hero or an unknown black individual, constitutes community and 

promotes a sort of kinship. This is a way of talking to the dead and connecting with the 

living. Writing in the voice of another—rather than repeating the woes of double 

consciousness—fundamentally ascribes freedom and power to the act of donning a mask 

that is not required by white society.  

This dissertation also takes up the challenge of establishing the centrality of the 

persona poem to the work of the “confessional” poets, a group of writers often crudely 

deemed ego-driven and obsessed with representing their biographies on the page. Unlike 

the “masks” worn in fear of showing a more intimate, vulnerable self—as indicated 

above—the “masks” commonly thought to adorn confessional writing are interpreted as 
                                                
8 Michael North goes so far as to suggest that Pound and Eliot appropriate dialect literature and a black 
consciousness of masking: “Dialect became [...] the private double of the modernist poetry they were 
jointly creating and publishing in these years” (77).  
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signifying these poets’ more intimate, vulnerable selves. In emphasizing an aesthetic of 

disclosure—whether sincere or feigned—critics of mid-century poetics have downplayed 

more obvious uses of personae by “confessional” poetry’s key figures, including John 

Berryman, Robert Lowell, and Sylvia Plath.  I argue that the persona poems of so-called 

confessional writers are a fundamental part of their projects of personality. My readings 

here form a significant contribution to the individual author studies of these poets. More 

broadly, my analyses complicate the still oft-circulated “breakthrough” narrative that 

informs our understanding of postwar poetry. I contest the reading practice that links the 

poetic successes of the “confessional” poets to a combined dismissal of academic lyric 

verse and a personal psychological breakdown. More importantly, while other critics 

have attributed a sense of performativity to the lyric productions of these poets, I argue 

that such tendencies toward performativity are evident—not only in their early works but 

in the outwardly dramatic pieces written at the supposed height of their “confessional” 

activity. Furthermore, by showing how several poems by Berryman, Lowell, and Plath 

are deeply invested in contemporary social phenomena and communal activity, I 

challenge the tendency to evaluate midcentury poets in terms of their attention to the self. 

This direct contradiction of the grand narratives of confessional poetry further troubles 

the tendency to examine twentieth-century according to the twin poles of personality and 

impersonality.  

In addition to changing our view of particular midcentury poets and how their 

work ought to be read, the reevaluations I offer here have the potential to impact how we 

read more generally. In the broadest sense, this dissertation is not only sympathetic to, 
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but also informed by recent propositions of a "New Lyric Studies." In recognizing the 

tendency of twentieth-century poetics scholars to read all poems—even those with more 

diverse orientations—as lyric, I echo Virginia Jackson’s and Yopie Prins’s astonishment: 

“How is it possible that almost all poetry has come to be read as essentially lyric and at 

the same time we do not know how to define the lyric?” By working against the idea that 

“in practice the lyric is whatever we think poetry is,” in the following chapters I practice 

an alternative criticism that insistently reconsiders “whatever we think poetry is” (2). 

Broadly speaking, the mere proposition of a viable tradition of American dramatic poetry 

is an affront to existing literary methodologies that have been in place for decades. 

Reading the poems I analyze in this dissertation not only as dramatic but also as crucially 

important to American literary history undercuts the dominant critical practice that 

Jackson has elsewhere called “lyric reading.” Indeed, I offer that the “lyric reading” she 

critiques is largely responsible for the occlusion of the modern American dramatic 

tradition that this dissertation outlines. Consequently, this project works at the macro and 

micro levels to revaluate how we approach all poetic texts. 

Our Masks, Our Selves?: A Lyric-Dramatic Tautology 
 

Although its use by American poets in the long twentieth century has largely gone 

unremarked, dramatic poetry enjoyed a long and robust history spanning centuries and 

continents. In investigating the persona poem’s place in twentieth-century American 

poetry, I am not interested in pursuing a rigid definition of the genre or creating a limited 

formal taxonomy. Rather than theorizing the differences between what has been 
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historically labeled the dramatic monologue, the dramatic lyric, the mask lyric, the poetic 

dialogue, and the persona poem, I am instead interested in the fluidity of dramatic forms 

and their social dynamics. This flexible attitude is in keeping with the larger history of 

the dramatic forms. 

Indeed, both the term “dramatic” and the term “persona” have long been vexed 

categories. In antiquity, the term “persona” referenced the masks donned by actors in 

Roman theatrical performances. Thought to be a translation of prosopon, the Greek word 

for “face,” it was also—erroneously—for many years believed to have derived from per 

sonare, meaning “to sound through.” Consequently, we can observe the term’s divergent 

denotations at the outset of its usage. As understood by Cicero, personae were “roles that 

an adult is called on to play […] aspects, rather than concealments, of the self.” Seneca, 

however, viewed the adoption of personae as pure performance, a tactic that “represented 

a falsification of the true self that lies beneath.” In present day reading practices, to adopt 

a literary “persona” involves a speech given “in the first person—seemingly disclosing 

private or hidden aspects of self and subjective experience—but does so in highly shaped 

and mediated ways.” The critical acknowledgment of a persona within the poem has 

traditionally been used to make visible the poem’s artifice. Indeed, the term “persona” 

can be used to describe the speaker of “any poem that is imagined to be spoken in a 

distinctive voice or narrated from a determinate vantage—whether that speaker is 

presumed to be the poet, a fictional character, or even an inanimate object.” This 

statement suggests the adaptability of “persona” as a conceptual framework across both 
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lyric and dramatic genres, as well as its slipperiness as a means of classification (Izenberg 

1060-61).  

 Similarly, our understanding of dramatic poetry as a genre has also proven to be 

varied and complicated. William B. Worthen cheekily begins his entry for the term in The 

Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (2012), “Dramatic poetry is at best an 

intrinsically contestable critical category and at worst a violent oxymoron sparking the 

theoretical and historical friction between performance and poetry, theater and writing, 

action and lang[uage]” (376). Worthen then points out that a previous edition defined the 

term as “(1) lyrics or short poems that imply a scene; (2) plays that are valorized with the 

adjective ‘poetic’; and (3) dramas whose dialogue is calculatingly rhythmic—in rhythms 

that are often regularized into meters and that are usually presented as discrete lines on 

the page” (qtd. in Worthen 376). Noting that all three are problematic, Worthen concedes 

that “dramatic poetry” as a genre “points toward a more searching problem, having to do 

with the function of writing in the making of drama, a form of poesis extended beyond 

words, in which—to recall Austin’s discussion of performative speech—scripted words 

are expected to do things well beyond what the words themselves say.” While this project 

certainly apprehends “dramatic poetry,” as Worthen ultimately does—as both 

performative and a line of “theoretical inquiry”—the above definition of the form as 

“lyrics or short poems that imply a scene” cannot be so jettisoned so easily; a recognition 

of our critical tendency to relate all poems to a lyric framework necessarily informs this 

project at the outset.   
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 In bringing dramatic poetry out of the shadows of the lyric, this dissertation 

approaches lyric as an ambiguous, pliable category, but not one that defines all poetry. 

Because of modern preferences for lyric as both an object of study and a methodology, it 

is impossible to ignore the large body of criticism focusing on the lyric. And yet, what is 

“lyric” has become difficult to define. As Jackson and Prins propose, it is a “moving 

target” (6). And, yet, we have preferred that it be that way: “[…]because we have come 

to think of all poetry as lyric, we have not really wanted a concise definition of lyric […] 

we need it to be blurry around the edges, to remain capacious enough to include all kinds 

of verse and all kinds of ideas about what poetry is or should be” (1). Certainly, the figure 

of address is crucial, since it blends both Eliot’s definition of lyric as “the voice of the 

poet talking to himself” and John Stuart Mill’s understanding of the genre as “utterance 

overheard” or “feeling confessing itself to itself, in moments of solitude” (96, 12). Yet, in 

reformulating Mill, as Jackson and Prins point out, “the solitude of the lyric poet is a 

solitude we witness, a solitude exhibited in public” (4). Thus, in our present 

understanding, lyric also overtakes what Eliot deems to be the “second voice” of poetry 

or “the voice of the poet addressing an audience, whether large or small” (96). These 

latter definitions account for the performative nature of all lyric poetry with the corollary 

that, once lyric poetry is discussed in terms of performance, it is easier to subsume the 

highly performative dramatic poetry under a lyric hermeneutic.   

Significantly, the practice of combining personal expression with the winking 

performativity of drama is often attributed to the New Critics, who are also credited with 

codifying the lyric as the ur-genre of poetry. In the mid-twentieth century, this group of 
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scholars notoriously encouraged the reading of all poems as, in Reuben Brower’s 

phrasing, “dramatic fiction[s]” (19). From Cleanth Brooks’s and W.K. Wimsatt’s 

perspective, “Once we have disassociated the speaker of the lyric from the personality of 

the poet, even the tiniest lyric reveals itself as drama” (qtd. in Culler “Lyric, History, and 

Genre” 71). When we talk about personae at length, it is most often to create distance 

between the poet and a poem’s lyric speaker. Jonathan Culler has attributed this tactic in 

part to the dominance of the novel in classrooms and among mainstream readers. What 

he calls “a model of poetry based on representation” has come to occupy literary studies 

as readers encounter “the fictional representation of a speaker.” We discuss these 

speakers in terms of their “novelistic situation[s],” especially by asking, “what would 

lead someone to speak thus and to feel thus?” The lyric becomes a “fictional imitation of 

the act of a speaker, and to interpret the lyric is to work out what sort of person is 

speaking, in what circumstances and with what attitude or, ideally, drama of attitudes” 

(“Why Lyric?” 201).9 As Culler’s hypothesis suggests, critics have been slow to note the 

influence of dramatic poetry upon dominant reading methods even as these ideas are 

employed pedagogically at all levels of instruction. Clara Claiborne Park dates the 

ubiquitous practice of teaching students that a poem’s “speaker” functions as a kind of 

“ur-persona” to the 1938 publication of Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren’s highly 

influential textbook Understanding Poetry. The practice espoused by these New Critical 
                                                
9 We can compare Culler’s characterization to Barbara Hernstein Smith’s formulation of “natural” and 
fictive discourses where “natural” extends to “all utterances, spoken or inscribed that can be taken as 
someone’s saying something, sometime, somewhere: all utterances, that is, that are understood to be verbal 
acts of particular persons in response to particular occasions” (15). “Fictive” discourse, in contrast, is a 
“depiction or representation” (8).  
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lions, as Culler points out, is “the only theory of the lyric to gain wide currency and 

influence” (“Changes” 38). If we recognize, as Jackson and Prins incite us to do, that 

lyric has become the metonym for all poetry, then it makes sense that the concept of 

performance—as promoted by outwardly dramatic pieces—has been subsumed by lyric 

reading.  

One result of recognizing the dramatic within the lyric is that our longstanding 

critical narrative of modernism insistently distrusts a stable unified speaking subject, 

however much we like the illusion of said subject’s production. As a result, dramatic 

modernist poetry is often viewed as part of the process of establishing a fragmented self, 

albeit one that may be reflective of the poet. The literary constructs of our major 

modernist poets—Eliot’s supposed doppelgangers J. Alfred Prufrock and Sweeney, 

Pound’s Hugh Selwyn Mauberly and even Frost’s folksy farmers—take the dramatic into 

lyric territory while at the same time other-ing the lyric “I.” As a result, when persona 

poetry by twentieth-century poets is analyzed, critics read these pieces as 

autobiographical. This despite Herbert Tucker’s claim that, “[…] upon the establishment 

of Yeats’s masks, Pound’s personae, Frost’s monologues and idylls, and Eliot’s 

impersonal poetry, it became a point of dogma among sophisticated readers that every 

poem dramatized a speaker who was not the poet” (239). Tucker’s statement 

misleadingly—but tellingly—combines acts of creative practice in the early decades of 

the twentieth century with acts of interpretation by mid-century critics. This conflation is 

directly contradicted by the fact that, despite the New Critical insistence that the speaker 
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is not to be confused with the poet’s self, critics have repeatedly looked for reasons to 

combine the two.10 

The prominence of “confessional” poetry in our twentieth-century canon is partly 

to blame. Postulating that modernist impersonality “now seems like minimally encrypted 

autobiography” (7), Dan Chiasson has argued that a desire to communicate the self, 

which took root in modernist poetics, came to fruition in the work of mid-century writers 

especially those whose poems are analyzed in this study. Yet, Chiasson proposes that 

American poets have historically exploited the rhetorical potential of real-life experiences 

in the form of personae. After World War II, objectification of the events of one’s life 

became a fundamental rhetorical figure or trope. He writes, “If ‘impersonal’ modernism 

could be described as precisely an analysis of personality, the ‘sincere’ poems that 

followed it were often, at their best, analyses of disguise” (9).11 Chiasson reads this shift 

“from naked self-presentation […] toward personae” (9) as crucial to understanding how 

American poets have traditionally explored multiple permutations of selfhood.  And, 

indeed, New Critical claims about the lyric being a “dramatic fiction” are often a point of 

                                                
10 According to Bonnie Costello, the consistent urge to collapse speaker and poet, particularly with regard 
to mid-century poets, “arise[s] from our relentless curiosity about the lives of celebrities, and our perennial 
uncertainty about the nature of lyric voice and the relation between the poet, the poem, and society” (335). 
Of Sylvia Plath’s writing, Jacqueline Rose claims “Inside her writing [the poet] confronts us with the limits 
of our (and her) knowledge. In this context it becomes more than a commonplace of recent literary analysis 
to insist in advance that there is no direct access to the writer, that the only thing available for commentary 
and analysis is the text” (qtd. in Costello 336). Yet, as Costello suggests in the case of Plath, Elizabeth 
Bishop, and a host of other poets, “critics often acknowledge the historical and rhetorical dimensions of 
lyric subjectivity but ignore them in practice” (336). 
 
11 Of importance to this dissertation is the claim that, “Indeed, when we think of confessional poetry we 
now think in terms of theatricality, Plath’s ‘Lady Lazarus,’ Sexton’s transformations of fairy tale, 
Berryman’s Anne Bradstreet in ‘Homage to Mistress Bradstreet,’ Lowell and Bishop in the guises, 
respectively of Ulysses and Robinson Crusoe” (9). 
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departure for critics of mid-century poets writing in personae. Especially with poems 

written in the latter half of the century, scholars have been quick to judge whether or not 

the persona poem is a kind of personal code, a veiled testament to the poet’s private life. 

Yet, these readings often foreclose opportunities for apprehending other cultural, literary, 

and political influences. As Bonnie Costello points out with regard to Elizabeth Bishop, 

“the story of Bishop as a poet of permeable, dynamic, multiple selfhood gets mapped, 

ironically, onto reductive biographical narratives” (339). Using the dramatic piece 

“Crusoe in England” as a prime example, Costello insists that Bishop’s perspective 

maintains multiple links to Eliot’s postulations in “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” 

Additionally, Costello argues that Bishop’s use of the Crusoe story evokes “the 

abstracted, psychological landscape, the allusiveness, the fictional persona […] of Eliot’s 

early poetry, and suggests that Bishop was carrying forward, rather than breaking 

through, modernist assumptions” (343).  While Costello does not announce it as a 

primary aim, her argument is suggestive of the need to recover the larger tradition of 

persona poetry as a vibrant form throughout the twentieth century.  

One Kind of Everything, Or, Dramatic Poetry and Society  
 

Instead of entertaining the diversity of persona poems, the small number of 

studies of the dramatic monologue frames our understanding of postwar and 

contemporary persona poetry. Most of these efforts primarily give due regard to 

Victorian exemplars. Their method involves delineation of the prime examples of the 

genre, the main contention being that the dramatic monologue evades firm definition. Ina 
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Beth Sessions’s 1947 essay conceives of an ideal monologue that would exhibit seven 

characteristics: “speaker, audience, occasion, revelation of character, interplay between 

speaker and audience, dramatic action, and action which takes place in the present” (508). 

In Sessions’s assessment—and in most of those to follow—Browning’s “My Last 

Duchess” earned the title of a “perfect” dramatic monologue. Although a taxonomical 

consideration has its value, it can and often does shut down opportunities for more 

focused textual engagement. While intending to promote the form, Sessions creates a set 

of guidelines so restrictive as to discourage discussion of other worthy candidates. 

What’s more, critics in the ensuing studies of dramatic poetry fixated on Sessions’s 

criteria, thus obscuring other features of the poems and entry points into other critical 

conversations. Adena Rosmarin offers one of the more frank assessments of this critical 

problem: “Because the dramatic monologue has always been recognized as a distinctive 

yet hybrid form—like the lyric, like the dramatic, and thus unlike either—its interpretive 

history has been obsessed with deciding its generic identity.” Rather than encounter them 

on their own terms, scholars have appraised twentieth-century poems such as Eliot’s 

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” or Robert Frost’s “A Servant to Servants” in the 

ways they “misfit” Sessions’s commonly ascribed characteristics (Rosmarin 52).  

In several decades’ worth of debates, critics have often read the form in its 

Victorian contexts. Alternatively, they have seen it as an ambiguous aesthetic spanning 

literary periods that are themselves permeable and partially continuous. Situating itself in 

the latter camp, Robert Langbaum’s widely read The Poetry of Experience (1957) argues 

for reading the dramatic monologue as an extension of the Romantic lyric—a poem of 
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personal expression—projected by another speaker. Similarly, Herbert Tucker insists that 

our understanding of dramatic poetry not be solely determined by rigid temporal markers; 

specifically, he argues that we must not forget its contribution to modernist projects. 

Tucker posits that Pound’s directive to “make it new” is deeply bound up in poets’ 

willingness “to exploit the internal otherness of the dramatic monologue” (239). Truly, 

the form’s fascination with otherness and with the bounds of the self is an important 

characterization, as my readings will demonstrate.  

Indeed, I agree with the older contention that the form’s interest stems from the 

fact that we are momentarily asked to identify with the character the poet has created.12 

However, such a process may prove difficult, often by design. Responding to 

Langbaum’s oft-invoked framework that invites the reader to judge and empathize with 

the speaker’s position, Alan Sinfield perceptively contends that, rather than being 

convinced by the verisimilitude of the poem’s speaker, astute readers of the form 

necessarily approach such speeches with skepticism. In cases of dramatis personae, the 

question of judgment or empathy becomes more complicated as we recognize the 

existence of a “divided consciousness.” Ultimately, we come to view the poem as a 

Bakhtinian kind of double-talk. As Sinfield productively directs us, “We are obliged to 

posit simultaneously the speaking ‘I’ and the poet’s ‘I’” (32). But, Isobel Armstrong 

cautions that dramatic poetic speeches straddle the line between subject and object; the 

persona created feigns subjectivity but is always an object acted upon by the poet’s 

                                                
12 See Ralph Rader’s essay “The Dramatic Monologue and Related Lyric Forms” (1976).   
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desires (qtd. in Byron 13). Armstrong’s directive makes sense, especially when 

contextualizing nineteenth century monologues. In general, the writings of the Victorians 

deemphasized the power of the individual and instead situated the self in terms of his or 

her relationship to others and to society at large. The form is also considered to have 

grown in popularity at least in part due to developments in the new field of psychology 

and the focus on the inner self. In the late nineteenth century, scientists studying the mind 

emphasized an individual’s limited control over his or her unconscious self. As such 

theories began to proliferate, dramatic monologues were often interpreted as linking the 

conscious and the unconscious.13  

This focus on the inner workings of the self continued into the twentieth century 

with the emphasis on modernist projects of impersonality. Critics have been historically 

interested in modernists’ alteration of the dramatic monologue in order to create a 

fragmented voice, a being composed of multiple parts. As I have suggested above, 

Browning’s influence on Pound and Eliot is often rendered in terms of the latter’s 

tendency to make the self strange unto itself, to make the self into a character. Addressing 

the work of Randall Jarrell, another great master of personae, Stephen Burt has written, 

“We need to begin with ideas of the self” (Randall Jarrell and His Age xii). Yet, the aim 

of this project is not to evaluate the work in terms of whether it betrays a poet’s 

                                                
13 Ekbert Faas insists on a tight connection between “psychological poetry” and “the rise of mental 
science,” going so far as to argue that the former precedes the latter. The Victorian zeal for monologues 
was deeply felt by those working in this new scientific discipline. One review in the Journal of Mental 
Science pronounced Browning to be an “anatomist of the very inmost spirit of humanity” and a performer 
of “careful pathological examination.” Another saw in Tennyson’s Maud (1855) “a remarkable sketch of 
poetic mental pathology” (qtd. in Faas 31-32).   
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psychological state, despite the ongoing fascination with psychology held by the number 

of Jarrell’s peers included in this study. Indeed, the form’s frequent confusion of subject 

and object also asks us to consider the drama as occurring not exclusively between an 

isolated poet and speaker but between a socially embedded poet, speaker, and reader. 

Such differentiation leads us to consider individual poems as profoundly entrenched in 

and determined by a variety of historical contexts. And, indeed, the persona poem argues 

that there is no true privacy—the poet attempts to occupy the voice of someone else. The 

stakes of this occupation—whether it aligns with an already existing American practice 

of violence and aggression or whether it constitutes an act of textual socialization and 

sympathy are consistently recalibrated in the chapters that follow.14      

 As I will show, this framework is broadly applicable to many twentieth-century 

and contemporary American persona poems. We can see subjectivity being negotiated 

(and often purposefully undermined) in poems that employ a recognizable figure—John 

Berryman’s Anne Bradstreet, Robert Hayden’s Phillis Wheatley, Elizabeth Alexander’s 

Muhammad Ali. We can also recognize the tension between subject and object in those 

poems that perform the plight of the downtrodden—the personae of Gwendolyn Brooks’s 

war heroes and Bronzeville residents, Langston Hughes’s singing migrants, Natasha 

Trethewey’s sex workers. Even the dramatic pieces that appear in what are known as 

Robert Lowell’s and Sylvia Plath’s most “confessional” books negate any conception of 

pure subjectivity. In discussing the form’s troubling of subjectivity, this dissertation 

                                                
14 In noting the idea of an ongoing tradition of violence and aggression as part of American identity, here I 
have in mind Richard Slotkin’s Regeneration Through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier 
(1973).  
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explores the form’s engagement with the times of its production. Here I am particularly 

interested in how these poems themselves meditate on the form as a means of a tool of 

community.  

Contending that the persona poem, in employing the voice of another, is itself 

already a democratic gesture, I argue that it makes sense to link the spirit of the modern 

American persona poem to the greatest of poetic shape-shifters: Walt Whitman. I 

disagree with Chiasson’s reading of modern American poetry as primarily driven by 

artful reworkings of autobiography; nonetheless the trajectory he outlines is helpful in 

establishing a more distinctly American lineage of the persona poem. Although it is not a 

goal of this project to replace Browning with an American forefather—or “a pig-headed 

father” for that matter—I am interested in tracing alternate lines of influence. To that end, 

it is significant that Chiasson sees the use of personae by mid-century poets as developing 

from Whitman’s enumeration of American types. The title of Chiasson’s monograph 

takes its title from Bishop’s poem “Crusoe in England,” spoken in the voice of Daniel 

Defoe’s famous castaway. But, in quoting the poem, Chiasson explains: “ The difficulty 

of knowing communities, relationships, nations—the world outside the self—if a person 

feels truly that there is ‘one kind of everything’—this is a Whitmanian problem (or at the 

very least, a problem Whitman caused)” (11). He goes on to argue that, “the desire to 

describe selves as ongoing creative acts, reiterative acts of becoming, is especially 

marked in Whitman” (12) and adds that Whitman “provided, through his own porous 

identity, a portal into still other identities” (15). Reading the persona poems that follow as 

connected to Whitman’s emphasis on population, his concern with democracy, and his 
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embodiment of American types allows us to link them to an alternative tradition. Not 

reading American dramatic poetry as a faint echo of its British precursors allows us to 

refrain from the rhetoric of an Eliot and Pound end game and to further critique a 

modernist project defined by erudition, fragmentation, and an emphasis on the avant-

garde.  

I read the persona poem in an American poetic tradition that often critiques the 

implementation of democratic ideas. That is to say, I see it as form deeply concerned with 

alterity and social activity, as being fundamentally concerned with the fate of others. As 

Glynnis Byron points out, the dramatic monologue is an actively social genre, but this 

aspect of the form has been understudied: “[…] the more we move away from seeing the 

dramatic monologue purely in terms of character study, and the more the canon of the 

dramatic monologue is expanded, the more central polemic begins to appear to the form” 

(102). In deliberately creating a character who may be distinguished from the poet, the 

poet is consciously emphasizing alterity. On the most basic of levels, the dialogic nature 

of the form asks the reader to recognize the poet’s awareness of figures outside of the self 

(though of course the poet’s self is implicated in this process). To this end, I find 

Rosmarin’s adoption of a “pragmatic” method to be particularly instructive. Instead of 

emphasizing a predominately “theoretical” or “historical” approach to dramatic forms, 

that “pragmatic” method calls for reading them “in terms of their affective design.” 

Adopting this hermeneutic, she posits, “show[s] them to be more artful and more 

profound than they have seemed in the readings already recorded in their interpretive 

history” (57). While my ultimate hope is that other scholars will take the form more 
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seriously, making the case that the poems I will analyze are “artful” or “profound” is not 

a primary goal of this project. However, the phrase “affective design” prompts us to 

consider persona poems as highly rhetorical objects, contrived to influence their readers, 

especially through emotional appeal. In the chapters that follow, I combine Rosmarin’s 

instruction with Byron’s insistence that the form has historically been a social genre. 

As a result, the questions of empathy, historical context and social obligation—as 

consciously deployed by the form’s rhetoric and choice of subject—are important ones 

for this project. In offering the reader the opportunity to identify with personae, these 

poems suggest the possibility of intersubjective exchange. In apprehending the utterance 

spoken by a recognizable other, the reader is forced to consider the world beyond the 

poetic self. To read the vast array of twentieth-century persona poems as mere masks for 

poetic confession provides only half the story. As Theodor Adorno has argued in “Lyric 

Poetry and Society,” cultural tensions “speak” through the lyric “I” that initially appears 

to be opposed to the collective and opposed to objectivity. Yet, this “I” becomes socially 

invested through its fundamental sense of alienation. Yet, if we complicate Adorno’s 

formulation, the dramatic “I” is immediately interested in both the collective and 

objectivity. In its paradoxical mimicry of the subjective experience of another, the 

persona poem—more than the lyric—  “expresses the dream of a world in which things 

would be different” (40). We can read a number of these persona poems as deliberately 

staging an examination—if not prompting a resolution—of objectivity and alienation. 

Because these poems sui generis force the interaction between poet and a subject 
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distinguishable from the poet, they model for the reader a broadening of horizons and an 

apprehending of society. 

What to Do with “Doing in Different Voices”: A Methodology 
 

In the pages that follow, I offer one mapping of the course of the persona poem in 

the twentieth century, recognizing that such a trajectory has many alternate paths. Via 

several case studies, I present a broad reading of the period, intentionally prioritizing 

poems written after 1945. While I am attentive to poets who are themselves well known, 

several of the texts I engage are less so.  Because my work especially focuses on 

establishing the importance of dramatic poetry as a form frequently employed by African 

American writers and “confessional” poets, there are many glaring omissions in this 

study. These include but are not limited to Randall Jarrell, Frank Bidart, Ai, Richard 

Howard, Lucille Clifton, and Louise Glück.15 It gives me great pleasure to say that a full 

analysis of each American poet who has written persona poetry is beyond the scope of 

this project. Instead, it is my hope that re-establishing the persona poem as viable and 

vibrant tradition that is now thriving will encourage subsequent criticism.  

Several critical frameworks could prove instrumental in analyzing this form--

affect theory, psychoanalytic theory, and performance theory come immediately to mind. 

However, I adopt a literary-historical approach that emphasizes close reading of the 

                                                
15 Here I have in mind Randall Jarrell’s “Next Day” and “The Woman at the Washington Zoo” (1969); 
Frank Bidart’s “Herbert White” (1973) and “Ellen West” (1977); Ai’s Sin (1986), Fate (1991), and Greed 
(1993); Richard Howard’s Quantities (1962), The Damages (1967), Two-Part Inventions (1974) and 
Fellow Feelings (1976); Louise Glück’s The Wild Iris (1992); and Lucille Clifton’s Voices (2008). 
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poems themselves. In each chapter, I investigate the conversations that the poems project 

and the social connections they attempt to establish. I analyze a range of texts in terms of 

the conversations they join and in which they invite a reader to participate. Although I am 

primarily interested in how each poet deploys dramatic form to suit their specific 

purposes, I consistently argue that personae poems are informed by contexts and 

phenomena other than their primary genre. Furthermore, I demonstrate how, in addition 

to the lyric, the persona poem has functioned as an ongoing site of contention in the 

greater projects of both critiquing and pursuing “sincerity and authenticity.” In doing so, I 

reject one-to-one correlations between texts and their authors and resist the tendency to 

read poems solely as isolated “confessions” or as autobiographical events. Rather than 

view the persona as a screen for the poet, I consider alternative discourses that personae 

allow the poet to engage. Each chapter performs an historically alert close reading that 

evaluates both the poet’s social contexts and the cultural cachet of the persona through 

whom the poet chooses to speak.  

 Instead of creating and adhering to a universal heuristic by which all poems in 

this study are to be compared, I examine how poets have used persona as an adaptable 

rhetorical tool. In short, poets have used the form in diverse ways and to diverse ends. As 

a result, this project also pursues an awareness not only of intersections between the 

persona poem and the lyric but also between the persona poem and other genres. These 

genres include the verse epistle, the elegy, the photograph, and the blues song. Indeed, I 

find that a poet’s tendency toward hybridity often matches a tendency toward alterity. As 

such, it is best to avoid any one assessment of the form’s ideal use. However, for the sake 
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of consistency, I engage a continuum of poems in which a central speaker announces 

him/herself as being markedly different from the poet. By employing the term 

“continuum” here, I indicate that this dissertation makes use of such varied examples as 

Langston Hughes’s blues songs, John Berryman’s lyric-dramatic-dialogue, Sylvia Plath’s 

dramatically-inflected lyrics, and Natasha Trethewey’s ekphrastic pieces.  

I purposefully adopt a rhetoric of the “American persona poem” because the 

pieces I examine employ personae maintain a significant relationship to narratives of 

American history and identity. Within this “American” framework, I show how personae 

are used to negotiate relationships between the individual, the regional, the national, and 

the international. For example, I consider how Hughes, Brooks, and Trethewey initially 

employ personae to situate individual and collective experience in communities such as 

Harlem, the South Side of Chicago, and New Orleans. More importantly, I follow how 

these poets reevaluate the bounds of these communities, suggesting that the form’s 

migration between self and other is connected to larger historical patterns of geographic 

migration. With an eye toward the outward-reaching, internationalist modalities of the 

persona poem, I also argue that Berryman, Lowell, and Plath employ a dialogic poetics to 

reassess the value of the individual in the wake of the horrors of World War II. 

 In order to “speak” to the profoundly dialogical nature of the persona poem, each 

of three chapters puts two poets in conversation. I am thereby able to address a greater 

number of poets, which itself suggests abundant opportunities for increased critical 

engagement with the dramatic form. Furthermore, I am able to show that the form has 

been used to stage conversations among poets who have been previously linked, such as 
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the “confessional poets” (Lowell and Plath) and the “Dark Room Collective” (Trethewey 

and Alexander) or through critically constructed poetic lineages (Hughes and Brooks). 

Finally, these pairs allow me to examine poets who are rarely (if ever) considered 

alongside each other but whose poems pose similar ethical problems (Berryman and 

Hayden).  

In my first chapter, I analyze Langston Hughes’s Fine Clothes to the Jew (1927) 

and Gwendolyn Brooks’s A Street in Bronzeville (1945), demonstrating a profound 

connection between their use of the persona poem and representations of the Great 

Migration. My argument here revises our understanding of Hughes’s and Brooks’s early 

works as establishing community in the neighborhoods of Harlem and Bronzeville. 

Instead of locating their dramatic poetics in these urban, African-American centers, I 

contend that Hughes and Brooks project a poetry of displacement. In considering a 

number of poems from these collections that not only refuse to be site-specific but insist 

on placelessness, Hughes and Brooks consistently combine dramatic form patterns of 

geographical migration. The shifting sense of self that is characteristic of Fine Clothes to 

the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville emblematizes the lived historical experience of 

millions of Americans who left the South in the early decades of the twentieth century. 

These poets’ very use of dramatis personae suggests a diasporic function: Hughes and 

Brooks migrate through a series of voices that emphasize their struggles to assimilate into 

new communities. 

While studies of Hughes’s blues-oriented figures have productively considered 

racial, gendered, and sexual migrations, critics have located the poems themselves in a 
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particular place. In recent years, it has become more common to read metaphors of 

crossings and traversals in terms of the queerness of Hughes’s personae; in this chapter I 

pair these ideas with Hughes’s emphasis on a geographically peripatetic lifestyle. As for 

Brooks, I read her seldom analyzed “Negro Hero” alongside several sonnets from her 

similarly understudied “Gay Chaps at the Bar” sequence. These poems emphasize a 

cosmopolitan context and directly take the reader and the speaker(s) out of Chicago, thus 

changing the scope and scale of the book’s play between place and placelessness. 

Additionally, I argue that the book purposefully combines the experiences of the Great 

Migration with those of returning GI’s in order to reexamine the limits of African 

American social mobility in the period just after World War II. These readings not only 

constitute a significant contribution to Hughes and Brooks studies; they also ask us to 

reassess our understanding of modernist poetry as fundamentally located in urban areas. 

Finally, my readings challenge us to see the how demographic changes enacted by the 

Great Migration altered the terms of our national obsession with race; the persona poem 

was a crucial part of that alteration. 

In considering the uses of transatlantic literary figures in John Berryman’s 

“Homage to Mistress Bradstreet” (1954) and Robert Hayden’s “A Letter from Phillis 

Wheatley” (1978), I further examine how the persona poem has been coupled with a 

poetics of migration. Despite their significant differences, it is not mere coincidence that 

these two male poets, well-established in their time, engage early American white and 

black womanhood through a complex set of identifications. In speaking through two of 

America’s first poets, Berryman and Hayden imbue their primary speakers with a sense 
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of vulnerability, thereby revisiting scenes of nascent national development in order to 

respond to the horrors of World War II and the transatlantic slave trade. They also 

demonstrate how the form of the persona poem can itself promote a rhetoric of violence. 

In occupying these physically vulnerable figures, Berryman and Hayden allude to the 

violence that speaking as another requires.  

Key to this aesthetic of vulnerability is the poets’ commitment to hybrid form. In 

Berryman’s lyric-dramatic dialogue, what at first reads as formal instability reveals an 

ongoing distrust of and desire for lyric. Anticipating Adorno’s famous dictum about lyric 

poetry and Auschwitz, Berryman critiques poetry’s ability to connect others through 

dramatic and lyric forms. In seeing his Puritan muse as an ambassador of lyric poetry, 

Berryman ironically employs the dramatic in order to display a longing for a more 

transcendent version of the lyric that he simultaneously suggests is unattainable. 

Hayden’s representation of Wheatley’s voice in epistolary form attempts to render the 

nation’s first African-American poet as a whole, intact presence. Yet, this combination of 

the dramatic and the epistolary, meant to be Wheatley’s affirmative call to her friend 

Obour Tanner, is, finally, a kind of apostrophe that will not and cannot be answered. This 

dead letter calls our attention not only to Wheatley’s transatlantic journeys but also to 

those of countless others who braved the Middle Passage.    

A third chapter uses persona poetry as a method of scrutinizing the “confessional” 

paradigm by revisiting the other voices and other selves that recurrently interrupt Robert 

Lowell’s Life Studies (1959) and Sylvia Plath’s Ariel (1965). In analyzing poems that 

have been either dismissed or canonized by critics, I propose that the projects of identity 
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enacted in both volumes consistently undercut the sense of a singular, stable lyric 

presence. I read this distancing of personal, lyricized expression as occurring broadly 

across the whole of Life Studies and Ariel and locally in a number of under-read poems. 

To portray these collections accurately involves, I argue, a perpetual movement away 

from the poet’s self in books that are largely thought to be about that very self. 

Lowell’s persona poems are often dismissed as holdovers from his early style; 

they are pieces to be ignored in the face of Life Studies’s tremendous “breakthrough.” In 

fact, I argue, these poems perform an important dialogic function within the collection by 

staging a conversation with the more recognizably lyric pieces. In turn, I read the social 

aspect of Life Studies’s design, demonstrating that the poems and their persons talk 

directly to each other. Similarly, my analysis of Plath’s dramatic pieces promotes a more 

comprehensive apprehension of Plath’s craft, specifically her striving toward 

inauthenticity. Her scrambled sense of lyric and dramatic modes establishes a 

productively indeterminate sense of self. In addition, my reading distinguishes Plath’s 

poetic techniques as being different from and not merely derivative of Lowell’s. 

Although their poems share dramatic forms and tendencies, I emphasize the stark 

differences between Plath and her mentor, and I argue that the continued appearance of 

the persona poem in these “confessional” collections challenges the frequently invoked 

conflict between impersonality and personality.  

Lastly, a coda recognizes the work of Natasha Trethewey and Elizabeth 

Alexander as indicative of the contemporary gravitation toward the persona poem and 

positions them as the heirs to several poets whose poems are discussed in this study. 
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When critics have spoken of the persona poem’s engagement with lost or marginalized 

histories, it has been to champion the form as a tool of recovery. In contrast, I propose 

that many of these assessments overlook Trethewey’s and Alexander’s deep awareness of 

what can neither be restored by the poet nor reproduced in dramatic form. The burgeoning 

scholarly narrative for Trethewey’s Ophelia character, a New Orleans sex worker at the 

turn of the twentieth century—and for many other marginalized figures coming to 

consciousness in contemporary persona poetry—is one of triumph in the face of complete 

obscurity. However, I examine how Trethewey in Bellocq’s Ophelia (2002) combines 

dramatic form with photographic motifs to trouble Ophelia’s subject position; rather than 

being self-evident and fully formed, Ophelia’s image is one of a figure struggling toward 

self-definition. Rather than creating a complete portrait, Ophelia’s speeches insist that, 

even as there is much that the camera cannot see, there is much that the poet cannot say. 

In examining Alexander’s “Narrative: Ali (A Poem in Twelve Rounds)” (2001), I present 

one example of the continued practice of offering an alternative view of iconic African-

American figures. Although she consistently draws on familiar events from Muhammad 

Ali’s biography, Alexander convinces us that we know even less about Ali than 

previously thought. Using the drama of the boxing ring as a unifying metaphor, 

Alexander allows each poem in her sequence to punch out another, undercutting any firm 

sense of Ali as a knowable subject. Ultimately, Alexander uses the persona poem as a 

meta-discussion of Ali’s own celebrity. Art reflects life in this way: we are asked to read 

“The People’s Champ” as another role to be performed, a series of masks.  
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I argue that a deeply felt sense of bereavement characterizes these poets’ 

attempted realizations of figures who cannot fully be recovered. Critics are beginning to 

consider the work of the present generation of African American poets, many of whom 

are affiliated with the Dark Room Collective or the Cave Canem Foundation. As 

scholarship addresses the role of social ties to these poets’ poetics, Trethewey’s and 

Alexander’s personae serve as a greater meditations on the role of history and community 

in the post-desegregation era. In closing I return to the metaphorical propensities of 

Dunbar’s poem “The Party.” In my revisiting of this poem, I examine how Dunbar 

communes with those unreachable figures of the African diaspora; I argue that something 

similar is at work in the number of contemporary African American persona poems that 

embody figures drawn from the past. 
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Chapter One:  Bound Elsewhere: The Mobilized Personae of Langston 
Hughes’s and Gwendolyn Brooks’s Early Poems 

 
 
[…] the whole book was about people like that, workers, roustabouts, and singers, and 
jobhunters on Lenox Avenue in New York, or Seventh Street in Washington or South 
State in Chicago— […] 
 
—Langston Hughes, The Big Sea 
 
He was born in Alabama. 
He was bred in Illinois. 
He was nothing but a  
Plain black boy. 
 
—Gwendolyn Brooks, “of De Witt Williams on his way to Lincoln Cemetery”  
 

“What I saw and what I heard in the street” 
 
 

It is a well-known fact among scholars of Langston Hughes and Gwendolyn 

Brooks that the elder poet served as a mentor to the younger. Brooks was to meet 

Hughes, whom she called “the catalyzing figure of [her] literary career,” almost a decade 

before the 1945 publication of her first widely acclaimed collection A Street in 

Bronzeville (Erkkila 191).1 Like Hughes, Brooks became well known for dramatizing the 

lives—and, by many accounts, the souls—of black city-dwellers. One detects evidence of 

                                                
1 Brooks’s ambitious mother, Keziah Brooks, managed to set up meetings for her daughter with both 
Langston Hughes and James Weldon Johnson when they lectured at local churches in Chicago. She also 
arranged for the two to read poems by the young Brooks. Although pleased by her work, Johnson advised 
Brooks to “Continue to write—at the same time, study carefully the work of the best modern poets—not to 
imitate them, but to help cultivate the highest possible standards of self-criticism.” But Brooks’s and 
Hughes eventually enjoyed a relationship that was one of “mutual admiration,” with Hughes going so far as 
to dedicate his 1963 short story collection Something in Common to Brooks (Smith 33-34). 
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this singular, binding tie between the poets in Brooks’s memoirs. Of Hughes, she writes, 

“Mightily did he use the street. He found its multiple hearts, its tastes, smells, alarms, 

formulas, flowers, garbage and convulsions. He brought them all to his table-top. He 

crushed them to a writing paste. He himself became the pen” (qtd. in Smith 34/ Report 

70-71). Of herself she writes, “I lived on 63rd Street […] and there was a good deal of life 

in the raw all about me […] I wrote about what I saw and heard in the street. I lived in a 

small second-floor apartment at the corner, and I could look first on one side and then on 

the other. There was my material” (qtd. in Erkkila 198). Tellingly, Brooks’s admiring 

words for Hughes celebrate the very method she uses: she, too, finds her “material” by 

observing “the street.” 

In her assessment of Hughes, Brooks inaugurates what has hence become a 

scholarly truism: these poets are best understood in terms of their site-specific poetics. 

Consequently, when considering Hughes’s second effort Fine Clothes to the Jew (1927) 

or Brooks’s A Street in Bronzeville, we assume that a close observation of their 

communities’ day-to-day activities drives these collections. But, instead of adopting the 

perspective of the flâneur, one who walks the streets of Harlem and Chicago’s South Side 

with an all-seeing gaze, Brooks and Hughes often adopt the positions of the city-dwellers 

whom their poems purport to vivify. As a result, critics have heralded the ways these 

volumes portray the varied experiences of local populations: the personae of Fine Clothes 

to the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville have trouble making ends meet and struggle with 

inter-personal relationships against a backdrop of systemic racial discrimination. The 

hardships of such figures feature prominently in canonized pieces such as Hughes’s 
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“Brass Spitoons” and “Young Gal’s Blues” and Brooks’s “kitchenette building,” “a song 

in the front yard,” and “The Mother.” Through these collections’ extended use of 

dramatis personae, we are asked not only to observe the worlds they reflect, but also to 

engage with the speakers they voice. 

Even though Harlem and Bronzeville are themselves sites of activity, of 

transition, of people moving in and out, critics favor stabilized depictions of Hughes’s 

and Brooks’s locales. Gary Smith writes that, for Brooks, Hughes’s example 

“underscored the value of cultivating the ground upon which she stood” (34). Such 

metaphors of planting convey a sense of rootedness—they ask us to entrench these poets’ 

work. For many readers, so compellingly do Hughes and Brooks represent the situation 

of localized, urban black poor that scholarly accounts of these poets’ oeuvres never 

neglect to mention Harlem, in Hughes’s case, or Chicago’s South Side, in Brooks’s. 

Moreover, Harlem and Chicago have become so associated with the flowering of black 

cultures in the twentieth century that is difficult to think of Hughes’s or Brooks’s poetry 

without these particular contexts. Most obviously, the group with which Hughes is 

primarily associated includes the writers of the Harlem Renaissance, with his poetic 

compatriots Jean Toomer, Sterling Brown, and Claude McKay. Similarly, Brooks is 

recognized as a leading figure of the Chicago Renaissance along with Richard Wright, 

Margaret Walker, Arna Bontemps, and Lorraine Hansberry.2 The relationship between 

these poets and their places has, as Elizabeth Alexander proposes, assumed a “mythical” 

                                                
2 With the exception of Wright, Hughes and Brooks are the most lauded individuals from these 
communities.   
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status (Black Interior 48). The result is that most examinations of Hughes and Brooks 

render them as larger-than-life spokespeople for the residents of their respective cities 

and artistic scenes. Hughes and Brooks are easily and frequently seen as political and 

poetic statesmen, figurative representatives of these municipalities.   

But what are we to do with those moments when Hughes’s and Brooks’s personae 

overstep the bounds of these topoi? What about their repeated journeys elsewhere? How 

should we account for the times when we are transported, even momentarily, to another 

place? Critics have consistently overlooked the ways these collections gesture outside of 

and away from their Harlem and South Side neighborhoods. In such a reading practice, 

the struggles of Hughes’s and Brooks’s memorable figures are indisputably “placed” 

within a definable set of geographic limits—often just a few city blocks. And yet these 

collections insist on remarkable moments of geographic mobility and uncertainty. 

Hughes’ and Brooks’s early works are not, finally, concerned with purely localized 

depictions of black life. Attention to the formal and geographic fluidity of the personae in 

Fine Clothes to the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville allows us to rethink the demographic 

and cultural projects of these volumes—and indeed Hughes’ and Brooks’ poetic projects 

as a whole. 

In Fine Clothes to the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville, Hughes and Brooks give 

voice to many who are newly arrived “in the mecca.” 3 That is to say, their work touches 

on the Great Migration, the phenomenon in which approximately six million individuals 

                                                
3 Here I borrow the phrase “in the mecca” from the title of Brooks’s 1968 collection. “The Mecca” literally 
refers to a large apartment building in Chicago that sheltered thousands of people. Built at the end of the 
nineteenth century, it had fallen into extreme disrepair even as generations of city dwellers continued to 
live there.   
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left those states formerly constituting the Confederacy (Wilkerson 8-9). 4 Because of the 

rural South’s long oppression of black peoples, those leaving the region in droves at the 

beginning of the first World War associated Chicago and Harlem with economic 

prosperity, professional mobility, and new beginnings. Most readers agree that Fine 

Clothes to the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville reflect the struggles of these new 

transplants as they pursue oft-deferred dreams. The utterances of these books beg to be 

read against the backdrop of the Great Migration. But such analyses have been superficial 

at best, largely because these poems have the potential to disrupt Harlem or Bronzeville-

centric, mythmaking narratives. Nonetheless, Hughes and Brooks produced poetry that 

addresses the more complicated aspects of what Isabel Wilkerson calls a massive “silent 

pilgrimage” (8). Taken together, Brooks’s and Hughes’s volumes represent this 

substantial demographic shift at two different points in time. Hughes’s Fine Clothes to 

the Jew reflects the verve of a migratory population in the years immediately following 

the Great War. In contrast, the release of A Street in Bronzeville coincides with the 

midway point of this mass exodus and, as I will argue, sets it against the global context of 

                                                
4 Some historians estimate the number to be substantially larger, and estimates change depending on 
definitions of the American South. Wilkerson relies on figures for the former states of the Confederacy 
(note 556) and underscores the fact that World War I was the major cause for northern emigration, though 
blacks, of course, had attempted to flee the South before the Civil War. During the period of 
Reconstruction, individuals and families turned away from the region’s Jim Crow laws in a “continuous 
trickle” (Wilkerson 161). Yet a “labor crisis” brought on by the war dampened the availability of European 
immigrants needed to work in factories and stockyards. Recruitment agents and labor scouts journeyed to 
the South, hoping to incite the region’s black workers to move north, even if temporarily (161). During the 
war years, close to 555,000 African-Americans left the South—a figure greater than all who had left in the 
years after the Emancipation Proclamation (161). 
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World War II.5 From these two distinct perspectives, Hughes and Brooks disrupt the idea 

that residency in a northern city equals having “arrived” or having “put down roots.” 

Most significantly for this project, scholars have not linked these poets’ changing 

geographies with their use of the dramatic mode. It is significant that neither Hughes nor 

Brooks employs one particular point of view or poetic voice in these collections. Rather 

than depicting Harlem and Bronzeville as mere terminuses of the Great Migration, many 

of these personae are restless, moving from place to place—even as Hughes and Brooks 

explore a host of lyric and dramatic possibilities.  The shifting sense of self that is a 

hallmark of Fine Clothes to the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville is emblematic, then, of a 

fundamental sense of displacement. What Elizabeth Schlabach has interpreted as “the 

dialectic of placelessness and boundedness” in Brooks’s Bronzeville poems can be 

attached to a reading of Hughes’s and Brooks’s formal techniques. Their frequent turns to 

the dramatic project an embodied “placelessness” or a voiced sense of mobility, if not 

migration. As such, their very use of dramatis personae suggests a diasporic function. In 

many ways, Fine Clothes to the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville do strive to imagine a 

community; even as the utterances of their personae work toward a sense of unity or even 

collectivity, they perpetually announce themselves as disparate, often distant entities. 

That is to say, Hughes and Brooks migrate through a series of voices that emphasize their 

struggles to assimilate into new communities, become part of a particular, unified 

                                                
5 At the end of the Great Migration in the 1970s, the black population of Chicago bloomed to more than 
one million—this from 44,103 just under three percent at the movement’s beginning (Wilkerson note 556). 
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locality. But as the speakers change and the voices carry, the bodies of these poems are 

perpetually in motion.  

Read through existing scholarship that examines Hughes’s nuanced racial, 

gendered, and sexual codes, the literal and formal migrations of the speakers in Fine 

Clothes to the Jew accrue additional, intersectional meaning. The diptych “Gypsy Man” 

and “Po’ Boy Blues,” along with a similar piece, “Bound No’th Blues” provide a 

powerful sense of dislocation that accentuates what Martin Ponce calls Hughes’s “queer 

blues.” Read in this context, “Bound No’th Blues” does not sound like a fixed, 

confidently retrospective look at the speaker’s Mississippi origins. I propose, finally, that 

Hughes’s personae’s repeated metaphors of mobility form a fundamental part of the 

collection’s ability to disrupt—and, as Ponce might have it, queer—a secure sense of 

place and time. Significantly, these disruptions work in tandem with Hughes’s ongoing 

rejection of stabilized notions of gender, race, and sexuality.  

As for Brooks, the poems “Negro Hero” and the beginning and concluding pieces 

from the “Gay Chaps at the Bar” sequence prove significant departures for a collection 

best known for Brooks’s Bronzeville-centric poetry. The voices of veterans in these 

World War II-themed poems allow a coalescing of regional, national, and international 

concerns that goes frequently unaddressed in criticism that focuses instead on Brooks’s 

use of the Chicago South Side. By speaking about if not from within a foreign country, 

their polyvocal utterances of these poems ask us to reconsider Brooks’s dialectic of 

emplacement and placelessness.  In moving between these ideals, these vocal presences 

drown out critics who would discuss Brooks solely in terms of urban, feminine figures. 
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By focusing on these speeches by World War II GI’s, I demonstrate Brooks’s concern 

with moving beyond Bronzeville and her adoption of a similarly indeterminate, 

necessarily mobile perspective.   

 

Fine Clothes to the Jew 
 

Released by Knopf in 1927, Fine Clothes to the Jew came upon the heels of 

Hughes’s groundbreaking first book The Weary Blues (1926). Representative of 

Hughes’s early and perhaps best known poetics, the two are often cited as the height of 

Harlem Renaissance jazz poetry.  But like The Weary Blues, which received mixed 

reviews upon its initial release, Fine Clothes to the Jew was not immediately or 

universally esteemed (Miller 33, Rampersad 144). Even Hughes admitted that the 

collection’s “confusing” and “bad” title had alienated some readers; he later said that he 

regretted not naming the book Brass Spitoons after one of its now-canonical pieces (qtd. 

in Ramazani Poetry of Mourning 148). These first collections, along with his recently 

published essay “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” (1926), positioned Hughes 

at the center of aesthetic debates involving the role of propaganda in art. The political 

obligations of the artist would famously occupy writers of the Harlem Renaissance and 

generations of their critics.6 In summation, Fine Clothes to the Jew’s appearance in the 

                                                
6 David Chinitz detects a “myopic critical fixation on ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain’ as the 
definitive statement of [Hughes’s] aesthetic and social views” (57). In his and E.Patrick Johnson’s 
appraisal, the preoccupation with “The Negro Artist” has led to the development of a “rhetoric of 
authenticity” that “links racial authenticity with a certain kind of primitivism and anti-intellectualism” (qtd. 
in Chinitz 58). What Chinitz deems to be a misinterpretation of the longue durée of Hughes’s career 
overlooks how much his works “complicate and broaden the definition of authentic blackness” (58).   
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midst of broader cultural debates about the political obligations of black writers resulted 

in heightened critical expectations.7 Many were disappointed. Regarding both its 

profitability and reception among black critics, Fine Clothes was “unquestionably” the 

“least successful” of Hughes’s volumes (Rampersad 144).  One reviewer called it “about 

100 pages of trash,” adding that, “it reeks of gutter and sewer.” Another writer at the 

Chicago Tribune struggled with Hughes’s “obsession for the more degenerate elements” 

(qtd. in Rampersad 150-51). The book was commonly viewed in the black press as 

“pandering to the taste of whites for the sensational,” especially given its exposé of 

Harlem nightlife and an often-violent street culture (Rampersad 151). Notably, the more 

conservative black critics did not appreciate Fine Clothes to the Jew in principle, seeing it 

as Hughes’s rejection of “middle-class affectation.” In their view, Hughes’s textual 

portrayals of the black masses would affect broader designs for integration (Miller 33).8  

Hindsight has been kinder to Hughes’s second volume, validating the poet’s sense 

that it was “a better book than my first” (qtd. in Ramazani Poetry of Mourning 147). In a 

glowing reappraisal, Rampersad argues that Fine Clothes to the Jew is not only “by far 

Hughes’s greatest collection of verse” and “the height of his creative originality as a 

poet” but “one of the most significant single volumes of poetry ever published in the 

                                                
7 Most famously, James Weldon Johnson stressed a reliance on the Harlem Renaissance crowd to turn the 
tide of white opinion: “But these younger writers must not be mere dilettantes; they have serious work to 
do. They can bring to bear a tremendous force for breaking down and wearing away the stereotyped ideas 
about the Negro, and for creating a higher and more enlightened opinion about the race” (“Foreword” to 
Challenge).  
 
8 Hughes, of course, responds to these dismissals in “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain.” The 
essay has been viewed by many as the prose corollary to the views espoused by both The Weary Blues and 
Fine Clothes to the Jew.  
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United States” (144). Jahan Ramazani concurs, calling it “indeed an extraordinary 

volume” (Poetry of Mourning 147). What may have alienated Hughes’s contemporaries 

garnered favor with late-twentieth-century scholars, especially those promoting Hughes’s 

affinity for “low” forms of black cultural production.9  

Because Hughes, according to Gates, employed “black vernacular language and 

music—especially blues and jazz—as a poetic diction, a formal language of poetry,” his 

early work was received with skepticism “at a moment when other black writers thought 

the task fruitless at best, detrimental at worst” (“Introduction” xi).10 Like its antecedent 

The Weary Blues, Fine Clothes to the Jew has often been read as employing “the actual 

spoken language of the black and rural classes—the same vernacular language that the 

growing and mobile black middle classes considered embarrassing and demeaning, the 

linguistic legacy of slavery” (Gates “Introduction” xi). Tellingly, Gates’s emphasis on the 

“linguistic legacy of slavery” calls attention to the migratory, place-changing power of 

                                                
9 This can, of course, be largely attributed to the dominant critical emphasis on the black vernacular 
tradition as formulated by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Houston Baker and to more recent accounts that 
accentuate Hughes’s “queering the underworld.” Here I refer to Scott Herring’s Queering the Underworld: 
Slumming, Literature, and the Undoing of Lesbian and Gay History. Herring’s assessment of Harlem as an 
“underworld” hinges on the influence of Carl Van Vechten. Van Vechten was of course Hughes’s close 
contemporary and the person to whom Fine Clothes to the Jew is dedicated but has historically set many 
critics on edge. As Herring says, “they hate touching him.” Herring sees Van Vechten’s promotion of 
Harlem as being at odds with Alain Locke’s, who promoted the area “not as a sensational ghetto but as a 
phantasmatic communal ideal and a diasporic hub” (107-108). 
 
10 Hughes’s early poetry has often valorized by a critical framework that reads the use of the folk as “the 
foundation for formal black literature” (Gates qtd. in Moody 12). In Gates’s assessment, Hughes set an 
example for other writers such as Sterling Brown and Zora Neale Hurston, arguing that “so much of the 
best of the African-American literary tradition […] grows out of his transmutation of the vernacular into 
the very stuff of literature” (“Introduction” xi). But as such practices have been exposed as limiting the 
study of multiple forms of black expression, critics have been drawn to other elements of Hughes’s early 
poetry. These include Hughes’s developing internationalism, his activist politics and burgeoning 
communist participation.  
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Hughes’s language. In this assessment, Gates points out that, on a fundamental level, 

these poems bear the traces of another place and another era. Gates therefore indirectly 

challenges readers to view Hughes’s early work as deeply concerned with an 

“elsewhere,” as essentially mobility across time and space.  

Taken in its purest form, this invitation to examine Hughes’s linguistic mobility 

has been heeded largely by more recent studies that focus on his multiple internationalist 

proclivities. Vera Kutzinski has also admirably demonstrated the degree to which Hughes 

“moved in different worlds” and by doing so “had not one life but many,” “weav[ing] in 

and out of a host of cultural geographies and languages” (2).  Similarly, although he 

acknowledges the bourgeois connotations of the term, Ramazani includes Hughes among 

the number of modern and contemporary poets whose work is a kind of “traveling 

poetry,” a type that “leave[s] home and return[s]” (Transnational Poetics 52).11 On the 

one hand, Hughes’s oeuvre aligns with Ramazani’s definition of “traveling poetry” 

because it reflects the experiences of a writer who is himself well-traveled. And, in its 

many translations, Hughes’s poetry “travels” through multiple languages and cultures.12 

But while critics—including Ramazani, Jeffrey Gray, and Robert von Hallberg—have 

increasingly focused on the international themes of twentieth-century poets, the distinctly 

                                                
11 Ramazani borrows the “leave home and return” motif from James Clifford. Ramazani contends that, at a 
time when “the flows of people, technology, money, images, and ideas have accelerated across modern 
national boundaries in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, poetry has made ever more sense of the 
genre’s motile resources” (Transnational Poetics 53). 
 
12 Kutzinski also emphasizes the international circulation of Hughes’s texts, namely the (after)lives they 
assume in translation. She notes that his poems and autobiographies have been translated and “live on in 
French, German, Italian, Hebrew, Japanese, Portuguese, Russian, Serbo-Croatian, Spanish, Uzbek, and 
Yiddish.”  
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American trans-regional tendencies of such poets have been de-emphasized.13  

As Brent Hayes Edwards attests, “It is by now a commonplace to describe 

Langston Hughes as a writer of the ‘African diaspora’” (691).14  To that end, it is helpful 

to think of recent appraisals of the African diaspora as occurring in two phases: The “Old 

Diaspora” results from the Atlantic slave trade and its accompanying “history of misery” 

and “collective genius of survival.” We often recognize these “forced migrations” 

spanning multiple centuries as the paradigm known as the “Black Atlantic” (Falola 2-3). 

Under the framework of the “New Diaspora,” scholars have begun to examine the 

patterns of those in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries who migrated from Africa 

voluntarily and outside of the transatlantic slave trade (Falola 6). A descendent of slaves 

as well as slave owners and one of the most well-known participants in twentieth-century 

black internationalism, Hughes himself evokes the historical legacies and continuing 

movements of the Old and New Diasporas. Both phenomena of course indelibly 

influenced his poetry. While the greater African diaspora as it informs Hughes’s work has 

been invaluably theorized elsewhere by Edwards and others, these studies predominately 

adopt a broad, internationalist lens. And, rightly so given Hughes’s own biography, his 

                                                
13 Of course, studies of any number of twentieth-century schools of poetry—the Beats, the New York 
School, the Black Mountain poets, the Deep Image poets—often assume a (self-evident) regional bias. In 
contrast, recent studies of the Black Arts movement have emphasized multiple locations.  
 
14 But more than being solely interested in the movements of peoples between Africa and the Americas, 
Hughes, as Edwards puts it, “wanted to explore the tensions of interactions in the European metropole 
between transnationally mobile African Americans and what one might call the subjects of the new “new 
diasporas”: colonial Africans and Asians conscripted into European conflicts” (“Langston Hughes” 692). 
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overt concern with African-American, and his emphasis on international travel.15 Rather 

than re-read the poems of this collection in terms of black internationalism or the African 

Diaspora more broadly, I suggest that the American regional diasporic movement known 

as the Great Migration proves equally significant to our understanding of Hughes’s early 

work. Especially helpful for this project is Edwards’s claim that “any study of diaspora is 

also a study of ‘overlapping diasporas’” (691). In the greater context of the African 

Diaspora, the American Great Migration itself contains a multitude of micro diasporas; in 

what follows I emphasize Hughes’s consistent references to these patterns of relocation. 

Although scholars do agree that the Great Migration is an important context for 

interpreting Hughes’s work, it is usually because the event informs the (sub)culture(s) of 

1920s Harlem—the full significance of this phenomenon has not been fully borne out in 

close readings of Hughes’s poetry.16 This is to say, we have “underreported” the Great 

Migration, as it informs Hughes’s “traveling poetry” (Ramazani Transnational Poetics 

53). Critics have long understood that Hughes’s work is influenced by jazz and blues 

music, and this focus frequently mentions the routes these musical forms took from their 

original Southern hubs to Northern cities. Yet in these assessments, it is common to say 

that Hughes accessed jazz and the blues exclusively through the Harlem club scene. But, 

                                                
15 (Even in Fine Clothes to the Jew—a book frequently associated with Harlem—Hughes adjourns to Paris 
in the poem “Jazz Band in a Parisian Cabaret. Edwards extended reading of “Jazz Band in a Parisian 
Cabaret” sees the poem as “pull[ing] the blues poems of Fine Clothes out of heir frame, out of the confines 
of black performance spaces in the United States […] ‘Jazz Band in a Parisian Cabaret’ […] tugs that 
allusion to black modern mobility into another register, now transnational” (Practice 65).  
 
16 And, indeed, Kutzinski argues that close readings are “a courtesy that has not always been extended to 
Hughes.” To that end, she cites Jeff Westover’s contention that Hughes is “easily the most critically 
neglected of all major American poets” (3).  
 



 

51 

as Steven Tracy reminds us, blues music itself bears the traces of multiple geographies. 

As he notes, “the early blues style—from about the 1880s to the 1920s—differed from 

the Mississippi blues style of the same era” (73). Himself of migrant origins, as a child in 

Lawrence, Kansas, Hughes heard the beginnings of what would eventually take shape as 

the “ensemble Kansas City blues style.” Significantly, this style was itself determined by 

a number of migratory peoples. 17 And, as Gates and others have often argued, blues 

songs were, in turn, “strongly influenced by slave and work songs” of the South. Of 

course, Hughes was to hear a number of “classic” and vaudeville-based blues musicians 

in Harlem beginning in 1922, including Duke Ellington, Hall Johnson, Eubie Blake, 

Josephine Baker, and Bessie Smith (Tracy 74-77).18 But by setting aside the confluence 

of these musical influences—in particular their geographic diversity—critics have largely 

overlooked the principles of migration implicit in Hughes’s blues aesthetic.  

Instead, the strongest readings of Hughes’s blues-oriented dramatis personae 

have focused on Hughes’s racial, gendered, and sexual migrations. This perspective has 

developed largely and most effectively through recent work that reclaims Hughes as a 

queer writer. It was not long ago that critics avoided a prolonged exploration of Hughes’s 
                                                
17 Hughes’s movements are well-documented by scholars and in his autobiography The Big Sea. Born in 
Joplin, Missouri, Hughes moved with his mother throughout the Midwest during his childhood, spending 
most of his time with his grandmother in Lawrence Kansas. Hughes lived with his father in Mexico for a 
time before briefly attending Columbia University. The poet worked as a crewman aboard a ship, traveled 
through West Africa and Europe, and lived abroad before returning to the States. Hughes famously lived in 
Washington, D.C. and worked as a busboy at the Wardman Park Hotel before he was “discovered” by the 
poet Vachel Lindsay.  
 
18 Tracy reads the poem “The Weary Blues,” which has historically been viewed as treating a Harlem 
piano player, as more directly determined by the influence of a Texas bluesman. Thus, he determines the 
poem to be more reflective of the blues’ diverse geographical influences and linked to the patterns of 
movement adopted by many such musicians. Tracy’s reading of the poem stresses that “it is important to 
place that tradition in order to discern the type of music” (75).  
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sexuality and the resulting implications for interpreting his work under such 

considerations.19 There were a number of contentious discussions as to whether enough 

evidence existed to categorize Hughes according to his sexual preference, what Vogel 

reads as “approach[ing] him within a hermeneutics of sexual object choice.” While 

profoundly significant, the contemporary recovery of Hughes’s queerness often reads it 

as deeply (and often exclusively) affected by Harlem’s nightlife. For instance, while he 

focuses on The Weary Blues, Sam See’s readings suggest a prescriptive application to 

Hughes’s blues poems at large.20 See productively calls our attention to Hughes’s blues’ 

formal and identitarian “crossings,” but he takes a stable geographic location as a given, 

finding the pieces to be “set in Harlem’s blues and drag culture” (804). Arguing that 

“Hughes’s blues poems embody Harlem’s history of drag performance in their formal 

traversals,” however, requires See to locate these “blues poems”—indeed, root them 

specifically—in Harlem. In See’s view, these poems necessarily and “natural[ly]” spill 

out of Hughes because of his involvement in a defined locality.  

                                                
19 Gates ironically characterizes Hughes as our most “public poet” at a time when his sexuality was either 
not discussed or deemed irrelevant. In characterizing Rampersad’s lengthy biography of Hughes, which 
relies exclusively on archival material, Vogel surmises that “Rampersad interpreted the gaps in knowledge 
around Hughes’s sexual desire as an absence of desire, or at least of a knowable desire. Without verifiable 
proof of homosexuality, he advanced the thesis that Hughes was basically asexual.” The result was that 
Rampersad was accused of “closeting Hughes through this insistence on Hughes’s asexuality and 
interpretations that voided the many queerly rich scenes in Hughes’s life and writing […]” (“Introduction” 
398). 
 
20 See turns to The Weary Blues in large part because Hughes himself proposed that it would be “always 
the most popular book” and “more ‘poetically’ poetic than Fine Clothes” (qtd. in note 815).  Yet his 
interpretation of Hughes’s blues aesthetic stems in no small part from negative reviews of Fine Clothes to 
the Jew, which he regards as being “as nonormative as The Weary Blues.” Further, See suggests that 
because “many of the poems in Fine Clothes were written at the same time as those in The Weary Blues,” 
“cries about the former’s degeneracy could be applied to the latter” (note 815). 
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While I am persuaded by See’s assessment of Hughes’s blues poems as 

performing “a consciousness of crossing,” my reading of Fine Clothes to the Jew views 

Hughes’s geographies as another significant part of this intersectional dynamic (814). As 

Vogel suggests, the poems in Fine Clothes to the Jew demonstrate that Hughes “archives 

spaces and temporalities that seek to escape empirical confirmation and refuse 

identificatory foreclosure” (400).21 While these readings interpret the queerness of 

Hughes’s early poetry in terms of figurative “crossings,” their understandings are rooted 

in a particular place. The critical methods of See and Vogel suggest a queer formal 

mobility—here I have in mind Hughes’s movement between multiple lyric and dramatic 

pieces—that is often discussed in geographical terms. This practice, which I use as a 

point of origin, indicates that we would do well to take into account the more literal 

crossings and traversals in Hughes’s poems. 

Whereas Vogel and See focus largely on Harlem’s cabaret life and underworld 

subculture(s), I contend that Hughes’s queer use of space extends to his treatment of 

American regions, particularly those migrations into and out of the blues-inflected 

South.22 Limiting the attention given to Harlem potentially threatens what Tim Cresswell 

has called “the attachment of place” on the part of a queer community, for, as Cresswell 

posits, “having a politically constituted place as a geographical focus” becomes a way to 

                                                
21 Yet, Vogel is interested in how Hughes “poetically inscribes a queer time consciousness that is 
impossible to archive” as he “locat[es] the queer and transient space of the after-hours club” (400). 
 
22 Their view of “underworld” culture intersects with what is found in Herring’s Queering the 
Underworld: Slumming, Literature, and the Undoing of Lesbian and Gay History. 
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“normalize and naturalize the identity” of these individuals (39).23 Such normalization is 

not my intention; instead, I argue that reading the migratory trajectories of Hughes’s 

blues poems allows for a more pluralistic interpretation of Hughes’s queer sense of 

place.24 I mean to suggest that, in addition to queering spaces within the urban city by 

focusing on an “underworld” subculture and an “afterhours economy,” Hughes queers the 

broader experience of the Great Migration by moving between genders and multiple 

locales (Vogel 407, 402).25 

In doing so, I argue that, paradoxically, he also makes the strangeness of such 

movements accessible and more immediate to the reader. Thadious M. Davis contends 

that “Experience for raced subjects occurs […] within a place that may be rural or urban” 

(10-11) but, tellingly, not urban and rural. By moving between the rural, the urban, and 

the urban “underworld” over the span of Fine Clothes to the Jew, Hughes disrupts the 

reader’s sense of terra firma. These repeated geographic switchbacks thereby promote 

what Vogel calls “a declaration of a temporal shift and a call to social reorganization” 

(402). Finally, in tracing these movements, I modify a reading practice that Kutzinski 

recommends in her assessment of Hughes’s translations. She regards Hughes’s work as 

                                                
23 This is not to underestimate any of the necessary interventions made by Vogel or See; instead, this 
chapter builds on their attention to Hughes’s “subjective possibilities” (Vogel 402). But, as much as 
Hughes’s early blues poems—such as “Cabaret Girl,” “Red Silk Stockings,” and “Jazzonia”—draw us into 
Harlem’s club scene, it must be acknowledged that Hughes’s poetry simultaneously pulls us out of Harlem.  
 
24 I do mean to suggest, however, that our current widespread fascination with Hughes’s use of the Harlem 
“underworld” overlaps with what Scott Herring’s assessment that “this city [New York] is framed—
naturalized—as the epicenter of contemporary queer life ‘around the world’ […] the metropolis is the final 
destination point for queer kids of any gender, class, race, or region” (Another Country 4).  
 
25 While he does not treat Hughes’s poetry in detail, Daniel Tiffany’s interpretations of “underworld” 
subcultures, queer nightlife, and poetics perform similar work.  
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both “performative and transformative” (3). In addition, I mean to suggest that it is also 

powerfully transportive, often insisting on multiple geographic movements within the 

span of a single poem. Ultimately, I argue that exposing these tendencies in Fine Clothes 

to the Jew demonstrates how Hughes’s poems are repeatedly and meaningfully 

(dis)located in terms of place and person.  

Fine Clothes to the Jew comprises of six sections, three of which—“Railroad 

Avenue,” “Beale Street Love,” and “From the Georgia Roads”—explicitly project a 

coherent sense of place.26 In addition to the section “Glory! Hallelujah!”—which 

arguably references the spiritual realm as place—Hughes flanks these geographically-

oriented parts with two sections called “Blues” and “And Blues.”27 The titles of these 

beginning and concluding sections underscore the profound relationship between the 

blues and trans-regional, migratory travel. In the first section of “Blues,” Hughes includes 

two poems that form a diptych of sorts: “Gypsy Man” and “Po’ Boy Blues.”28 In these 

pieces, Hughes presents two representatives of “his gallery of blues types,” his 

“characterological manifestations of the blues mood” (Ramazani Poetry of Mourning 
                                                
26 This fact is often obscured, along with the arrangement of Hughes’s other collections, largely because 
many readers encounter Hughes’s poetry in an anthology or through Rampersad’s edition of The Collected 
Poems. 
 
27 Sanders points out that Hughes “anticipat[ed]” James Weldon Johnson and Sterling Brown by 
“identif[ying] the black church and African American worship as a vital dimension of folk culture and a 
rich source for poetry” (109). 
 
28 Both serve as the kind of blues poems the section’s title and its preceding passage “A Note on Blues” 
have primed us to expect. A short passage precedes the first section “Blues,” instructing the reader how to 
apprehend the poems that follow: “The first eight and the last nine poems in this book are written after the 
manner of the Negro folk-songs known as Blues. The Blues, unlike the Spirituals, have a strict poetic 
pattern: one long line repeated and a third line to rhyme with the first two. Sometimes the second line in 
repetition is slightly changed and sometimes, but very seldom, it is omitted. The mood of the Blues is 
almost always despondency, but when they are sung people laugh.” 
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149). Significantly, Hughes repeats this strategy of male-female pairing throughout the 

collection, and indeed “Gypsy Man”/ “Po’ Boy Blues” marks the third installment of the 

first section, following “Hard Luck”/ “Misery” and “Suicide”/ “Bad Man.” But while the 

two preceding pairs establish a more general sense of the “relation between gender and 

bereavement” (Ramazani Poetry of Mourning 150), here Hughes makes geographic 

(dis)placement part of the poems’ dynamic.  

Unlike its companion “Po’ Boy Blues,” “Gypsy Man” does not reveal the identity 

of the speaker in the poem’s title. More importantly, as Ponce contends, the poem’s 

“thematic” title does not reveal the gender of the speaker (520). The title, then, focuses 

our attention on the topic of the piece: the speaker’s “gypsy man.” Immediately, we 

recognize that the poem keeps the formal conventions of the AAB blues stanza.29  

Ma man’s a gypsy 
Cause he never does come home. 
Ma man’s a gypsy,— 
He never does come home. 
I’m gonna be a gypsy woman 
Fer I can’t stay here alone. (1-6) 

 
While the poem adheres to a recognizable blues form, it makes wandering, or non-

directed mobility, its most prominent theme. And, while the speaker’s lamentation that 

“ma man” has done her wrong “cause he never does come home” is predictable enough 

for a blues poem, her choice of epithets is quite curious (2,4).  As the Oxford English 

Dictionary reminds us, a “gypsy” is primarily defined as “a member of a wandering race 

(by themselves called Romany), of Hindu origin, which first appeared in England about 
                                                
29 The AAB blues poem employs a statement-based, short first line followed by a longer variation, which 
is then repeated and finally altered by the stanza’s conclusion. 
 



 

57 

the beginning of the 16th c. and was then believed to have come from Egypt.” Over time, 

these “gypsy” tribes remained perpetually on the move in Central and Eastern Europe, 

unaffiliated with any particular nation or state. The dictionary entry emphasizes their 

“dark tawny skin and black hair” and their marginalized position as a nomadic people 

(“Gypsy”). Hughes thus chooses an appellation for “ma man” that reflects a hybridized 

culture and an ambiguous ethnography, as the word “gypsy” pertains to a people of 

Hindu, Egyptian, and European origins. The poem’s title and its first few lines 

immediately position diasporic experience as the poem’s principal means of 

identification. Linguistically, the “gyp” syllable of “gypsy” immediately and primarily 

calls to mind the Egyptian origins of various Romani peoples; from the outset, Hughes 

asks us to associate “gypsies” with the African continent. Furthermore, Hughes’s speaker 

employs a term that has been in circulation for centuries to describe many marginalized 

individuals with “dark” features, but her repeated use of “gypsy” more than gestures to a 

foreign Other. It inscribes the speaker’s own diasporic experience onto the text.  

 Significantly, the term—now viewed as a racial slur—also connotes a history of 

violence. Indeed, over several hundred years, the self-called Roma or Romani have been 

subjected to brute force and widespread discrimination.30 In referring to her “gypsy man,” 

then, the speaker employs an unexpected—and loaded—epithet. Without directly 

referring to the oppression or migration of Southern blacks, the speaker manages to evoke 

them by trading on the pain and historical oppression of this foreign, nomadic people. As 

                                                
30 The most egregious example involves the death of an estimated 1.5 million Romani during the 
Holocaust of World War Two.  
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such, the troubled histories of both African-Americans and Romani tribes are 

immediately present in the poem’s lovelorn blues. We recognize that—in the eye of the 

speaker—the “gypsy” figure may be both the object of attraction and disgust. The mere 

mention of the word “gypsy” brings with it notions of mainstream discomfort with a 

peripatetic lifestyle and racial ambiguity. 

Initially, the poem asks us to put the “gypsy man” in the position of the Other. 

Referring to her “man” as a displaced person calls attention to the fact that much of what 

is alluring and infuriating about this male companion is his mobility—“He never does 

come home.” However, the speaker then confesses that she wants to be an Other, too. In 

stating, “I’m gonna be a gypsy woman/ Fer I can’t stay here all alone” (5-6), the speaker 

initially appears to preach a kind of self-love. In striving to become “gypsy,” the speaker 

professes a desire to love herself in the image of her man; but, inevitably, that loving is 

bound up with wandering away from that man. On the one hand, we may view the 

speaker’s determination to become a migratory “gypsy” as a gesture of self-

empowerment. The line between self-love and self-sacrifice, however, is easily blurred. 

In recognizing that he appears to be driving her to distraction, we cannot say if the 

speaker successfully makes her lover into an Other—“Ma man’s a gypsy,—” (3). With 

this name-calling, she depicts him as a dark wanderer, one of a tribe of historically 

oppressed and enslaved peoples. In this case, there is also power in his migration given 

that her ultimate desire is not to be left. Ironically, to be close to her man, she must 

displace herself. Here Hughes creates a riddle: how can the speaker, once left, be the one 

to do the leaving? Is there companionship in mutual abandonment? Thus the speaker 
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participates in what David R. Jarraway has called Hughes’s aesthetic of an “Otherness 

deferred” (829). That is, within the multiple “gypsy” labelings, the speaker deflects her 

status as an Other within American society. Whether we view her as a gypsy raises the 

question of whether we view her as a victim; given the blues poem’s dual insistence on 

adversity and resilience, it is possible to defer the choice. 

 In the first stanza, the speaker has assumed both a subject and an object position; 

as a result, this poem purportedly about “ma man” renders ambiguous traditionally male 

and female characteristics. As a result, it is fitting that in the second stanza we learn that 

the speaker has changed her own surroundings, that she has been a kind of “gypsy” all 

along:  

Once I was in Memphis, 
I mean Tennessee, 
Once I was in Memphis, 
Said Tennessee. 
But I had to leave cause 
Nobody there was good to me. (7-12) 

 
The speaker puts distance between herself and her current moment—“Once I was in 

Memphis”—and briefly implies that, with the passage of time and a change of place, 

things for her have become different, if not better (7). “But,” as she says, “I had to leave 

cause/ Nobody there was good to me” (11-12). We of course read the stanza’s last line 

ironically, as the first stanza has alerted us to the strained relationship between the 

speaker and her “gypsy man.” While things appear to be the same as they ever were, this 

slippage points to a constant state of confusion or indeterminacy.  

Recognizing that we may not be able to follow her meaning, the stanza’s 

statement and subsequent revision attempt to clarify the speaker’s former location—
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“Once I was in Memphis,/ I mean Tennessee” (7-8). The speaker’s repetition invites us to 

think about two Memphises: Memphis, Tennessee—one of the major hubs for the blues 

and the city alluded to in the book’s section “Beale Street Love”—and the other 

Memphis in Africa. After all, suggesting that her man is a “gypsy” invites us to think 

about the supposed Egyptian origins of such a people. She has to stress, “I mean 

Tennessee,” because the word “gypsy” has already transported us across great distances 

and time. Stating that she was “once” in “Memphis” also allows us to attach the speaker’s 

identity to both the southern city and the former capital of Egypt. And, here, too, Hughes 

brings to mind a line from “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” : “I looked upon the Nile and 

raised the pyramids above it” (6). The slippage here between these two river-bound 

cities—one a capital of the ancient African world, the other a capital of African American 

culture— recalls Hughes’s frequent equation of Africa with “the willed mystery, the 

uncertainty, the indeterminacy […] the deferred Otherness of black experience” 

(Jarraway 823). But, here as in much of Hughes’s poetry, what Jarraway reads as the 

“mystery” of blackness also codes for a kind of intersectional agency.  While Jarraway 

focuses on the racial aspect of indeterminacy, this sense of indeterminacy can be applied 

to a broader sense of Hughes’s intersectionality. In the ambiguous movements between 

multiple Memphises, in the rejection of gendered expectations, and in the undisclosed 

location of the speaker, the poem’s intersection of race, gender, and sexuality stresses the 

kind of “unknowablity” that Vogel (among others) argues is at the heart of Hughes life 

and art.31 Furthermore, that unknowablity is also couched in the rhetoric of the Great 

                                                
31As Vogel suggests, “this unknowability was something that Hughes cultivated in his life and in his 
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Migration. “Once I was in Memphis” necessarily implies “Now I am elsewhere.” We do 

have the sense that Memphis—in the heyday of Jim Crow—was not good to her and that, 

consequently, she would have good reason to leave. And, given the circumstances of the 

time, specifically the fact that millions of people moved northward, it is a safe guess that 

the speaker has, too. Indeed, many people who had once been in Memphis—or any 

number of Southern locales—were now in places like Chicago, New York, St. Louis, 

Indianapolis, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia.  We are now focused on 

the female speaker as the one who leaves and who has the power to do so. She has 

become the poem’s Great Migrant. Yet this role brings with it a kind of slipperiness. On 

one hand, we do not know precisely where to locate her. Harlem? Bronzeville? Some 

other locality?  Ultimately, we can’t say whether this mobile speaker is stuck inside of 

Harlem with the Memphis blues again.  

Because we cannot pin her down geographically, we also cannot firmly inscribe 

her position as an Other. In spite—or because—of the speaker’s peripatetic lifestyle, 

there is power in her movements. Yet, this is difficult to remember in her recounting of 

woes. After telling us in the third stanza that, “I met a yellow papa,” the speaker puts 

forth more of her troubles: “He took ma last thin dime […]I give it to him cause I loved 

him/ But I’ll have mo’ sense next time.” The description of the “yellow papa” indicates 

that this speaker participates in the “blurring of visual taxonomies” that See specifically 

attributes to Harlem’s “low-down/ down-low” scene. She takes part, that is, in the 

“rejection of identitarian taxonomies to encapsulate what Hughes broadly described as 

                                                                                                                                            
literature” (399).  
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‘Negro’ experience, especially since, as the poet maintains, Negroes themselves crossed 

many color lines” (See 801).  But as the poem’s “gypsy” framing suggests, this racial 

“blurring” extends to Hughes’s conceptualization of other spaces besides Harlem. Rather 

than the dark “gypsy,” the speaker is now with her “yellow” papa, intimating that she 

moves restlessly across a racial spectrum.   

 The poem closes with a sense of lovesickness: 

Love, Oh, love is 
Such a strange disease. 
Love, Oh, love is 
Such a strange disease. 
When it hurts yo’ heart you  
Sho can’t find no ease. (19-24) 

 
This confession of bad feeling that cannot be shaken contains a version of what Ramazani 

calls the “homeopathic” aspect of the blues: “only more of the disease can alleviate it” 

(Poetry of Mourning 149). And indeed, only more of the “strange disease” of love—and 

of singing about that love—will make the speaker feel better. Of course, that “strange” 

love is fundamentally bound up in restlessness. Her “disease” is actually a sense of “dis-

ease”; she cannot remain still except to dwell on both her love and pain. However, the 

speaker also fixates on the “strange[ness]” of love’s “disease.” As the Oxford English 

Dictionary reminds us, the word “strange” has its origins in cultural difference: “Of 

persons, language, customs, etc.: Of or belonging to another country; foreign, alien.” It’s 

the poem’s speaker—not her love or even lover—who is the “stranger.”  

Because “disease” and “no ease” harken back to the “Tennessee” of the second 

stanza, we are rhythmically compelled to read Memphis, Tennessee as the sonic origin 

point of this “gypsy love.” These familiar sounds wander back to Memphis; they mark 
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“Memphis/ Said Tennessee” as the beginning of the “disease.”  Rather than talking—

staying on topic—the speaker is actually wandering, in a verbal sense, toward other 

things. At least, through the almost-rhymes of “Tennessee,” “disease,” and  “no ease,” the 

speaker is talking back to herself, to what she has previously said. Even as the poem 

promotes a rhetoric of wandering, these sound patterns leave us to wonder if speaker is 

talking straight. Are we to take her at her word? Or, is she merely talking, wandering 

around the truth of her own “strange[ness]”? Recognizing Memphis as the starting point 

for our wandering means that migration may be a metaphor for circumlocution. 

Ultimately, the poem’s orientation is a deeply embedded redrawing of the 

speaker’s intersectional boundaries. The speaker’s performance of intersectionality is 

attached to her profoundly ambiguous, nomadic movements. It is circumscribed in her 

wanderings away from Jim Crow but through other parts of the country, wanderings that 

affect her very language. The strangeness of the speaker’s love is deeply bound up in a 

sense of place, but a sense of place that stays always in motion.32    

What adds to “Gypsy Man”’s “strange” propensities are magnified as the 

collection shifts into the next poem “Po’ Boy’s Blues” and into a masculine persona. The 

first edition’s facing-page placement of the two poems supports the idea that Hughes’s 

pieces call out to each other throughout the collection. Because, on the whole, Fine 

Clothes to the Jew works both symphonically and antiphonically, at times the voices 

seem to be layered on top of each other, as if, throughout the collection, multiple 

                                                
32 This of course works in contrast to claims such as Jarraway’s that it is Harlem that offers us the 
“quintessential image of difference in Hughes's more concentrated and focused view of American urban 
life (824).  
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personae are speaking at once.33 As Ramazani describes it, the form is “simultaneously 

individual and collective, personal and impersonal” (Poetry of Mourning 139). In another 

example, a poem such as “Gal’s Cry for a Dying Lover” speaks to another that has 

proceeded it, “Song for a Dark Girl,” responding to its call but also promoting the sense 

that time and distance—not textual space—have kept the two apart.  

But even as we are asked to set the two apart from or against each other, this 

arrangement strongly promotes the idea that we are migrating from one persona to 

another. Often the switching between voices is jarring, even though many of them speak 

to the same subject matter.34  Ponce has taken note of the “the ambiguity and mobility of 

the ‘I’ emerging” in the poems of Fine Clothes to the Jew and how such properties “point 

toward Hughes’s fluid, gender-crossing positionality” (507). But, in addition to Hughes’s 

gendered crossings, the movement in and out of voices becomes another kind of 

perpetual travelling, one that is specifically concerned with geography.  

As the companion piece to “Gypsy Man,” “Po’ Boy Blues,” immediately 

announces its difference in the speaker’s clear desire for a stable location: 

When I was home de 

                                                
33 As Ramazani points out, the European elegy and the blues “are rooted in antiphony, the blues derived 
from the call-and-response pattern of field hollers and African song, and elegies based on the alternating 
shepherd songs of pastoral” (Poetry of Mourning 139).  
 
34 As Ponce states, “it is difficult to reconcile the diverse, gender-crossing ‘I’s’ that speak in the other 
blues poems” (508). While Ponce argues that poems in The Weary Blues “invoke a sweeping, 
transhistorical, transatlantic, Whitmanesque subjectivity that subsumes collective racial experience under 
an all-encompassing ‘I’,” he contends that the poems of Fine Clothes to the Jew present “a diversity of 
individual voices, thereby specifying internal differences residing within ‘blackness.’ Moving away from 
the ‘oratorical’ and toward the vernacular, Hughes articulates those differences not by enumerating or 
cataloging (as Whitman does in ‘Song of Myself,’ for example) but by giving voice to an array of positions, 
accentuated and set off from one another by appearing on separate pages” (510). 
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Sunshine seemed like gold. 
When I was home de 
Sunshine seemed like gold. 
Since I come up North de 
Whole damn world’s turned cold. 
 
I was a good boy, 
Never done no wrong. 
Yes, I was a good boy, 
Never done no wrong, 
But this world is weary 
An’ de road is hard an’ long. (1-12) 

 
Whereas the female speaker of “Gypsy Man” seems enlivened, if saddened, by her 

travels, this “po’ boy” fixates on his longing for “home,” the place where “Sunshine 

seemed like gold” (1-2). The speaker of “Gypsy Man” wants to wander, to go along with 

the nomadic tribe, but the “po’ boy” seeks warmth and security. This, then, is no 

Whitmanian “song of the open road,” sung by the “afoot and lighthearted” but instead a 

“weary blues” for “de road” that is “hard an’ long” (12). Even Hughes’s hard 

enjambment in the first stanza—in the form of the lines ending in “de”—elongates the A 

line of the AAB blues pattern; the “de” hangs on to “When I was home,” suggesting a 

reluctance to move on, to relocate. At the same time, Hughes’s slight adaption of the 

blues standard is a rift, a journeying away from formal expectation.  

Initially, Hughes wants us to recognize the speaker’s desire for stability as 

inherently more normative than the desires of “Gypsy Man”—who would not want to be 

at “home,” tucked away from the “cold world”? Furthermore, the speaker tells us that, 

though he, too, has been a wanderer, he “was a good boy/ Never done no wrong” (7-8). 

This departure from the mobile, mysterious “gypsy woman” coincides with Hughes’s 
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shift into a persona that is at once both stable and masculine.35 Nonetheless, in the 

poem’s journey into a geographically-determined nostalgia, we’re not—at least 

metaphysically—in Harlem anymore. Nor, is femininity the only place of the “quite 

other” (Jarraway 827). The poem suggests that a range of voices in Fine Clothes to the 

Jew, even those that immediately are coded as masculine, present their own narratives of 

Otherness and resistance.  

To such an end, the speaker forces the reader to grapple with “home” as a vexed 

category. In contrast to the idea of home as an ur-place, Hughes here raises the question 

of “home”’s more negative affect; it can often be a place of torment and pain.36 Certainly, 

this mention of the land of “sunshine” with its legacies of slavery and Jim Crow laws 

might initially strike the reader as a false note. But, alternatively, within that potentially 

self-destructive home, lies the potential for self-definition. As bell hooks proposes, 

African-Americans going back to the era of slavery have found that the “construction of a 

homeplace, however fragile and tenuous (the slave hut, the wooden shack), had a radical 

political dimension. Despite the brutal reality of racial apartheid, of domination, one’s 

homeplace was the one site where one could freely confront the issue of humanization, 

where one could resist.” But, tellingly, hooks’s conception of this “homespace” is a 

highly gendered one: “Black women resisted by making homes where all black people 

could strive to be subjects, not objects, where we could be affirmed […]” (176).  

                                                
35 For, as Jarraway has argued, “[…] in its association with Harlem as an image of darkness and mystery in 
Hughes, female identity presents us with something quite other” (827).  
 
36 Humanistic geographers have historically contended that home serves as a positive, peaceful site where 
“people are relatively free to forge their own identities” (Cresswell 26). 
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Consequently, in his desire for a “home,” the speaker possibly professes a desire for a 

feminine space—a foil to the “gypsy woman”’s propensity for masculine wanderings. 

But, because “home” is also here elided with a troubled region—the land of “sunshine”—

it is not clear as to whether the speaker wants to go to the sort of “homespace” that hooks 

theorizes. “Home” thus remains powerfully ambiguous, especially in terms of its 

gendered associations, and not wholly accessible to the reader.   

 Furthermore, the speaker keeps the details of his travels to himself. Like the 

“gypsy woman,” his displacement by a lover does not necessarily reveal all of the 

mysteries of his past:  

I fell in love with 
A gal I thought was kind. 
Fell in love with 
A gal I thought was kind. 
She made me lose my money 
An’ almost lose ma mind. (13-18) 

 
Here, the coldness of the “gal I thought was kind” combines with the coldness of the 

place “up North.” Here as in the first stanza, the hard enjambment occurring in the lines 

that end in “with” convey a reluctance to go forward syntactically; they constitute a 

hanging on to “I fell in love.” In the appearance of “A gal I thought was kind,” we 

recognize the awkward movement between falling “in love” and the object of the 

speaker’s affection. The hard enjambment keeps the two from seamlessly coming 

together. Unfortunately, even as the speaker is displaced by love, he is also displaced 

from “home.” Having been turned out by the woman, the “gal I thought was kind,” 

precipitates the speaker’s arrival in a new place. But, ironically, instead of turning him 

out, the place “up North” is there to receive him. The “coldness” of this new “home,” 
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arguably expresses the speaker’s inner conflict regarding his part in the Great Migration. 

As Alexander has surmised, “the rural South was close at hand in memory and ways even 

as people navigated the rough and ready wind-whipped city. The South represented the 

beauty of home ways, but it was also the economically, spiritually, and physically violent 

home of white supremacy” (“Introduction” xiv).  

One of the major terminuses of the Great Migration, Harlem often offered a 

“cold” reception to its new arrivals. According to Wilkerson, the city was “no more 

welcoming of the colored migrants than the South was—in fact, the arrival of colored 

migrants set off remarkable displays of hostility, ranging from organized threats against 

white property owners who might sell or rent to blacks to firebombing of houses before 

the new colored owners could even move in” (249). Despite the “more fluid culture and 

economics of the North,” there were drastic attempts on the part of a number of whites to 

segregate the area” (250). This “cold[ness],” then, is here presented in rather oblique 

terms, but represents a very real, harsh historical situation.37  

The knowing reader apprehends this abandoned land of “sunshine” with a dual 

sense of poignancy and irony; as the speaker is displaced from home, he is also displaced 

by love. But, both figures of attachment belie the speaker’s potential destruction. 

Ultimately, the poem triangulates what Schlabach assesses to be “tensions of black 
                                                
37 In terms of living conditions, Wilkerson writes that, “ By 1930, some 165,000 colored people were 
living in Harlem, packed so densely that some tenants had to sleep in shifts […}” (248). Those who 
migrated to Harlem also faced severe discrimination due to a longstanding, uneasy relationship between 
upper Manhattan’s blacks and whites. When the city of New York abolished slavery in 1827, the majority 
of blacks lived in lower Manhattan. However, race riots and competition with the Irish for work pushed the 
city’s African-American population “steadily north from one un-established and unsavory neighborhood to 
the next […] finally to pockets of upper Manhattan, in the emerging district north of Central Park known as 
Harlem […]”  (248). But, as Wilkerson attests, “The changeover in Harlem was not a smooth one” (249). 
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modern life, consciousness, and racial geographies” of the migrant’s experience. The 

speaker’s nostalgic return to “home” and the land of “sunshine” reflects a struggle to 

construct temporal and spatial boundaries. The pity of this blues song emerges in our 

recognizing the speaker’s regressive migration; psychically, he journeys back to a region 

that has undervalued if not abused him. Similarly, we are invited to critique the North’s 

“cold” reception.    

 The poem’s final stanza brings the speaker’s lament to a cathartic conclusion: 

Weary, weary, 
Weary early in de morn. 
Weary, weary, 
Early, early in de morn. 
I’s so weary 
I wish I’d never been born. (19-24) 

 
In adopting this rhetoric of “weariness,” Hughes brings to mind the “weary blues” of his 

previous collection. In the title poem, Hughes’s lyric speaker tells us, 

  I heard a Negro play.  
 Down on Lenox Avenue the other night 
 By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light 
  He did a lazy sway…. 
  He did a lazy sway…. 
 To the tune o’ those Weary Blues. (3-8) 
 
Within “Po’ Boy Blues”’s metaphors of migration, we are further transported back to 

Hughes’s earlier work—to what appears to be Hughes’s original blues poem—as if 

through a portal. Furthermore, while “Po’ Boy Blues” does not make the location of the 

speaker’s utterance explicit, the “Lenox Avenue” of “The Weary Blues” takes us to the 

heart of Harlem. We are compelled to ask, is the speaker of “Po’ Boy Blues” also the 

original crooner of “those Weary Blues” or just another person singing the same tune? In 
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stressing that he is “weary, weary,” then, the speaker obscures his location. 

Metaphysically, he may return to the South, but he may also be in Harlem, or 

elsewhere.38 In the slippage between these voices and their attendant places, the reader 

may move freely between them. Furthermore, “Po’ Boy Blues” most resembles the blues 

standard of unknown origin, “Poor Boy Long Way from Home”; in its close proximity to 

the song, Hughes also invites the reader to elide the speakers of these poems with any 

number of blues singers. 

 “Po’ Boy Blues,” in its desire for stability and “home,” initially appears to 

critique the utterance of the “gypsy” woman. At first, it only makes her desire for 

wandering seem peculiar, thus underscoring her degeneracy. On the other hand, Fine 

Clothes to the Jew’s overall celebration of such degeneracy changes how “Po’ Boy 

Blues”’s initial positing of “home” as the ultimate achievement can be read against the 

gypsy woman’s “strange” power. We see that the speaker of “Po’ Boy Blues” is in many 

senses “out of place,” as he has failed to make the sort of emotional connection with his 

Northern environs that he desires. His “human capacity to produce and consume 

meaning” in his new location is consistently frustrated (Cresswell 7).  The speaker may 

be “weary” of his position as a stranger, but he nonetheless continues to embrace it by 

wandering into both his own nostalgia and the textual space of “The Weary Blues.” And, 

as we see, in the elision of the speakers of “Po’ Boy Blues” and “The Weary Blues,” 

                                                
38 Tracy stresses that Hughes first heard this type of music in Lawrence, Kansas, which was itself at a 
crossroads through which blues music would have travelled over the course of several decades: “Lawrence 
is in northeast Kansas on the Kansas River, approximately sixty miles west of Kansas City, connected by 
highways 69 and 70 and the Santa Fe, Rock Island, and Missouri-Kansas-Texas railways to Oklahoma, 
Missouri, Kansas, and Texas” (75).  
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Hughes promotes “strange” movements between the two. Rather than disrupt the 

mystery-loving alchemy of “Gypsy Man”’s wanderings, then, “Po’ Boy Blues” settles 

into its own strange migrations. Read on facing pages, “Gypsy Man” and “Po’ Boy 

Blues” function as different utterances but nonetheless traverse the same thematic and 

identificatory routes.  

After the collection’s penultimate, extended sojourn in the “From the Georgia 

Roads” section, Hughes comes back to an explicit utilization of the blues motif by titling 

the last section “And Blues.” The latter designation reflects the musical concept of theme 

and variation but also a geographic sense of having left home and returned. And indeed, 

Hughes covers a lot of ground between “Blues” and “And Blues.” The slight variation 

between the two titles is significant; the second appears to be an echo of the first, but we 

cannot ignore its alteration. While the similarity of the two titles suggests that Hughes’s 

personae only encounter blues-inducing situations, the small difference between them 

underscores the idea that the speakers are perpetually in flux.  Toward the end of this 

final section, Hughes includes the poem “Bound No’th Blues,” which itself appears to be 

an inversion of “Blues”’s “Po’ Boy Blues.”  Whereas the speaker of “Po’ Boy Blues” 

laments his current situation from a Northern perspective, the speaker of “Bound No’th 

Blues” is at the beginning of his migratory journey but nonetheless in dire straits. He 

draws attention to his pain but also stresses that he is taking steps to remove himself from 

the localized causes of it: 

Goin’ down de road, Lawd, 
Goin’ down de road. 
Down de road, Lawd, 
Way, way down de road. 
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Got to find somebody 
To help me carry dis load. (1-6) 

 
The first stanza stresses the speaker’s mobility, the fact of his “goin’ down de road,” in 

matters of degree, as the repeated “down de road” becomes “way, way down de road” (1-

3). Initially, in Hughes’s return to a more straightforward syntax in the AAB blues form, 

we have a more compelling sense of the speaker’s direct movements. We have a sense of 

how far the speaker has travelled. We also understand that, as the stanza progresses, the 

journey accrues in length, thereby reflecting the speaker’s fatigue. The three repetitions 

of “road” settle into the stanza’s concluding end rhyme, “load,” causing the weight of the 

speaker’s blues to bear down on the reader. While the “road” emblematizes the desire to 

be in motion, its companion rhyme shows the difficulty of realizing that desire. By 

concluding the stanza with “load,” Hughes introduces a heaviness that is necessarily at 

odds with the speaker’s mobility. We are forced to consider how fast the speaker can 

actually be moving, given such a hindrance. 

 More to the point, we cannot be entirely sure of the location from whence “Bound 

No’th Blues” arises. How far he has progressed “down de road” is uncertain; we cannot 

with confidence track his movements. As the speaker tells us, 

 Road’s in front o’ me, 
Nothin’ to do but walk. 
Nothin’ to do but walk. 
Road’s in front of me, 
Walk… and walk… and walk. 
I’d like to meet a good friend 
To come along an’ talk. (7-13) 

 
With the road “in front” of him, the speaker intimates that he may be, literally, walking 

down the road at the outset of his journey. But what a difficult journey this is proving to 
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be. Here, as in the first stanza, Hughes’s repetitions—“Road’s in front o’ me,/ Nothin’ to 

do but walk”—rhythmically slow both reader and walker down. In them, we seem to be 

walking the same paths. The ellipses suggest both a sense of possibility and a sense of 

frustration, of getting nowhere; that they occur between “Walk… and walk… and walk” 

remind us that the speaker is involved only in walking, the same tedious activity. Even in 

motion, the speaker finds himself discouraged by his own sense of stasis.  

We know that, in these early stages of his journey, the speaker is in a Southern 

state, most likely one in the Deep South. The frustration conveyed, then, by the poem’s 

sense of stasis suggests an ongoing “dis-ease” with his Southern environs. Time and the 

speaker may march on, but change comes slowly to the South. However, “Bound No’th 

Blues” evokes the speaker’s deep resolve and implies that the speaker is “bound and 

determined” to go northward. In one sense, the speaker has “bound” himself to the larger 

historical phenomenon of the Great Migration; as one in the process of leaving, he is now 

“bound” to the “No’th” and his identity reformed. Yet, the reader cannot overlook the 

denotative meanings of “bound” as indicating confinement or bondage, nor can the reader 

divorce them from their historical associations with slavery. The speaker may be “bound 

No’th” in multiple literal and figurative senses of the word, but he is also “bound” to an 

emplaced history of slavery and exploitation. Here, the speaker attempts to replace one 

tie with another; in order to ameliorate those wounds of the past, he tries to bind himself 

to a new region, a place where he never arrives. As a result, the poem espouses a dialectic 

of captivity and a well-intentioned mobility. In perhaps the bleakest reading of the poem, 

Hughes insists on a rhetoric of stasis even as the speaker longs to flee his place of origin. 
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Ultimately, we cannot be sure if the speaker has taken the big leap; we do not know if he 

remains behind with only the deferred dream of leaving his place and his “load.” We are 

compelled to ask whether the poem reflects the experience of travelling or the experience 

of having stayed behind. What of those individuals who never left? Is there a place for 

them in the broader narrative of the Great Migration? “Bound No’th Blues” in particular 

stresses the loneliness of the migratory process. Is loneliness a fact of downtrodden life in 

the South? With this question, Hughes brings up its corollary: is solidarity guaranteed in 

the North? Any glance at the demographic figures, the sheer numbers of individuals 

relocating to northern cities brings to mind a sense of newfound community—surely, 

there must be strength in numbers. But, here—as in elsewhere—Hughes challenges the 

reader to think about the negative ramifications of migrating, the difficulties of these 

many twentieth-century diasporas that collectively constitute the Great Migration.  

Despite the professed desire for a friend with whom to talk, the next stanza 

painfully circumscribes the speaker’s hesitation, his reluctance to engage that “good 

friend” (12-13):  

Hates to be lonely, 
Lawd, I hates to be sad. 
Says I hates to be lonely, 
Hates to be lonely an’ sad, 
But ever friend you find seems  
Like they try to do you bad. (14-19) 

 
The speaker’s fixation on finding another “fellow traveller,”  “somebody/ To help me 

carry dis load” may actually keep him from embarking on that journey (5-6). He needs a 

companion for this difficult journey, and he desires the idealized communities of northern 

cities. But, he finds only false friends in the South. Tellingly, the speaker’s simultaneous 
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isolation and desire for another “talk[er]” is connected to fear of talking, for those 

“talk[ers]” also “seems/ Like they try to do you bad” (18-19). Indeed, the speaker seems 

to fear the interlocutor who would, it seems, help him cross over, help him cross the 

undefined boundary into the “No’th.” Wanting a talking cure for the “bound No’th blues” 

implies that the speaker is not fully able to talk freely; something is holding him back. As 

a result, the reader has the sense that he is not getting the full story. What harm has come 

to this man? Has the South got his tongue? Logically we might ask, if we are not getting 

the full story, what are we getting? Are we getting nowhere with the speaker’s 

disclosures?  

Once again, wandering speech intersects with metaphors of migration; in this 

way, the poem indirectly responds to those “Blues” that have come before it, re-tracing, 

as it were, familiar routes. So far, as the reader of the poem, we may have thought of 

ourselves as the “good friend” who “come along an’” listen, if not “talk.” As the recipient 

of the blues poem, we might expect that the reader becomes a sort of companion. But, of 

course the reader doesn’t “talk,” nor—faced with a printed document—is he fully able to 

hear the blues. Unlike the silent auditor of the Victorian dramatic monologue, the reader 

is not the recipient of the speaker’s disclosures. However, as many have pointed out, the 

sincerity of the speaker of the Victorian dramatic monologue is also questionable. The 

intrigue of both forms involves the poverty of what they present to the reader; the reader 

always has the sense that, in apprehending the poem as a written object, something is 

missing. Here, in the speaker’s insistent isolation, Hughes foregrounds the fact that we 

are not receiving the full, sincerely articulated story. The speaker does keep “talk[ing]” to 
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us but not in the way that he would “talk” to a “good friend.” This desire for conversation 

even as the speaker is “talk[ing]” to the reader ultimately suggests that the poem is read 

best as a kind of circumlocution—not unlike “Gypsy Man” or “Po’ Boy Blues.”  All three 

poems appear to the reader as a profession of pain, yet they remain remarkably tight-

lipped.  

The absence of this true “talk[ing]” companion perhaps stuns the speaker into 

resignation, as the final stanza paradoxically hovers between a place-rooted malaise and a 

motivating, sprawling lament:   

Road, road, road, O! 
Road, road…road… road, road! 
Road, road, road, O! 
On de No’thern road. 
These Mississippi towns ain’t  
Fit fer a hoppin’ toad.  (20-26) 

 
In his analysis of “Bound No’th Blues” James Smethurst contends, “It can be assumed 

from the poem that the narrator is a refugee from the rural South since, with the exception 

of Jackson, there were virtually no urban areas in Mississippi in the 1920s” (64). Yet the 

speaker’s location and thus his “refugee” status is more ambiguous than Smethurst 

allows. “Road, road, road, O!/ Road, road…road… road, road!/ Road, road, road, O!” 

suggests that the speaker is fixated on migration more than a given place or locality. (20-

22). And, indeed, they travel back to the familiar “road” of the first stanza, a place where 

we have already been. The speaker appears to be engaged in the same verbal and 

ambulatory activities that appeared at the poem’s beginning. The repetition of “road” 

combined with the apostrophic turn at the lines’ ends—“O!”—emphasizes the speaker’s 

fixation on the “road” in abstract terms.  We can read the “O!” as an ejaculation or a 
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jubilant shout—how glad the speaker is to be on the road again! But, just as likely, “O!” 

is a device to keep the speaker moving. The speaker almost appears to be summoning the 

roads, demanding that they appear before him. They may in fact be the roads not yet 

taken, but we do have the overwhelming sense of how desperate he is to move down 

them.   

While “On de No’thern road” is the closest the poem gets to charting a position, it 

is immediately contradicted by the deictic marker “these,” as in “These Mississippi towns 

[…]” (25). The sheer presence of the adjective “these” collapses the poem’s sense of time 

and place. In a poem that is supposedly about a journey with a desired end point—the 

“No’th”—we instead end with a tangible gesture toward “these Mississippi towns,” the 

place the speaker had purportedly left behind. While the “road” is abstracted and 

invoked, “these Mississippi towns” appear very close indeed. “These” suggests how 

easily the speaker can point—if not return to—them, while the “road, road, road” must 

continuously be summoned.  

As Smethurst perceives it, this last stanza “clearly articulates a rejection of the 

South and the narrator’s past life there” (The New Red Negro 64). But the very real 

proximity of “these Mississippi towns” suggests that the speaker’s “past life there” is not 

even past, so to speak. As the poem concludes, Hughes privileges the act of moving over 

the act of arriving or even departing. While we would, ideally, like the speaker to move 

toward a better life and not be “bound” to the past or systemic regional oppression, the 

poem does not make the completion of that journey an absolute fact. In its state of 

suspension, the poem problematizes what it means to move between locations, suggesting 
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that there is no direct route to freedom and prosperity, even if one is “bound” and 

determined to go “No’th.” That “Bound No’th Blues” appears as one of the book’s last 

poems indicates that this is a permanent sense of being that we are ever in motion, “on de 

road,” and “bound No’th,” that we may never completely “arrive.”  

The three speakers of “Gypsy Man,” “Po’ Boy Blues,” and “Bound No’th Blues” 

present the trials and tribulations of their journeys and from multiple vantage points in 

and away from the South. Less obvious perhaps are these poems’ manipulations of time, 

space, and person. Hughes’s dislocation of space and time within the blues poem, 

however, does not dislocate the reader from the very real circumstances that inspired 

these works. Rather, the volatility—and thus the range of possibilities—enacted by these 

pieces makes their range of identifications more open and accessible. In the open, 

repetitive nature of these poems, we also see their increasing metonymic potential, as 

each journey may actually code for those of many migrants and their many hard roads. 

Hughes’s formal choice to adopt multiple dramatic speakers along these routes of the 

blues only emphasizes the particularity of these many displacements. Hughes asks us to 

look at diaspora not as a singular, unified experience, but as an individual one. Even 

within a single utterance are many sojourns.  

A Street in Bronzeville 
 

Unlike Fine Clothes to the Jew, A Street in Bronzeville was well regarded 

following its publication by Harper & Brothers in 1945. Critics lauded in particular what 

they perceived as the collection’s strong connection to the poet’s immediate 
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surroundings. The New Yorker declared A Street in Bronzeville to be “A first book by a 

young Negro who successfully crosses the vigorous folk poetry of her people with 

traditional forms. She writes with style, sincerity, and a minimum of sentimentality. Her 

city-folk poetry is particularly fresh” (qtd. in Wright 5). In addition to predicting the 

debate over Brooks’s usage of Anglo-European poetic forms, the writer couches Brooks’s 

use of the Chicago backdrop in terms of “her city-folk poetry.” Paul Engle, writing for 

the Chicago Tribune concurred: “The publication of A Street in Bronzeville is an 

exceptional event in the literary life of Chicago, for it is the first book of a solidly 

Chicago person,” adding that “Miss Brooks goes through Chicago with her eyes wide 

open and the poems are wide open too, taking you right inside the reality observed” (qtd. 

in Wright 3). In his approving but patronizing review, Engle manages to disarticulate 

Brooks’s “observ[ation]” of “reality” from her perspective as a woman of color. In doing 

so, the book’s release marks an “event of national importance, for Miss Brooks is the first 

Negro poet to write wholly out of a deep and imaginative talent, without relying on the 

fact of color to draw sympathy and interest” (3). Engle deems it Brooks’s great success to 

underplay the role of race within her community; the remark also suggests that while a 

particular locale can be raced, the “national” must not be. Engle intends “national” to be 

closer to “universal,” and therefore white and male; nonetheless, he sets the stage for 

what would become an ongoing discussion of how Brooks herself attempts to regulate the 

boundaries between the local and elsewhere.  



 

80 

That place is important to Brooks’s work has always been a given.39 Nor have 

critics generally underestimated Brooks’s use of multiple voices. But, because so much 

ink has been devoted to extolling the virtues of—if not defending—Brooks’s political 

aims and formal choices, a close inspection of how place actually functions in the poems 

of A Street in Bronzeville has not been prioritized in recent years. In the decades after 

Brooks’s distanced herself from her early work (prompted famously by the 1967 Fisk 

University Black Writers Conference), critics have examined whether this urbanity and 

this urban-ness were in fact at odds with each other. Much scholarly attention has been 

given to Brooks’s public disavowal of her early aesthetic, her subsequent commitment to 

the Black Arts movement, and what Alexander calls “her grand rebirth of consciousness” 

(Black Interior 44). In recent years, recuperating the political in her formal, pre-1967 

poetry has been a major concern of critics. Some champion Brooks’s use of form: In 

examining Brooks’s first volumes, Keith Leonard attests that Brooks determined the 

“pursuit of existential sovereignty as a more important resistance to racism than direct 

opposition or protest” (119). Alternatively, others have taken up the task of defending 

Brooks’s Black Arts-era pieces as being more than merely polemical.40 Still others have 

sought to provide a validating, affirming sense of continuity in their representations of 

Brooks’s canon. As Lesley Wheeler reminds us, “Not only are there continuities in her 

                                                
39 More generally, Bronzeville, as the site of what is referred to as the Chicago Renaissance, is often 
neglected in the face of the more well known Harlem Renaissance and Black Arts movements. It is often 
said, in terms similar to Alexander’s claim, that “The Chicago of Brooks’s formative years bustled with 
creative and political energy,” but a greater attention to the historical circumstances of the emigrant, black 
poor is not present in many literary accounts of the neighborhood’s influence (“Introduction” xiv).  
 
40 See for example Alexander’s examination of In the Mecca in The Black Interior.   
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rhetorical poses and her imagery, but in perpetually revising herself Brooks frequently 

alludes to and incorporates her earlier language in the later poetry” (229).  Indeed, 

Brooks’s death in 2000 provided an occasion to reassess the larger contribution of her 

career. In one of the most recent appraisals of Brooks, Alexander reminds us, “She 

continually strove to articulate an unambiguous race pride in a woman’s voice that was 

true to the complex and contradictory poetic details of black people’s lives” 

(“Introduction” xxv).   

This critical emphasis is often coupled with an accentuation of Brooks’s 

perceived lack of black, female peers. She has often been read, in Betsy Erkkila’s 

appraisal, as “seeking to enter a literary tradition in which all the blacks were men” and 

as a poet deeply concerned with gendered, racialized experience but without “visible 

black female poetic precursors” (192). Needless to say, it is this focus on Brooks’s own 

position as a black female writer that has informed analyses of her representations of the 

inhabitants of Chicago’s South Side. While representing Brooks’s sense of 

intersectionality is key to any thorough account of Brooks’s poetry, the sheer number of 

poems employing a female perspective often accounts for the substantial consideration 

given to gender in her early poetry. According to Beverly Guy-Sheftall, “An obvious 

difference between Gwendolyn Brooks and male writers […] who have used the urban 

environment as the setting for their work is the greater amount of attention she devotes to 

the experience of females” (qtd. in Wright 233). As a direct result, critics have not paid as 

much attention to the thematic pressure exerted by the book’s  World War II personae 

poems spoken in male voices onto the collection’s overall treatment of Bronzeville.  
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Any number of critics have underestimated the connection between the poems 

that appear in the first half of A Street in Bronzeville, namely those united under the 

section “a street in bronzeville,” and those that appear as the book moves towards its 

conclusion. Here I refer to Brooks’s World War II poems “Negro Hero” and the sonnet 

sequence “Gay Chaps at the Bar.” Consequently, my reading of the pieces voiced by 

black male American soldiers intersects with analyses of the figures in Brooks’s poems 

who are at the center of “complex and compelling debates on the future of their 

identities—identities paused at the precarious intersection of domestic and transnational 

politics, modernity, urbanism, segregation, and cosmopolitanism” (Schlabach 79-80). 

Specifically, I address Brooks’s turn from the diasporas of the Great Migration to a sense 

of the cosmopolitan in the latter parts of A Street in Bronzeville.  The poems that directly 

take the reader and the speaker(s) out of the work’s familiar Chicago neighborhood and 

into an international context have an important bearing on the book’s dialectic between 

“place” and “placelessness” (Schlabach). In tracking the global movements of these 

soldiers, however, Brooks also considers what it was like for them to come home to 

American cities at the war’s conclusion. Unlike many of Brooks’s female personae who 

remain geographically limited—in no small part because of their gender—these men had 

the opportunity to “see the world.” But, in some ways the movement into the Atlantic and 

Pacific theaters functioned as another form of diaspora; these figures—many who were 

themselves migrants or born to the previous generation of migrants—were displaced 

from their domestic lives only to return to environments that did not see them as full 

participants. Critics have attended to the difficulties of this situation: after serving their 
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country, these men received a chilly welcome from a nation fraught with racial strife. 

But, few have emphasized its connection to A Street in Bronzeville’s scenes of daily life 

in the migrant’s city. By shifting thematically from the domestic spaces of a highly 

localized community—a “city within a city”—to scenes of global military conflict, 

Brooks makes explicit the overall history of migration that often hovers behind the 

speeches of many of her male and female personae. In doing so, she magnifies the book’s 

sense of migration, moving between the smaller and localized and the larger and 

international scales. In embodying these male GI’s, Brooks presents their varying 

experiences of alterity as they move beyond “the bar” of what had previously been 

acceptable for America’s black citizens. We see in theirs the experiences of any number 

of African American servicemen touring the world during World War II, a phenomenon 

that we now understand to have precipitated the postwar Civil Rights movement. Indeed, 

Brooks’s soldier personae not only recalibrate A Street in Bronzeville’s sense of 

geographic scale, but also demonstrate how the evolving social stakes of migration are 

integral to any reading of the collection. 

As its subtitle indicates, “Negro Hero” is written “to suggest Dorie Miller.” This 

phrase at once announces the poem’s affiliation with a real person, Doris “Dorie” Miller, 

but also, in being simultaneously evasive, it “suggest[s]” both the actual Dorie Miller and 

any number of “Negro Hero[es],” known or not known. Since we enter the poem through 

the perspective of the Dorie Miller persona, it is important to consider his analogue’s 

position as a young man who served as a cook in the United States Navy and what such 

employment portended. Miller, born and raised near Waco, Texas, was aboard the West 
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Virginia during the 1941 Japanese attack on the US naval base in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.41 

Miller gained fame by leaving his post and taking it upon himself to turn a machine gun 

against Japanese airplanes.42 Critics who address the poem have noted that Miller’s 

heroism also constituted “an action that violated the strict rules of segregation maintained 

aboard ship” and that it brings to the fore “the paradox of patriotism and prejudice” 

(Stanford 200, Melhem 35). 43  The open-endedness of the title and subtitle are in keeping 

with the poem’s fuzzy, obscure setting. Instead of locating us in a particular scene, the 

speaker focuses on the consequences of his actions:   

I had to kick their law into their teeth in order to save them. 
However I have heard sometimes you have to deal  
Devilishly with drowning men in order to swim them to shore. 
Or they will haul themselves and you to the trash and the fish beneath. 
(When I think of this, I do not worry about a few 
Chipped teeth.)  
 
It is good I gave glory, it is good I put gold on their name. 
Or there would have been spikes in the afterward hands. 
But let us speak only of my success and the pictures in the Caucasian dailies 
As well as the Negro weeklies. For I am a gem. 
(They are not concerned that it was hardly The Enemy my fight was against 
But them.) (1-12) 

 

                                                
41 Some reports have Miller aboard the USS Arizona, including the note that follows the poem’s 
publication in the magazine Common Ground months before the release of A Street in Bronzeville.  
 
42 At the time of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, approximately five thousand black sailors were on 
active duty. However, they were nearly always confined to positions such as Miller’s, to the great 
frustration of black leaders, organizations, and media.  While these forces had managed to persuade 
Roosevelt to make better use of black Americans in the armed forces, he was met with resistance by senior 
officers, particularly the Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox.  It was not until 1942 that higher-ups declared 
that African-Americans in the navy could serve in positions other than mess attendants (Lanning 199-200). 
 
43 Anne Stanford writes that Miller was “a black soldier who, as a messman, was confined to the galley of 
his ship as a cook, but broke through the color line to save his ship from attack” (200).  
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The dichotomy between love of one’s country(men) and awareness of their racism is 

immediately evident in the persona’s own speech: “I had to kick their law into their teeth 

in order to save them./ […] sometimes you have to deal/ Devilishly with drowning men 

in order to swim them to shore” (1-3). And the speaker’s confident self-assessment—

“For I am a gem”—contains within it the supreme irony of his social standing, negro hero 

or no. While most analyses quickly recount these details, few do much to square them 

against the book’s overall concern with literal and figurative boundaries.  

Brooks’s “suggest[ion]” of Dorie Miller rewards the reader who is familiar with 

the man’s widely circulated story. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, Miller was awarded 

the Navy Cross and assigned to the Indianapolis naval cruiser, which was sent to the 

Aleutian Islands as part of the Midway campaign. He then worked on a receiving ship 

again at Pearl Harbor before being sent to the Puget Sound Naval Yard. Finally, Miller 

became part of the crew for the carrier Liscome Bay. Miller died on November 24, 1943, 

when the Liscome Bay was torpedoed by a Japanese submarine, killing 644. At the war’s 

conclusion, the navy named a dining hall, a barracks and a destroyer, the USS Miller, 

after him, and despite the continued segregation of the armed forces, Miller’s likeness 

was used in a recruiting poster (Wynn xii) The Texas State Historical Association reports 

that Miller’s name has been posthumously deployed in the naming of public spaces and 

associations in cities across the United States, including Waco, Houston, and Austin, 

Texas; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Los Angeles, California; and, fittingly, Chicago, 
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Illinois. (Toon 29, “Miller”).44 These facts are a crucial part of the poem’s context and yet 

they are nearly absent from the criticism. Via these basic facts of Miller’s life and 

service, we are confronted with a number of place names. (It is telling that, in his honor, 

the eponymously named Miller moved sailors all over the world.) These place names 

command that we recognize the sheer fact of Dorie Miller’s mobility; his affiliation with 

these geographically diverse names suggests a crucial dimension of his subversive power 

that is consequently embedded in Brooks’s poem. As a result, these names suggest that 

Miller’s patriotism and subversion are deeply connected to his geographical movements. 

But, these details also bring to mind how Civil Rights scholars have theorized the 

contributions of black servicemen during this period. The experience of having fought 

along whites—sometimes as equals—is commonly understood as having provided the 

opportunity to envision a more democratic America. “Seeing the world,” as it were, bears 

a causal relationship to their revisioning of their own nation. With historical distance, 

however, some accounts cast a rather rosy light on these soldiers’ experiences. For 

example, Neil Wynn argues that, “Dorie Miller transcended the restrictions placed upon 

him by the racial policies of the day and went from simply being a black hero to 

becoming a symbol of America itself” (xii).45 “Negro Hero”’s inclusion in A Street in 

                                                
44 In Miller’s hometown of Waco, Texas, a park, a cemetery, and a local YMCA have been named for him, 
as have elementary schools in Houston, Texas and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The Texas State Historical 
Association reports that Huston-Tillotson University named an auditorium for Miller, but I believe they are 
referring to the Doris Miller Auditorium/ Recreation Center that is maintained by the City of Austin. 
Elsewhere, a Veterans of Foreign Wars chapter bears his name, as does Chicago’s Doris Miller Foundation. 
Miller was also portrayed by actor Cuba Gooding, Jr. in the 2001 film Pearl Harbor, directed by Michael 
Bay.  
 
45 Wynn opens The African American Experience During World War Two with the image of Barack 
Obama giving a commemorative speech in Normandy, France, in June 2009 to mark the sixty-fifth 
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Bronzeville reflects Brooks’s prescience that the challenging of literal and conceptual 

boundaries were significant in a voicing of the black soldier’s perspective. Nonetheless, 

Brooks foregrounds the difficulties of being a mobile GI in her representation; rather than 

create a poetic monument to Miller, she critiques the national sociocultural climate to 

which he will return.   

 Elsewhere in A Street in Bronzeville, Brooks focuses on what can be both an 

oppressive and an enlivening sense of community, one closely associated with a 

particular neighborhood. As Schlabach proposes, Brooks’s collection focuses on “the 

enormous confinement of black life” and how “even what one calls and, perhaps, feels is 

one’s own place is, from the perspective of human agency, placeless” (80). The couple in 

“the old-marrieds” are stuck together “in the crowding darkness” (1, 5).  Life in the 

“kitchenette building” makes its inhabitants “Grayed in, and gray” (2). The speaker of “a 

song in the front yard” has “stayed in the front yard all [her] life” (1).  But, unlike those 

figures contained in the section “a street in bronzeville,” the Dorie Miller persona has 

taken us out of Bronzeville and into the wider world.  Brooks couples this place-based 

noncompliance with Miller’s defiant heroism. In voicing Dorie Miller, Brooks 

profoundly rejects the confinement and the sense of place that A Street in Bronzeville 

elsewhere establishes. 

Indeed it is in this transcending of localized boundaries—his place aboard the 

ship—that the speaker grapples explicitly with the national:  

                                                                                                                                            
anniversary of the D-Day invasion. He then immediately pivots to a recounting of Miller’s contribution. 
Wynn’s reading of Miller’s movement from “being simply a black hero to becoming a symbol of America 
itself” tellingly pairs the serviceman with the man once touted as the leader of a “post racial” America.  
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[…] I showed like a banner my kindness. 
I loved. And a man will guard when he loves. 
Their white-gowned democracy was my fair lady. 
With her knife lying cold, straight, in the softness of her sweet-flowing sleeve. 
But for the sake of the dear smiling mouth and the stuttered promise I toyed with 

my life. 
I threw back!—I would not remember 
Entirely the knife. (20-26)  

 
In loving America’s ultimate representative, the “white-gowned democracy,” the speaker 

also finds her to be treacherous and threatening (21-22), holding her knife “in the softness 

of her sweet-flowing sleeve” (23). The Miller persona fears punishment, for, in this noble 

deed, he has also trespassed. He is “out of place.” He is loosed, “out of bounds now.” 

Yet, unlike Robert Lowell’s “A Mad Negro Soldier Confined at Munich,” Brooks does 

little to locate the speaker’s utterance. Only the name “Dorie Miller” and the note that 

appears alongside the poem’s publication in Common Ground are suggestive of the war’s 

Pacific Theater. There Brooks writes that Miller “has been missing in action in the 

Southwest Pacific since December of 1943” (45). On the one hand, we are to assume the 

worst with regard to Miller; it is more than likely that he is not coming home. On the 

other hand, Brooks’s note conceives of Miller as literally being unlocatable. While 

Miller’s death is of course to be mourned, this inability to be located may also constitute 

an infinite mobility. Miller will not come home to the dingy, cramped apartment 

buildings of Bronzeville or countless other migrant cities; nor will he face the 

emasculating subjugation of America’s black GI’s. That Miller is not able to be found 

suggests his infinite mobility. This mobility is at the crux of his power and is also what 

makes him threatening to the white establishment he rushes to defend. It is the direct 

cause of both his freedom and his death. As a result, the reader is encouraged to marvel at 
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Miller’s heroism but more importantly to recognize the cost at which it was earned. 

Miller will not be coming home to face a segregated American society, but, within the 

space and temporality of the poem, the reader will conceive of him as permanently 

testing its borders abroad. 

Thematically, rather than keep him confined to any tangible location, Brooks 

traverses the terrain of his thoughts. Despite the note that places him in the Pacific 

theater, the poem does little to attach Miller’s utterance to a particular setting. There is, 

however, one notable exception: 

(In a southern city a white man said 
Indeed, I’d rather be dead; 
Indeed, I’d rather be shot in the head 
Or ridden to waste on the back of a flood 
Than saved by the drop of a black man’s blood.) (33-37) 

 
Thus, the only place explicitly mentioned in the body of the poem is “a southern city.” In 

its treatment of national concerns via a cosmopolitan lens, then, the poem finally turns 

back towards the regional. And, I might add, Brooks returns to not just any sense of the 

regional; she broaches the place supposedly left behind by those scores of Bronzeville 

migrants and, by extension, “negro heroes” like Dorie Miller.  Brooks’s evocation of this 

“southern city” suggests not that Miller can’t go home again but that, if he were to do so, 

a violent end may be waiting for him. As a result, we come to associate the harm that 

might (or has already) come to Miller—not with Japanese warfare—but with the violence 

produced by white Americans. The specifically southern locale rendered here possesses a 

synechdochal relationship to the discrimination facing African Americans on a national 

scale. What appears as a parenthetical aside constitutes a wandering voice; in what 
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functions as a digression from the main body of the poem, Brooks confronts the reader 

with another degree of Miller’s mobility. Brooks also expresses Miller’s profound panic; 

will he—not as a national hero or a soldier doing his duty but as a black man in a 

subservient position—be punished for over-stepping his limits? Tellingly, this movement 

into “a southern city” appears after the speaker has asked, “[…] do they wish me to 

kill/For them or is my place while death licks his lips and strides to them/ In the galley 

still?” (30-32). Here the speaker explicitly voices his concern with boundaries—“or is my 

place […]/ In the galley still”? Thus, questions of occupation and personal freedom 

become mapped onto spaces—the “place” of the gun post versus the “place” of the galley 

kitchen. These questions of where a black man belongs give rise to a reverse migration, a 

movement back into the “southern city” (33), where, oddly, the white men are talking 

about how they would prefer to die. In a Jim Crow “southern city,” a reader may easily 

picture a black man “shot in the head” or “ridden to waste on the back of a flood.”46  This 

imagining of death on the part of the white man—“Indeed, I’d rather be dead;/ Indeed, 

I’d rather be shot in the head”—marks a role reversal. We realize that the white man 

would suffer the mortal fate of the black man than see him as a savior. But, in the white 

man’s hypothetical—“I’d rather”—we confront the reality of scores of dead black men 

who have died, not for, but at the hands of their country.  

It is with a sense of thoughtful resignation that the poem concludes: 
 

Naturally, the important thing is, I helped to save them, them and a part of their 
democracy. 

Even if I had to kick their law into their teeth in order to do that for them, 
                                                
46 Here I have in mind the Great Mississippi River Flood of 1927. 
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And I am feeling well and settled in myself because I believe it was a good job, 
Despite this possible horror: That they might prefer the 
Preservation of their law in all its sick dignity and their knives 
To the continuation of their creed 
And their lives. (38-44) 

 
While Miller can take some pride in his actions—“And I am feeling well and settled in 

myself because I believe it was a good job”—he is metaphysically located in the 

“possible horror” that those whom he saved in Pearl Harbor can be aligned with the men 

of the “southern city,” that they, too, “might prefer the/ Preservation of their law in all its 

sick dignity and their knives/ To the continuation of their creed/ And their lives” (41-44). 

Although Miller perishes in the Pacific, our minds turn toward back to American civic 

virtues, specifically the “preservation of the law.” Here, Brooks asks us again to attend to 

the boundaries that divide the nation’s white and black citizens and the ramifications for 

crossing over them. As a result, we ultimately locate Miller’s hardship not in Bronzeville 

or in one of the battles of the Pacific Theater but in an environment reflective of an 

anonymous southern city, one that the Miller persona struggles to abandon.   

Brooks’s A Street in Bronzeville concludes with twelve sonnets that voice the 

perspective of African-American soldiers during World War II. Because a full analysis of 

all twelve poems is beyond the scope of this chapter, I will instead focus on the 

sequence’s opening and closing poems, the first of which is also named “gay chaps at the 

bar” and the latter, which is entitled “the progress.”  In choosing the former, I contend 

that Brooks is, from the outset of the series, concerned with mapping social and 

geographical boundaries for black soldiers, much as she is in the poem “Negro Hero.” 

From “gay chaps at the bar” as the point of origin, I propose that Brooks’s questions of 



 

92 

travel remain much the same with regard to the series’ concluding poem. Despite the fact 

that these poems best represent the convergence of the collection’s Great Migrants and its 

veterans, Brooks here raises the question of stasis. By the time we reach “the progress,” 

how far have these troops progressed?   

Brooks begins the general sequence with an epigraph that reads, “souvenir for 

Staff Sergeant Raymond Brooks and every other soldier.” Here Brooks not only calls out 

to her brother, but also to the reader and “every other soldier.” The epigraph appears to be 

an outward-reaching gesture, an opening up to both black and white soldiers. But, in 

offering the sonnet sequence as an object to be dispensed as a “souvenir,” Brooks at once 

adopts a rhetoric of containment, another drawing of boundaries. Especially because they 

are sonnets, these poems are objets d’art; at the outset, we wonder whether they can 

contain some aspect of both those to whom they refer and those places where those 

individuals have been. Can they be adequate “souvenirs” of this devastating conflict? 

And, perhaps appropriately, the word “souvenir” carries with it both the connotation of 

being “of a place” and of a war. Indeed, a souvenir may be both “a (typically small and 

inexpensive) item designed for sale to tourists and having some association with the place 

visited” and something more personal, an object “that is given or kept as a reminder of a 

place, person, event, etc.; a memento, a keepsake.” Yet, the Oxford English Dictionary 

also “remembers” for us that during World War I “souvenir” could also mean “a shell, a 

bullet” (“Souvenir”). Consequently, this epigraph bears both the traces of place and—via 

its reformation in military slang—the traces of death.  
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It is also fitting that the sequence’s first sonnet directs us to think of these soldiers 

in terms of their mobility and inhibition. As Melham has suggested, the title’s phrase “at 

the bar” “evokes the color line, our nation’s judicial system, and the “bar” between life 

and death,” but it also brings back the book’s concern with creating and testing limits. 

Brooks’s phrase “at the bar” also suggests her own attention to and movement away from 

the expectations of the sonnet. While Brooks’s adoption and adaptation of the sonnet 

have been widely discussed elsewhere, it is worth mentioning that this sequence, as 

Smethurst contends, “self-consciously remind the reader of a ‘regular’ sonnet” even as 

Brooks rejects exact end rhymes in favor of approximations” (The New Red Negro 176).  

Brooks’s re-envisioning of the traditional form also suggests the soldiers’ perception that 

they do not quite conform to the expectations of their new, white environment. Although 

they are impeccably qualified and knowledgeable, as evidenced by the poems’ promotion 

of their “sophisticated understanding of the rules of sports, love, college and ‘good’ 

grammar,” they cannot quite keep to such standards (177). However, Brooks’s deliberate 

reshaping of the sonnet suggests that they should not have to in the first place.   

 Following the title of the poem “gay chaps at the bar,” Brooks includes a second 

epigraph that excerpts a letter Brooks herself received from an actual officer, “Lieutenant 

William Couch in the South Pacific.” The quotation reads, “… and guys I knew in the 

States, young officers, return from the front crying and trembling. Gay chaps at the bar in 

Los Angeles, Chicago, New York…”47 This epigraph suggests that the figures of the 

                                                
47 Regretfully, I have been unable to find more information on Sergeant Couch, but doing so—as I have 
attempted to do with regard to Dorie Miller—will no doubt bring about a more fulsome reading of the 
poem. 
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Great Migration, dramatized elsewhere in A Street in Bronzeville, have been elided with 

these “gay chaps.” We envision these men returning to communities very much like the 

one Brooks creates in the book’s earlier sections. Additionally, the quotation from the 

letter suggests the multiple place-based reference points for those returning soldiers; 

Brooks recalls a steady stream of African American men moving in and out of the 

nation’s most prominent cities—“Los Angeles, Chicago, New York…”—all hubs of the 

Great Migration. In a sense, their current movements, their “return[ing] from the front” 

parallels those ongoing movements of the Great Migrants into their “place” and their 

“placelessness” in Bronzeville. Of course, Brooks’s switching from epistolary quotation 

to dramatized voice also suggests the mobility between lyric and dramatic modes, 

between multiple personages that A Street in Bronzeville elsewhere carries on. 

The poem begins with a voice that describes how the soldiers’ generalized the 

collective experience their service. The voice is meditative after a retrospective fashion, 

backward-looking. Given the series’ epigraph that locates the “ Gay chaps at the bar in 

Los Angeles, Chicago, New York…,” we may rightfully assume that the utterance can be 

located from within one of these great American cities. Yet, the soldiers’ minds drift 

elsewhere, specifically to their time of service in the South Pacific. The poem describes 

how during wartime they learned and then subsequently moved within a range of 

boundaries:    

We knew how to order. Just the dash 
Necessary. The length of gaiety in good taste.  
Whether the raillery should be slightly iced 
And given green, or served up hot and lush 
And we knew beautifully how to give to women 
The summer spread, the tropics, of our love. 
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When to persist, or hold a hunger off. 
Knew white speech. How to make a look an omen. (1-8) 

 
“How to order” their subordinates ultimately belies the poem’s preoccupation with the 

soldiers’ mission to keep themselves within the bounds determined by white institutions. 

This preoccupation implies an expectation that if the soldiers keep themselves in line, if 

they do not overstep the bar, they will be rewarded. The “order” of the sonnet form only 

calls attention to the stakes of their proper behavior. Yet the soldiers admit a certain 

pleasure in toeing the line, in maintaining  “the length of gaiety in good taste” (2). They 

know how to keep things a bit loose, here figured in in the “raillery” at times “served up 

hot and lush.” Their lust is also “served up hot and lush,” illustrated by the soliders’ 

telling us “we knew beautifully how to give to women/ The summer spread, the tropics, 

of our love” (6-7). The pleasantries of this “tropic[al]” imagery, of course, works in 

contrast to Couch’s letter, which originated in the South Pacific theater.  This “spreading” 

carries with it the usual sexual connotations but also points toward a movement, a 

generalized journey through the “given green” “tropics.” Whereas the speaker of “Negro 

Hero” attempts to analyze his own movements beyond “the bar,” the collective “we” of 

this poem are simultaneously aware of their own authority and their own social standing, 

their “place.” Thus, the octave indicates the measured mobility that the military 

profession allows and that the “gay chaps” seem to enjoy. Paradoxically, as they become 

more worldly, they also become more controlled.  

 “But nothing ever taught us to be islands”: with this turn in the ninth line, Brooks 

emphasizes that all is not well with the soldiers’ situation. The volta here calls attention 

to the soldiers’ isolation, the specific racial hardships they face during the war. The line 
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suggests that nothing ever taught the soldiers about how difficult their segregation from 

the white military members would be. Yet, Brooks couples this admission with the 

sonnet’s most specific reference to place, one that echoes the “South Pacific” of the 

poem’s epigraph. Their journey to a new place, indeed to the South Pacific islands, has 

not prepared them for their isolation. And indeed, the form of the sonnet mirrors that 

isolation; not unlike Robert Hayden’s “A Letter from Phillis Wheatley,” each sonnet is an 

island of black text in a sea of white. That the poem’s most self-aware line appears nearly 

in the middle of the sonnet suggests its embedded position, its fixity in the soldiers’ 

collective consciousness.  

 After that, nothing can right the ship. The soldiers are stuck on these “islands,” for 

which they are unprepared: 

And smart, athletic language for this hour 
Was not in the curriculum. No stout  
Lesson showed how to chat with death. We brought 
No brass fortissimo, among our talents, 
To holler down the lions in this air. (10-14) 

 
In the moment of epiphany, the soldiers recognize that the trappings of civilization, their 

book learning and “talents”—themselves metonymic of class aspiration—cannot teach 

them “how to chat with death.” They have no “ brass fortissimo” to “holler down the 

lions in this air.” In their ultimate striving for order, the men have neglected their blues-

based vernacular “holler.” In the close of the poem, then, what proves to be the soldiers’ 

perfect weapon for personal survival—the “brass fortissimo”—is absent. Of course, no 

trombone or trumpet could “holler down” the machines of war, the roaring airplanes. But, 

in the poem’s final moment, Brooks’s confident “gay chaps” recognize what a poor 
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match they are for this global conflict. In seeking to be soldiers, they sought validation 

and humanization in the eyes of Western civilizations. However, participation in the 

American military—a major Western institution—has only brought them into conflict 

with wildness or savagery of the purest form. 

 In the sonnets that follow, Brooks continues this anti-heroic interrogation of 

civilization, trying to map out its borders and test the limits of its virtues. “still do I keep 

my look, my identity…,” the poem that immediately follows “gay chaps at the bar” 

meditates on the postures the body assumes “even in death” (9). In doing so, it highlights 

“the old personal art, the look […]” of what the body of a young man acquires through 

American culture: “what/ It showed at baseball. What it showed in school” (13-14). 

Another focuses on how one should apprehend the music of a “piano after war.” Two 

other poems function as “love note[s],” one of them pitifully thinking back and reaching 

out to a beloved in poignantly urbane terms: “Love changeful in you (like a music, or/ 

Like a sweet mournfulness, or like a dance,/ Or like the tender struggle of a fan)” (12-14). 

48 In all of these, Brooks’s elevated diction and use of the sonnet form appears in stark 

contrast to the chaos of World War II and the soldiers’ uncertain fates, whether facing 

death or a return to “Los Angeles, Chicago, New York…”  

 The sequence’s concluding sonnet, “the progress,” initially attempts a return to 

dignity and composure, an attempt to regain the “order” of the opening poem. Yet, as the 

                                                
48 Schweik: “To render democracy as a female figure is one thing. To collapse a woman into a flag goes 
one step further, reducing the representation of the soldier's allegiance to an almost entirely abstract sign-
system, a pure semiotics of war, democracy, and gender. The “love notes” thus constitute “Gay Chaps’”s 
most condensed and sharpest engagement with the “stuff” of love and war poetry.” 
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poem’s title suggests, things are in flux.  Over the course of the sonnet sequence, the 

soldiers of this collective voice move from one site to another, perhaps from the South 

Pacific to one of the cities mentioned in the first poem’s epigraph. Yet, “the progress” 

suggests linear progression, an ordered movement, if not a Whiggish narrative of Western 

liberalism. Susan Schweik writes that, in their erudition and their sometimes mocking 

treatment of aesthetics, the poems are at once  “patently imitative of—even obedient to—

the authoritative tradition of the modern masculine ironic war poem as it came out of the 

First World War.” However, they eschew that “tradition” in their “Black female 

authorship” (137).  I would add that their indeterminate location in a book that 

purportedly investigates life within a defined set of bounds—the particular neighborhood 

of “Bronzeville”—calls us to rethink the “progress” if not the progression of A Street in 

Bronzeville. On one hand, A Street in Bronzeville moves from the “crowding darkness” of 

the “old-marrieds,” the personae of the dim, cramped “kitchenette building[s],” into the 

personae of men who are both highly mobile and performing acts of heroism. Perhaps 

superficially, the placement of the poems about veterans who are affiliated with cities of 

the Great Migration at the book’s conclusion attaches a narrative of progress to Brooks’s 

arrangement. Yet, to a significant extent, trading the confines of “Bronzeville” for the 

opportunity of seeing the world has not allowed these men to make great advances 

despite their great expectations. Consequently, we affiliate the vocalizings of these 

soldiers with those who are fighting their own daily battles in American cities.  

 In the poem “the progress,” Brooks positions us somewhere between faraway 

islands and those great, swelling cities; these GI’s are still wandering, perhaps far away 
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from their home in Bronzeville. Nonetheless, “the progress” dramatizes these soldiers’ 

self-preserving battles, their ongoing attempts to locate themselves within “pride,” 

“prejudice,” and “patriotism”: 

And still we wear our uniforms, follow 
The cracked cry of the bugles, comb and brush 
Our pride and prejudice, doctor the sallow 
Initial ardor, wish to keep it fresh. 
Still we applaud the President’s voice and face. 
Still we remark on patriotism, sing, 
Salute the flag, thrill heavily, rejoice 
For death of men who too saluted, sang. 
But inward grows a soberness, an awe,  
A fear, a deepening hollow through the cold.  
For even if we come out standing up 
How shall we smile, congratulate: and how 
Settle in chairs? Listen, listen. The step 
Of iron feet again. And again      wild. (1-14)  

 
In an attempt to “doctor the sallow/ Initial ardor” (3-4), these soldiers attempt all 

permutations of “Salut[ing] the flag” (7). Yet, the poem worries, “how” are they to 

“Settle in chairs?” (13). Indeed, after such wartime experiences, how are these men to 

“settle” down? While white society might wish that returning GIs respect “the bar” and 

resume their “place” in segregated American life, such actions may prove difficult. Here 

the decorum of the armed forces—“smile, congratulate”—proves itself to be another 

institutionalized constraint. Ultimately, these soldiers may resist being “settle[d]” in this 

racially defined, militaristic system. They hear order, literally, announcing itself—“ 

Listen, listen. The step/ Of iron feet again. And again” (13-14). These heavy “iron feet” 

stepping in time remind the reader of the soldiers’ own marches, their keeping themselves 

in line. The repetition of “listen” and “again” compounds the force of these movements. 

But, this time, the “step/ Of iron feet” seems to be coming toward the uneasy speaker, 
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nudging him back into service. And, as the sequence has made us aware, that service may 

not be the godsend that these “gay chaps” expected. As a result, the poem winds down 

with an air of dread.  

And yet, we should not underestimate the work done by the final line’s caesura. In 

the white space following “And again,” Brook manages to silence “the step/ Of iron feet” 

(13-14). We are taken out of the space into which we have “settle[d],” and we go briefly 

AWOL into the void.  The caesura is the ultimate space of resistance, for it encourages 

our—and the soldiers’—wandering. It breaks the threatening rhythm suggested by the 

step of those “iron feet,” and it champions a profound sense of mobility that is elsewhere 

absent in the poem. The caesura is a quiet but striking profession of defiance. 

Typographically speaking, it visually constitutes a hole in the sonnet’s final line; it 

thereby punctures the sonnet’s illusion of control and constraint. The poem provides an 

escape hatch with which to evade its own thematic and formal regulations. And Brooks 

only emphasizes its effect by then concluding the poem with the word “wild.”  

Previously, we have seen the Dorie Miller persona use the word “wild” as he tells 
us:  

 
It was a tall time. And of course my blood was  
Boiling about in my head and straining and howling and singing me on. 
Of course I was rolled on wheels of my boy itch to get at the gun. 
Of course all the delicate rehearsal shots of my childhood massed in mirage 

before me. 
Of course I was child 
And my first swallow of liquor of battle bleeding black air dying and demon noise 

 Made me wild. (13-19). 
 
But in contrast, the collective “we” of the first sonnet “gay chaps at the bar,” seem at last 

to cower in fear of “wild[ness]” for they cannot finally “holler down lions in this air” 
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(14). Yet, in the final word of the final poem in A Street in Bronzeville, Brooks reclaims 

that “wild[ness].” She evokes, on one hand, the “wild” setting of war. Ultimately, 

however, the word’s presence suggests the evasion or defiance of civilization. In the 

poem’s turn away from the soldiers’ militarism, then, Brooks ends with an emphasis on 

these men’s rejection of a social system that would not only regulate them but dominate 

them. Yet “wild[ness]” also  denotes being “of a place or region: uncultivated or 

uninhabited; hence, waste, desert, desolate” ; we may read the poem as leaving them in 

the “wild.” In being in this “desolate” place, the soldiers are challenged to remake their 

own situation (“Wild”). The poem’s concluding word, then, is a rallying cry for survival. 

To move beyond “the bar,” these soldiers must take adequate stock of their harsh 

surroundings. Implied in this exclamation, fortunately, is the sense of “wild[ness]” as 

“acting or moving freely without restraint; going at one's own will; unconfined, 

unrestricted.” “Wild” on the one hand refers to non-conformation as a desired possibility 

for these “gay chaps. But, ironically, “wild”’s appearance after the caesura announces a 

re-commitment to civilization. The caesura truly takes us, so to speak, into the woods; the 

presence of “wild” both makes the caesura existent and negates it.  “Wild,” in its position 

as the last word in the poem, closes the sonnet; it also restores the sonnet, bringing us 

back to the form, which is itself an emblem of polite Western society. Literally, in the 

location of the word “wild,” Brooks proposes that, in their turn toward “wild[ness],” 

these men have the potential to remake civilization. In a book that has been historically 

read as exclusively addressing city life, Brooks mobilizes us, indeed, directs us to remake 

that life from the place of the “wild.”  
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Beyond Los Angeles, Chicago, New York… 
 

I began this chapter by remarking that Langston Hughes’s influence on 

Gwendolyn Brooks is now part of critical lore. As my readings here suggest, this 

influence may be read beyond how both poets dramatize the lives of those within their 

respective communities.  Such a framing runs parallel to my critique of the late critical 

obsession with the personal lyric, which I promote in my analyses of Robert Lowell’s 

Life Studies and Sylvia Plath’s Ariel. That is to say, the work of Hughes and Brooks—

like the work of Lowell and Plath—is indeed linked. While the scholarly appraisal of 

Hughes’s and Brooks’s use of dramatic forms has, fortunately, not thus far been 

negligent, this chapter insists on the broader, more diverse figurations within those 

personae. Even though Hughes and Brooks remain most associated with the renaissances 

of Harlem and Chicago—as Lowell and Plath are most often associated with 

“confessional” poetry—I here contest such groupings as the sole means of describing 

their orientations. In doing so, I do not mean to reject the value of artistic community; I 

mean to suggest that community may assume multiple forms and follow unexpected 

paths. Focusing on their poems’ use of and resistance to location—as part of their 

collections’ broader concern with (re)defining identity—allows for an expanded sense of 

their thematic and formal innovations. 

For Hughes and Brooks do more than merely manipulate what they “saw in the 

street.” In addition to suggesting new avenues for Hughes and Brooks studies, this 

chapter disrupts modernist narratives that neglect contexts that are not exclusively urban. 

Even as Hughes and Brooks participate in and write about Harlem and Chicago, their 
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work bears the traces of what is peripheral to those scenes, especially with regard to the 

Great Migration and World War II. In reading these two historical circumstances as 

deeply connected to the poems of Brooks and Hughes, I ask that we attend to them as 

obvious concerns of Fine Clothes to the Jew and A Street in Bronzeville. Yet, it is perhaps 

because of the overtness of Hughes’s and Brooks’s fascination with topography that the 

privileging of geographic movement has been neglected. Because we have taken as a 

given their consideration of particular environs, we have not considered that they open us 

to unexpected routes. Wilkerson has argued that the Great Migration is “perhaps the 

biggest underreported story of the twentieth century” (8); indeed, it has managed to be 

both ever-present and remarkably “underreported” with regard to these texts. When we 

seriously consider that all roads do not lead to Harlem or Bronzeville—as both 

collections claim—but to various points on a much larger map, we are forced to grapple 

with the many migrations of the Southern diaspora in real and literary terms.  

We are also asked re-think our attachment to scholarly narratives that dictate 

the bounds within which bounds modernist texts are created and must be interpreted. 

Broadly speaking, the demographic changes enacted by the Great Migration altered the 

terms of our national obsession with race. As some critics have contended, the Great 

Migration exerted a profound effect on the types of novels being written in the first half 

of the twentieth century.  From the African American passing novel to Jay Gatsby’s 

notorious transformation from the likely Jewish James “Jimmy” Gatz, critics have 

recognized that the Great Migration produced a great degree of anxiety about various 

forms of mobility (Carr 678, Smethurst The African American Roots of Modernism 189). 
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Conversely, I will go so far as to suggest that the Great Migration encouraged the 

production of dramatic poetry; in moving through personae, the poet gestures to lived, 

historical experiences. Renewed, sustained interest in Hughes’s and Brooks’s mobile 

dramatis personae allows us to recognize how two of our most prominent twentieth-

century poets dealt with the fraught nature of these grand-scale movements. That Brooks 

productively intertwines the lives of World War II veterans with her take on one of the 

major terminuses of the Great Migration demonstrates the reach and complexity of this 

phenomenon. As we continue to track the patterns of assorted, interconnected 

migrations—especially in this age of globalization—we should recognize that the 

dramatic mode is crucial to how these circumstances are examined by poets. Hughes’s 

and Brooks’s embodied movements thus mark a significant opportunity—a road that 

should be taken—toward redefining our understanding of modernist poetry.
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Chapter Two:  “Crossing back but not back”: The Vulnerable Personae 
of John Berryman and Robert Hayden  

 
 
your need is what’s missing, unwritten  
wish to cross back but not back 
 
Into that land (for you) of the dead— 
 
—Kevin Young, “Homage to Phillis Wheatley”  
 

“what’s missing, unwritten”    
 

Upon reading the title of the poem, “Homage to Phillis Wheatley,” from Kevin 

Young’s collection Ode to the Confederate Dead (2007), we recognize at once that 

Wheatley crosses into Young’s imagination “from the land of the dead.” However, what 

may not be immediately apparent is the way in which the piece engages not only 

Wheatley’s own poetry, but also two twentieth-century dramatizations of early American 

figures. In employing the above epigraph, I posit a kinship between Young’s lyric 

“Homage to Phillis Wheatley,” John Berryman’s lyric-dramatic hybrid Homage to 

Mistress Bradstreet (1954), and Robert Hayden’s dramatic epistle “A Letter from Phillis 

Wheatley” (1978). “Homage to Phillis Wheatley” is the creative culmination of Young’s 

claim that “Homage ranks as one of the best long poems of the century” and his 

profession that he “return[s] to Hayden over and over again ” in a way that “is as 

unconscious as breathing” (“Introduction,” “A Conversation”).1  

                                                
1 In championing both Homage and Berryman’s more celebrated Dream Songs, Young joins a number of 
contemporary poets whose work bears Berryman’s influence. Burt posits the Dream Songs as a likely 
stylistic influence on Jelly Roll: A Blues, noting Young’s persistent use of the “ampersands, rhyming 
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Elsewhere, Young’s own uses of personae are numerous, and this particular poem 

conspicuously evokes two highly dramatic pieces but does not adopt their formal 

orientation.2 Consequently, it is more than a curious detail that Wheatley remains the 

object of Young’s lyric address. Young’s piece of course immediately recalls Hayden’s 

“A Letter” in terms of the historical material it uses. Just as Hayden situates Wheatley in 

medias res of her visit to Selina Hastings, Countess of Huntington, Young locates his 

“homage” to the “Poet & Servant to Mr. John Wheatley of Boston, On Her Maiden 

Voyage to England.” Young’s poem is also strikingly similar to Berryman’s Homage in 

that its speaker addresses Wheatley across the span of centuries. Yet, unlike Berryman’s 

Bradstreet or Hayden’s Wheatley, Young’s early American touchstone does not talk 

back. Insofar as it riffs on and speaks to the work of two poets seldom discussed together, 

Young’s poem may be read as at once an interpretation, homage, and letter to its multiple 

antecedents. But, given that “Homage” does not move beyond lyric address, Young’s 

(re)turn to lyric also functions as a critique of the multiple selves, voices, and bodies 

evident in Berryman’s Homage and Hayden’s “A Letter.”  

 This chapter takes Young’s piece as provocation to return to the embodied 

presences and distinct poetics of vulnerability of Berryman’s Homage to Mistress 

Bradstreet and Hayden’s “A Letter from Phillis Wheatley.” Despite their significant 

differences, it is not mere coincidence that these two male poets, well-established in their 
                                                                                                                                            
stanzas with pentameter norms, rapid high-and low culture allusion, distorted syntax, and flirtatiously 
plural personae.” 
 
2 In another instance of intertextuality, Young later employs a range of dramatic epistles in his collection 
Ardency: A Chronicle of the Amistad Rebels, which returns to the phenomena that became the basis for 
Hayden’s “Middle Passage.” 
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time, employ representations of early American white and black womanhood in a 

complex set of identifications. Berryman, relying heavily on Perry Miller’s The New 

England Mind as a source for Homage, participates in a developing intellectual 

conversation about the Puritan errand and its extension into the twentieth century.3 

Hayden, also concerned with narratives of national development, returns to Wheatley in 

the wake of a diasporic black nationalism that sees itself as separate from mainstream 

American history. The pairing of Berryman’s Bradstreet and Hayden’s Wheatley may 

seem initially idiosyncratic, but upon closer inspection, a certain habit of mind emerges. 

This chapter will discuss Berryman’s Homage and Hayden’s “A Letter” as two poems 

that use personae explicitly to test the boundaries and possibilities of the postwar lyric. In 

theorizing their own form, Homage and “A Letter” refer simultaneously to the moment of 

their construction and their participation in a wider dialectic of dramatic and lyric 

possibility. 

To be clear, these poems do not recreate Bradstreet and Wheatley, thereby 

permitting us insider access to their experiences, though that illusion is a necessary part 

of these poems’ rhetorical appeal. Instead, the poems revise historical conceptions of 

Bradstreet and Wheatley to suit Berryman’s and Hayden’s own poetic purposes. In their 

adoption of these early American personae both Berryman and Hayden revisit scenes of 

nascent national development to explore twentieth-century anxieties about genre, the self, 

and postwar America.  While Berryman uses the Bradstreet persona to mediate complex 

                                                
3 Paul Mariani indicates that Berryman relied on Miller, Helen Campbell’s Anne Bradstreet and her Times, 
and John Winthrop’s Journals (Dream Song 245). 
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mid-century notions of the postwar lyric, Hayden’s short, epistolary piece modifies more 

traditional uses of dramatic form and by attaching it to developing discourses of 

transatlanticism and hybridity.    

Considering the role of these early American personae in Berryman’s Homage 

and Hayden’s “A Letter” reveals a common concern as to the viability of mainstream 

poetic forms in light of modern atrocities.4 That concern is manifested in highly gendered 

metaphors of vulnerability and violence. That Berryman and Hayden locate their 

dramatic speakers in moments of crossing—transatlantic and otherwise—further imbues 

them with a sense of vulnerability. In the following pages, I will consider how the 

affective designs5 of Berryman’s Homage and Hayden’s “Letter” call attention to their 

speakers’ distinctive, gendered performances of bodily pain. Ultimately, Berryman and 

Hayden theorize that bodily pain through the conversations about lyric, dramatic, and 

epistolary form that their poems stage. These poems promote the idea that the violence 

implicit in speaking as another—always an aspect of the persona poem—may be better 

understood when combined with a sense of personae as sites of hybridity and critique.  

 

                                                
4 Simone Francescato reads the two in tandem with J.M. Coetzee’s novel Foe. Yet,  
Francescato grossly misreads the poems from the outset, asserting that, “Despite their stylistic differences, 
Berryman’s and Hayden’s poems allow us to hear Bradstreet’s and Wheatley’s voice speak in the first 
person.” His vague contention that “Berryman and Hayden somehow recover bodily substance, the silenced 
life of the woman poet” similarly does little to demystify the space between textual signifiers and their real-
life referents. 
 
5 Here I refer to Adena Rosmarin’s approach to reading the meaning-making capabilities of a series of 
dramatic monologues in her book The Power of Genre.  
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“Look at me well. I am she.” 

The recent critical reassessments of Berryman and Hayden come in no small 

degree from their clout with contemporary poets such as Young.6 In Berryman’s case, 

what proves attractive to poets writing in our present moment is his ongoing suspicion of 

a unified lyric speaker, exemplified by a movement in and out of recognizably secure 

subject positions. For instance, Stephen Burt concludes that Berryman’s appeal lies in the 

“off-balance array of competing voices” that “dramatized an unstable and plural sense of 

self” (“My Name Is Henri” 243). However, the recent importance given to polyvocality 

and the employment of personae stands in direct contrast to how Berryman has been 

interpreted in the past. Critics have typically read Berryman in terms of a mid-century 

confessional aesthetic, partly to connect him with more visible contemporaries such as 

Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath, and Allen Ginsberg, and thereby raise his stature. In linking 

his work to the confessional aesthetic as what Anne Hartman calls “a form of 

transcendent lyricism associated with Romanticism,” Berryman scholarship has largely 

focused on his longer sequence, The Dream Songs, and what the project may reveal about 

the relationship between the main speaker Henry and Berryman himself. Since recent 

scholarship instead emphasizes the performative nature of confession and resists one-to-

one correspondences between life and art,7 there has been a decrease in biography-

                                                
6 Young’s editing of Berryman’s Selected Poems, released as part of the American Poet’s Project, has 
roughly overlapped with the release of new essay collections such as Recovering Berryman and After Thirty 
Falls. 
 
7 As Hartman writes, “Confession is not understood as a self-evident aesthetic category but rather as a 
species of a peculiar western mechanism for producing discourses of sexuality and desire […] when you 
confess you are always doing something with it […] The distinction is to be made between a naïve view 
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focused readings of Berryman’s work. Indeed, the diminution of the more troubling 

events of Berryman’s life—his alcoholism, extramarital affairs, and suicide—has 

permitted and encouraged analyses of other, important aspects of his poetics that have 

been previously demoted.  

One result is that recent reappraisals better situate Berryman’s work in the long 

view of modernism. In his introduction to Berryman’s Selected Poems, Young contends 

that Berryman “provides a crucial link between modernist ‘impersonality’ as advocated 

by Eliot; ‘personae’ as practiced by Pound; and the postmodern poetics—simultaneously 

disembodied and more personal—practiced now.” Railing against the positioning of 

Berryman as “an essentially solipsistic, ‘confessional’ poet,” Brendan Cooper contends 

that the consistent grouping of Berryman with “middle generation” poets such as Lowell, 

Plath and Randall Jarrell has foreclosed connections that may arise between Berryman 

and other twentieth-century poets. Arguing that reading Berryman solely in relation to 

other members of the “middle generation” has had a “pernicious and limiting influence,” 

Cooper instead proposes that “his poems are both products of and complex reflections on 

the claustrophobic and anxiety-driven landscape of Cold War culture” (4-5). In light of 

these recalibrations of Berryman’s position in the twentieth-century poetic canon, a 

reassessment of Homage to Mistress Bradstreet is in order. In general terms, my 

reconsideration of Homage traces Berryman’s consistent use of the Bradstreet persona to 

test the limits of the postwar lyric as a mechanism for intersubjective exchange. But, this 
                                                                                                                                            
that takes confession on its own terms, and one that recognizes confession as a cultural form that takes part 
in producing the categories in which it is implicated, such as those of authenticity, privacy, and publicity” 
(43).  Thomas Travisano has also critiqued the “confessional” lens as a limiting, dominant reading practice.  
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reading of how the poem theorizes its own form reveals a range of other issues, which I 

enumerate but do not evaluate in full. These include the gendered erotics of dialogue, a 

concern with the self as both permeable and collapsible, mid-twentieth-century notions of 

privacy, a Winthropian rhetoric, and ultimately twentieth-century uses of the elegiac 

mode.   

In Homage to Mistress Bradstreet, John Berryman stages a lover’s quarrel 

between the personified seventeenth-century poet and a lyric presence that takes the form 

of an “I.” Across the centuries, the two participate in a dialogue that emphasizes the 

Bradstreet persona’s discomfort, both physical and metaphysical, and the lyric speaker’s 

wish to possess her in body and soul. In speaking as Bradstreet, Berryman focuses on the 

poet’s bodily trials: her alienation from her immediate surroundings, her difficulty in 

conception and childbirth, her physical reactions to desire and the rejection of desire, and, 

finally, her prolonged illness and death.  Little concerned with her tribulations, the lyric 

speaker follows in relentless sexual pursuit of her but ultimately finds himself alone. The 

poem can be read, then, as both a love song to a “mistress” and a testament of her trauma. 

Consequently, the poem’s prominent features—a performance of physical pain and a 

consistently voiced desire for possession—underscore Berryman’s uncomfortable but 

insistent straddling of lyric and dramatic genres. Thus, the poem couples a troubling 

physicality with a desire for possession of both other and self.  
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On its release in book form in 1956,8 the poem was praised by Allen Tate and 

Conrad Aiken as both a “masterpiece” and “one of the finest poems ever written by an 

American” (qtd. in Spenser 353); 9 but since then, Berryman’s use of Bradstreet has often 

been deemed highly problematic. To some degree, this denunciation of Homage has to do 

with the recovery of Bradstreet as a poet and cultural figure. Despite the success of her 

work in the seventeenth century, Bradstreet was somewhat ignored in the eighteenth 

century, and largely dismissed in the nineteenth century.10 Although the penning and 

release of Homage roughly coincides with the initial stages of renewed interest in 

Bradstreet’s poetry,11 a full-scale recovery would not be attempted until later by feminist 

scholars.12 Additionally, Berryman’s own publicly stated lack of appreciation for her as a 

literary predecessor aligns him with a tradition of critics that ignored or outright 

dismissed her poetry for misogynistic reasons.13 Oft-cited is his statement that he “did not 

choose her—somehow she chose me” (qtd. in Schweitzer “Legacies” 126). 

                                                
8 The poem previously appeared in the Partisan Review in 1953. 
 
9 Note the similarity to the aforementioned comments made by Young.  
 
10 A nineteenth-century editor, Charles Eliot Norton, argued that her poetry “hardly stands the test of 
time,” (qtd. in Rosenmeier 1). 
 
11 A few years before Berryman published Homage, Bradstreet’s poems were included in The Oxford 
Anthology of American Verse (1950), edited by F.O. Matthiesson, and subsequently considered by Roy 
Harvey Pearce in his well-known study, The Continuity of American Poetry (1962). 
 
12 An edition of Bradstreet’s poetry, now in its thirteenth printing, was released in 1967 by Harvard 
University Press with a foreword by Adrienne Rich. To cite two other notable examples: Wendy Martin 
reads Bradstreet’s poems as being encoded with rebellious gestures against patriarchal institutions whereas 
Cheryl Walker laments the lack of biographical information pertaining to Bradstreet even while insisting 
that she be positioned as a near-mystical matriarch of American women writers. 
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However, these criticisms of Berryman’s embodiment of Bradstreet are 

inextricably tied to a reading of Berryman as a confessional poet who uses her as a means 

to air his own dirty laundry. For example, Sarah Provost reads the poem as a continuation 

of Berryman’s Sonnets to Chris, in which the poet grapples with a failed love affair and 

the devastation of its resulting fallout. Similarly, Luke Spencer frames his interpretation 

of Homage with the following statement: “[Berryman’s readers are] urged to consider as 

part of the context in which his “Homage” was written a powerful mixture of emotions 

engendered by his numerous adulteries and his closely associated love/hate feelings for 

his mother” (353).14 The result is that even critics who attempt an engagement with other 

aspects of the poem build their readings on an understanding of Berryman as a poet 

seeking to use the Bradstreet persona, in absentia of a real-life lover, as a means to 

expunge his own bad feelings and move toward transcendence. In terms of Bradstreet’s 

critical reputation, that Berryman would reject Bradstreet publicly after using her as a 

means of offering a coded confession only adds insult to centuries of injury.   

In the most persuasive of analyses highlighting the difficulties of Homage, Ivy 

Schweitzer pairs the poem with Puritan texts that also deploy the rhetoric of gynesis. In 

employing the discourse of her historical situation, the Bradstreet persona reflects what 

                                                
14 Cooper traces the origin of this dominant reading practice to John Haffenden’s highly influential The 
Life of John Berryman in which, “Haffenden argues that Berryman’s numerous affairs of the late 1940s 
were not only the crucial motivation behind his composition of Homage to Mistress Bradstreet, but are 
actually part of the fabric of the poem and hence are key to an accurate interpretation of it” (84). The 
influence of Haffenden’s assessment is pervasive, Cooper contends: “The critical literature on Homage to 
Mistress Bradstreet therefore verges on a consensus that the poem is best understood in biographical terms, 
and that its literary significance consists in the power and success of its transposition into language of 
Berryman’s personal trauma” (85). 
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Schweitzer calls the Puritans’ “pervasive image for the saved soul” (“Legacies” 127). 

According to this logic, then, the slippage of self undergone in Homage functions as the 

battle for Berryman’s soul.15 In order for Berryman the poet to maintain power, the lyric 

speaker must triumph over the Bradstreet persona in the end. Consequently, as Berryman 

moves in and out of the lyric speaker and the Bradstreet persona, the poem “ultimately 

becomes a reactionary appropriation and erasure of women that reinscribes a patriarchal 

ideology of masculinity and, in some ways, prefigures the troubled privileging of the 

feminine of Berryman’s postmodern literary and critical brethren” (“Legacies” 131). In 

recounting Schweitzer’s deft examination of how Puritan ideology functions in Homage, 

I hope to underscore the poem’s more problematic gender relations. This is not to absolve 

Berryman of any misogyny. The difficulty of Berryman’s work in terms of its oft-

troubling subject matter should indeed encourage rather than shut down discussions of his 

difficult use of personae. 

To that end, I invoke Peter Maber’s treatment of the most troubling metaphor of 

Berryman’s oeuvre: his choice to use blackface dialect in The Dream Songs, most often 

in the persona of Mr. Bones. In calling for a “reassessment” of Berryman’s use of 

minstrelsy, Maber observes that the aesthetic shocked his contemporaries16 and has either 

                                                
15 Schweitzer posits that, in reducing her to an abstracted sense of femininity and then speaking through 
her, Berryman’s use of Bradstreet mimics the ways in which Puritan women and men were to play the 
Brides of Christ to their Savior’s Bridegroom. Once Berryman’s lyric speaker penetrates the Bradstreet 
persona’s “world,” he joins the ranks of Puritan males who must “struggle to discipline, humble, and 
feminize their willful selves and turn their errant desires toward an aggressive God.” The problem, then, for 
Puritan men, and by extension Berryman, becomes how to deal with the resulting “homosexual panic, self-
loathing, and fear of annihilation” (“Legacies” 128).   
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been met with silence or distaste in the decades since. Critics have marked the use of 

minstrelsy as an important facet of the poem’s rhetoric but have resisted a full 

examination of its use. Maber writes: “It is not enough, then, to condemn or defend 

Berryman according to the accuracy of his representations of black speech and behavior, 

nor to defend him according to the ‘purity’ of his intentions” (131). Whereas others who 

analyze the racial aspects of the Dream Songs, such as Kathe Davis, have tried to 

legitimate the move by espousing Berryman’s intended “identification with oppressed 

peoples”(Davis qtd. in Maber 143) or labeled Berryman’s position as “naïve” and 

resulting from his “isolationism in Minneapolis” (131), Maber argues that, “the 

difficulties with these sorts of claims are multiple” (134).  

Although Berryman’s minstrel performance understandably gives offense, a close 

examination of its employment illuminates the ways in which Berryman is both in 

conversation with and distancing himself from American theatre traditions and modernist 

performances of racially (and racist) constructed Otherness. Of great importance is 

Maber’s proposition that, “unlike much of the dialect of the modernists, and unlike the 

dialect literature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Berryman does not 

present a version of black culture that can be said to be being passed off as black” 

(133).17 The blackface mask may announce itself as highly inauthentic or entirely 

convincing depending on the wearer; so, too, may Berryman’s blackface performance 
                                                                                                                                            
16 The Dream Songs first appeared in two installments: 77 Dream Songs in 1964 and as His Toy, His 
Dream, His Rest in 1968.  
 
17 Maber is aided by Michael North’s reading of the letters of T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound in which the two 
poets write to each other in dialect and employ a series of racial slurs. 
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obscure any firm sense of sincerity. Perhaps most importantly, Maber argues that, “In 

reactivating that mask it is into these metaphorical and illusory representations that 

Berryman taps: in revisiting the form he inherits the old ambivalences, as well as adding 

his own and those of his own time, creating his own equally fluid representation of a 

representation” (134). 18 I argue that, similarly, Berryman establishes Bradstreet as a 

system of interlocking metaphors, “a representation of a representation,” to reiterate 

Maber’s rhetoric. In this sense, Schweitzer is absolutely correct in judging that, for 

Berryman, Bradstreet functions rhetorically, as a type, a container through which to 

express desire. But, Berryman is not striving for a sympathetic portrayal or historical 

accuracy in his cooption of Anne Bradstreet’s life and texts.  

To that end, rather than pursue a literal-minded exploration of the Bradstreet 

persona, I will explore Berryman’s use of Bradstreet as an extended trope, a shorthand for 

lyric possibility. Provocative as it may be, Schwetizer’s reading does little to provide a 

nuanced interpretation of Berryman as engaged with his own era and how, through that 

engagement, the poem meditates on its own formal orientation. For instance, it is just as 

necessary to examine how the lyric speaker responds to the Bradstreet persona from a 

mid-twentieth-century vantage point. As an artifact of its time, the poem has much to tell 

us about Berryman’s interrogation of postwar poetics, particularly in terms of the 

potential of dramatic poetry as a tool with which to critique the lyric. Berryman’s lyric 

                                                
18 Maber concludes that minstrelsy becomes a rhetoric through which to explore how “the Dream Songs in 
fact persistently question our understandings of the notion of freedom, and this is a questioning that is 
frequently bound up with what has been designated the poem’s largest subject: a search for and an 
exploration of identity” (139).  
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performance in Homage and his dramatic performance as Bradstreet refers specifically to 

the moment of the poem’s construction and comments on the poem’s own poetic 

possibilities as being deeply tied to that moment. I contend that the dialogue between the 

lyric speaker and the Bradstreet persona allows Berryman to pose a critique of lyric as a 

viable poetic form for intersubjective exchange. 

First, Berryman’s distrust of lyric in Homage can be illuminated by a closer 

examination of his political views, especially in the years before he penned the first lines 

of Homage in 1948.19 While most accounts of the five-year gap between this early draft 

and the poem’s publication devote much attention to the fallout of Berryman’s personal 

life, evidence from the poet’s unpublished papers at the University of Minnesota 

indicates that Berryman was both deeply interested in America’s global involvements 

from the 1930s onward and much disturbed by events of the second World War.20 His 

creative efforts of that period further suggest a deep fixation on two sources of mass 

death: nuclear weapons and the Holocaust. Berryman’s first collection, The Dispossessed, 

indicates how profoundly the war both occupied Berryman’s thoughts and influenced his 

aesthetic development. Cooper argues that, in these early poems, some of which deploy 

mushroom cloud imagery and a landscape devastated by nuclear war, “Berryman can be 

seen to interlace an examination of the social and political consequences of such events 

as the Holocaust and the dropping of the atomic bomb with an examination of their 

                                                
19 The same critical narratives that read Berryman’s poetry as confessional emphasize that confessional 
aesthetic as a break from politically conservative New Criticism.  
 
20 See Cooper’s Dark Airs. Of special interest is Berryman’s satirical piece “The Wholly Fail,” appearing 
in a 1950 issue of Poetry. The poem directly critiques contemporary nuclear advances.   
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religious ramifications” (81). Although Homage has often been conceived as a stepping-

stone to the more popular Dream Songs, its themes of violence and unrest can be tied to 

The Dispossessed and to an unfinished poem, “The Black Book.”  

Significantly, Berryman at one point planned to link Homage with “The Black 

Book,” another example of an attempt to treat the Nazis’ acts of genocide. Berryman 

researched the Holocaust extensively in 1948 and 1949.21 But, “ultimately, however, the 

poem’s matter was too harrowing; Berryman abandoned the project” (Cooper 89).22 

Berryman intended the poem to take the shape of a “Mass for the Dead,” possibly with 

forty-two distinct parts, each corresponding to some aspect of Catholic Mass.23 Notes in 

Berryman’s manuscripts indicate that he intended to write a trilogy that would include 

“The Black Book,” Homage, and another unfinished piece, “Scholars at the Orchid 

Pavilion.” Together, these would correspond to the three-part structure of Dante’s Divina 

Commedia—Inferno, Purgatorio, Paradisio. At one point, Berryman meant to use lines 

from Canto XXX of the Purgatorio as an epigraph for Homage:  

Guardaci ben! Ben son, ben son Beatrice. 
Come degnasti d’accedere al monte? 
Non sapei tu che que e l’uom felice? 

 
[Look at me well. I am she. I am Beatrice. 
How dare you not make your way to this high mountain? 

                                                
21 Berryman heavily annotated Hannah Arrendt’s article “The Concentration Camps” from 
 the June 1948 issue of the Partisan Review (Cooper 90). 
 
22 Selected sections appeared in Poetry in 1950 and in a later chapbook. 
 
23 Cooper notes that, “The particular reasons why Berryman chose to confront the Nazi crimes through the 
lens of Christian ritualism remain obscure […]” (89). 
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Did you not know that here man lives in bliss?] (73-75).  
 
The overall plan emphasizes Berryman’s movement into what Cooper labels “a refusal of 

the redemptive framework of Judaeo-Christian tradition in the face of the moral outrage 

represented by the Nazi persecution of the Jews” (90) and supports his reading of “The 

Black Book”—Homage connection as “a correspondence between the colonial voyage 

and the Nazi genocides” (100).24 Although Cooper is interested in recasting Homage as 

part of a developing intellectual intervention, he does not consider how Berryman’s 

formal choices make that intervention possible.   

For example, although Cooper aligns Berryman’s response to the Holocaust with 

Theodor Adorno’s, he does not extend the association to examine a possible shared 

critique of lyric poetry. In his well-known dictum appearing in “Cultural Criticism and 

Society,” written in 1949 and published in 1951, Adorno famously insists that “Cultural 

criticism finds itself before the last stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism; After 

Auschwitz to write a poem is barbaric, and that erodes also the knowledge that declares 

why it has become impossible today to write poems.” Viewing aesthetic culture as 

necessarily complicit with the “barbaric” acts of the Holocaust, Adorno propose that to 

resume writing lyrics is a morally suspect act.25 Berryman’s Homage similarly theorizes 

                                                
24 I wholly support Cooper’s claim that understanding these influences on Homage’s construction, 
especially its intended link to “The Black Book,” leads to a greater sense of the poem’s participation in a 
political and cultural discourse that would be developed by a small number such as Hannah Arendt and 
Theodor Adorno. In particular, Cooper is correct in connecting Berryman with Adorno, who he claims, like 
Berryman, “felt that the Holocaust, along with the atomic bomb, formed a collective impasse against the 
capacity for theological positivity” (91). 
 
25 David Cunningham and Nigel Mapp offer this gloss, gleaned from Adorno’s subsequent reflections on 
the above-stated claim: “implied in the idea that Auschwitz marks an ‘end’ to lyric poetry, is that lyric 
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the relevance of lyric poetry in an age of catastrophe. Berryman’s reframing of religious 

master narratives, evident in his plans for the Dantean trilogy and the revision of Puritan 

subject matter, aligns with his reconsideration of lyric as a master poetic form.  But, for 

Berryman, the fate of the lyric ultimately takes shape as a conversation about subjectivity 

and ethical encounters with others.  

In examining how Berryman’s work projects a critique similar to Adorno’s, it is 

necessary to consider how Berryman uses the dramatic, in the form of the Bradstreet 

persona, and the dramatic properties of the lyric, in the form of apostrophe. We are 

familiar with how apostrophe functions as a property of the lyric: the speaker, by calling 

out to another object or being indirectly renders present that absent other as part of what 

Jonathan Culler calls the “event” of the poem. Although she does not examine 

Berryman’s work directly, Ann Keniston has noted the pervasive, but overlooked, use of 

apostrophe in postwar lyric poetry.26 Yet, the apostrophized other will never speak back, 

for, as Keniston reminds us, lyric is definitively “the utterance of a solitary voice” and 

one of its principal attributes is that it “resists the incursions of dialogue […] although it 

often craves, dialogue” (8). In one sense, then, the use of apostrophe allows the speaker 

paradoxically to reject the solitude commonly attributed to the lyric. Thus, apostrophe 

conventionally functions as an always already unfulfilled invitation to dialogue. 

However, much of the desire for dialogue works in tandem with “a longing for a lyric 

                                                                                                                                            
poetry has a specific history, and that history could not be continued after the Shoah. At the same time, the 
horrific circumstances of the end of the history of lyric poetry underline the further implication that the 
history of the genre is inseparable from specific social and political conditions of possibility” (69). 
 
26 Keniston considers Sylvia Plath, James Merrill, Louise Glück, and Frank Bidart.  
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mode that is […] hopelessly out of date.” Consequently, Keniston says, this felt sense of 

belatedness “is thus also generic. Postwar poems often stand at the periphery of lyric, 

regarding it with a desire expressed through and corresponding to their desire for their 

addressee’s embodiment” (4). Thus, as the poem desires and rejects Anne Bradstreet, it 

also desires and rejects her as an ambassador of lyric.  

Examining the “homage” of the poem’s title as its first apostrophic gesture opens 

the poem up to a different reading, one that further positions it in a twentieth-century 

context. While critics have been eager to evaluate the poem’s title as an indicator of 

Berryman’s respect (or lack thereof) for Bradstreet, few have lingered on it as a means by 

which the poem comments on its own form. To extend an homage is to address someone, 

absent or present. Readings such as Schweitzer’s establish the difficulty of reading 

Berryman’s use of the term “homage” as a purely “affectionate tribute.”27 Especially 

given Berryman’s professed lack of admiration for Bradstreet as a legitimate poet, it is 

difficult to interpret the poem as one that presents Bradstreet in an uncomplicatedly 

complimentary light. However, to use the term in reference to Bradstreet is to remove it 

from its traditionally gendered context (Cooper 96).28 Berryman’s “homage” begins in an 

immediately ambiguous fashion and indicates to the reader the poem’s a priori departure 

                                                
27 Here I refer to the portion of the entry in the Oxford English Dictionary that characterizes “homage” as 
“a work of art or entertainment which incorporates elements of style or content characteristic of another 
work, artist, or genre, as a means of paying affectionate tribute. Also: an instance of such tribute within a 
work of art or entertainment.” 
 
28 When combined with the term “mistress,” Cooper suggests that “homage” further defies expectations of 
a praise poem: “ ‘mistress’ hovers ambiguously between its respectful conventional meaning as ‘mistress of 
a house’ and its pejorative connotations of an adulterer’s lover. The moral integrity of Bradstreet is thus 
implicitly undermined before the poem even begins, though the title’s veiled suggestion of both her marital 
infidelity and her role” (96). 
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from traditional uses of “homage” and a realistic treatment of Bradstreet. When 

Berryman establishes his poem as an “homage,” ironic or otherwise, he immediately 

offers a potential apostrophic gesture. The title Homage to Mistress Bradstreet indicates 

that the poem will address, in a topical sense, “Mistress Bradstreet;” it does not indicate 

that the poem will attempt to “summon” her, and, perhaps more significantly, it does not 

indicate that she will speak back.  

Upon entering the poem, we recognize that poem begins in apostrophe, in a place 

of seemingly futile address. Immediately, insofar as a mid-twentieth-century speaker 

expresses interest in a dead woman, that impossibility is foregrounded from the outset in 

the absurd premise of Berryman’s pairing: we do not expect Bradstreet to respond to the 

call of the lyric speaker. Thus, Homage begins by “downplaying the optimism (or 

perhaps the delusion) of traditional apostrophe—the faith that the other is there and can 

hear—by foregrounding the absence of the addressee” (Keniston 8).  A disembodied 

voice inaugurates the poem by speaking to Bradstreet in the interrogative: “The Governor 

your husband lived so long/ moved you not, restless, waiting for him? Still,/ you were a 

patient woman.—”(1-3).  We assume the speaker means to describe past events, but the 

attachment of “restless” and “still” to Bradstreet complicates the poetic situation. Yet, 

with the fourth line—“I seem to see you pause here still”— Bradstreet hovers in both 

space and time, caught between bodily movement and inaction. All the while, the speech 

hints at the possibility of dialogue. The stanza ends with the speaker’s instruction, 

“Simon will listen while you read a song” (8), which seems to goad Bradstreet into 
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speaking. Indeed, the invocation to “read a song” asks Bradstreet to return to the realm of 

lyric activity, of writing and speaking “songs.”  

Although she will not yet speak, Berryman addresses Bradstreet’s body, coupling 

it with his own: “We are on each other’s hands/ who care. Both of our worlds unhanded 

us” (15-16). Although the lyric speaker attempts to link himself with Bradstreet in a 

physical sense—“on each other’s hands”—he also points out a shared rejection, the 

experience of being “unhanded,” that takes a physical form.  In assessing the general 

conditions of apostrophe, Culler writes that the device allows the speaker to “establish 

with an object a relationship which helps to constitute him.” Thus, as the speaker invokes 

the absent other, he does so as a means of self-definition, a means of mustering power 

and control. Culler continues, “Thus, invocation is a figure of vocation. […] that voice 

calls in order to be calling, to dramatize its calling, to summon images of power so as to 

establish its identity as powerful and prophetic voice” (Pursuit 156). In an adaptation of 

this technique, Berryman’s speaker invokes Bradstreet in a way that indicates he treats 

her as a subject. Nonetheless, his speech is simultaneously full of images of winnowing 

strength, images that undercut the sense of power attached to both beings.  

She proves elusive: “Out of maize & air/ your body’s made, and moves. I 

summon, see,/ from the centuries it./ I think you won’t stay.” (17-20). In this wraithlike 

rendering, Berryman also envisions her as made of maize, the crop traditionally 

associated with the colonists’ survival and nourishment.29 All the while, her fragility and 

distance takes place in a New England setting that is at once familiar and eerie—“Outside 
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the New World winters in grand dark/ white air lashing high thro’ the virgin stands” (9-

10). That the landscape is both virginal and violated by the rough winter immediately 

underscores Bradstreet’s physical vulnerability. Berryman insists on both her absence and 

fecundity. Yet, as much as the lyric speaker attempts to establish himself in a position of 

power—“I summon, see/ from the centuries it”—he also emphasizes her ability to deny 

him—“I think you won’t stay.” The result is that by focusing on the indeterminate nature 

of Bradstreet as an object to be addressed or a subject who will later speak, Berryman 

“embraces apostrophic fiction” (Culler Pursuit 161). Fully aware of both the artificiality 

of the conventions he employs and the power dynamic they create, Berryman creates a 

situation that acknowledges and critiques its own apostrophic gestures.  

Berryman continues to oscillate between images of absence and physical distress: 

“Jaw-ript, rot with its wisdom, rending then;/ then not. When the mouth dies who misses 

you?” (25-26). The visceral effect of “jaw-ript, rot” insists on a jarring, uncomfortable 

sense of decay, though it’s not clear to whom this decay is attached. The question “When 

the mouth dies who misses you?” underscores Bradstreet’s silence as addressee. We see 

her as one long-dead, though the focus on the mouth reminds us of her position as a 

versifier and, per Schweitzer’s reading, as a sensual object. Yet, even as it ponders 

Bradstreet’s utility as one who supposedly cannot answer, the question reflects back on 

the speaker’s own dubious sense of poetic power. If he cannot invoke her into being, is 

his mouth also dead?  



 
125 

In the moment before Bradstreet actually does speak, Berryman increases the 

first-person references, calling attention to the lyric speaker’s own subject position, 

before disappearing into her: 

Pockmarkt & westward staring on a haggard deck 
it seems I find you, young. I come to check, 
I come to stay with you, 
and the Governor, & Father, & Simon, & the huddled men.  
 
By the week we landed we were, most, used up. 
Strange ships across us, after a fortnight’s winds 
unfavouring, frightened us;  
bone-sad cold, sleet, scurvy; so were ill (29- 36). 

 
By lighting on “you, and the Governor, & Father, & Simon, & the huddled men,” 

Berryman moves through a succession of the most intimate—Bradstreet—to the most 

anonymous—“the huddled men.” This grouping foregrounds a sense of collapsed identity 

and abdication of power as the lyric speaker disappears, shifting into Bradstreet, without 

much fanfare.30 In negating the speaker’s boundaries by use of apostrophe, Berryman 

takes that negation one step further—he allows the apostrophized object, “the powerful 

mute placeholder” to speak. As if into a portal, the lyric speaker ceases to describe 

Bradstreet’s position and instead slides into her seventeenth-century perspective. Thus, as 

the poem moves from apostrophe to prosopoeia, it unexpectedly switches speakers. That 

it switches genres modestly, from lyric to dramatic, nearly naturalizes the change. It is 

                                                
30 Lauren Berlant’s theorization of apostrophe is helpful here: “The paradox remains that the conditions of 
the lush submerging of one consciousness into another require a double negation: of the speaker’s 
boundaries, so she can grow bigger in rhetorical proximity to the object of desire; and the spoken of, who is 
more or less a powerful mute placeholder providing an opportunity for the speaker’s imagination of her, 
his, or their flourishing” (96). 
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also completely at odds with later sections of dialogue poem in which shifting speech acts 

function with a kind of violence.  

Although Bradstreet’s speech may begin to recount things that happened to the 

Pilgrims, the strangeness of her offering them at the behest of a mid-twentieth-century 

speaker only emphasizes the constructed-ness of her speech. That she speaks at all only 

mirrors the fictionality of her summoning.  As Culler writes, “To read apostrophe as a 

sign of a fiction which knows its own fictive nature is to stress its optative character, its 

impossible imperatives: commands which in their explicit impossibility figure events in 

and out of fiction.” Indeed, it is this introduction of a persona that allows Berryman to 

defer, if only temporarily, the threat of “radical interiorization and solipsism” by situating 

himself in a persona that speaks back to the lyric speaker (Culler Pursuit 161). In its final 

turn to lyric, the poem reveals its tautological nature; at the moment of Bradstreet’s 

introduction, however, Berryman delays lyric’s solitariness. Furthermore, as a means of 

calling attention to the performance of apostrophe, Berryman trades on the 

recognizability of the actual Anne Bradstreet as a writer of lyrics, among other forms. As 

the lyric speaker invites the muse-poet Bradstreet to sing a “song,” Berryman emphasizes 

the actual Anne Bradstreet’s own position as the self-described “Tenth Muse Lately 

Sprung Up in America.” This heavy reliance on apostrophic gestures allows Berryman to 

reference the actual Anne Bradstreet’s identity of the “Tenth Muse,” a liminal position 

that allows Anne Bradstreet to be both poet and poetic inspiration, occupying both 

subject and object positions. Thus, when the Bradstreet persona does speak, the lyric 

speaker in turn becomes both subject and object. As the act of speaking shifts back and 
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forth between the two, the poem enacts an endless shifting of agency. This state of 

suspension in which neither speaker fully maintains a sense of power refers to both the 

actual Anne Bradstreet’s position as the “Tenth Muse” and Berryman’s position as 

postwar poet reluctant to write unambiguously lyric poetry.   

The instability of agency is underscored by the fact that Bradstreet is totally 

unaware of her being “summon[ed]” and does not speak to the lyric speaker whose 

address has brought her back from the dead.  Like Pygmalion’s statue come to life, her 

appearance to the lyric speaker who has conjured her and the reader who witnesses her 

entry is remarkable. Yet, she is completely ignorant of the poem’s situation. Neither does 

the reader receive the lyric speaker’s reaction as he “comes” to stay with her, indeed, is 

enfolded by her dramatic utterance. Instead, the lyric speaker’s disappearance and 

Bradstreet’s appearance is flattened by her focus on the familiar events of the Arabella’s 

arrival. Significantly, she does not announce herself as an “I” but joins the number of 

pilgrims with whom she has arrived. Long exposed to the elements, they are “used up,” 

“bone-sad cold.” The poem continues with Bradstreet relaying the hardships of the New 

World. However, the unfolding of Bradstreet’s speech belies the fact that the lyric 

speaker has not only invoked the impossible into being, but also become absorbed by her. 

As Bradstreet begins to go on about what she has encountered, we are distracted by the 

drama of what she describes: near-starvation, “vermin/ crowding & waiting: waiting,” the 

drowning of a child. We almost forget the lyric speaker’s presence. Demoting the lyric 

speaker, heretofore the driving force of the poem, emphasizes the poem’s argument that 



 
128 

the self is both permeable and collapsible. With such gestures, the poem erodes the sense 

of a truly private self.   

Berryman’s permeable poetic self may suggest a desire for intersubjectivity, 

signaled by his reliance on the apostrophe, but also plays into Cold War discourses 

concerning privacy. As Deborah Nelson indicates, by the end of the 1950s, privacy would 

be documented as a “lost thing.” She contends that, in the postwar era, “privacy had to be 

calibrated over and over, which made it both more accessible and less familiar” (xiv). Per 

Nelson, in shifting between the lyric speaker and Bradstreet, the poem consistently 

recalibrates what constitutes the private self.31 In making the tension between self and 

other one of the poem’s foci, Berryman participates in a nascent cultural debate over 

what constitutes private matter in the postwar United States. In one sense, the 

embodiment of Bradstreet collapses a sense of public and private realms, not largely 

because the body of a chaste, Puritan woman is coded as private or because Bradstreet’s 

attachment to a recognizable historical setting is coded as public. Furthermore, while the 

poem’s images of early New England draw on a sense of imagined community, the 

reader also immediately assumes the position of a voyeur who gazes into the private 

world of imagined relationships. Yet, the most significant merging of public and private 

occurs insofar as the poem shifts from lyric to dramatic. As the poem’s lyric speaker slips 

into Bradstreet, Berryman encourages the reader to attach her physical experiences to the 

                                                
31 Although Nelson follows a line of argument that emphasizes the “confessional” aesthetic, her 
application of Foucault’s understanding of confession is helpful here. Nelson summarizes, “[…T]he private 
is already infiltrated by power […T]here is no real space of privacy, merely the illusion of privacy […] 
Confessions cannot liberate a private self—indeed, they can only perpetuate the illusion that there is such a 
thing” (27). 
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lyric speaker as well. Berryman erodes any stable sense of privacy as the lyric speaker 

comes to inhabit Bradstreet’s voice and her bodily form. 

Schweitzer writes that for the Puritans to use woman as metaphor “had the effect 

of erasing the earthly and fleshly femaleness from it” (128). However, Berryman 

repeatedly calls attention to the ills and delights of the flesh. With each representation of 

physical pain, Berryman promotes the idea that the lyric speaker also experiences such 

distress, given the poem’s insistence on unstable boundaries. The poem depicts the 

struggles Bradstreet and her cohort experience throughout the seasons—“How long with 

nothing in the ruinous heat,/ clams & acorns stomaching […]” (49-50), “Winter than 

summer worse, that first, like a file/ on a quick, or the poison suck of a thrilled tooth;” 

(65-66). As the last example illustrates, Berryman goes so far as to use language of the 

body to describe the inanimate. These references to “the Atlantic wound our woes 

enlarge” (57) and the “nerveless novel succotash,” indicate that the physical experience 

that should be relegated to Bradstreet’s private body can be felt by or connected to 

inhuman objects in addition to the lyric speaker. Moreover, the gesture to the “Atlantic 

wound,” not unlike the poem’s earlier reference to “maize,” indicates an awareness of 

suffering beyond Bradstreet’s immediate situation; the horrors of the American centuries, 

namely the slave trade and the eradication of Native Americans, are implicated in this 

bodily description of Bradstreet’s environs. Bradstreet’s suffering is finally all-

consuming and points to the suffering wrought by Western civilization.  

The most visceral depiction of suffering culminates in the poem’s scene of 

childbirth. After a period of barrenness—“The winters close, Springs open, no child stirs/ 
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under my withering heart, O season heart/ God grudged his aid”—Bradstreet conceives, 

becomes “Unwell in a new way” and then, as “Kin,/ gather,” she gives birth: 

So squeezed, wince you I scream? I love you & hate    
off with you. Ages! Useless. Below my waist    
he has me in Hell’s vise. 
Stalling. He let go. Come back: brace 
me somewhere. No. No. Yes! everything down    
hardens I press with horrible joy down    
my back cracks like a wrist 
shame I am voiding oh behind it is too late 
 
hide me forever I work thrust I must free 
now I all muscles & bones concentrate 
what is living from dying? 
Simon I must leave you so untidy 
Monster you are killing me Be sure 
I’ll have you later Women do endure 
I can can no longer 
 
and it passes the wretched trap whelming and I am me 
drencht & powerful, I did it with my body! (145-161) 

 
By her account, the experience of pain is so consummate that it cannot be isolated to 

particular regions of the body—“my back cracks like a wrist,” “now I all muscles and 

bones concentrate.” In a move that emphasizes Berryman’s studied attention to Anne 

Bradstreet’s actual texts, the Bradstreet persona calls out, “Monster you are killing me 

[…].” Consequently, Homage’s “monstrous  birth” refers directly to Anne Bradstreet’s 

lyric that theorizes poetic production, “The Author to Her Book” and reinscribes the 

Bradstreet persona’s pain as being both bodily and textual. Just as bearing and sending 

off “in rags” the “ill-formed offspring of [her] feeble brain” is painful for Anne 

Bradstreet, so too is to continue the Bradstreet persona’s projection of lyric. 
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Pain in this sense functions as a reminder of Bradstreet’s production of lyrics as a 

potentially transgressive act. To that end, it is significant that shortly after Bradstreet 

births her “monster,” Anne Hutchinson appears in the poem:  

Now Mistress Hutchinson rings forth a call— 
should she? many creep out at a broken wall— 
affirming the Holy Ghost 
dwells in one justified. Factioning passion blinds 
 
all to her good, all    can she be exiled? (189-193) 

 
Although Anne Bradstreet would have been well aware of the public controversy caused 

by Hutchinson, she would not have associated with her as the Bradstreet persona does in 

Berryman’s moment of gross historical inaccuracy (Schweitzer Work  150). With 

Hutchinson’s removal, the Bradstreet persona cries, “Bitter sister, victim! I miss you” 

(194). In addition to recognizing the Bradstreet persona’s strange attachment to one so 

rejected from the community, let us not neglect Hutchinson’s position as a midwife, 

historically a liminal, suspicious figure. Witness to the private act of childbirth, the 

midwife also belongs to the broader public as a figure to be called upon in times of need. 

As someone who moves between public and private life, the midwife also serves as a 

handmaiden to the processes of life and death. The proximity of her appearance in the 

poem to the Bradstreet’s persona’s childbirth indicates that she is there, to some degree, 

to receive the product of that birth. Hutchinson’s presence, then, references Anne 

Bradstreet’s own metaphor of writing as painful childrearing. That Hutchinson, a 

transgressive figure, appears at the moment of childbirth endows that birth with a sense 

of subversion. If Berryman imbues this birthing scene with a reference to Bradstreet’s 
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own poetic productions, we doubly come to understand Bradstreet’s production of lyrics 

as a subversive act. Furthermore, in Berryman’s inaccurate revision of historical events, 

Hutchinson’s role as an outcast emphasizes the potential rejection of Bradstreet, as a 

creative producer, by the greater community.  This threat, in turn, re-frames the threat of 

lyric isolation in real terms; in Berryman’s poem, to write lyrics is potentially to be 

exiled.  

As if both to overcome the threat of lyric isolation and to call attention to it, the 

lyric speaker intrudes at the very moment Bradstreet apostrophizes Hutchinson. Indeed, 

Bradstreet’s calling to Hutchison precipitates the poem’s longest exchange of dialogue: 

Bitter sister, victim! I miss you. 
—I miss you, Anne,  
day or night weak as a child, 
tender & empty, doomed, quick to no tryst. 
—I hear you. Be kind, you who leaguer 
my image in the mist. 
—Be kind you, tone unchained eager far & wild 
 
and if, o my love, my heart is breaking, please 
neglect my cries and I will spare you. Deep 
in Time’s grave, Love’s, you lie still. 
Lie still.—Now? That happy shape 
my forehead had under my most long, rare, 
ravendark, hidden, soft bodiless hair 
you award me still. 
You must not love me but     I do not bid you cease. 
 
Veiled my eyes, attending. How can it be I? 
Moist, with parted lips, I listen, wicked.  
I shake in the morning & retch. 
Brood I do on myself naked. 
A fading world I dust, with fingers new. 
—I have earned the right to be alone with you. 
—What right can that be? (194-215) 
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Significantly, the poem has so far refrained from an extensive use of dialogue, with one 

notable exception.32 We do not have a firm sense of the Bradstreet persona speaking 

directly to the lyric speaker, given his collapse into her persona. As a result, her 

recounting of the events of the Massachusetts colony progresses and—as we do not hear 

from the lyric speaker—nearly takes the shape of a monologue within a dialogue. Here 

the lyric speaker’s response to Bradstreet’s apostrophizing Hutchinson is an attempted 

seduction. Most importantly, these advances take the form of vocalized interruptions that 

cut off even as they prompt Bradstreet’s speech.  

Much has been made of the poem’s foregrounding of sexual desire, though little 

of it equates the poem’s dialogue with sexual encounter. As noted above, the presentation 

of Bradstreet as—instead of a devoutly faithful pilgrim—a lusty creature vulnerable in 

body and spirit, has been used to pull back the curtains on Berryman’s own dark, real-life 

secrets. However, in Homage, the painfulness of temptation becomes an index of desire 

for intersubjectivity.  Before this extended scene of dialogue, Bradstreet tells us that from 

early on her body was punished for desire: “For at fourteen/ I found my heart more carnal 

and sitting loose from God,/ vanity & the follies of youth took hold of me;/ then the pox 

blasted, when the Lord returned” (103-106). Lust brings forth “the pox,” the marks of 

which linger on the face, though they do not drive away Simon, depicted here as full of 

longing:  

                                                
32 Here I refer to the lyric speaker’s interruption of the Bradstreet persona to criticize her poetry. She tells 
us of her troubles with composition—“tireless I phrase/ anything past, dead, far,/ sacred, for a barbarous 
place./”—and he replies, “—To please your wintry father? all this bald/ abstract didactic rime I read 
appalled” (138-42).  
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That year for my sorry face 

so-much-older Simon burned,  

so Father smiled, with love. Their will be done. 

He to me ill lingeringly, learning to shun 

 a bliss, a lightning blood 

 vouchsafed, what did seem life. I kissed his Mystery” (107-112).  
 
The lusty inclination to merge is painful for Bradstreet, as indicated by the wrath wreaked 

on her body after her early longings. When the lyric speaker and Bradstreet later discuss a 

sexual encounter across time and space, they are also tempted out of their own 

containment. The poem’s unstable sense of form reflects the chaos of temptation; the two 

parties move toward merger even as they disrupt each other’s speech. Compared with the 

earlier monologue-within-a-dialogue, the pace with which the two speak initially 

resembles a conversation: “—I miss you, Anne,/ day or night weak as a child,/ tender & 

empty, doomed, quick to no tryst/ I hear you […].” However, as the dialogue continues, 

the changing utterances, frequently signaled by dashes, connote a tension, almost a threat 

of violence. Each voice, in merging, has the potential to overwhelm the other. The lyric 

speaker’s claim that “–I have earned the right to be alone with you,” read as the right to 

sexual relations with the Bradstreet persona, emphasizes his “right” to be inside her and, 

potentially, to speak from that interior position. The lyric speaker’s desire for Bradstreet 

threatens her. To give into her lust would make her feel pain of another presence 

occupying her body and thus her voice. This cycle of desire and resistance mirrors the 
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tension between vocative merging and rupture. As a result, the poem’s oscillation 

between dramatic dialogue and lyric becomes a kind of pain of genre.  

When Bradstreet does submit, she offers these instructions:  

And out of this I lull. It lessens. Kiss me. 
That once. As sings out up in sparkling dark  
a trail of a star & dies, 
while the breath flutters, sounding, mark, 
so shorn out such caresses to us be 
who, deserving nothing, flush and flee 
the darkness of that light 
a lurching frozen from a warm dream. Talk to me. (233-240) 

 
The invitation to a kiss, of course, brings about a covering of Bradstreet’s mouth, the 

orifice of erotic and communicative power. The following encounter marks a 

decrescendo of her speech “while the breath flutters, sounding.” Her preparation for 

silence is made more significant by the stanza’s last instruction to the lyric speaker, “Talk 

to me.” Thus, bodily exchange is reflected in vocative exchange as we receive the lyric 

speaker’s most erotic passage: 

 —It is Spring’s New England. Pussy willows wedge 
 up in the wet. Milky crestings, fringed 
 yellow, in heaven, eyed 
 by the melting hand-in-hand or mere 
 desirers single, heavy-footed, rapt, 
 make surge poor human hearts. Venus is trapt— 
 the heavy pike shifts, sheer— 
 in Orion blazing. Warblings, odours, nudge to an edge— (241-248) 
 
In merging, the two momentarily seemed tied to the same physical space. Importantly, 

this passage moves toward mere description, absent of either “I” or “you.” This utterance 

indeed nearly appears to link the two voices. Their union is, however, short-lived. 
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Although she once attempted to shirk the lyric speaker’s advances, Bradstreet now 

struggles to maintain contact with him: “—I am losing you!/ Straighten me on” (263-64). 

Berryman here allows the poem to incorporate a broader view into the lyric 

speaker’s identity, although the poem has heretofore focused on Bradstreet’s description 

of her New England surroundings and her physical and spiritual trials. What we learn is 

disturbing. In a move that Cooper compares with descriptions of the Holocaust in “The 

Black Book,” the lyric speaker dreams that he murders women in a gruesome way: “I 

trundle the bodies, on the iron bars/ over that fire backward & forth; they burn;/ bits fall. I 

wonder if/ I killed them. Women serve my turn” (265-68). This wondering if “I” killed 

them indicates a confused sense of identity; the speaker conjures an image of his 

civilization’s crimes and then imagines himself complicit if not directly committing the 

act. The speaker next discloses that he views himself as abandoned by God: 

—I cannot feel myself God waits. He flies 
nearer a kindly world; or he is flown. 
One Saturday’s rescue  
won’t show. Man is entirely alone 
may be. I am a man of griefs & fits 
trying to be my friend. And the brown smock splits, 
down the pale flesh a gash 
broadens and Time holds up your heart against my eyes. (273-280) 
 

The stanza’s last lines also indicate that the lyric persona anticipates his abandonment by 

Bradstreet, who will at last succumb to her physical pain. In this seduction gone wrong, 

the “split[ting]” of the “brown smock” further combines nudity with violence; merger has 

brought neither physical nor metaphysical fulfillment. The dark image of a body broken 

by a “broaden[ing]” “gash” further amplifies the threat that the speaker will be left to a 
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broken world. Thus claimed by that world, he may be not be able to escape the 

perpetration of its crimes. The fear of abandonment figured in the lyric speaker’s 

anticipated loss of his lover can, then, be read as a critique of lyric. Again, the poem 

raises the question, is the lyric ultimately the purview of solipsism?  Is not only an 

acceptance of but an indulgence in abandonment necessary for lyric production?  

As Bradstreet returns to the events of her life, her speech resumes its reflective 

tone. After talking about her daughters, Mercy and Dorothy, Bradstreet turns to her own 

“children,” her poems: “When by me in the dusk my child sits down/ I am myself […] 

How they loft, how their sizes delight and grate./ The proportioned, spiritless poems 

accumulate./ And they publish them/ away in brutish London, for a hollow crown” (329, 

333-36). These lines attach a great deal of ambivalence to the act writing. Once rendered 

as a potential transgression, here poetry appears ineffectual. Significantly, this waning 

sense of her own importance prefigures Bradstreet’s descent into illness and death; poetry 

cannot stave off inevitable decline. In her acquiescence to old age, she instructs: “Finish, 

Lord, in me this work thou hast begun” (352). In these late stanzas, we sense the body 

withering even as we realize the poem is winding down. Bradstreet tells us, “I have what 

licks the joints/ and bites the heart, which winter more appoints./ Iller I, oftener./ Hard at 

the outset; in the ending thus hard, thus?” (365-68). Bradstreet apostrophizes another in a 

move to force her exit from the poem,: “Eat my sore breath, Black Angel. Let me die.” 

(373). Seemingly in possession of the power of her own apostrophe, this Black Angel 

appears before her with his own phallic instrument: “He smells the musket and lifts it. It 

is long./ It points at my heart.” (382-83). But, he will not yet end her suffering: “The 
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seasons stream and, somehow, I am become/ an old woman. It’s so:/ I look. I bear to 

look. Stokes once more his rod.” (398-400). After the death of her daughter Dorothy, 

Bradstreet finally sinks into her own death with a final gesture towards lyric: “I am 

closed & coming. Somewhere! I defile/ wide as a cloud, in a cloud,/ unfit, desirous, 

glad—even the singings veil—” (423-24) It is at this moment that the lyric speaker, now 

the midwife who was guided Bradstreet through birth, returns to facilitate Bradstreet’s 

passing. The speech he offers is at first gentle and guiding: “—You are not ready? You 

áre ready. Pass,/ as shadow gathers shadow in the welling night./ Fireflies of childhood 

torch/ you down. We commit our sister down.” (425-28).   

Yet as “Hungry throngs collect” and “sword into the carcass” (432), Bradstreet’s 

visions of death are reflected back into the lyric speaker’s utterance. The content of her 

speech, the distress brought on by her illness and death, is not unlike the lyric speaker’s 

vision of the ills brought on by modern war. He tells us, “Already with the wounded 

flying/ dark air fills, I am a closet of secrets dying,/ races murder, foxholes hold men,/ 

reactor piles wage slow upon the wet brain rime” (437-40). Thus, rather than offer a full 

elegy for Bradstreet, the lyric speaker is consumed by the horrors of his contemporary 

situation. He faces the genocide of “races” and the buildup of nuclear weapons. The 

“foxholes” that “hold men,” of course, harken back to the poem’s description of New 

England winter—“white air lashing high thro’ the virgin stands/ foxes down foxholes 

sigh,” (11)—but also directly references the mass deaths of two World Wars.  

The lyric speaker’s turn away from Bradstreet is in part illuminated by an 

understanding of how the poem “undermines the Winthropian promise of a New 
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Jerusalem through its indication that the future towards which the colonists progress is 

not to be an Edenic paradise, but a twentieth-century dystopian nightmare exemplified by 

the Nazi concentration camps” (Cooper 100). In this act of twinning and suspension of 

time, Bradstreet’s “errand in the wilderness,” as Cooper argues, runs on the same track as 

the mid-century speaker’s grappling with the ravages of modernity.  The garden is shown 

to have been a wasteland all along. This critique of the American Jeremiad, however, can 

be read as a guarding against future perpetrations of its violence rather than a lamentation 

of its twentieth-century failures. Berryman attempts to forestall the perpetual thrust of 

this harmful narrative in an uncanny anticipation of the Kennedy administration’s 

adoption of “New Frontier” rhetoric. To that end, it is crucial to recognize that Berryman 

never fully presents Bradstreet as an emissary of the violent, masculinized “frontier” 

mentality or aligns her with her male, Puritan peers. If the poem does render the 

Bradstreet’s suffering analogous to the suffering of persons living in later centuries, it 

casts its eye away from the American continent, thereby destabilizing the Westward 

direction of the national gaze.   

The poem’s final apostrophic gesture plays an important role in (dis)locating 

Bradstreet within this Winthropian rhetoric. As Berryman returns the poem from the 

realm of the dramatic to the pure lyric, he also returns Bradstreet to transatlantic space: 

I must pretend to leave you. Only you draw off 
a benevolent phantom. I say you seem to me 
drowned towns off England, 
featureless as those myriads 
who what bequeathed save fire-ash, fossils burled 
in the open river-drifts of the Old World? 
Simon lived on for years.  
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I renounce not even ragged glances, small teeth. 
 
O all your ages at the mercy of my loves 
Together lie at once, forever or 
So long as I happen. 
In the rain of pain & departure, 
Love has no body and presides the sun, 
and elf’s from silence melody. I run. 
Hover, utter, still, 
a sourcing    whom my lost candle like the firefly loves. (441-456)  

 
Indicating that she has left, these last stanzas depict Bradstreet as “featureless.” In death, 

she resembles the nationless masses, the “myriads” of dead who leave nothing but their 

remains. By figuring Bradstreet as part of the Old World’s dead, Berryman further 

compresses the poem’s sense of space and time. Significantly, here Berryman positions 

Bradstreet as being without American identity as the poem casts its eye back across the 

Atlantic. The poem has loosely associated Bradstreet with the burgeoning Massachusetts 

Bay colony and its cultural connotation of emergent nationalism. Yet, even as Boston is 

on the edge of America, so too is Bradstreet; in death, she can easily slip back into 

transatlantic mystery. As the lyric speaker now remarks, “[…] I say you seem to 

me/drowned towns off England,” Berryman attempts to disassociate Bradstreet from the 

Westward push of American might. In that the poem now looks east, Berryman further 

attaches to Bradstreet a sense of liminality.    

This sense of displacement is heightened by the disappearance of the physical. In 

an unexpected turn, the lyric speaker tells us that, “Love has no body.” The last shift to 

bodiless-ness, or absence, is a strong contrast to the poem’s deep insistence on 

Bradstreet’s physicality, or presence. The result is that we realize that she who is without 
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body is also without voice. Bradstreet has now collapsed once again into the lyric 

speaker—“O all your ages at the mercy of my loves/ Together lie at once, forever or/ So 

long as I happen.” “So long as I happen,” he tells us, she will speak through him. The 

statement here points to the poem’s tautological nature; of course, in originally 

apostrophizing her into speaking, Bradstreet’s voice comes from him.  

Because we have entertained these speeches throughout the poem, there is a 

strangeness in this moment in realizing that she is long gone—and always has been. This, 

we are reminded, is not Anne Bradstreet’s poem. Indeed, we must not forget that Anne 

Bradstreet has never been there in the first place, only “a representation of a 

representation.” Yet because the Bradstreet persona and her associated narratives have 

been subsumed into the lyric speaker, we are especially aware of the poem’s predicament 

of isolation. Put simply, persona, thus, becomes property of the lyric. We are reminded, 

not of the distance of Anne Bradstreet’s historical period, but of what Culler calls the 

“time of the apostrophe” as a “timeless present.” In this doubling back to the poem’s 

original mode, lyric address, we almost believe that we have never left that mode, and we 

acknowledge the poem’s staging in that “special temporality which is the set of all 

moments at which writing can say ‘now’” (Pursuit 165).  

Even as these last stanzas reference the period of Bradstreet’s death and the 

postwar period simultaneously, the “now” of lyric time keeps us suspended. But, in 

having her time merge with his time, the poem raises the question of who, if anyone at 

all, is being elegized here. With regard to how elegy works in terms of lyric time, Culler 

writes that, “something once present has been lost or attenuated; this loss can be narrated 
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but the temporal sequence is irreversible, like time itself. Apostrophes displace this 

irreversible structure by removing the opposition between presence and absence from 

empirical time and locating it in a discursive time […]” (Pursuit 150). Because the elegy 

“replaces an irreversible temporal disjunction, the move from life to death, with a 

dialectical alternation between attitudes of mourning and consolation, evocations of 

absence and presence,” remembering that here apostrophe has slipped into prosopoeia 

and has at last come back to apostrophe makes these tensions between absence and 

presence more apparent. It also forbids any ultimate sense of consolation. After her death, 

Bradstreet functions as “a sourcing    whom my lost candle like the firefly loves”; the 

image indicates that the candle is “lost,” not there to illuminate her as the “sourcing.” Is 

the speaker by extension admitting to being “lost”? Again, Bradstreet’s presence is 

evoked through her collapsing into the lyric speaker, but that collapse also signals her 

absence. But, given the poem’s multiple acts of twinning—essentially, that her world 

runs parallel to his—this death also insinuates his death. The attempt to speak to her 

death thereby becomes a way of speaking to his own. 

Consequently, the moment when the poem finally turns toward the elegiac mode 

is made all the more ambiguous. We recognize that the desire that we have been 

following has not been the lyric speaker’s sexual conquest of Bradstreet. It has been the 

desire for intersubjectivity. And yet, of course, we have in some sense been aware of the 

impossibility of intersubjective exchange from the poem’s outset. Homage’s premise—an 

erotic encounter with a historical figure brought to life by a contemporary lyric speaker—

immediately nullifies the likelihood of an intersubjective encounter, despite the poem’s 
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consistent rhetoric of merging. Although the poem’s machinations, especially the slippery 

dialogue, lead us to expect that the poem will fulfill its promise of transcendent 

combination, we are finally moved backward into an a priori sense of loss. At the poem’s 

closure, rather than poising us for transcendence, Berryman asks us to “recognize” a 

desire for something other than the Bradstreet persona. In recognizing and then 

signposting what Stanley Cavell calls “the track of our desire,” Berryman directs us to 

feel the profound loss of an intersubjectivity that is not now and was never possible.33 

For, as Lauren Berlant reminds us, “Of course psychoanalytically speaking all 

intersubjectivity is impossible. It is a wish, a desire, and a demand for an enduring sense 

of being with and in x, and it is related to that big knot that marks the indeterminate 

relation between a feeling of recognition and misrecognition” (96). The hope for it, which 

the poem entertains by bringing in the Bradstreet persona, constitutes what Berlant calls, 

trenchantly, an “optimism of attachment.”34 The poem’s argument for the impossibility of 

intersubjectivity is amplified by this final turn to absence—even if that absence has been 

felt all along.  

                                                
33 Here I draw from Cavell’s reading of Thoreau in The Senses of Walden in which he writes, “The writer 
comes to us from a sense of loss; the myth does not contain more than symbols because it is no set of 
desired things he has lost, but a connection with things, the track of desire itself” (51). For Berryman, Anne 
Bradstreet’s inevitable decline and inescapable distance function as a series of fragile, yet powerful, lyric 
markers which serve as this track of desire even as they point the way to an a priori sense of loss.  
 
34 Because the lyric speaker’s merging with the Bradstreet persona is similar to a narrator merging’s with 
another character in free indirect discourse. See Berlant on Barbara Johnson’s interpretation of free indirect 
discourse: “In a narrator’s part-merging with a character’s consciousness, say, free indirect discourse 
performs the impossibility of locating an observational intelligence in one or any body, and therefore forces 
the reader to transact a different, more open relation of unfolding to what she is reading, judging, being, 
and thinking she understands.” Berlant adds that,  “In short, Johnson’s work on projection is about the 
optimism of attachment, and it is often itself optimistic about the negations and extensions of personhood 
that forms of suspended intersubjectivity demand from the reader.”  (96) 
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In reading the poem as ultimately residing in unrequited, prolonged address, we 

might place Berryman in the company of other male, mid-century poets who, as Michael 

Davidson argues, are invested in “reinstating an ideal of heroic masculinity and by 

returning to romanticism’s cult of energy, orality, primitivism, and expressivism” (20).35 

Perhaps like his peers, Berryman at first appears to rely on the generative possibilities of 

the romantic apostrophe. Yet, at the same time, if we know from the outset that this 

apostrophe “makes nothing happen,” it, too, is revealed to be an impotent tool. 

Furthermore, while Davidson has noted that members of these mid-century masculine 

communities were dedicated to “replacing ‘endistanced’ personae with an ontologically 

(and culturally) grounded voice,” in Berryman’s case, the detour through a feminized 

persona becomes the means of showcasing that more immediately “grounded” voice.  

To further complicate things, Berryman’s depiction of the lyric as a genre resides 

not only with his lyric speaker, but with the dramatized Bradstreet as an emblem of lyric. 

Indeed, the poem’s final movement into lyric is itself a final homage to Bradstreet as a 

vulnerable, hyper-feminine lyric poet. Even as he shuts down the poem’s attention to her 

physicality, Berryman attempts to recapture the vulnerability of Bradstreet in his own 

lyric speaker’s utterance while at the same time marking his distance from her. Rather 

than move back to a masculinized vision of the romantics, as Davidson suggests, 

                                                
 
35 Davidson considers how from 1945 to the early 1960s, in an era in which strict gender norms were 
consistently codified and policed, the stakes were high for many male poets, heterosexual and otherwise, to 
engage in heightened performances of masculinity and homosociality. These poets include the San 
Francisco Beats, those affiliated with Charles Olson and the Black Mountain school, and the Black Arts 
cultural nationalists. While Davidson does not discuss Berryman in detail, his interpretation of Cold War 
masculine poetics is certainly relevant here.  
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Berryman instead fetishizes a feminized version of the lyric, evoked by Bradstreet. For 

Berryman, then, a return to the “older ways” may not involve a return to the Whitmanian 

“barbaric yawp” but a return to a pre-romantic lyric.36 That Homage desires to take on 

even as it shuts down Bradstreet’s feminine, lyric utterances reveals Berryman’s 

complicated attachment to the lyric mode. Ultimately, then, the paradox lies in 

Berryman’s use of the dramatic to critique the lyric; the poem’s final return to lyric also 

makes possible both this critique of lyric as a genre and intersubjectivity as an ideal.  

“Phillis” 
 

If John Berryman’s use of Anne Bradstreet reveals a simultaneous desire for and 

difficulty with an idealized pre-romantic lyric, Robert Hayden’s use of Phillis Wheatley 

reveals a (not unproblematic) desire to recover and display a sense of power evident in 

early American female authorship. In “A Letter from Phillis Wheatley,” the poem that 

begins his last collection, American Journal,37 Hayden dramatizes the early African 

American poet by imitating the letters she wrote to her real-life correspondent Obour 

                                                
 
36 Here it is worth referring to Virginia Jackson’s claim that, when we think of poetry in general terms, we 
think of lyric poetry. Thus, our conception of poetry as lyric has now come to overwhelm our 
understanding of American poetry, as a construct developed by twentieth-century critics. Berryman’s desire 
to return to a purer poetry, then, becomes a desire to reach a more lyric poetry. This, of course, demotes if 
not ignores Bradstreet’s non-lyric poetic efforts.  
 
37 American Journal was first published in 1978 in a limited run by Michael Harper’s Effendi Press. Many 
of the poems were written during Hayden’s time as the appointed Consultant in Poetry (now Poet 
Laureate). A second edition with several new poems was released by Liveright in 1982 (Fetrow 33, 35). 
The collection also includes the poems “John Brown,” “Paul Laurence Dunbar,” and “Homage to Paul 
Robeson.” 
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Tanner. In Hayden’s poem, Wheatley sends tidings to her friend from London, where she 

is to arrange for the publication of her first and only volume, Poems on Various Subjects, 

Religious and Moral (1773). Unlike Berryman’s Homage, which largely puts the real 

events of Anne Bradstreet’s life at a distance from the phenomena of the poem, Hayden’s 

“A Letter” initially asks the reader to attend to the poem as a historical recounting of 

actual events. Furthermore, Hayden rehearses Wheatley’s dual positions as a physically 

threatened being and a productive poet by having “A Letter” negotiate epistolary and 

dramatic modes.   

Anyone familiar with Hayden’s catalog recognizes the importance of this 

retrospective approach both to the development and reception of his poetics. W. Scott 

Howard attests that Hayden is known for poems that “draw upon African American 

history and link vivid scenes of brutality to an ongoing struggle for a greater humanity 

that might eclipse boundaries of race, class, gender, religion and politics” (133) This 

anointing of Hayden as a “historical poet,” one who pays sincere homage to the events 

and peoples of African American history even has he situates them within the context of 

the African diaspora, has been used to restore his canonical position in recent years. Like 

Berryman, Hayden’s ascension as a poet’s poet has, at least in part, spurred his critical 

revaluation; it also necessitates that greater attention be given to the full scope of his 

poetic catalog. For decades he has been read in contrast to his Black Arts-era peers due to 

his now-notorious comments at the 1966 Fisk Black Writers’ conference.38 For Keith 

                                                
38 Hayden, whose A Ballad of Remembrance had recently won the Grand Prix for the best volume of 
recent Anglophone poetry at the Third World Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar, Senegal, found himself at 
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Leonard this distancing of Hayden is due to the fact that, “since Hayden came to 

prominence at the same time as black militancy in art, his resistance to that ideological 

vision of poetry—whatever its genuine merits—was distorted by that lens to be a 

rejection of ethnic selfhood and social justice” (158). But, scholars have lately begun to 

reassign Hayden a prominent role in the twentieth-century poetic canon.  In particular, his 

dramatization of historical phenomena and African-American personages has led to 

Hayden’s recognition as “a ‘political’ poet in the broadest and often the most meaningful 

sense of the term” (Leonard 156). Hayden’s depiction of such phenomena as the flight of 

an escaped slave via the Underground Railroad in “Runagate Runagate,” a lynching in 

“Night, Death Mississippi,” and the voyage of the Amistad in “Middle Passage” have 

been the subjects of vigorous analysis in recent years.39 In charting what she calls the 

“noteworthy trend toward the historical poem” among contemporary African-American 

poets,40 Evie Shockley considers Hayden to be forebear of that aesthetic practice, 

reminding us that, “Hayden, who also wrote about the enslaved after their arrival in the 

                                                                                                                                            
the center of great controversy when he positioned himself not as a “Negro poet” but as a “poet who 
happens to be Negro.” Hayden was chastised by members of the audience as well as by his panel-mate, 
Melvin Tolson, who responded, "I'm a black poet, an African-American poet, a Negro poet. I'm no 
accident—and I don't give a tinker's damn what you think" (qtd. in Coniff 487).  
 
39 A prime example is Brian Coniff’s “Answering ‘The Waste Land’: Robert Hayden and the Rise of the 
African American Poetic Sequence.” In addition to including a chapter that treat’s Hayden’s poem, the 
essay collection, Black Imagination and the Middle Passage, uses lines from the poem to frame the overall 
discussion of the Middle Passage as an aesthetic framework.  
 
40 In these poems, Shockley detects a gravitation toward representing slavery: “What is most striking to 
me, however, is that this explosion of historical poems by African Americans has brought with it a 
noticeable increase in poems treating the era, the institution, the condition of slavery. While treatments of 
and references to slavery and enslaved people have consistently appeared in poetry by African Americans 
since Phillis Wheatley (who occupied the positions of “poet” and “slave” simultaneously) was writing, 
slavery has not really loomed large on the landscape of the tradition as a primary focus” (792). 
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“New World,” created a modernist masterpiece in his collaged, polyvocal rendering of 

the “voyage through death” (48). Significantly, it is Hayden’s longer, polyvocal 

“masterpiece[s],” particularly “Middle Passage,” that have become the objects of 

sustained critical focus. Yet, “A Letter from Phillis Wheatley” has been little discussed in 

critical accounts of his poetry, although it is certainly in line with Hayden’s other 

meditations on historical African-American personages.41 

 While Hayden’s consistent use of historical figures and polyvocality is, no doubt, 

crucial to an understanding of the dramatic in his work, “A Letter” should be examined as 

a piece that simultaneously employs a feminized, vulnerable persona and foregrounds its 

status as a written object employing multiple poetic forms. That said, it is not sufficient to 

read “A Letter” merely in terms of how accurately it portrays Phillis Wheatley.42 As 

Howard proposes, history “conditions Hayden’s poems, which, in turn constitute their 

own terms of figurative confrontation with the known world in order to form a 

contiguous reality, or […] figural history” (134). Hayden’s depiction of Wheatley—like 

Berryman’s depiction of Bradstreet—is highly figural. Hayden likewise attaches both a 

sense of liminality and physical vulnerability to Wheatley; indeed, the fate of the black 

                                                
41 As Shockley’s piece attests, this aesthetic aligns him with a string of contemporary poets. “A Letter” is 
often mentioned, albeit without sustained analysis, alongside Hayden’s better known, longer pieces, such as 
the “Middle Passage” and poems that depict single historical personages: “The Ballad of Nat Turner,” 
“Frederick Douglass,” and “Homage to the Empress of the Blues.” The latter is an homage to the blues 
singer Bessie Smith.  
 
42 The idea that Hayden’s “A Letter” recreates history for the reader has been noted previously. For 
instance, writing four years after Hayden’s death in 1980, Fred Fetrow states that “A Letter” “derives its 
verisimilitude from Hayden’s imitation of Wheatley’s ‘voice’ through his deft creation of vocal cadence, 
latinate diction, and a plausible ‘style’ (129). Yet, a responsible, developed reading of what Fetrow calls 
Hayden’s “profiles” will examine, not only the connections between these pieces and their historical-
cultural antecedents, but also how these personages have come to signify over time. 
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female body becomes an important subtext of “A Letter.” Yet, Hayden imbues the 

Wheatley persona with an agency that the Bradstreet persona does not possess. The 

establishment of Wheatley as a transatlantic figure is further aided by Hayden’s own 

hybrid form.  

Ultimately, Hayden’s “A Letter” rejects essentialist notions concerning form and 

of race through its employment of the dramatic-epistle. Hayden’s dual employment of 

persona and epistolarity becomes what Leonard identifies as an “embrace of hybridity 

and the consequently alternative notion of agency” (11).   With this choice, Hayden 

doubly takes part in a wider tradition of African American formalism that transforms 

mainstream poetics into a site of political struggle. First, Hayden’s use of the letter both 

joins and challenges the dominant understanding of epistolary practice, especially 

because little of the already robust critical tradition that engages epistolary literature 

focuses on its use by African-Americans or twentieth-century writers.43  As Amanda 

Gilroy and W. M. Verhoven attest, many of the “literary notions of the letter as a genre,” 

are “based on analyses of a select group of epistolary novels, those that promote our 

understanding of the epistolary as personal, feminine, and preoccupied with interiority” 

(10).44 More importantly, Hayden’s “letter,” as opposed to being “preoccupied with 

interiority,” comments on the large-scale atrocities of the slave trade from his late 
                                                
43 As Gilroy and Verhoven note in their introduction to Epistolary Histories, Criticism on epistolary 
writing does not seem to have come to grips with those issues of race and postcolonialism that have 
preoccupied, and continue to preoccupy, broad sections of the academy; regrettably the power dynamics of 
colonialization remain on the margins of the present book, and though American epistolary writing is well-
represented, there is little discussion of the work of Hispanic or black Americans (13). 
 
44 These include, of course, Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1748) and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau’s Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloïse. 
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twentieth-century vantage point. Via its position as an object in transatlantic transit that 

addresses multiple audiences, Hayden’s “letter” participates in what Paul Gilroy 

characterizes as “a desire to transcend both the structures of the nation state and the 

constraints of ethnicity and national particularity” (19).  

 Despite these ambitions, the poem begins with the deceptively simple salutation, 

“Dear Obour” (1). In announcing “Obour” as its intended reader, “A Letter” thereby 

foregrounds its status as a written object. This redirection is significant for two reasons. 

First, Hayden moves away from the “spokenness” of the dramatic monologue tradition 

that extends from the Romantic lyric. Unlike the lyric portions of Berryman’s Homage 

or, for that matter, countless other poems that rely on poetic utterance as being 

“overheard,” “A Letter” directs us away from metaphors of speech and toward the written 

word. Hayden signals his shaping of the poem, and, by extension, his apprehension of 

Wheatley’s poems, as writerly texts.45 Mullen’s sense that “the requirement that a black 

text be ‘speakerly’ will inevitably exclude certain African-American texts that draw more 

on the culture of books, writing, and print than they do on the culture of orality” (671) 

may account for the overlooking of this poem in favor of Hayden’s longer, polyvocal 

pieces. It nonetheless attests to the innovation of Hayden’s particular poetic effort and to 

the difficulty of reading it through the lens of dominant reading practices. 

                                                
45 As Shockley reminds us, critical analyses following the models established by Henry Louis Gates and 
Houston Baker “necessarily exclude texts by African American writers that are not most productively read 
through the lens of the blues tradition or the practice of signifying, such that black music and black speech 
become, once again, the defining rubrics for understanding black literature [...]” As a result, texts that “get 
their primary traction out of their written, visual elements […] are marginalized if not excluded altogether” 
(7). Secondly, Shockley traces this contention back to Harryette Mullen’s statement that, “any theory of 
African-American literature that privileges a speech based poetics, or the trope of orality, to the exclusion 
of more writerly texts will cost us some impoverishment of the tradition” (670). 
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Although theories of signifyin(g) may not favor the writerly text, Hayden’s use of 

the dramatic-epistle, with its attendant ambiguities, forces a re-engagement with 

Wheatley-the- poet’s own signifyin(g) tactics. As Fetrow emphasizes, the poem “abounds 

in irony,” much of which may be directly attached to the Wheatley persona. As a prime 

example of its ironic capabilities, the Wheatley persona relays an anecdote in which she 

is addressed by a chimney sweeper in the street. As she tells Tanner,  

Today, a little Chimney Sweep, 
his face and hands with soot quite Black, 
staring hard at me, politely asked: 
“Does you, M’lady, sweep chimneys too?” 
I was amused, but dear Nathaniel 
(ever Solicitous) was not. (46-51) 

 
The anecdote illustrates both the Wheatley persona’s resilience and her humor. 

Furthermore, that the persona possesses both of these qualities suggests that Hayden 

reads Wheatley’s own poetry as intentionally laden with ironies. Alternatively, Fetrow 

suggests that the “drama grows out of disparities between the ironies Wheatley notes and 

those that are lost on her but not the reader” (129), though the above anecdote raises the 

question of what, if anything, is lost on Wheatley or Tanner.  

To present a possible answer, I argue that Hayden attaches a sense of hybridity to 

the Wheatley persona through her letter. This is not to examine how the poem potentially 

rehearses the question of Wheatley the poet’s status as a capitulator or trickster. Instead, I 

contend that one aspect of this hybridity immediately announces itself in the form of the 

letter’s public-private nature. Although letters seem to be private, they could be shown to 

anyone, reprinted, or, like Wheatley the poet’s actual letters to Tanner, preserved for 



 
152 

posterity. Consequently, what seems to be private has the potential to be quite public and 

“should also alert us to traces of the third-person reader outside the traditional epistolary 

dyad” (Gilroy and Verhoven 15). In a move that perhaps reveals Hayden’s mindfulness 

of the lyric tradition, the status of Wheatley’s letter as a public-private object mimics 

John Stuart Mill’s famous assessment of dramatic properties of the lyric. Although 

Wheatley’s words may not actually be “overheard,” she may of course be read by 

someone other than Tanner. Indeed, this implication of the letter’s other readers here 

corresponds to the readers of the poem. Here, too, Hayden perhaps knowingly unites the 

lyric and the dramatic, in addition to the epistolary and the dramatic.  

 Like the lyric, in offering the illusion of privacy, the letter format pretends to 

address Tanner as a well-informed reader, giving her an inside view.  But, Hayden asks 

the poem’s readers to judge their own understanding of history by gesturing toward a 

number of events only a person well-aware of Wheatley’s place in history would 

understand. Correspondingly, their position as readers not directly addressed by the poem 

requires them to evaluate their own ignorance. Moreover, the form to some degree 

invokes them to move between the affective poles conventionally attached to the 

dramatic monologue: reading sympathetically and reading ironically.46 We read 

sympathetically only when fully aware of Wheatley the persona’s immediate struggle, 

which gestures toward but does not capture Wheatley the poet’s actual experience. Only 

then can we also read ironically—if we are cognizant of how Wheatley the poet’s 
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cultural-historical significance has developed over time and could not have been known 

to her.    

It is also important to acknowledge the degree to which Hayden’s formal 

development of hybridity draws on questions of presence and absence. Significantly, 

these questions are foregrounded in Henry Louis Gates’s signifyin(g) reading practice 

and postructuralist criticism that historically privileges speech over writing as being 

closer to an ultimate presence.47 In forcing our attention to letters as materially 

constructed objects, Hayden’s poem also demands our attention to its status as a 

materially constructed thing, bound by the printed page. Thus, even as it alludes to its 

status as a material object “A Letter” instructs us to remember what it is not. Although it 

simulates them, the poem’s status as a typed, lineated object reminds us that we are 

indeed not looking at one of Wheatley’s actual letters. Instead of handwritten lines on a 

page that end at the page’s margins, the ends of Hayden’s lines announce themselves as 

those belonging to a heavily enjambed, open form. This discrepancy between the referent 

of Wheatley’s letters and the poem on the page further calls our attention to Wheatley as 

persona. The poem does not resemble an actual letter, which is itself a poor substitute for 

human speech; thus, we are even more removed from Wheatley’s presence. Yet, in 

acknowledging that it does not contain Wheatley but a persona that references her, the 

poem deftly alludes to what is not contained by Wheatley’s own documents, what cannot 
                                                
47 Gilroy and Verhoen note the importance of epistolarity to poststructuralist theory: “The letter has gained 
a new lease on life both in and as theory, mapping the route of subjectivity for Jacques Lacan and 
encompassing all genres, indeed functioning as the paradigm of textuality (the dualism of correspondence 
enacting the duplicity of all language) for Jacques Derrida (though both Derrida and Lacan remain attached 
to the fiction of the letter’s femininity)” (7). 
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be recovered by reading her own poems and letters. The poem constantly calls attention 

to Wheatley’s absence even as it perpetuates the illusion of her proximity through its use 

of persona and a “letter” that is not actually a letter.48  

Correspondingly, Hayden cleverly embeds poetic address within epistolary 

address, though the poem does not open with a conventional lyric apostrophe. The result 

is that, in its use of epistolarity, questions of absence and presence are immediately 

evident and doubly rendered due to their inscription within the poem. If, like the lyric, the 

letter involves an interplay of presence and absence, it also may attest to the writer’s 

desire to remedy that distance and that absence. When combined with the use of the 

dramatic, then, those relations are made even more visible. Epistolarity, like the lyric and 

the dramatic, immediately announces its investigation of intersubjectivity. In situating us 

in medias res in what we recognize as an extended exchange between two 

correspondents, albeit one we do not see, Hayden has us immediately recognize the 

ongoing sympathetic relationship that exists between them. We read dually from 

Wheatley’s position as writer and Tanner’s position as reader. In having Wheatley’s 

perspective dominate the text, the poem dramatizes its lyric affinities and its striving 

toward an impossible intersubjectivity.49 Although Tanner is not unambiguously present 

                                                
48 In Derrida’s formulation of logocentrism, speech has been historically privileged over writing as being 
closer to an ultimate presence. It follows, then, that Hayden, through the use of an epistolary persona poem 
doubly exploits the tension between the seeming immediacy of Wheatley’s “writing” (as objectified in “A 
Letter”) and the multiple ways in which she is absent from the poem. 
 
49 Yet, while the letter may allow its writer to adopt the position of her addressee, the dialogic nature of 
letters causes this ethical exchange to plays out in highly ambiguous terms. As Gilroy and Verhoven attest, 
“a letter is always, in Bakhtin’s terms, ‘half someone else’s’ There are always (at least) two sides to any 
correspondence, two subjectivities telling and reading potentially different stories, two voices testifying 
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in the poem, we recognize her as a person to trust, not only because of her affirmed role 

as Wheatley’s friend but because of her position as the poem’s only other black subject. 

This “social union,” based on the supposed equality between two writers of letters, 

ultimately renders Wheatley as an agent; so, too, is Tanner’s agency implicated by her 

being the receiver of Wheatley’s text.50  As the letter conjures Wheatley’s presence, it 

mimics her status as an agent; alternatively, Tanner’s presence relies on Wheatley’s 

writing her into being. But, in that Hayden’s “letter” effectually goes unanswered, 

Hayden nonetheless gestures toward the possibility of Tanner’s silence and absence. 

Tanner at once stands in for the other active half of Hayden’s dramatized exchange and a 

multitude of anonymous persons whose letters to the world were lost or violently 

silenced.  

To that end, the subjectivity implicit in the poem’s epistolary exchange stands in 

stark contrast to Wheatley’s reception by both the poem’s private, white social circles and 

the larger white reading public. That the letter manifests an ongoing attachment to Tanner 

and a constant desire for her “presence” is contrasted by the poem’s depiction of the 

Wheatley persona’s uncertain status in London. At times she is the object of great 

attention and at others nearly invisible. After recounting her arrival with Nathaniel 

Wheatley, she tells Tanner of how she was received by Selina Hastings, Countess of 

Huntington:  

                                                                                                                                            
differently in an ‘event of utterance’ through which self and other define and redefine each other. Indeed 
the situation is even more complicated […] (15). 
 
50 Elizabeth Hewitt argues that the letter confirms “some sort of social union between reader and writer” 
(2). 
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Last evening, her Ladyship presented me 
to her illustrious Friends. 
I scarce could tell them anything 
of Africa, though much of Boston 
and my hope of Heaven. I read 
my latest Elegies to them. 
“O Sable Muse!” the Countess cried, 
embracing me, when I had done. 
I held back tears, as is my wont, 
and there were tears in Dear 
Nathaniel’s eyes. (8-18)  

 
The section ties her to and sets her in contradistinction to an Anglo/Anglo-American 

culture of letters. Given that Hayden’s poem, which includes the descriptor “London, 

1773” after its title, locates Wheatley in London during the eighteenth century, he openly 

draws on the gendered and racialized aspects of epistolary culture. Recognizing that, in 

Wheatley’s era, as Gilroy and Verhoven emphasize, “the form of writing most accessible 

to and acceptable for women was letter writing,” we may assume that Countess and “her 

illustrious Friends” would likely be writers of letters.51 Their presence in the poem 

underscores the degree to which the Wheatley’s participation in this culture of letters is, 

on one hand, encouraged because of her gender but, on the other, insecure because of her 

status as a slave. And yet, it is significant that the poem intimates the Countess and her 

friends’ epistolary inclinations but directly acknowledges Wheatley and Tanner’s 

participation in this culture of letter-writing. Rather than signal the Countess & co.’s 

participation in what Siobhan Phillips calls  “correspondent ethics,” Hayden relegates 

                                                
51 Joanna Brooks has argued, persuasively, that Wheatley established herself as a poet “ not by securing a 
single endorsement by powerful men, but by cultivating an intricate network of relationships among white 
women” (7-8). 
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them to the realm of outsiders even as he keeps Wheatley and Tanner within this highly 

gendered space.  

 The poem continues this figuring of Wheatley as an insider even as it depicts her  

marginalization from London’s social set: 

 At supper—I dined apart 
like captive  Royalty— 
he Countess and her Guests promised 
signatures affirming me 
True Poetess, albeit once a slave. 
Indeed, they were most kind, and spoke,  
moreover, of presenting me  
at Court (I thought of Pocahontas)— 
an Honor, to be sure, but one, 
I should, no doubt, as Patriot decline. (19-28) 

 
As Fetrow has emphasized, the poem “abounds in irony,” here evidenced by the fact that 

Wheatley is dually a guest of the Countess and the object of her adulation, and yet is 

required to dine in seclusion, “like captive Royalty.” Tellingly, the poem combines an 

acknowledgement of the “kindnesses” of Wheatley’s hosts with a reference to 

Pocahontas, which perhaps alludes to Wheatley’s own recognition of her presentation as 

a curiosity and her violent detachment from her original people. The allusion may also be 

read as an obvious attempt on Hayden’s part to reconstruct a lineage of oppressed peoples 

for the twentieth-century reader. However, Wheatley’s comment that “I should, no doubt, 

as a Patriot decline” emphasizes, in Leonard’s phrasing, her “self-fashioning as citizen” 

(27), which “also made her verse more fully capable of changing her material 

circumstances” (36). Here, Hayden’s gesture toward Wheatley’s sense of nationalism and 

investment in the nascent American democracy allude to the presence of such ideals in 
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her poetry. They also raise the question of her location within a distinctly American 

epistolary tradition. Of course, Hayden temporally situates the poem in 1773, before the 

United States actually exist; nonetheless, from a twentieth-century, retrospective vantage 

point, Wheatley becomes associated with what would shortly become the new nation. 

Hewitt argues that, in the years of the early republic, “the epistolary form offers a 

template for a central problem of democratic politics, which is the reconciliation between 

individual liberty and public solidarity” (8). Such a tension between the one and the 

multiple is also mirrored in the poem’s manipulation of poetic address. Hayden’s “A 

Letter” also reflects another kind of striving toward “individual liberty” in the poem’s 

emphasis on Wheatley as a lyricist, a composer of letters, and later a free woman; in 

invoking her role as the first black American poet, he calls attention to her uncertain 

status among late twentieth-century African American thinkers as a figure of black  

“public solidarity.”  

Yet, Hayden does much more to trouble the certainty of Wheatley’s citizenship 

and her national allegiance. The vulnerability of what would become the nation is evoked 

in the poem’s location, “London, 1773,” which positions us close to the Revolution but 

far from a stable union. Although Wheatley acknowledges her loyalty as a “Patriot” in 

her refusal to visit court, the poem pointedly distances her from the American colonies. In 

a move that evokes her present loyalties, Wheatley is preoccupied by thoughts of “home” 

when she is within the Countess’s circle: “I scarce could tell them anything/of Africa, 

though much of Boston/and my hope of Heaven” (10-12). Yet, at the same time, 

Wheatley associates England with a kind of relief that can perhaps be attributed to her 
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being in a nation where she is on a poet’s errand and not a slave’s: “My health is much 

improved;/ I feel I may, if God so Wills,/ entirely recover here./ Idyllic England! […]” 

Yet, in a move that suggests the remembering of her “Patriot[ic]” allegiance, Wheatley 

writes to Tanner:  

[…] Alas, there is 
no Eden without its Serpent. Under 
the chiming Complaisance I hear him Hiss; 
I see his flickering tongue 
when foppish would-be Wits 
murmur of the Yankee Pedlar 
and his Cannibal Mockingbird. (32-38) 

 
With this disclosure, Wheatley professes to know the true nature of her English 

acquaintances. Significantly, this is the first time the poem explicitly employs a metaphor 

of violence in the form of the Serpent and his “flickering tongue” that threatens to 

swallow Wheatley’s “Cannibal Mockingbird.” Yet, the first term of the epithet attached 

to Wheatley suggests Western justification used to enact violence on a greater scale. 

Rejected by the English—and by extension England—Wheatley has been figuratively 

pushed back out toward the Atlantic, even as the poem dislocates her from America. With 

this movement, then, Hayden reflects Wheatley’s role as a citizen, not of Africa or 

America, but of the black Atlantic.52 

 Wheatley’s sense of removal from her immediate surroundings relates to how 

violence is and is not present in Hayden’s poem. How Hayden creates a subtextual threat 
                                                
52 Here, of course, I mean to suggest that Hayden’s poem and much of his work in general anticipates what 
would be theorized by Paul Gilroy’s seminal The Black Atlantic. Hayden’s use of the dramatic epistle as 
hybrid form, to some degree, gestures toward the condition of transcultural hybridity outlined by Homi 
Bhaba’s “Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences,” though of course both the dramatic monologue and 
the verse epistle are traditionally Anglo forms.  
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of violence directly connects to the idea that violence lies at the center of the American 

epistolary tradition. In reading “a conjunction between postal communication and acts of 

violence” (1), Hewitt nationalizes the “particular dangers of epistolary writing” (2).53 But, 

in the case of “A Letter” the ever-present threat of violence can only partially be read in 

these national terms. Rather than read the threat of violence in terms of a developing, 

specifically American ethos, Hayden ultimately uses the epistolary form as a metaphor 

for the broader transatlantic slave trade. Although the poem begins with a non-descript 

depiction of Wheatley’s return across the route that brought her from Africa to America, 

Hayden draws on the letter’s connotations of vulnerability to re-direct our attention to the 

violence of Wheatley’s original journey via the “Middle Passage”:  

Our crossing was without 
event. I could not help, at times, 
reflecting on that first—my Destined— 
voyage long ago (I yet 
have some remembrance of its Horrors) 
and marveling at God’s Ways. (2-7) 

 
Hayden makes the phenomena of Wheatley’s first voyage distant yet calls attention to 

them as “Horrors.” Like the “hiss” of the “Serpent,” this threat of injury is always 

present.  While Berryman effectually abuses the Bradstreet persona’s body, bodily abuse 

is unspoken but always hovers underneath the letter. As the letter is to go back to 

America, it will retrace the same routes of the Middle Passage. Such an obvious detail 

                                                
53Hewitt begins her study, which covers epistolary cultures of the early republic and the antebellum period, 
by alluding to the anthrax attacks on the U.S. Postal Service, the Unibomber, and Thomas Pynchon’s The 
Crying of Lot 49. Her conclusion that the profound violence lies at the heart of early American letters of 
course follows in the wake of Richard Slotkin’s highly influential Regeneration Through Violence trilogy.    
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does much to push the reader toward the full significance of its apprehension, especially 

when we consider the relationship between the letter and Wheatley’s physical self.  

In general terms, epistolary practice makes physicality and its attendant 

vulnerability a necessary aspect of its communicative power. As Hewitt indicates, “the 

frequent conceit of familiar letters is that there is no essential difference between the 

letter-writer’s body and her letter” (2). That vulnerability becomes critically exacerbated 

when the letter replicates the literal journey made by multitudes of physically threatened 

human beings. Insofar as the letter is a stand-in for the body, Hayden implicates the 

Wheatley persona’s physical self in the letter’s form; thus, Wheatley has metonymically 

become the letter that will again take up the transatlantic route. As Logan Esdale tells us, 

“A letter travels from writer to addressee through mediated space. Movement always 

encounters resistance, and anything in motion is perishable” (14-15). This aesthetic of 

threatened physicality is furthermore illustrated in the poem’s shape on the page. Rather 

than break the poem into individual stanzas, Hayden creates one dense stanza that in its 

hulk resembles a whole, unbroken body; yet, Hayden also relies on strong indentations, 

which in their interlocked appearance create the impression of chains.  

The poem further underscores this sense of vulnerability with its conclusion. As 

we might expect, the poem’s last line takes the form of a signature. Here, Hayden signs 

the poem,  

  I pray the Blessings of our Lord 
and Saviour Jesus Christ be yours 
Abundantly. In His Name, 
 
     Phillis (52-55) 
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At first, the signature of “Phillis,” and not “Phillis Wheatley,” lends the poem a sense of 

intimacy and informality that is absent from Wheatley’s actual letters. Yet further 

consideration reveals that “Phillis,” too, ties back to the poem’s insistence on Wheatley’s 

threatened physical state. Without “Wheatley,” the poem disassociates Wheatley from the 

family that both purchased her and taught her to read and write. Without “Wheatley,” the 

poem asks the reader to consider Wheatley’s identity beyond her roles as “slave” and 

“poet” and so gestures toward greater imaginative possibilities. In that the signature also 

remembers Wheatley’s being named for the slave ship Phillis that brought her to Boston 

years ago, the poem also makes it impossible to forget those roles. In a move that evokes 

Paul Gilroy’s formulation of the chronotrope, Hayden prepares the letter—now both a 

body and a vessel that carries that body—to go back across the Atlantic.  Unattached to 

the rest of the poem, “Phillis” is adrift, black ink hovering in the page’s sea of white.  

What appears to be mere ambiguity may be more productively read as profoundly 

generative moments of crossing. The moments of flux in “A Letter” effectively converge 

to refer to Wheatley’s (dis)location in this transatlantic space. This constant evocation of 

crossing necessarily brings with it a sense of transatlanticism, which initially threatens to 

reinscribes the original scene of “Horrors” onto the poem. But, viewed from a twentieth-

century perspective, Hayden’s transatlanticism is consistent with the Middle Passage as a 

metaphor for spatial and temporal (dis)location. It also aligns him with a transnational 

critique of power and its attendant violence. Thus, in having the Wheatley persona’s 

narrative skim the surface—“Our crossing was without/ event”—Hayden 
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correspondingly plumbs the depths. Although the text purports not to be about the Middle 

Passage, the trajectory of the Wheatley persona’s letter indicates otherwise. Wheatley is 

on the edge of publication, of crossing over into recognized authorship, even as she has 

crossed over into the space between the Old World from the New, indeed brought neither 

to Africa or America. Positioned as a “True Poetess” and “captive,” the poem shuffles the 

Wheatley persona between two identities; the reversal of the Middle Passage route 

indicates her subversion of its powers.  

If crossing back over the Atlantic to London is to remember her passage as a slave 

going to America, it is also to re-member herself, reconstitute herself as a physical, viable 

presence. This re-membering simultaneously functions as a means of self-definition, and 

we are called to remember, it is Wheatley’s authorship—the ultimate expression of her 

agency—that has initiated this voyage. Again, this sense of agency, located within a 

sense of hybridity, rests on Hayden’s own deployment of hybridity in his aesthetic 

choices. In another act of reaching backward, the poem calls out to the “Middle Passage” 

of Hayden’s own catalog, a poem that offers a fuller, reimagined account of the slave 

trade. This sense of intertextuality within Hayden’s own work ultimately insists on 

transatlantic space as constantly in flux, to be continually revised.54  We recognize the 

                                                
54 Using Hayden’s “Middle Passage” as a touchstone, critics have pointed to the ways the Middle Passage 
functions as a literal historical referent and a metaphor for suspended space and time in the work of many 
twentieth-century black artists. whose work employs it Diedrich, et al. write that the possibilities of the 
Middle Passage trope are vast “from the particularities of internal African migration to current meditations 
on the relationship of African Americans to their past, from the hierarchical spatial relationships of 
above/below (the deck of the slave ship and its hold) and center/periphery (e.g. the Great House and the 
slave quarters; in a more abstract sense, the primarily European construction of an Africa as well as an 
African diaspora outside of history) to the syncretic notion of a space in-between that links geographical 
and cultural regions” (9). 
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Wheatley persona not as Wheatley herself but as stirring within Hayden’s imagination, 

and, by extension, ours, a point on the horizon that shimmers and continues to move even 

as we approach.   

“Into that land (for you) of the dead—” 
 

In this chapter, I have evaluated a pair of John Berryman’s and Robert Hayden’s 

significant uses of persona. Because John Berryman and Robert Hayden slip into two 

figures who are highly rooted in particular historical contexts, their dramatizations of 

Anne Bradstreet and Phillis Wheatley inevitably conjure a wide range of associations for 

a reader. Yet, rather than merely rehearse historical fact, Berryman and Hayden couple 

their return to these early American backdrops with a profound exploration of the 

rhetorical possibilities of those backdrops. In particular, Berryman and Hayden attend to 

Bradstreet and Wheatley as transatlantically located, thereby exploiting their liminal 

positions as a metaphor for the crossing of poetic forms. In Homage to Mistress 

Bradstreet, Berryman uses the Bradstreet persona to answer his contemporary lyric 

speaker; formally speaking, the dramatic answers and cross over into the lyric. In the case 

of “A Letter from Phillis Wheatley,” Hayden combines the epistolary with the dramatic, 

thereby doubly emphasizing Wheatley’s position as a woman of letters. Furthermore, 

these modifications to the persona poem work in tandem with the sense of vulnerability 

Berryman and Hayden attach to their figures. Bradstreet’s performances of physical pain 

are always closely followed by the violence of Berryman’s lyric speaker slipping in and 

out of her. Likewise, Hayden does not let us forget the insecure nature of Wheatley’s 
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utterance. Despite its confident tone, we recognize that the letter, in hovering somewhere 

over the Atlantic, perhaps to be read or not by its intended reader, retraces the route of 

slave ships.    

In Berryman’s case, what reads as formal instability reveals both a distrust of and 

desire for lyric. Indeed, Homage at first exhibits a deep concern with the possibility of 

intersubjective exchange. This concern is brought upon the poem by the lyric speaker’s 

apostrophizing the Bradstreet persona into being. Consequently, in addition to speaking 

as the physically burdened Bradstreet, Berryman’s lyric speaker attempts to reach her by 

speaking to and then speaking with her. Yet, even as its speakers entertain the notion of 

communion, the poem consistently meditates on the impossibility of such 

intersubjectivity. The poem finally turns to lyric in letting the lyric speaker have the last 

word, but what his speech reveals is not a desire for the Bradstreet persona as ordinary 

beloved, capable of physical or even metaphysical merger. Paradoxically, Berryman 

employs the dramatic to display a longing for Bradstreet as a more transcendent version 

of the lyric. Yet, the poem’s employment of Bradstreet as dramatic partner, with whom 

the lyric speaker can never fully combine, admits lyric’s insufficiency.  

With regard to “A Letter,” what emerges is a less than obviously contentious 

debate over the fate of the lyric. Instead, Hayden’s grappling with the legacy of mass 

atrocity reveals itself in a hybridized, as opposed to divided, formal effort that 

nonetheless attempts to render Wheatley as a whole, intact body. Yet, this combination of 

the dramatic and the epistolary, meant to be Wheatley’s affirmative projection, is, finally, 

itself a kind of apostrophe that will not be answered. In addressing Tanner, the reader 
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who will not respond, Hayden’s Wheatley persona brings to mind Wheatley the poet, 

whom he depicts as calling for the response of centuries of poets after her. Hayden 

subverts a sense of possible “lyric solipsism” by indicating that, through writing through 

Wheatley as persona, he is responding to this call. Although he is not writing a lyric 

poem, Hayden evokes Wheatley’s role in the American poetic tradition, a tradition that, 

as Virginia Jackson surmises, has lately been read solely in terms of lyric poetry. 

To state the obvious: these twentieth-century dramatic pieces are consistently in 

dialogue with their lyric predecessors. Through revising traditional formal orientations 

that position the lyric and dramatic as contained set pieces, Berryman and Hayden insist 

on a complicated, self-conscious permeability of form. Homage and “A Letter,” then, 

provide a provocative segue into my discussion of the conspicuously dramatic pieces of 

Robert Lowell’s Life Studies and Sylvia Plath’s Ariel in the next chapter. These pieces, 

written by figures who are read as unabashedly lyric poets, reveal a concern with 

dialogue and shifting identity at the heart of their notoriously confessional (read: lyric) 

collections. While his historical personae perhaps share more in common with 

Berryman’s and Hayden’s figures here, within Life Studies Lowell’s personae both 

engage and contradict the lyric impulses of this famous tome. Similarly, Plath’s Ariel 

poems that exhibit a fascination with theatrical, fictionalized characters interpret lyric 

performance as a means of manifesting, indeed, dramatizing multiple selves.
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Chapter Three:  Dramatic Breakthroughs: Robert Lowell’s Life Studies 
and Sylvia Plath’s Ariel 

 
 

“I myself am hell; 
nobody’s here—” 
 
—Robert Lowell, “Skunk Hour” 
 
 
“I am myself. That is not enough.” 
 
—Sylvia Plath, “The Jailer” 
 
 

I’m Not There 
 

“[Robert] Lowell removes the mask. His speaker is unequivocally himself, and it 

is hard not to think of Life Studies as a series of personal confidences, rather shameful, 

that one is honor-bound not to reveal” (“Poetry as Confession” 109). And so, in his 

review of Life Studies (1959), M.L. Rosenthal famously inaugurates the critical tradition 

of reading Lowell—along with a number of his contemporaries, including Sylvia Plath 

and John Berryman—in terms of a “confessional” poetics.1 Thereafter, the term 

“confessional,” with its dual connotations of religious rite and psychotherapeutic purge, 

becomes ubiquitous. Even now, critics still use the term as a shorthand for poetry that 

                                                
1 The narrative of a “confessional” movement has been used in varying degrees, to describe the work of 
Sexton, W.D. Snodgrass, Delmore Schwartz, Randall Jarrell, Allen Ginsberg, James Merrill, and Adrienne 
Rich. Yet, with the exception of Anne Sexton, the poets included in this group thereafter sought to distance 
themselves from Rosenthal’s classification. 
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explores familiar domestic spaces and intimate relationships to express a complicated, if 

not a troubled, self.2  

In the case of Lowell, the critical narrative of “confessional poetry” cannot be 

wholly divorced from the poet’s authorship. An established literary figure by the time 

Life Studies appears, Lowell had already won the Pulitzer Prize for Lord Weary’s Castle 

(1947), published two other collections, and served as the Consultant in Poetry to the 

Library of Congress from 1947-1948. And, of course, Lowell would go on to produce 

several more volumes including For the Union Dead (1964), Notebook 1967-1968 

(1969), The Dolphin (1973), and Day by Day (1977). His critics have noted Lowell’s 

wide range of subject matter and his consummate dedication to revision. Although the 

hefty Collected Poems (2003) is an obvious testament to the scope of his poetic career, 

Life Studies remains what we talk about when we talk about Robert Lowell.3  

Similarly, with Sylvia Plath, Lowell’s fellow Bostonian and former student, 

scholars focus primarily on the poems of Ariel, another near-sacred “confessional” 

touchstone. Interpretations of Ariel often assume a morbid pall, given that much of the 

volume was written in the months leading up to Plath’s suicide in 1963. General and 

                                                
2 In her influential essay “What Was Confessional Poetry?” included in The Columbia History of American 
Poetry, Diane Middlebrook has indicated that confessional poetry frequently details “the pressures on the 
family as an institution regulating middle-class life” with an emphasis on “divorce, sexual infidelity, 
childhood neglect, and the mental disorders that follow from deep emotional wounds received in early life” 
(636).  
 
3 Tellingly, Life Studies, winner of the National Book Award (1960), is the only book included in toto in 
David Gewanter’s expanded edition of the Selected Poems (2006). The inclusion of the collection in its 
entirety is indicative of both its greater significance and its metonymic role in Lowell’s cultural and literary 
evaluation. 
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scholarly audiences have long perused its poems as if it were a suicide letter to the world. 

Consequently, Lowell and Plath have been overwhelmingly read in terms of these 

collections and are thus known primarily as poets of the autobiographical, neo-romantic 

lyric.4 

But what about those other selves or voices that recurrently interrupt Lowell’s 

Life Studies and Plath’s Ariel ?  Despite the fact that these exemplars of “confessional” 

poetry include multiple poems that employ dramatis personae, this facet of these 

collections is often ignored outright. Critics have long focused on the pronouncements of 

these poets’ directly personal lyrics to the detriment of poems that outwardly employ an 

Other as speaker. In this chapter, I contend that it is necessary to examine how the 

projects of identity enacted in Life Studies and Ariel are significantly complicated by 

“voices” of Others.  In Lowell’s case, the poems in Life Studies that employ dramatis 

personae are commonly read as vestiges of his earlier, developing style. For most critics, 

they merely form a contrast to the provocative performances of lived experience in now-

canonical pieces such as “Memories of West Street and Lepke” and “Skunk Hour.” Yet, I 

contend that the question evoked by Life Studies is not solely, as Marjorie Perloff would 

have it, “How does a poet like Lowell ‘mythologize’ his personal life?” (“Realism” 472). 

Instead, we must also ask: What is the significance of Lowell’s giving voice to other 

figures, drawn from the living and the dead?  What is the meaning of the continued 

movement away from the self in a book that is largely thought to be about the self? 

                                                
4 This is of course with the exception of Plath’s novel The Bell Jar (1963). 
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Similarly, I hold that we must revise our “perception of Plath as a martyr of authentic 

consciousness” (Breslin 675).   Reading Plath’s dramatic pieces allows for a more 

thorough apprehension of Plath’s craft, specifically her striving toward inauthenticity. 

Indeed, Lowell and Plath repeatedly undercut a sense of a singular, stable lyric presence 

in these volumes. Both repeatedly blur the boundaries between dramatic and lyric 

throughout what are recognized as their most “confessional” collections. This chapter 

reads the dramatic aspects of Lowell’s and Plath’s poems broadly across the span of Life 

Studies and Ariel and locally in terms of individual poems. Historically, the 

“breakthrough narrative” overwhelmingly privileges the lyric pieces in these volumes, as 

I indicate below. Even if the troubled psyches that Lowell’s and Plath’s poems project are 

now more likely to be viewed as artificially constructed, their textual performance 

continues to be re-inscribed in terms of lyric presence. The appeal of these poets stems 

from their successful production of authentic-seeming, personally expressive lyric 

presences. Granting a greater degree of importance to the dramatic in these most 

“confessional”—read: lyric—volumes has significant repercussions not only for how we 

receive the work of these poets but how we theorize postwar poetry more generally. If in 

practice we still conceive of lyric poetry as “a kind of poetry that expresses personal 

feeling,” then “confessional” poetry—as the poetry that purports to express the most 

personal of feelings—functions, on the broadest of levels, as an ambassador for this 

conception (Jackson “Lyric” 826). These poems were written in the shadow of Eliot’s 

understanding of lyrics as objects “directly expressing the poet’s own thoughts and 

sentiments” (qtd. in Jackson “Lyric” 833). According to Virginia Jackson, Eliot’s famous 
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lecture “The Three Voices of Poetry” was immensely “influential” in terms of mid-

century “confessional” poetics: his postulations cemented the idea of lyric as “the normal 

condition each individual’s fractured private thoughts.” She adds that these 

“confessional” writers “might be thought of as pure lyric poets in Eliot’s sense” (33). 

Using dramatic poetry to further unsettle the “confessional” paradigm leads us to 

reconsider how we have broadly understood the lyric—and, by extension, all poetry—as 

an inherently personal genre. In attending to the close relationship between lyric and 

dramatic pieces in these volumes, we see how those poets most associated with this 

interpretation of lyric as personal expression have also worked to destabilize it.  

 

What We Talk About 
 

In emphasizing the dramatic aspects of these volumes, my argument joins a vein 

of scholarship that contests the general utility of the “confessional” narrative.5 

Significantly, Rosenthal himself later questioned its value as a descriptive trope. Writing 

in 1967 he argued that “Whoever invented it, it was a term both helpful and too limited, 

and very possibly the conception of a confessional school has by now done a certain 

amount of damage” (The New Poets 25). More recent studies of midcentury poets critique 

the assumption that the text permits access to an undiluted view of the poet’s emotional 

and psychological state. This partly results from a reconsideration of the “confessional” 

                                                
5 Nearly all broad assessments of mid-century poetry include an obligatory reference to his review and its 
role in constructing Rosenthal himself later attempted to limit the power of “confessional the and it 
contribution to the dominant critical hermeneutic under which the work of these poets has been appraised.  
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label’s Catholic context; critics have revised what Christian Sisack sees as these poets’ 

“fully textualizing their sins” in order to be redeemed (270). Contemporary scholarship 

that corrects the “confessional” narrative does not insist on the poet’s ongoing effort to 

present a “true,” accessible self. Instead, the poetic self becomes a character to be 

performed or displayed for the reader. Through shifting, dynamic performances, 

midcentury poets—including Lowell and Plath—emphasize intimate disclosure as a 

trope. Rather than directly convey an experience in poetic form, the “confessional” poet 

presents “the self” as a kind of textual avatar. For instance, Samuel Maio’s estimation of 

contrived sincerity is helpful here: “the personal poet, consciously or not, substitutes for 

his or her literal, historical self a literary self as voice of the poem, one that is sincere but 

not altogether authentic” (2). Similarly, Christina Britzolakis’s insistence on Plath’s 

theatricality, in which “emotional nakedness is itself revealed to be a masquerade,” also 

proves instructive in understanding how the dramatic undergirds the poet’s late work. In 

accounts of twentieth-century poetry written during and after the poststructuralist era, the 

sense of the self as a performance became the more dominant paradigm. The sense of a 

coherent self compelled to full disclosure has been revised; instead, we recognize the 

confessional lyric “I” exclusively as a device. The “confessional” label has been de-

familiarized to expose divulgences in “confessional” lyrics such as “Skunk Hour” and 

“Daddy” as highly contrived, rhetorical acts. Before the advent of poststructuralism, 

however, the dramatic poems in Life Studies and Ariel gesture toward multiple selves that 

may or may not be affixed to the poets as they existed in the world. As these dramatic 

pieces—alongside their more commonly read lyric counterparts—propose, the speaker 
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may shift multiple times throughout the span of a collection, resulting in a fragmented, 

unstable sense of self.6  

Nonetheless, what James Longenbach calls the “breakthrough narrative” 

continues to circulate widely; here the term “breakthrough” has multiple valences. 

Analyses of Lowell’s Life Studies and Plath’s Ariel have long focused on the collections’ 

provocative disclosures as indicating a rejection of the Eliotic aesthetic of impersonality 

and the restrained, formal academic poetry of the 1950s.7 Often cited is Perloff’s 

contention that the more overtly autobiographical poems in Life Studies constitute “a 

reaction against Eliot’s famous dictum that poetry is not the turning loose of emotion but 

an escape from emotion.” This “turning loose,” then, constitutes “a reaction against the 

autonomous, ‘impersonal’ symbolist mode of Eliot, Pound, Stevens, the early Auden, and 

of the Robert Lowell of Lord Weary’s Castle—the mode that dominated the first half of 

our century” (“Realism” 474). For years, the textual representation of mania and decline 

has been celebrated as Lowell’s overcoming his poetic elders; the textually reproduced 

psychodrama of Life Studies signals Lowell’s struggle to produce work that is more than 

                                                
6 In Maio’s appraisal, the breakdown of the coherent “confessional” speaker that reflects or encodes the 
lived experience of the poet results in a fragmented sense of self”: “The personal poet’s sincere self can be 
seen as one, or part of many selves; it is the persona presented publicly as poetic voice and is confined to 
the poem exclusively. A poem’s speaker is not wholly the poet and consequently cannot represent even the 
authentic self or the assemblage of selves” (4).   
 
7 Indeed, the term “confessional” is often applied comfortably and without critique in literary histories of 
postwar American poetry. The Norton Anthology of Modern and Contemporary American Poetry, for 
example, describes the aforementioned figures as “interested in writing deeply psychological verse […], 
intensely personal poetry about once-taboo subjects […] These poets wrote about key moments of 
revelatory pain more often than of pleasure, and they saw such moments as epitomizing the general 
condition of their time” (iii). 
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derivative of Allen Tate, John Crowe Ransom, and T.S. Eliot.8 This overall rejection of 

the “impersonal” and turn to “personality” has also been used to link Lowell and Plath to 

twentieth-century celebrity culture, with its various cults of personality, and to the 

growing prominence of psychotherapy. As broad assessments have conceived of them, 

Lowell and Plath can be said to have a synecdochal relationship to their times. Noting the 

scholarly tendency “to make rhetorical analogies between the speaker’s psychic history 

and a collective history,” Britzolakis proposes that the “theory of confessional poetry was 

underpinned by a diagnostic sociocultural narrative… suicidal despair was at once 

symptomatic of a diseased age and the definitive mark of poetic sensibility, a legitimate 

response to the ‘vulgarization’ threatened by mass communications, technology, and the 

culture industry” (3). Similarly, Michael Thurston partially assigns the critical focus on 

biographical events surrounding Life Studies’s creation, publication, and reception to “the 

seeming centrality of madness in postwar American poetry” (81).9 To some, this madness 

translates to divinest sense, as notions of freedom of the individual are often coupled with 

the “confessional” lyric. According to Diane Middlebrook,  “the images of the 

confessional poem encode the whole culture’s shame-making machinery ” (647).  The 

result is that critics often attach an unexamined sense of virtue to this sub-genre, with the 

confessional poet as “representative victim” (Breslin qtd. in Rosenbaum 296). 

                                                
8 As Longenbach quips, “Psychic and political health, it seems could be achieved by breaking the 
pentameter” (5). 
 
9 He adds, “the list of major poets who sought psychotherapy, who spent time in institutions, who were 
diagnosed with mental illnesses and prescribed psychotropic medication is long indeed” (81). Notable 
examples include, of course, Eliot, Jarrell, Berryman, Sexton, and Schwartz.  
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Indeed, it is the aura of madness that is so often used to link Lowell and Plath. 

Taken together, they are the canaries in coalmine of American postwar culture, able to 

alert readers to a range of maddening American ills. Critics and biographers often 

reference Lowell and Plath’s respective stays at McLean Hospital—depicted recently in 

the Atlantic Monthly as “probably the country's most aristocratic mental institution and 

definitely its most literary” (96).10 Lynda K. Bundtzen writes, “Like Plath, fellow poets 

Anne Sexton and Robert Lowell were both institutionalized mental patients there, and 

their experiences as patients provided inspiration and material for their poetry” (“Plath 

and Psychoanalysis” 37).11 Certainly, an engagement with psychoanalysis informs Plath’s 

work. The full implications of arguments like Bundtzen’s that propose that “Plath often 

anticipates the psychoanalytic critic’s strategies by making them her own, leaving the 

critic little to do but expand upon ideas that are already planted in the text” are 

dangerously reductive (38). We lose the sense of midcentury poets as embedded in and 

influenced by more complicated socio-historical contexts and aesthetic perspectives. 

Assessments like these, while rooted in fact, overshadow the array of subjects and 

techniques that inform these poets’ productions. In Plath’s case, the close relationship 

between the genesis of the Ariel poems and Plath’s suicide is read as the culmination of 

                                                
10 Lowell’s visits to the institution were numerous; his 1958 tenure informs the poem “Waking in Blue.” 
Plath’s time at McClean followed her suicide attempt while a student at Smith College and of course was 
later immortalized in The Bell Jar  (1963). 
 
11 Bundtzen notes that Plath is “thoroughly conscious, and at times ruthlessly direct, in her appropriation 
of psychoanalytic ideas […] Plath often anticipates the psychoanalytic critic’s strategies by making them 
her own, leaving the critic little to do but expand upon ideas that are already planted in the text. The 
temptation is to read Plath as confessing to her own psychic conflicts projected into poetic personae and 
fictional characters that are transparent versions of Plath herself” (“Plath and Psychoanalysis” 38).  
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years of psychological “breakdown.” This brilliant descent into madness, seen as 

aesthetic triumph, becomes “the telos and ultimate meaning of Plath’s career” 

(Britzolakis 2). What Britzolakis calls “the pathos of absolute sincerity” has often 

trumped considerations of Plath’s engagement with various poetic traditions and 

overshadowed her craft (2).  

Finally, the critical focus on the expressive, personal lyric to the exclusion of 

Lowell’s and Plath’s dramatic pieces—even those within these “confessional” volumes—

stems from the overwhelming critical preference for lyric over other forms. To that end, 

Longenbach’s criticism of the breakthrough narrative may be productively connected to 

Virginia Jackson’s theory of lyric reading.  Noting the critical tendency among twentieth-

century scholars to read all poetry as “romantic lyric,” Jackson argues that such a bias 

occludes the influence of other poetic forms. Not coincidentally, in the case of 

midcentury poets, biographical and psychological criticism has been aided by this 

broader preference for lyric.  

In what follows, I will discuss the role of the dramatic pieces “A Mad Negro 

Soldier Confined at Munich,” “Words for Hart Crane,” and “To Speak of Woe That Is in 

Marriage” as integral to the overall structure of Life Studies—especially the collection’s 

most “confessional” section, “Part Four.” In attending to the placement of Lowell’s 

persona poems in Life Studies, my project here aligns with Neil Fraistat’s examination of 

the “contexture” of the collection as “a larger whole fabricated from integral parts” (4).  

Rather than dismiss the dramatic pieces in Life Studies as less relevant than lyrics such as 

“Skunk Hour” or as remainders of an older, more formal academic style, I will examine 
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their dialogic function within the space of the collection. In particular, I am interested in 

how several examples of markedly dramatic poems engage or “speak to” other, more 

recognizably lyric pieces within the volume. I will consider how the book’s 

representations of identity involve a conversation between poems. Indeed, reading the 

social aspect of Life Studies’ “contextural architecture” allows us to consider how the 

poems “talk” directly to each other.  

Turning to Plath, I consider how two individual persona poems—“Lady Lazarus” 

and “The Applicant”—exemplify Plath’s consistent troubling of a coherent lyric 

presence. I then reevaluate how the collection’s title poem “Ariel” instills a sense of 

dramatic performance within its individual metaphors that simultaneously move toward 

and deny subjectivity. I argue that “Ariel” the poem directs us to read the entire collection 

as emphasizing both lyric and dramatic forms. This scrambled sense of lyric and dramatic 

modes creates an indeterminate sense of self. These conversational and cacophonous 

designs erode the sense of a stable lyric self that speaks directly or “confesses” to a 

reader.  

The Lives of Others 
 

First released in England by Faber and Faber in 1959, Life Studies was 

immediately hailed as a departure from Lowell’s previous poetic efforts in Land of 

Unlikeness (1944), Lord Weary’s Castle (1947), and The Mills of the Kavanaughs (1951). 
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Not insignificantly, these volumes all prominently feature dramatic pieces.12 That Lowell 

prolifically wrote dramatic pieces before his “breakthrough” in Life Studies partially 

accounts for the scholarly occlusion of the dramatic pieces in that volume. 13 Lowell’s use 

of dramatis personae in his poetry in general, and in Life Studies in particular, has not 

received extensive commentary, largely because it has been interpreted as part of his 

“early style.”14 The structure of the collection itself initially reflects Lowell’s departure 

from, indeed, his disruption of, his previous aesthetic.15 And yet, this “breakthrough” 

narrative has been particularly resonant because it relies on the placement of the more 

directly autobiographical pieces at the end of the volume. The book’s final section 

receives significant critical attention because it contains Lowell’s most “confessional” 

                                                
12 From Lord Weary’s Castle, see, for example, “The Drunken Fisherman,” “The North Sea Undertaker’s 
Complaint,” “France,” “1790,” “Between the Porch and the Altar,” “The Ghost,” and “Mr. Edwards and the 
Spider.” From The Mills of the Kavanaughs, see the title poem, “Falling Asleep over the Aeneid,” “Her 
Dead Brother,” “Mother Marie Therese,” “David and Bathsheba in the Public Garden,” “The Fat Man in 
the Mirror,” and “Thanksgiving’s Over.” 
 
13 Even recently, Adam Kirsch has argued that in The Mills of the Kavanaughs, “[…] Lowell has followed 
some of his best qualities into a dead end […]” (15).  
 
14 In Stefani Wortman’s evaluation, The Mills of the Kavanaughs “fills in a critical step in Lowell’s 
development of a character and setting that allowed him to treat public history from the perspective of 
private experience” (89). While I commend Wortman’s attempt to bring renewed attention to the dramatic 
pieces in Lowell’s corpus, I disagree that these early monologues are read most productively as training 
grounds for Lowell’s purported project of sincerity in Life Studies. Wortman argues that a consideration of 
Lowell’s use of the dramatic monologue “reveals how writing in this form helped Lowell develop the 
personal voice that made [Life Studies] a poetic landmark” (88).  In her estimation, Lowell’s dramatic 
pieces are primarily significant insofar as they inform Lowell’s later, more “personal” pieces.  Instead, I 
contend that Lowell’s shifting into and through multiple personalities in Life Studies undercuts the stability 
of a singular lyric presence. If anything, they caution the reader against taking Lowell’s “personal voice” at 
face value. Most importantly, the continued emergence of these other voices fractures the “confessional” 
lyric voice that so dominates discussions of Life Studies. 
 
15 According to Witek, Lowell abandons “all the persuasive voices that once held sway over him, and the 
structure of the book itself enacts this necessity just as surely as do the drafts of individual poems” (5).   
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poems, many of which exhibit a more casual style, looser syntax, and relaxed metrical 

patterns.16 Critics have focused on this section, to the detriment of others, in part because 

the poems contained therein—including “My Last Afternoon with Uncle Devereux 

Winslow,” “Sailing Home from Rapallo,” “Memories of West Street and Lepke,” “Man 

and Wife,” and “Skunk Hour”—are thought to exemplify Lowell’s arriving at “the heart 

of the matter, with painful and affectionately ambivalent treatments of his parents and 

‘studies’ of his own troubled life” (Tillinghast 62). The degree to which “Part Four” 

dominates not only interpretations of Life Studies but discussions of the entire Lowell 

canon arises from the fact that, in Thurston’s assessment, “Lowell’s readers have insisted 

that the family drama of psychology provides the impetus and energy for the poet’s 

stylistic achievements and that those achievements center around Lowell’s use of public 

history to articulate his inner struggles” (81). With the exception of “To Speak of the 

Woe that Is in Marriage,” the pieces that announce themselves as dramatic rather than 

lyric appear in sections other than “Part Four” and thus have not traditionally received 

extended analysis.  There is a tendency to read much of the material outside of “Part 

Four” as poetic purgatories, way stations en route to more significant pieces.  

                                                
16 Axelrod writes of The Mills of the Kavanaughs, which preceded Life Studies, “Rather than Browning-
like performances, Lowell had hoped for something more integrally related to life itself” (81). The 
rhythmic stiffness of these poems—as well as, according to many, those monologues in the early parts of 
Life Studies—stems from Lowell’s appropriation of the Browning-esque monologue. Yet, according to 
Mariani, Lowell “had set out in his own dramatic monologues to correct the deficiencies of the form as 
Browning had practiced it, since Browning, in spite of ‘all the right ideas about what the poetry of his time 
should take in,’ had ‘muffed it’ with his ‘ingenious, terrific, metrics,’ which in the long run only shook ‘the 
heart out of what he was saying’” (Lost Puritan 160). 
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Lowell’s use of the dramatic in multiple sections of Life Studies, then, is less 

relevant to a critical framework that valorizes Lowell’s public disclosure of private events 

primarily because it does not as readily announce Lowell’s attempt to work out his inner 

conflicts in literary form. By extension, under a hermeneutic that relies heavily on 

biographical interpretation, the poems written before Lowell’s own mental breakdown, 

subsequent personal recovery, and artistic reinvention—namely “The Banker’s Daughter, 

“A Mad Negro Soldier Confined at Munich” and “Words for Hart Crane”—are minor at 

best. At worst, they are antagonistic entities, obstacles in the path toward Lowell’s 

aesthetic and psychological “breakthrough.” Witek proposes that, “The first two-thirds of 

Life Studies is thus hardly a study of ‘life’ at all, but a series of poems about the powerful 

dead, grouped around the central figures of Lowell’s dead parents” (5). We are 

encouraged, then, to read those poems that do the “the powerful dead”—Marie de 

Medici, Hart Crane—in different voices as exemplifying Lowell’s ongoing struggle to 

overcome his older style and his former self. Needless to say, Witek is not much 

interested in the dramatic pieces that appear in “Part One” and “Part Three” of Life 

Studies. But, her statement renders Lowell’s reanimation of “the powerful dead” as a kind 

of exorcism. Lowell’s dramatic pieces, some of which give voice to dead figures, emerge 

in the collection as markers of a “dead” style. They appear only to be dispelled by 

Lowell—indeed, sent to their deaths—so that the real “life” of the collection may emerge 

in “Part Four.” Ironically, it is in this last section of the collection that the dead of 

Lowell’s own life—Uncle Devereaux Wilson, Charlotte Lowell—present the ultimate 

challenge to our hero. For, indeed, this critical practice produces a poet-hero persona; 
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consequently, to examine the narrative proposed by Life Studies more closely is also to 

critique its resulting sense of authorship.  

By moving in and out of individualized voices that are textually proximal to each 

other, Lowell readjusts our sense of what is public and what is private; he thereby calls 

attention to the political valences of each. In occupying the positions of others as well as 

multiple lyric selves, Lowell speaks dialogically. As we will see below, this cross-talk 

across the collection emphasizes conversation, as opposed to lyric isolation, as a 

communal value. Furthermore, Lowell’s dramatic pieces loudly proclaim their own 

investments in the circumstances of other beings and the phenomena of the postwar 

world. Lowell’s use of the dramatic may not point back to high modernist impersonality 

but may indicate his awareness of broader social circumstances and a willingness to 

engage figures beyond the limits of the self.  When considering Lowell’s dramatic pieces, 

then, it is important to read them not exclusively as “transparent masks for Lowell 

himself” (Perloff Poetic Art 41). Lowell’s switching of poetic genres throughout Life 

Studies is necessary to a consideration of his social commitments and his direct 

participation in matters beyond the self. 

An attention to the placement of distinct speakers in Life Studies is particularly 

important. Critics tend to locate the volume in New England where the poet meditates at 

length on personal and larger family history. Yet, in “Part One” Lowell continuously 

moves between Europe and America, as well as from the past into the present. This 

disorientation of time and space is accompanied by the section’s fluidity of voices. 
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Lowell dislocates the reader from the Americas of past and present—more specifically, 

the New England of “Part Four”—and from a stable lyric voice.  

In “A Mad Negro Soldier Confined at Munich,” Lowell creates and speaks 

through the voice of a mentally unstable black soldier at the end of World War II.  The 

poem comes after a movement from Rome to Paris in “Beyond the Alps” and Lowell’s 

dramatic impersonation of Marie de Medici in “The Banker’s Daughter.” But, it is 

significant that the poem immediately follows Lowell’s lyric “Inauguration Day: January 

1953” and closes the first sequence of Life Studies. Thurston has persuasively argued that 

“Inauguration Day: January 1953” exemplifies both Lowell’s “political awareness and his 

struggle to address the social in and through the lyric.” When read together with it, “Mad 

Negro Soldier” indeed functions as a direct response to its preceding piece. The poems 

speak dialogically to each other, dually promoting Lowell’s complaint with the 

ascendancy of Dwight D. Eisenhower’s administration and a cultural fixation on war 

heroes. If in “Inauguration Day” the country is “dead as its monuments” (Thurston 92), 

then “A Mad Negro Soldier” is its quickening response.  If “Inauguration Day” sketches 

Lowell’s general concern with Eisenhower’s leadership and his participation in the 

world’s most significant conflict, “A Mad Negro Soldier” gives voice to—indeed, brings 

back to life—one of the casualties of that conflict. Whereas “Inauguration Day” buries 

Lowell’s broader complaint in the long view of history, “A Mad Negro Soldier” vivifies 

the perspective of a fallen GI. Yet, the figure’s injuries turn out not to be physical. 

Instead, they indicate a ferocious awareness of the horrors of war.  

In a fashion that is similar to John Berryman’s use of Anne Bradstreet, Lowell 
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uses the “Mad Negro Soldier” as a trope, a ventriloquized type through which he can 

comment on multiple ills facing the postwar West. Supposedly, Lowell relies on a figure 

drawn from the time he spent in a mental hospital in Munich (Mariani Lost Puritan 215). 

Not unproblematically, the poem uses that figure’s blackness, madness, anonymity, and 

literal distance from America to voice Lowell’s dismay with the mass atrocities of World 

War Two. Lowell’s representation of this abstracted figure articulates an opaque sense of 

impending doom facing the nation. My reading of the poem follows Thurston’s 

foregrounding of social concerns within a number of Lowell’s lyrics. These lyrics, in his 

formulation, “[…] register, as a sensitive instrument, the seismic and climatic events that 

constitute our history,” and they “offer a space for the contemplation of these, for the 

training and the testing of human responses” (103). Similarly, my reading of “A Mad 

Negro Soldier” examines Lowell’s social occupations. But, unlike Thurston, I argue that 

it is Lowell’s discarding of lyric subjectivity that emphasizes the cost of war. While 

Thurston believes in a lyric that is not “too personal, too enthralled by the ideological 

fiction of the subject,” I propose that these socially engaged lyrics are made only more so 

by their appearance next to poems that, in being voiced by another—particularly a 

member of another race—are formally and explicitly concerned with alterity.  

 The poem has been read almost exclusively as a poetic relic of Lowell’s own 

mental unraveling in the summer of 1952. From July through August of that year, Lowell 

had been teaching at the Salzburg Seminar in American Civilization.  Toward the end of 

his appointment, Lowell suffered a manic episode and was stopped by the Austrian police 

near the German border (Mariani Lost Puritan 215). Under the idea that it was better to 
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place him in a hospital where he could understand the language, Lowell was handed over 

to the American Army hospital in Salzburg. Yet, because their “six ‘violent rooms’ were 

filled,” Lowell was allowed only to stay the night. The next day, a few of Lowell’s 

colleagues and his wife Elizabeth Hardwick drove him across the German border to 

Munich, where he was admitted to the American Army hospital (Hamilton 190). There 

Lowell attempted to engage the hospital’s mentally troubled military members, and it is 

these conversations that are commonly seen as informing the genesis of “A Mad Negro 

Soldier.”  

Axelrod argues that in “A Mad Negro Soldier,” “Lowell characteristically 

constructs the soldier as an avatar or mouthpiece of himself. When the soldier complains 

[…] one thinks of Lowell’s personal ‘I,’ in the cage or waking in the blue, marginalized if 

not by race and by class then by insubordination and madness ” (“Gwendolyn Brooks” 

34). Yet, to read the poem only in these terms is to obscure its politically charged context. 

If we are reading Lowell’s poem not only in terms of lyric expression, but in terms of its 

socializing with the lyric that directly precedes it, we cannot omit the poem’s explicit 

concern with America as a postwar military superpower and as a nation that consistently 

fails its own citizens. The poem foregrounds multiple metaphors of crossing; most 

striking are those that render national instability in racial terms. 

But, oddly enough, Lowell’s biographer Paul Mariani refers to the poem as “A 

Mad Soldier Confined at Munich,” thereby omitting the title’s direct reference to the 

persona’s race. It is also telling that, in his quotation of lines from the poem, Mariani 

further obscures the character’s blackness. Instead, the reader is meant to connect Lowell 
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exclusively with the imprisoned figure and to read the poem as inward rather than 

outward-looking. By neglecting the poem’s “negro” identification, Mariani neglects 

Lowell’s explicit use of Otherness and his direct, deliberate engagement with beings 

outside the self. As a result, we are instructed to see only Lowell’s own madness and are 

called to read the poem primarily through the lens of Lowell’s own personal experience. 

Unlike later poems in Life Studies that speak to national woes from the sites of the 

lyric self and New England proper, “A Mad Negro Soldier” momentarily locates the 

reader in both the position of an Other and the disturbed, smoldering ashes of Europe. 

Lowell’s contemporary readership would immediately recognize Munich dually as the 

site of Hitler’s ascension to power in the 1930s and as a place bearing the marks of Nazi 

defeat. Following the mention of Eisenhower in the previous poem, Lowell moves into 

another seat of Eisenhower’s power, Munich being part of the American Occupation 

Zone. Despite its postwar European setting, “A Mad Negro Soldier” nonetheless 

threatens a regression in time to the moment of the previous war. Here, as in many of 

Lowell’s poems, time alternates between suspension and fluidity.17 Upon reading “A 

Mad Negro Soldier,” we are poised to view the war as being over—after all, we have just 

read of Ike’s ascension—but the return to Munich plunges us into recent memory. There 

we find, surprisingly, American defeat. This sense of universal American imprisonment 

is immediately foregrounded in the poem’s beginning, “We’re all Americans […]” (1). 

                                                
17 As Wai Chee Dimock has argued, “Time is out of joint for Lowell, stretching across the borders of 
many centuries and jurisdictions. It is not one with the nation because it is not one with the synchronic 
plane dictated by the territorial map. Perhaps it is not even one with itself” (922).  
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But, we are all Americans in the military-supervised madhouse. The fear of the incessant 

chaos of war is affirmed in the poem’s sense of its own confinement. The poem’s 

containment by quotation marks signals its constructed nature; Lowell creates a kind of 

textual prison. More importantly, it breaks the illusion that a version of the poet is 

speaking. In setting the poem in quotation marks, Lowell Other-izes his own speech. We 

at once become aware of what Herbert Tucker calls the “textual production of character” 

(235): the poem’s status as a fabricated monologue is only further underscored as it 

unfolds in iambic pentameter quatrains. Lowell’s insistence on overt formalism makes 

the poet’s presence known, but, as importantly, it also signals that Lowell is not striving 

for a realistic reproduction of a particular individual. This is neither a full-scale 

appropriation nor an embodiment. On the other hand, the poem’s appearance as quoted 

speech serves as a distancing mechanism. The quotation marks require us to recognize 

this dramatic piece as distinctly different from the lyric that precedes it.  These 

punctuation marks announce that the poem is an utterance of a fictional Other; the poet is 

himself out of bounds now. And, despite the poem’s sustained use of colloquial 

language—language that is significantly not an approximation of black vernacular 

speech—we recognize the musings of the “mad negro soldier” as a rhetorical production. 

Yet, the poem’s formal elements and its appearance as quoted speech also 

emphasize this soldier’s specific captivity experience and broader regulation of GIs by 

the nation. This Cold War poem announces and then meditates on its own containment. 

In rendering this particular yet abstract figure, Lowell singles out black American 

soldiers as a group doubly “contained,” shackled by their participation in the American 
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war machine. Once home, they will be further constrained by a segregated society. 

Lowell uses the speaker’s blackness to voice what Aldon Nielsen labels his “obsessions 

with the fate of the nation” (133). In relying on tropes of sexualized, animalistic 

blackness, “A Mad Negro Soldier” is full of warm, live bodies. These figures stand in 

stark contrast to the dead, snow-covered America that awaits them back home. But, in 

figuring the soldier as weakened and inaccessible, “A Mad Negro Soldier” demonstrates 

a concern with America’s position as an unchecked global military power. In 

emphasizing the soldier’s blackness, Lowell acknowledges the country’s treatment of its 

more vulnerable, historically abused citizens while using stereotypical imagery to draw 

attention to their plight. In giving up everything to serve the republic, the poem seems to 

say, this soldier—and others like him—must be mad.  

In the opening line, “We’re all Americans, except the Doc/ a Kraut DP, who 

kneels and bathes my eye” (1-2), the speaker tells us that it is a foreign-born “displaced 

person” who provides care for him. Almost immediately, we find that his countrymen are 

the ones who have subdued him: “The boys who floored me, two black maniacs, try/ to 

pat my hands. Rounds, rounds! Why punch the clock?” (3-4). In dividing their ranks, 

Lowell revises the typical conception of soldiers as brothers, as compatriots. Those who 

have been joined together by war are now torn asunder. Indeed, these men find relief only 

in cavorting with the Germans, their enemy: “I found my Fräuline stitching outing shirts/ 

In the black forest of the colored wards—/Lieutenants squawked like chickens in her 

skirts” (10-12). The “squawk[ing]” of the soldier’s fellow officers in their “black forest” 

denigrate the soldiers to a primitive, animal-like status. They also resemble the city’s 
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troubled, highly vulnerable creatures: “In Munich the zoo’s rubble fumes with cats;/ 

hoydens with air-guns prowl the Koenigsplatz,/ and pink the pigeons on the mustard 

spire” (5-7).  And so we sense danger in the highly sexualized relationship between the 

black soldiers and this same German “hoyden” who “set[s] the town on fire”(8). The 

phrase “the black forest of the colored wards” at once draws attention to the race of the 

soldiers and, by recalling the eponymous mountain range of southwestern Germany, 

further racializes their immediate surroundings. The pun signals that the soldiers are 

overwhelmed by both the wartime surroundings and their position as racial others. Not 

only have they become sympathetic to the enemy, they have merged with it. “Black 

forest” re-inscribes the blackness of the African-American GIs with German 

connotations. It is not clear who occupies whom.   

 All is topsy-turvy and fraught with racial and sexual crossings. The speaker 

announces his union with the white Fräuline in direct, almost-blasé, but highly 

sexualized terms: “I had her six times in the English Garden” (16). Then, the poem’s 

tonal register changes. The speaker becomes aroused by his mention of intercourse with 

his German in the “English Garden.” The speaker ejaculates: “Oh mama, mama, like a 

trolley-pole/ sparking at contact, her electric shock—/ the power-house! . . .” (17-19). It 

is not only the evocation of a sexual act that is desperately exciting; the poem’s 

representation of black merging with white is overwhelming. The speaker reaches his 

most demonstrable point of madness when he copulates with a white German in an 

“English Garden”; as he enters her, he enters the ultimate scene of white European 

civilization. To enter these realms of extreme whiteness—a metaphor for Euro-American 
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military matters—the speaker must be crazy, indeed.  It is telling that in the resulting 

ejaculation, Lowell provides an image that evokes electroshock therapy, that emergent 

but much-feared antidote for madness. Furthermore, after the image of electricity, the 

doctor appears: ““the power-house! . . . The doctor calls our roll—/no knives, no forks.” 

The surge of electric current proves to be both punishment and cure for the speaker’s 

racial and geographic trespasses. The release from copulation causes the voice to 

momentarily disappear; Lowell’s ellipsis silences the speaker.  

 Lowell subsequently reveals the depressive side of the speaker’s sickness. In 

abandoning the erratic, exclamatory speech of sexual conquest, the speaker comes to 

recognize the racialized nature of his own confinement:  

[…] The doctor calls our roll— 
no knives, no forks. We file before the clock,  
and fancy minnows, slaves of habit, shoot 
like starlight through their air-conditioned bowl. 
It’s time for feeding. Each subnormal boot-  
black heart is pulsing to its ant-egg dole.” (20-24) 

 
Here, the animal imagery—“minnows,” “ant”—does not merely connote a stereotype of 

primal sexuality. It also declares the speaker’s position as a drone-like figure, a cog in the 

American war machine. Our initial expectation to see the speaker in a position of 

power—after all, he is an American GI in postwar Munich—has been thwarted. Indeed, it 

is not the Germans but the Americans who hold him here as their Prisoner of War. Thus, 

it is possible for this figure to be on the winning side and to be corrupted by that same 

power. Although the poem’s speaker may cross into Germany, that land of supreme 
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whiteness, and may penetrate its German women in “the English Garden,” he has at last 

found himself in a trap made for animals.  

 In these concluding images, Lowell forgoes the overtly sexualized tone of the 

previous stanzas and returns to an image of the “boot-/ black heart.”  This concluding 

image of blackness coincides with the speaker’s coming to his senses. He realizes that he 

is ultimately a minnow to be fed to bigger fish, an ant to be crushed by the heels of his 

fellow soldiers. Lowell’s final gesture here is less the projection of an over-sexualized 

black male and more the presentation of a canny, self-aware entity, one who must 

acknowledge his entrapment in a larger narrative of military might. This man is fully 

aware of his position as a “slave of habit.” Such a phrase necessarily harkens back to the 

actual institution of American slavery; here Lowell critiques the nation for continuing to 

require the labor of its black citizens without fair compensation. The poem’s final image 

of course recalls the combat boots of soldiers. Given the race of the speaker, it also 

recalls the black American “shoe shine boys” who serve white customers for menial 

wages. Lowell here alludes to the segregated society waiting for the American GI at 

home. Combined with the speaker’s self-label of “slaves of habit,” the image of the 

“boot-/black heart” ultimately overrides the aforementioned “black forest” in which black 

merges with white. In the divine sense of madness, Lowell calls attention to the 

whitewashing nature of Allied victory narratives. An American triumph does not 

guarantee stability and personal freedom for all of its citizens. Yet, while the poem’s 

closing quotation marks profoundly reinforce the sense of the speaker’s confinement, 

they also call attention to the poem as a performative, dramatic act. With their 
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appearance, we are reminded of the mobility of the poet who is decidedly not “confined 

at Munich” nor by the bounds of any textual self.  

With “Words for Hart Crane,” Lowell imbeds another explicit vocalization of 

Otherness in Life Studies. This dramatic sonnet is the last in a series of “poems about 

outsiders” that comprise “Part Three” (Roberts 28). In the three preceding poems, Lowell 

speaks directly to former friends and mentors: Ford Maddox Ford, George Santayana, 

and Delmore Schwartz. The preceding poems create a sort of textual coterie, a fraternity 

of troubled fellow writers. More importantly, they all rely on figures of lyric invocation 

to which these figures, two of whom were already dead at the time of the poems’ writing, 

cannot and will not answer back. The title “Words for Hart Crane,” then, initially 

suggests that the poem will adopt the address of the previous pieces. As such, we might 

anticipate that Lowell’s words for Hart Crane will be an elegaic tribute to an 

acknowledged literary forbear. Indeed, an earlier version of the poem bears the title 

“Epitaph of a Fallen Poet” (Hamilton 196). Contrary to what the preceding poems have 

led us to expect, Lowell’s title emphasizes the dramatic nature of the piece.  

 Yet, significantly, it does not suggest embodied speech—the “words” of the title 

suggest a script from which the Hart Crane persona may but does not necessarily speak. It 

is unclear whether the Hart Crane persona actually responds to the address used to invoke 

the dead and the living in the previous poems. As a result, Lowell forecloses a palpable 

sense of embodiment. In doing so, Lowell calls attention to Crane’s exclusively textual 

influence on Lowell’s writing; after all, Crane jumped from the Orizaba in 1932, when 

Lowell was a mere 15 years old. Lowell did not know Crane directly, but knew his work 
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quite well. Lowell held Crane’s The Bridge in high esteem and was captivated by the 

figure who was once so close with Allen Tate, Lowell’s more immediate poetic elder 

(Roberts 29). Brian Reed has suggested that Lord Weary’s Castle, the gem in Lowell’s 

crown until Life Studies, owes a great debt to Crane.18 According to Mariani, at one point 

during the Salzburg Seminar in 1952, Lowell gave “an off-the-cuff lecture” to an 

international group of students, quoting broadly from Crane’s corpus (214). Initially, 

then, we are inclined to read Lowell’s script for Crane as a compliment. Yet the poem 

projects a sustained self-critique of Crane’s sexuality and professional defeat.  

 The poem makes central the Crane persona’s self-awareness of his marginalized 

position in American letters. It ties that rejection to the poet’s sexual proclivities: 

When the Pulitzers showered on some dope 
or screw who flushed our dry mouths out with soap, 
few people would consider why I took 
to stalking sailors, and scattered Uncle Sam’s 
phoney gold-plated laurels to the birds. 
Because I knew my Whitman like a book, 
stranger in America, tell my country: I, 
Catullus redivivus, once the rage  
of the Village and Paris, used to play my role 
of homosexual, wolfing the stray lambs  
who hungered by the Place de la Concorde. 
My profit was a pocket with a hole. 
Who asks for me, the Shelley of my age, 
must lay his heart out for my bed and board. (1-14) 

 

                                                
18  Reed argues that Lord Weary’s Castle is “written in an intense, convoluted style that owes much to 
Crane’s example,” adding that “the syntactical compression, sonority, and swagger of ‘A Quaker 
Graveyard in Nantucket,’ for instance, artfully recalls Crane’s vatic posturing in such lyrics as ‘For the 
Marriage of Faustus and Helen’ and ‘Voyages’” (80).  
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Elsewhere, Lowell had publicly praised Crane and earnestly called for a greater attention 

to his work, but here the hero’s speech is bitter. Perversely, Crane’s sexuality works in 

tandem with the poet’s professional loss as Lowell correlates Crane’s ostracization as a 

queer figure with his rejection by the contemporary literary scene. The poem’s main 

motif is its linking of Crane’s sexual appetite with his growing distaste for “Uncle Sam’s/ 

phoney gold-plated laurels” (4-5), and “stalking sailors” becomes a consolation for 

Crane’s writerly obscurity. Later, Crane’s own poverty—“ My profit was a pocket with a 

hole” (12)—is also rendered in conjugal terms.  The poem consistently couples what 

Roberts calls a “cruel sexual swagger” with an estrangement from a country the speaker 

knows and loves best (29). Here, too, Lowell adopts violent animal imagery—“wolfing 

the stray lambs”—to communicate the Crane persona’s exclusion from normative society 

and his participation in gay subcultures. He also recognizes that his self, his person, may 

be bought by others—“Who asks for me, the Shelley of my age,/ must lay his heart out 

for my bed and board” (13-14)—in a way that suggests sexual objectification. 

As Catherine Davies proposes, Lowell at first appears to produce an image of 

Crane consistent with what emerged in many later biographies; we see Crane as “a 

stereotypically tragic figure of predatory homosexuality who fulfilled the destiny of his 

alcoholic life and failed poetic ambitions by jumping from the deck of the Orizabal in 

1932” (37). These “words” for Hart Crane are most often read as attaching a highly 

troubling sense of shame to queer identity. At times, Lowell’s script allows the Crane 

persona to hover between prideful boasting, sneering contempt, and damaging self-

critique; the “Shelley of my age” is also the figure “wolfing the stray lambs.” Yet, the 
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Crane persona simultaneously struggles against any sense of shame. As Davies goes on to 

argue, Lowell’s poem is redeemed through his “recognizing the performativity of Crane’s 

homosexuality as a ‘role’ of expectation to be played […] Lowell goes someway beyond 

the critics and friends (such as Allen Tate) who saw Crane’s homosexuality as something 

fatal to his poetic ambitions” (37). Alternately, because the poem never forgoes its status 

as a script, Lowell never has Crane fully assume any one position. The poem’s 

foregrounding of dramatic tropes—“my role,” the performance of “Who asks for me 

[…]/ must lay his heart out […]”—even as it is written in dramatic form emphasizes 

Crane’s performativity, rendering gay shame as a complex affect and experience even as 

it was in both Lowell’s time and Crane’s.19 

The poem’s title and its enclosure in quotation marks emphasize the fact that 

Lowell does not actually promote the illusion that these words are actually spoken by 

Crane himself. Like “Mad Negro Soldier,” “Words for Hart Crane” at first blush projects 

the speech of a vulnerable, non-authoritative figure who abjures sexual norms. But, 

“Words for Hart Crane” abjures poetic norms as well. It rejects the lyric form of “Part 

                                                
19 According to George Chauncey, “To the extent that we can talk about shame as a unitary phenomenon 
at all, surely we eneed to attend to its historicity and cultural specificity in any particular context and to 
recall that its production has always been uneven and its modalities varied” (“The Trouble With Shame” 
279). Although Crane experienced a “constant sense of displacement,” there were places within the larger 
New York he so loved that celebrated gay life ((Davies 38). As George Chauncey tells us elsewhere, the 
“gay world [in New York] that flourished before World War II had been almost entirely forgotten in 
popular memory and overlooked by professional historians; it is not supposed to have existed” (Gay New 
York 1).  Elsewhere, Chauncey has suggested that it is difficult to put forth an all-encompassing assessment 
of the shame experienced by gay Americans in the postwar period. Chauncey contends that, retrospectively, 
we picture a mainstream composed of “self-righteous heterosexuals [who] wanted to believe that the 
homosexuals they loathed suffered from self-loathing and shame.” What’s more, in a post-Stonewall 
America, “lesbians, gay men, and queer scholars seem equally eager to believe that the queers of the 1950s 
generation lived in such abjection.” In his argument, the area between gay pride and gay shame may have 
been greater than we have previously believed (“The Trouble with Shame” 277).  
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Three’”s previous poems, but it also dispels the sense of an embodied dramatic speaker. 

Indeed, it is greatly important that we read the poem as a speech written for Crane but not 

as spoken, not embodied by Crane. This distinction initially calls attention to the role of 

the poet in constructing this view of Crane. Yet, the surrounding poems, “For Delmore 

Schwartz” and “My Last Afternoon with Uncle Devereux Winslow,”—traditionally read 

as projecting Lowell’s more personally expressive style—make it all the more difficult to 

read “Words for Hart Crane” as being spoken by Lowell, at least one of Life Studies’s 

lyric Lowell(s). As a result, the speech for Crane is a poem in which no speaker is 

speaking. What appears before us, then—a speech neither spoken by Crane nor Lowell’s 

authorial persona—takes the form of mere projection. In this hall of mirrors, we are left 

to ask the question, who is espousing these self-shaming views? The speech that 

complicates Crane’s sexual choices—as if ultimately to remove him from judgment—

does so by calling attention to the poem’s ventriloquism. By parroting what may be said 

about Crane in mass culture, the script both ironizes and makes painful these homophobic 

views. Their ironic espousal only makes clear the notion that Crane the poet cannot be 

defined by them.  

 The persistent name-dropping also provides the sense that Crane the poet does not 

stay in the picture; the speech continually defines Crane not in terms of his own poetics 

but in light of his own literary forbears. Initially, the statement “I knew my Whitman like 

a book” recalls the oft-evoked Whitman-Crane lineage.20 Yet, the simile “like a book” is 

                                                
20 Michael Davidson writes, “It was for Hart Crane to recognize the social stakes of Whitman’s mediated 
gaze and begin a process of homosexual response that has continued into the recent period” (105). 
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another kind of double-talk. On the one hand, Lowell combines textuality and sexuality; 

the phrase emphasizes the book as a material object. This tactility is suggestive of 

Whitman’s own queer poetics of embodiment. On the other, the phrase puts forth the idea 

that Crane, of course, does not know Whitman as a person who once existed, even for 

Crane the truest disciple, Whitman is illusory (just as Crane is for Lowell). Not unlike the 

speaker of Allen Ginsberg’s “Supermarket in California,” the Crane persona finds 

himself a “stranger” to American culture even as he is estranged from Whitman. 

Subsequently, the poem renders Crane as out of touch with the sense of nationalism that 

drives Whitman’s (and Crane’s) poetry. Whitman here functions metonymically for the 

Crane persona, standing in for both the reverence of the American literary establishment 

and a culture of personal, sexual freedom that is often bought at great cost. In employing 

quintessentially American reference points—“Uncle Sam,” “Whitman,” “America,” “my 

country”—the poem, according to Lee Oser, also “resonates within an [American] epic 

tradition” (144). Oser’s comment helps us to see how the poem expands a formal sense of 

scale in addition to an ongoing slippage of identity. In using the dramatic to reference 

both the lyric and epic traditions of the past—here embodied in Whitman, Catullus, and 

Shelley—Lowell calls the reader to recognize how all three are at work in his own 

corpus.  

Whereas the Crane persona distances himself from “Uncle Sam’s laurels,” he also 

binds himself to a series of other lauded poets, perpetually defining himself in terms of 

others. Ironically, even as the Crane persona distances himself from Whitman by 
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comparing himself to other poets, he participates in what Michael Davidson has called 

“Whitman’s radical view of the self as ensemble” (100). “Words for Hart Crane” makes 

alienation a central topic, but that alienation is overridden by a sense of transnational and 

trans-historical poetic community. Similarly, in invoking these various figures and the 

genres with which they are associated, Lowell underscores the importance of 

conversation, of attempted dialogue with various figures, both in and out of time. By 

extension, in writing a script for Crane, Lowell would bind himself to Crane and vice 

versa. In writing “for” Crane, Lowell claims his forbear as part of his poetic, authorial 

self.  But, the Crane persona, consistently defines his authorial self in terms of others, 

thus further fragmenting any sustained sense of a coherent speaker. In that neither Lowell 

nor Crane speaks these “words,” the opportunity for intimacy is knowingly limited.  

  Reed contends that Lowell introduces Crane at the end of “Part Three” in order to 

supplant him. Per Reed, the Crane persona functions as an emblem of Lowell’s old style 

as the book moves into the climax of “Part Four” (80).  Yet, in its position as the 

valedictory poem of the section, we might envision that Crane persona instead talks back 

to its predecessors, particularly “To Delmore Schwartz,” and summons the lyrical 

speeches of “Part Four,” beginning with “My Last Afternoon With Uncle Devereux 

Wilson.” As “the Shelley of my age,” the Crane persona emblematizes the neo-Romantic 

lyric speaker. His speech effectually asks, in Shelley’s words, “Whence camest thou? and 

whither goest thou? / How did thy course begin […] and why?” (“The Triumph of Life”). 

Like “Words for Hart Crane,” “To Delmore Schwartz” foregrounds the importance and 

dissolution of poetic community. Its figures—a young Lowell and a young Schwartz—
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also engage a process of self-definition that relies on association with or disassociation 

from other poets.21 The early versions of Schwartz and Lowell call upon their heroes; in 

the subsequent poem, Lowell highlights the elusive nature of poetic presence. Similarly, 

Lowell’s speech for Crane ushers in the lyric speeches of “Part Four: Life Studies.” In 

these, the poem’s lyric speakers repeatedly define themselves in terms of intimates and 

ancestors. In looking forward to the section in which the purportedly more personal 

Lowell “lay[s] his heart out,” the Crane persona—who is ultimately not there—offers an 

important instruction. In his script for Crane, Lowell simultaneously questions his desire 

for intimacy and acknowledges his distrust of embodiment. Both forms of skepticism, he 

seems to say, are necessary for the study of life.  

Many of Lowell’s close and distant relatives are included in the “studies” of “Part 

Four.” Yet, “To Speak of Woe That Is in Marriage” is the only poem in this section in 

which Lowell adopts and sustains a markedly non-lyric voice. Spoken in voice of a 

married woman under duress, the poem is often thought to reflect Elizabeth Hardwick’s 

perspective. Hardwick famously endured another of Lowell’s breakdowns in the winter 

of 1957-58, the same breakdown that precipitated the composition of many of the poems 
                                                
21 There the early versions of Schwartz and Lowell anticipate both their own future poetic productions and 
compare themselves with poets of the past. In their drunken college days, they contrive to meet “T.S. 
Eliot’s brother,” and they shut out those who do not share their literary or intellectual affinities—“[…] ‘Let 
Joyce and Freud/ the masters of Joy,/ be our guests here,’  you said. […]” (23-25).  Indeed, Lowell’s use of 
dialogue within a lyric emphasizes the conversational, social function of his lyrics; Schwartz, presented in 
direct quotation, is figured as a speaking micro-persona drawn from memory.  The poem’s most moving 
moment comes with Lowell’s quotation of Schwartz’s own incorrect quotation of Wordsworth’s 
“Resolution and Independence”: “You said:/ ‘We poets in our youth begin in sadness;/ thereof in the end 
come despondency and madness’” (31-33).  In the speaker’s recollection, Schwartz replaces “gladness” 
with “sadness.”  Schwartz’s intentional misquotation emphasizes his affinity for and self-conscious 
distancing of Wordsworth; it also prefigures Lowell’s speaking through Crane and his attempt to connect 
Crane with assorted poetic lineages. 
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in this last section of Life Studies (Witek 88).22 Nonetheless, no critics consider the 

possibility that Hardwick’s persona in “To Speak of Woe” responds directly to the lyric 

representation of their strained relationship in “Man and Wife.” In addition to 

constituting, in Perloff’s appraisal, “one of the best known poems in the final sections of 

Life Studies,” “Man and Wife” also serves as a prelude, an act of conversational speech 

that prompts the appearance of “To Speak of Woe.” Initially, the wife of “To Speak of 

Woe” seems to do so because the “man”—the speaker of “Man and Wife”—requires it. 

This call-and-response receives little emphasis but constitutes a significant, staged 

conversation just before the collection’s conclusion.  As the penultimate poem, “To 

Speak of Woe,” stresses the idea that the presentation of the self cannot be divorced from 

the presentation of Others.  

The dialogic function of these two pieces becomes more prominent when we 

consider that they were originally conceived as a longer piece entitled “Holy 

Matrimony.” Yet, “Man and Wife” has historically received attention as the more 

significant piece. Tellingly, Hamilton reads “Holy Matrimony” as an early draft of “Man 

and Wife” that happens to “include” the beginnings of “To Speak of Woe.” We have 

tended not to “listen” to the fuller version of the wife’s “old-fashioned tirade” because it 

displaces what is commonly viewed as one of Lowell’s “confessions.” For example, 

Perloff’s oft-cited reading of “Man and Wife” does not mention “To Speak of Woe” in 

                                                
22 The tumultuous nature of the Hardwick-Lowell marriage has been widely documented. Ian Hamilton’s 
Robert Lowell: A Biography and Paul Mariani’s Lost Puritan provide perhaps the most substantial accounts 
of their day-to-day struggles.  
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her extended analysis of the former poem. Reading “Man and Wife” as an example of 

how Lowell “mythologize[s]’ his personal life” (“Realism” 472). Perloff uncovers the 

influence of realist fiction in what initially strikes the reader as Lowell’s neo-romantic 

lyric. Ignoring the fact that Lowell follows “Man and Wife” with a poem that animates 

the wife’s position, Perloff reads the former as “a colloquy with a silent human auditor” 

(474). Yet, in gaining a fuller sense of Lowell as more than a neo-romantic lyric poet—

which is Perloff’s main project in the essay—it is necessary to account for “To Speak of 

Woe” as the poem that talks back to “Man and Wife.” Indeed, it is in this most obvious 

and extended example of dialogue in a very conversational book that Lowell revises the 

idea of himself as an isolated figure. In staging a domestic dilemma over the course of 

two poems, Lowell strives toward “colloquy” but significantly not toward “silen[ce].”  

In “Man and Wife,” the male lyric voice speaks for the two of them, initially 

collapsing their experience into the first person plural: 

Tamed by Miltown, we lie on Mother’s bed; 
the rising sun in war paint dyes us red; 
in broad daylight her gilded bed-posts shine, 
abandoned, almost Dionysian. 
At last the trees are green on Marlborough Street, 
blossoms on our magnolia ignite 
the morning with their murderous five days’ white. 
All night I’ve held your hand, 
as if you had 
a fourth time faced the kingdom of the mad— 
its hackneyed speech, its homicidal eye— 
and dragged me home alive… […] (1-12).  
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As these lines suggest, the poem eventually turns to focus on the experience of the resting 

wife, worn out from her extensive care-taking of the speaker. The poem’s conclusion 

finally draws her into a verbal exchange: 

 Sleepless, you hold 
 your pillow to your hollows like a child;  
 your old-fashioned tirade— 
 loving, rapid, merciless— 
 breaks like the Atlantic Ocean on my head. (24-28).  

 
Here the speaker narrates his complicated reaction upon hearing her “old-fashioned 

tirade” that “breaks like the Atlantic Ocean on my head.” Read as a self-contained lyric, 

the poem merely documents the speaker’s own bad feeling and awareness of marital 

trouble. Read in tandem with “To Speak of Woe That Is in Marriage,” however, his 

speech constitutes an act of conversation that brings about the subsequent poem and 

strives for resolution.  

According to Bidart’s careful notes, the title “To Speak of Woe That Is in 

Marriage” is drawn from the opening of “The Wife of Bath’s Prologue” in The 

Canterbury Tales, which reads: “Experience, though noon auctoritee/ Were in this world, 

is right y-nogh for me/ To speke of wo that is in marriage” (CP 1045). With this allusion, 

Lowell emphasizes both the “old-fashioned[ness]” and literariness of his female 

speaker’s “tirade.” Not only does her speech reflect a moment that is personal to the 

speaker, it functions as another scene in the “old-fashioned” story of “Man and Wife.” An 

epigraph adapted from Arthur Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Idea follows the 

title: “It is the future generation that presses into being by means of these exuberant 
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feelings and super-sensible soap bubbles of ours.” After a number of poems addressing 

Lowell’s family members and the poet’s childhood—“My Last Afternoon with Uncle 

Devereux Winslow,” “Dunbarton,” “Grandparents,” and “Commander Lowell”—we are 

instructed to recognize the troubles of this “future generation.” And, yet, the combination 

of these two extra-textual references contradicts the more immediate, personal sense of 

sincerity that Lowell affixes to his female speaker. Lowell invites us to interpret the 

female persona’s speech as a rhetorical production. Akin to Adena Rosmarin’s 

formulation of the mask lyric that “frees the poet from the confines of his more usual 

voice, enabling him to speak more variously and complexly even as this more various 

and complex voice fontinues to seem his own,” Lowell’s poem asks us to entertain the 

idea of the poet presenting Hardwick’s perspective, but we are also instructed not to 

forget that it is filtered through the poet’s point of view (111).  

Like “A Mad Negro Soldier Confined at Munich” and “Words for Hart Crane,” 

“To Speak of Woe” appears as quoted speech. Here, as in the two previous examples, the 

poem’s containment by quotation marks emphasizes the idea that the poem functions as 

an encounter with an Other that cannot be fully realized. Yet, the quotation marks also 

signal its speaker’s textual and figurative confinement. To borrow from the Schopenhauer 

epigraph, the poem fittingly demonstrates the wife’s confinement by both the “exuberant 

feelings” of her husband and her need to be a stable, “super-sensible” partner in the midst 

of madness: 

“The hot night makes us keep our bedroom windows open. 
Our magnolia blossoms. Life begins to happen. 
My hopped up husband drops his home disputes,  
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and hits the streets to cruise for prostitutes,  
free-lancing out along the razor’s edge. 
This screwball might kill his wife, then take the pledge. 
Oh the monotonous meanness of his lust… 
It’s the injustice… he is so unjust— 
whiskey-blind, swaggering home at five. 
My only thought is how to keep alive. 
What makes him tick? Each night now I tie 
ten dollars and his car key to my thigh….  
Gored by the climacteric of his want, 
He stalls above me like an elephant.” (1-14)  

 
In “Man and Wife,” the speaker depicts the couple lying “on Mother’s bed […] in broad 

daylight” (1, 3), creating a perverse but reflective aubade that allows him to look back on 

the night of their troubles—that is, his madness. In the morning sun, the two look at 

things in the light of day and face the physical and metaphysical distance between them. 

Yet, in “To Speak of Woe,” Lowell returns to the night to make the plight of his female 

speaker more urgent. As day turns back into the previous night, Lowell suggests that the 

gravity of what has transpired cannot be sufficiently contained by a single lyric. In “To 

Speak of Woe,” Lowell overrides the male speaker’s nostalgia for a time when he was 

“fainting at your feet—/ too boiled and shy/ and poker-faced to make a pass” (“Man and 

Wife” 18-20). “To Speak of Woe” instead vocalizes the speaker’s nocturnal grappling 

with the “monotonous meanness” of her “lust[y],” “whiskey-blind” husband; his volatile 

behavior has led her to “tie/ ten dollars and his car key to my thigh….” should she need 

to escape.  

Yet, the nocturnal reversal of the former aubade also contradicts the previous 

poem’s acknowledgement of dwindling desire. Whereas “Man and Wife” immediately 
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emphasizes a lack of sexual passion—“Tamed by Miltown, we lie on Mother’s bed” 

(1)—we see the hint of desirous sensuality in “To Speak of Woe”’s opening lines: “The 

hot night makes us keep our bedroom windows open./Our magnolia blossoms.” Perloff 

argues that “‘Man and Wife’ does not have the dense web of symbolic implication that 

characterizes romantic and symbolist poetry. The magnolia tree of line 6 […] is not a 

central symbol around which the whole poem is built” (“Realism” 475). Yet, the 

magnolia’s appearance in both poems suggests the degree to which the repeated image is 

significant to both personae. Its inclusion constitutes a vanishing point, a moment of 

shared vision and language between the two figures. It is also a moment of conversational 

clarity; their concerns overlap, as in a Venn diagram. In noting that they observe the same 

thing, the two poems suggest that “[…] sexual passion has gradually given way to mutual 

psychological dependency” (Perloff  “Realism” 479). On the other hand, the “murderous 

five days’ white” that the male speaker sees deeply contrasts with the “bloom” that the 

female speaker sees; Lowell deliberately suggests two autonomous, even at odds, 

perspectives.  

Furthermore, their physical consummation fails twice (by failing in both poems), 

suggesting a double failure to unite. The line in which the impotent husband finally 

“stalls above me like an elephant” (14) refers back to “Man and Wife” but provides a 

more palpable sense of the wife’s disappointment. More importantly, the failed sexual 

merger, augmented in the wife’s alternating senses of desire and disgust, dramatizes a 

larger awareness of failed union. Here, sexual consummation is suggestive of emotional, 

metaphysical bonding. The “woe that is in marriage,” then, is the woe of a failed 
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marriage, of incomplete intersubjective exchange. This striving toward union is 

accompanied by the recognition of that striving’s inevitable failure; both are present in 

the husband who tries twice to enter his wife. The failure of penetration may also reflect a 

self-conscious attitude toward occupying Hardwick’s voice. If Lowell embodies 

Hardwick or a figure liker her, the poem’s failed consummations also work 

metaphorically. In them, Lowell self-consciously acknowledges the difficulty of 

representing an Other. This shaky, incomplete embodiment of the Other, then, leads the 

reader to read the collection’s self-representations skeptically.   

In Life Studies, which is supposedly exclusively about the struggles of the self, the 

lyric “I” is consistently interrupted and goaded into conversation by the selves of the 

collection’s various dramatic pieces. Nowhere in the collection is this truer than in “To 

Speak of Woe That Is in Marriage.” Reena Sastri has noted that in Lowell’s later work 

“agency” is determined by an intimacy between multiple subjects; the book’s “stylistic 

discontinuities reflect gaps that are interpersonal, between lovers, friends, generations; 

temporal, involving memory and anticipation; and intentional, between desire and action. 

The ‘I’ comes into being and as efforts to bridge these gaps” (462). Such a project is 

evident in Life Studies, albeit in a more nascent form. The collection’s repeated 

movement between dramatic and lyric indeed reflects “gaps” that are both interpersonal 

and social, as well as a deliberate “study” of lives beyond the self. In these other lives, 

Lowell emphasizes his interest in alterity, in examining the self through the lens of race, 

gender, sexuality, and class. In the case of “To Speak of Woe That Is in Marriage,” 

Lowell’s metaphors of failed penetration emphasize the “gaps.” Nonetheless, here—as 
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elsewhere—Lowell insists on staging a series of dialogues. In studying himself, then, 

Lowell inevitably studies the lives of Others; in doing so, he speaks both to and through 

them.   

Talk, Talk, Talk 
 

First released by Faber and Faber in the United Kingdom in 1965, Ariel appeared 

the following year in the United States, accompanied by a foreword written by one 

Robert Lowell. Lowell’s introduction to the volume proved highly influential to initial 

reviewers and early scholars.23 Even now many recent critical analyses of Ariel 

frequently begin with a mention of Lowell’s review, which suggests that his influence on 

the book’s reception and Sylvia Plath’s reputation cannot be underestimated. Indeed, the 

material placement of Lowell’s foreword suggests its power. As Perloff points out, it 

appeared “not just inside the book as anyone might reasonably expect”; an excerpt was 

featured “tantalizingly, on the front cover, in italics” (Perloff “The Two Ariels” 308). 

Tellingly, Lowell’s name also appears on the cover just beneath hers, in the same size 

font.   

Plath had famously audited Lowell’s 1959 seminar at Boston University that also 

included Anne Sexton. In light of their respective psychological troubles and domestic 

tumult, this brief relationship aids critics who would read Lowell and Plath as a part of a 

“confessional” coterie. Yet, despite the fact that critics often overstate Lowell’s role as 
                                                
23 Bundtzen notes that Newsweek recycles Lowell’s metaphor—“These poems are playing Russian roulette 
with six cartridges in the cylinder […]”—in the title of its review “Russian Roulette” (June 20, 1966) (The 
Other Ariel 2).  
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Plath’s teacher, Lowell’s influence on Plath is unclear. Plath reacted positively to Life 

Studies, but, as Axelrod points out, “[…] Plath’s poems have little in common with his 

ironic, distanced, highly visual descriptions of loved ones and self” (“The Poetry of 

Sylvia Plath” 80).  The most recent biography of Plath suggests that, while visiting his 

class, Plath’s reaction to the renowned poet’s pedagogy was rather tepid (Rollyson 165). 

Similarly, Lowell’s prior attachment to Plath was slight. In the foreword to Ariel, Lowell 

remembers a younger Plath as “willowy, long-waisted, sharp-elbowed, nervous, giggly, 

gracious—a brilliant, tense presence embarrassed by restraint,” adding that, “somehow 

none of it sank very deep into my awareness. I sensed her abashment and distinction, and 

never guessed her later appalling and triumphant fulfillment” (ix).  

Before his professed surprise that Plath had produced work of such fervor, Lowell 

stresses the role of sincerity in her poetics without examining its rhetorical nature. He 

writes: “Everything in these poems is personal, confessional, felt, but the manner of 

feeling is controlled hallucination, the autobiography of a fever” (vii). Bundtzen, like 

many others, detects in this evaluation an “authoritative approval and election of Plath 

into the pantheon of fellow confessional poets” (1). Yet, Lowell’s attribution of the 

“confessional” label may, on the contrary, function as a distancing mechanism. This is, 

after all, the same man who spurned the idea of his work being read in “confessional” 

terms. Indeed, others have detected the damaging effects of Lowell’s “confessional” 

praise. Britzolakis writes that Lowell’s foreword “set the keynote for the hyperbolic 

language of danger, risk, and transgression which was to dominate Plath criticism for at 

least a decade” (1). Susan R. Van Dyne persuasively argues that Lowell’s foreword 
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participates in one of the “reading fallacies” that circulates widely in Plath narratives, that 

“her suicide authenticates the truth of her poems.” Van Dyne proposes that this idea, 

promoted in Lowell’s piece and lengthier assessments of Plath’s writing,  

assumes that the relation of creative writing to lived suffering is transparent and 
direct, and is predetermined rather than chosen by the poet […] her death is 
understood as a tragic but inevitable byproduct of her poetic method; her suicide 
is proof that the violent unresolved materials of her unconscious, once courted or 
confronted as subjects for poetry, couldn’t finally be transmuted, ordered and 
contained by words (5) 

 
To study Ariel’s pieces as objects informed by this “tragic,” “inevitable” descent, critics 

have examined the minutiae and detritus of her lived experience. If Ian Hamilton’s 

damning account of Lowell’s life was enough to deter scholars from his work, the 

opposite may be true in Plath’s case. Critical biographers continue to publish supposedly 

definitive account after definitive account.24   

What Irving Howe calls “the glamour of fatality” often merges with the glamour 

of an archive that is not wholly accessible (qtd. in Badia 40). (Ted Hughes notoriously 

kept close guardianship of Plath’s materials in the latter half of the twentieth century.) As 

Anita Helle suggests, the difficulties with Plath’s archive point to a frequent “identifying 

[of] the textual remains of the writer with the presentation of the literal body of the 

private individual, in propria persona” (3). Helle locates this “problem” in the rhetoric of 

Lowell’s foreword: “the repeated figuration of a woman buried in her manuscripts—a 

structure of representation that perpetually crosses corpse and corpus, the body of the 
                                                
24 Van Dyne writes that Plath’s numerous biographers “have been more noticeably partisan than most,” 
with each writing “to counteract what is perceived as egregious bias in the one before”  (3). 
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woman and the body of the writing” (4).25 Readers, including or perhaps beginning with 

Lowell, have often engaged “in the business of smuggling knowledge from the intimate 

spaces of a crypt” (5).  Most importantly, however, Lowell’s mystification belies Plath’s 

dedication to her craft. And it is this sublimation of technique in favor of authorial aura 

that characterizes much of Plath studies.  

But, it is worth noting that, conversely, Lowell’s foreword emphasizes the 

collection’s sense of theatricality:  

In these poems, written in the last months of her life and often rushed out at the 
rate of two or three a day, Sylvia Plath becomes herself, becomes something 
imaginary, newly, wildly and subtly created—hardly a person at all, or a woman, 
certainly not another ‘poetess,’ but one of those super-real, hypnotic, great 
classical heroines. This character is feminine, rather than female, though almost 
everything we customarily think of as feminine is turned on its head. The voice is 
now coolly amused, witty, now sour, now fanciful, girlish, charming, now sinking 
to the strident rasp of the vampire—a Dido, Phaedra, or Medea […] 

 
Tellingly, Lowell promotes a sense of contradiction here: that the poems are “personal, 

confessional, felt” and yet that they reflect “hardly a person at all” but a highly 

changeable “character.”  This troping of mercurial personality initially seems to override 

Plath’s sense of authorship and limits the idea that she is in command of her text. On the 

other hand, it productively underscores the instability of voice within Ariel, a technique 

both crafted by Plath and bound up in the volatility of her archive. Indeed, the instability 

                                                
25 Yet, Saskia Hamilton’s edition of The Letters of Robert Lowell indicates the degree to which Lowell 
was “troubled by his role ushering Plath into print,” his writing to contemporaries “suggesting a vortex of 
ambivalence around his dual mentoring (teacherly) and curatorial (conserving and canonizing) roles […]” 
(qtd. in Helles 5).   
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of voice that Lowell initially perceives in his early assessment of Plath’s late work is 

further emphasized by the instability of Ariel as a text.  

Recognizing the volatile nature of the Ariel manuscripts has had profound 

consequences for Plath studies. After the release of Ariel: The Restored Edition in 2004, 

readers and scholars have actively redefined Plath’s authorial and cultural identity. 

However, even before The Restored Edition’s publication, critics had pointed out 

Hughes’s alteration of the manuscript Plath had left on her desk at the time of her death.26 

Consequently, these critics argued, the 1966 edition presented Plath as both doomed and 

long-suffering. According to Perloff, Plath’s intended manuscript, “emphasizes not death 

but struggle and revenge, the outrage that follows recognition that the beloved is also the 

betrayer, that the shrine at which one worships is also the tomb” (“The Two Ariels” 330). 

Whereas what Perloff reads as Plath’s version “ends on a clear note of hope,” the 1966 

edition “implies that Plath’s suicide was inevitable” (314).27  Significantly, the 

“indeterminacy of the Plath canon” more profoundly destabilizes the sense of Plath as a 

“confessional” poet by further eroding a secure sense of authorship, especially one that 

values a sincere, neo-romantic lyric.  Plath’s uncertain authorial ethos lends itself to a 

reevaluation of the dramatic in her work; critics no longer read a stable, definable lyric 

self concealed by the poems.   

                                                
26 Hughes had both taken out a number of the pieces Plath had included and incorporated some she had 
not. Perloff’s essay “The Two Ariels” details the changes.  
 
27 Ariel: The Restored Edition will, as Tracy Brain proposes, “do much in the coming years to familiarize a 
larger readership with the difficulties in establishing complete, authoritative, and final versions of Sylvia 
Plath’s writings” (17). 
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Furthermore, the admitted instability of the Ariel manuscripts have led critics to 

revisit Plath’s earlier work—including The Colossus and the poems that were 

posthumously published in Crossing the Water (1971)—in order to develop a fuller sense 

of her poetics.28 Jo Gill attributes the previous lack of enthusiasm for these collections to 

the same forces that would emphasize the “breakthrough” of Ariel: the movement from a 

formal academic poetry to one that “seems to emphasize authenticity and subjectivity, 

personal confession, intimacy of voice and the possibility of cathartic gain” (91). 

Although a psychoanalytic lens is often applied to the title poem of The Colossus, the 

poem can also be usefully read as a dramatic piece “in which the lone female subject 

struggles with the overwhelming task of restoring the shattered features of a colossal 

statue” (Gill 93). As Gill notes, Crossing the Water “features a number of dramatic 

portraits” (100) and “employs a variety of voices” (101). Arguably, these collections have 

been neglected or viewed as merely “transitional” because they de-emphasize a sense of 

intimacy that is often affiliated with a neo-romantic lyric.   

I hold that Plath’s dramatic pieces are thus productively read in light and as part 

of this acknowledged textual indeterminancy. A revised understanding of the Plath canon 

leads to a reconsideration of Plath as a troubled artist and as the writer of a single 
                                                
28 Britzolakis’s assessment of this reevaluation is helpful: “For two decades after the posthumous 
publication of the late poems, most accounts of the poetry traced a seemingly miraculous evolution, within 
the space of a few months, from the polite and self-conscious formality of The Colossus to a liberating 
immediacy of feeling in Ariel. The set of polarities which structures the concept of the breakthrough—
objectivity/ subjectivity, intellect/ emotion, technique/ spontaneity—is grounded in a biographical 
narrative. […] But only after the long-delayed appearance of the Collected Poems in 1981 did the range 
and extent of Plath’s work become apparent; the large number of poems which had found their way into 
neither The Colossus nor into Ariel belied the seemingly distinct, self-contained character of the ‘early’ and 
‘late’ phases. The much-admired last poems could be seen to be the product not of a revolutionary 
‘breakthrough’ […] but of a far more disseminated process of exploration” (5).  
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significant masterpiece. In revaluating the dramatic in Plath’s work, this section focuses 

on three poems that assume a roughly stable place in both versions of Ariel.29 The 

admitted instability of Plath’s textual “self”—that we have no firm, true sense of Sylvia 

Plath—provides an opening to reconsider how Plath reproduces multiple selves in her 

work. It also invites us to examine the idea that these shifting identifications do not 

necessarily reference a lyric speaker that may or may not be affiliated with the poet. 

Instead, they instruct the reader toward a suspicion of lyric stability as a poetic norm.  

As noted above, several of Plath’s pre-Ariel poems make use of a fictional 

character. Yet, critics have begun to emphasize the role of the dramatic in individual 

pieces in both Ariel editions.30 Immediately, Plath’s canonical “Lady Lazarus” appears to 

be the perfect candidate. The poem, which employs the voice of a feminized version of 

the biblical Lazarus, repeatedly embeds metaphors of performance within its overall 

conceit. In its use of performance as trope and its creation of a character, the poem 

epitomizes her use of the dramatic. 

 The poem uses light, quick rhythms and a mock comic tone to parody the scene of 

the original Lazarus’s rising from the dead. Instead of a Christ-like figure who commands 

                                                
29 “Lady Lazarus” is seventh poem in The Restored Edition and the fifth poem in the 1966 edition. The 
Applicant” appears as the fifth poem in The Restored Edition and the fourth in the 1966 edition. The 
collection’s title poem appears as the fifteenth poem in The Restored Edition and as the twelfth in the 1966 
edition. 
 
30 For instance, Claire Raymond postulates that in “The Rabbit Catcher” “[…] Plath’s speaker takes up the 
place of the nonhuman, the rabbit, as that which merges into the space of death, pushing the posthumous 
voice to contain a meditation on the pastoral from the point of view of the hunted […]” (191). Against a 
larger backdrop of “exacerbated theatricalism” (7) and “staged inauthenticity,” Britzolakis reads both 
“Lesbos” and “Lady Lazarus” as dramatic monologues that engage Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock.” 
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a single resurrection, the speaker revives herself on repeated occasions. She tells us, “I 

have done it again./  One year in every ten/ I manage it—” (1-3). Indeed, she is performer 

and “manage[r]” of the show, in charge of her own relentless self-promotion. As the 

spectacle of the poem and its barker, “Lady Lazarus” also gets off on her own garishness. 

While the biblical figure is received with solemnity by the crowd—not to mention 

generations of Christians—Plath’s speaker bears the marks of multiple deaths:  

 A sort of walking miracle, my skin  
 Bright as a Nazi lampshade,  
 My right foot  
 
 A paperweight,  
 My face a featureless,  
 fine Jew linen.  
 
 Peel off the napkin  
 O my enemy.  
 Do I terrify?— (4-12)   

 
Of course, these remainders connote the mass deaths of Holocaust victims, a feature 

noted by nearly every critic who treats the poem. These horrific signifiers of atrocity 

seem to some an act of “outrageous” “appropriation” (Gubar 191). In them, Plath’s 

speaker affixes to her person the plight of the Other; this plight is met with the speaker’s 

triumphant sense of glee. She tells us that she is also “a smiling woman.” What proves 

alienating about Plath’s use of Holocaust imagery is not that she dons it at all but that she 

drops it so quickly. She tells us, “like the cat I have nine times to die,” and with each 

death comes multiple guises—“[...] a trash/ To annihilate each decade” (21, 23-24). 
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 Each charred body part the speaker points to—“These are my hands,/ My knees” 

(31-2)—functions as a costume. We, “the peanut-crunching crowd,” are initially asked to 

see “The big strip tease” (28-29). We believe we are witnessing the “walking miracle” 

(4), and so we follow the speaker’s instructions to examine her body. We help “pick the 

worms off me like sticky pearls” (42). But, the poem ultimately reveals, “Ash, ash—/ 

You poke and stir./ Flesh, bone, there is nothing there—” (73-75). We are left looking 

through the heap for signs of the speaker’s identity—“A cake of soap,/ A wedding ring,/ 

A gold filling” (76-78)—until the speaker rises as a phoenix at the poem’s close. 

Whereas the joy of Lazarus’s resurrection lies in his coming back into the body, “Lady 

Lazarus” delights in shirking the body, in rejecting embodiment. Plath ultimately 

parodies our expectations to see the speaker become someone, to watch her assume a 

role, a stable subject position; as many who emphasize Plath’s biography point out, the 

poem also delights in its self-referentiality in its suggestion of Plath’s own previous 

suicide attempt. Yet, the life the poem takes on is “the theatrical/ Comeback in broad 

day” (51-52). Indeed, the poem’s “theatrical[ity]” is revealed to be only another of is 

guises. In this layering of identities and their physical traces that never completely 

coheres, “The big strip tease” reveals no body, no definite embodiment. While Plath’s 

speaker says with confidence “Dying/ Is an art, like everything else./ I do it exceptionally 

well,” she distracts us from the poem’s true subject. Plath’s speaker is not merely 

performing death; she is performing performance. Jahan Ramazani writes that Plath here 

“mocks her own marketing of pain,” but Plath must also convince us that the character 

she creates is deeply enamored with her role as an actress (Poetry of Mourning 286). The 
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success of Lady Lazarus is not merely her ability to master the “art” of death but to 

convince us that she is a performer par exemplar. 

While “Lady Lazarus” abundantly mocks naked, sincere embodiment, other, less 

frequently analyzed poems in Ariel emphasize the power of its speaker’s shape-shifting. 

In particular, “The Applicant” renders threatening a voice that maintains a rhetoric of 

trustworthiness and sincerity. Critics who have considered the poem have tended to focus 

on its Cold War gender politics and consumer culture. Less obvious, perhaps, is its 

critique of stable subjectivity. In its use of the language of postwar advertising, Plath 

simultaneously critiques lyric address by directing us to be wary of textual, poetic 

sincerity.  

Because the poem begins with a question that might reasonably be asked in any 

job interview—“First, are you our sort of person?”—we recognize at once that the 

poem’s speaker is neither “the applicant” nor a lyric “I.” Yet, the poem uses address as its 

main mode of communication. We begin not knowing much about the addressee, but, as 

the poem progresses, we gradually come to understand that “the applicant” is being 

interviewed in order to receive a mystery product. The speaker’s tone is familiar; he 

adopts what Marsha Bryant calls “the straightforward relentlessness of the Hard Sell 

technique, perfected in the 1950s by influential adman Rosser Reeves” (25). We realize 

that the addressee is being assessed—later we learn for his ability to receive and care for 

a particular item, the wife—but the poem curiously begins with an attempt to ascertain 

the precise nature of the addressee’s embodiment. The poem moves into an odd, 
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surrealistic enterprise in which we realize that “the applicant” is being evaluated in 

atypical terms.   

In this process that is both an act of scrutiny and an act of persuasion, the speaker 

assumes a stance that bestows upon the addressee both a sense of camaraderie and a 

sense of humiliation. He asks the addressee, 

Do you wear  
A glass eye, false teeth or a crutch, 
A brace or a hook, 
Rubber breasts or a rubber crotch, 
 
Stitches to show something’s missing? No, no? […] (1-5) 

 
The speaker directly views the applicant’s identity in terms of prosthetics. Immediately, 

he becomes a “thing” possibly constructed from fake body parts—“Rubber breasts or a 

rubber crotch.” But he is also a “thing” that is lacking—“Stitches to show something’s 

missing […]” Barbara Johnson’s sense of the relationship between conceptions of the 

soul and “organic” or bodily unity is especially helpful here. Because, “in replacing a 

body part, one has to acknowledge that the body has parts” (87), the idea of breaking the 

body into parts—not unlike what occurs in “Lady Lazarus”—leads to a deterioration of a 

coherent, fully realized subjectivity. In rendering the addressee in prosthetic terms so 

early in the poem, Plath calls attention to his de-humanized status. She immediately 

instructs us to view him as an object. And, as the speaker continues in the interrogative, 

he only defines “the applicant” in terms of another “thing”: 

How can we give you a thing? 
Stop crying. 
Open your hand. 
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Empty? Empty. Here is a hand  
 
To fill it and willing  
To bring teacups and roll away headaches 
And do whatever you tell it. 
Will you marry it? (6-13) 

 
At first we do not know why the addressee is “crying”; we assume his own potentially 

grotesque nature has not been exposed. Yet, the “empty hand” reveals his openness, his 

vulnerability, and, most importantly, his overall abstracted lack. His own emptiness and 

his crying signal his own flawed nature, as does the evocation of a pair of “rubber 

breasts.” Another body part—“a hand”—emerges to “fill” that emptiness and “do 

whatever you tell it.”  This “it,” then, “is guaranteed/ To thumb shut your eyes at the end/ 

And dissolve of sorrow” (13-15). When the speaker tells the addressee that “We make 

new stock from the salt” (16), we recognize that his tears, his “crying” at his own 

emptiness, become part of the sales process. The speaker further shames the addressee:  

I notice you are stark naked. 
How about this suit— 
 
Black and stiff, but not a bad fit. 
Will you marry it? (17-20) 

 
The addressee is also revealed to be “stark naked” in addition to being empty-handed; 

this nakedness further demonstrates his insufficiency. The speaker’s preoccupation with 

his body emphasizes what Johnson calls “the loss of wholeness an artificial limb 

represents” (87).  We are asked to consider the addressee only in terms of prostheses. If 

the suit is a prosthetic device, then so, too, is the wife. The poem’s speaker is dually 
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making the applicant aware of what Johnson would label his “inorganic” nature and 

selling a means to mask that nature.  

Furthermore, the offer of “this suit” brings with it some pronoun confusion, which 

only calls attention to “the applicant”’s being addressed as an object. “Will you marry 

it?” seems to refer dually to the wife—the object that offers “a hand”—and to “this suit.” 

The speaker continues to extoll the virtues of the “it”; again, we are not completely 

confident as to whether the speech pertains to the wife or the suit: “It is waterproof, 

shatterproof, proof/ Against fire and bombs through the roof./ Believe me, they’ll bury 

you in it” (21-23). This slippage from wife to suit makes the line, “Believe me, they’ll 

bury you in it,” all the more chilling.  The confusion of suit and wife leads to the idea that 

the two are not only to be combined, but also to be affixed as prostheses to the “you.” In 

becoming a sum of his prosthetics, then, the speaker also becomes an “it.”  

When the speaker reveals that the addressee is lacking in mind as well as in 

body—“Now your head, excuse me, is empty./ I have the ticket for that” (24-25)—the 

marriage object is summoned. The speaker instructs, “Come here, sweetie, out of the 

closet” (26). Although we cannot see her and cannot gain a full sense of her physical 

attributes, the speech leads us to think that she is not physically lacking—“Well, what do 

you think of that?” (27). She is “Naked as paper to start/ But in twenty-five years she’ll 

be silver,/ In fifty, gold” (28-30). As an object, she is complete. As the poem moves 

toward a conclusion, the speaker’s match-making pitch winds up: “A living doll, 

everywhere you look./ It can sew, it can cook,/ It can talk, talk, talk” (31-33). Tellingly, 

the gender of the “living doll” is not emphasized through the speaker’s pronoun usage: 
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It works, there is nothing wrong with it. 
You have a hole, it’s a poultice. 
You have an eye, it’s an image. 
My boy it’s your last resort. 
Will you marry it, marry it, marry it. (34-38) 

 
In this concluding stanza, the addressee’s gender is directly referenced and in such a 

way—“my boy”—that emphasizes the addressee’s possible complicity with the speaker. 

In gendering the addressee with a possessive pronoun, the speaker makes “The 

Applicant” complicit in this enterprise. That the poem moves from the interrogative to 

direct statement—“Will you marry it, marry it, marry it”—emphasizes the speaker’s 

semantic power.  The speaker’s mastery of both the sales pitch and the indirect marriage 

proposal remove “the applicant”’s choice from the equation. What has begun as question 

has been transformed to statement of fact. It makes the possibility that “the applicant” 

will “marry it, marry it, marry it” seem inevitable. The speaker ultimately transforms the 

question “Will you marry me?” from a typical proposal into “Will you marry it, marry it, 

marry it.” Even “the applicant,” the husband-to-be, is not in full possession of his 

language. Bryant writes that the speaker is guilty of “selling young men’s need for 

wholeness as much as the product/wife” (26), but ultimately the deprivation of “the 

applicant’s” speech points not only to the objectification of the female doll but of “the 

applicant” as well. As Britzolakis points out, “the applicant” is after all, “victim as well 

as perpetrator” (151).  At the poem’s conclusion, he no longer needs to be bullied into 

buying by the speaker, largely because we recognize that the speaker has successfully 
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devalued “the applicant”’s subjectivity. He has merged with the wife who no longer 

needs to be sold to him.  

It is an understatement to say that the exchange of the wife between the poem’s 

speaker and “the applicant” points to problematic gender relations in postwar America. 

But, in readings of this poem, critics have overwhelmingly focused on the metaphor of 

the wife as machine. In Bryant’s estimation, for example, “this poem assesses female 

agency through the consumer-product relationship […] the machine/ housewife passes 

from one male to another” (26). Freeman writes that, “By blending the promises held out 

by the institution of marriage with the empty promises of social benefits, civil defense, 

and commercialism[the poem] exposes the false values of a consumer society” (30). Plath 

herself hints at these ideas in an introduction she prepared for a BBC program: “[…] the 

speaker is an executive, a sort of exacting super-salesman. He wants to be sure the 

applicant for his marvelous product really needs it and will treat it right” (Appendix 196).  

Indeed, the wife figure is commodified, but critics have not focused on how the speaker’s 

unanswered address heightens the poem’s disturbing effects. We never hear the 

addressee’s voice; his power is consistently undermined throughout the poem.  

When the speaker tells him, “You have an eye,” we initially perceive that the 

addressee’s subjectivity is being validated, as in “You have an ‘I’”, “You are an ‘I.’” 

After all, the speaker has maintained much of his power by gazing upon “the applicant” 

and the wife, and thus we read the “eye” as doubly evoking the figure of the “I.” In 

December 1962, Plath included the poem in the group she submitted to Douglas 
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Cleverdon at the BBC for an upcoming reading.31 Plath’s planned introduction prioritizes 

the aural/ oral senses:   

These new poems of mine have one thing in common. They were all written at 
about four in the morning—that still, blue, almost eternal hour before cockcrow, 
before the baby’s cry, before the glassy music of the milkman settling his bottles. 
If they have anything else in common, perhaps it is that they are written for the 
ear, not the eye: they are poems written out loud. (Appendix II 195). 

 

Despite the visuality of some of her images—the “blue, almost eternal hour,” “the 

milkman settling his bottles”—Plath claims to favor “the ear” over the visual image. In 

“The Applicant,” we see the force of “the eye” depicted negatively. But, the poem’s 

constant sense of surveillance is unnerving, largely because it emphasizes the subjectivity 

of the speaker at the expense of “the applicant” and his potential wife. Thus, the great “I/ 

eye” of the poem’s dramatic speaker is ultimately a destructive and constitutive force. 

But pace critical consensus, the poem’s gaze is, ironically, both disembodied and 

corporate. The power of the mechanical, questioning voice is constituted in the poem’s 

mode of observation. 

But, it is through the poem’s vocal control, the idea that speaker maintains power 

through commercialized speech, that “talk” of address becomes threatening as well.  

After all, the I/eye’s vocalized power is what he can make the listener consume. Plath has 

revised what Johnson reminds us is a common contrivance of advertising. Using the 

example of a talking Barbie doll to illustrate her point, Johnson calls attention to the role 

                                                
31 In addition to opening with “The Applicant,” Plath’s script included notes for “Lady Lazarus,” “Daddy,” 
“Sheep in Fog,” “Ariel,” “Death & Co.,” “Nick and the Candlestick,” and “Fever 103°.” 
 



 
222 

of prosopopeia in sales pitches. She reminds us, “A speaking thing can sell itself; if the 

purchaser responds to the speech of the object, he or she feels uninfluenced by human 

manipulation and therefore somehow not duped” (19). Even though Plath’s speaker tells 

us that the wife doll can “talk, talk, talk,” the wife doll does not “talk, talk, talk”—or at 

least we never hear its voice. Plath uses prosopopeia but not in the way we would expect. 

Instead of a talking doll, the language of advertising itself does all the talk, talk, talking. 

What proves ultimately unsettling is that “the applicant” and the wife doll disappear into 

the speaker’s address. As the poem’s conclusion—“Will you marry it, marry it, marry 

it”—makes clear, at some point “the applicant”’s choice or consent is no longer required. 

Again, Johnson is helpful here: “[…] the notion of ‘person’ has something to do with 

presence at the scene of speech and seems to adhere in the notion of address. ‘I’ and 

‘you’ are persons because they can either address or be addressed, while ‘he’ can only be 

a thing in the same way that being an object of discussion rather than a subject of 

discussion transforms everything into a thing” (6). Even though “the applicant” continues 

to be addressed as “you,” we sense his continued de-humanization through the possibility 

of union with the poem’s various “its.” Although in Johnson’s definition,  the “applicant” 

qualifies as a person because he can be addressed, the poem does not allow the 

“applicant” to respond to the address. More importantly, by the poem’s end we recognize 

his status as a “thing.” The speaker’s address transforms him into both a sum of 

prosthetic parts and “an object of discussion.”  
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Thus, the power of Plath’s poem depends upon the presence of an interlocutor that 

Plath’s speaker conspicuously dehumanizes.32 In “The Applicant,” the incompleteness of 

both the speaker and his object is reflected in his constant address to a being who will not 

answer back. In its mimicry of advertising lingo, “The Applicant” serves as a warning 

against corporate America. Even as it uses the poem to do so, “The Applicant” also 

serves as a warning against all language that would persuade the ear and strike the “eye/ 

I” of the reader. Here we have an example of how Plath, in Lisa Narbeshuber’s view, 

“ruthlessly criticizes the seduction of illusion […] the facades appear as facades, artifice 

as artifice, device as device.” The poetry of Ariel, she argues,  

displays brilliance for isolating the machinery of clichés, images, and techniques 
of everyday discourse of the 50s and early 60s, the post-war mythologies and 
material practices that shattered and reorganized communal life. All the spaces, 
public and private, that we put our faith in (churches, hospitals, town centres, 
homes), all the relationships and institutions wherein we find comfort and stability 
(family, marriage, friendship, religion, education) become in Plath’s hands a 
collection of props, devices, and techniques: a bag of tricks (vii-viii). 

 

Add to Narbeshuber’s litany, then, a stable, sincere lyric voice. While “The Applicant” 

may certainly be read as problematizing the institutions of both marriage and the 

marketplace, it also problematizes a stable, trustworthy lyric “I” by mimicking, in 

dramatic form, lyric address. Thus, while Plath’s poem problematizes the language and 

gender politics of advertising, it does so by similarly problematizing the lyric “I.” In 
                                                
32 Britzolakis has noticed that the presence of an interlocutor is common to Plath’s work: “Her later poems 
are often addressed to a named or unnamed interlocutor, a ‘You’ whose implied presence shapes the 
poem’s narrative […] and whose relationship to the ‘I’ is defined by various modalities of antagonism, 
rejection, or disavowal. This register of demand inscribes the speaking subject as structurally incomplete, 
or ‘jealous,’ dependent upon a loved/hated other: a lover, a father, a mother, a reader” (149).  
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adopting its mode of address, the dramatic piece also mimics lyric speech. We recognize 

immediately that the speaker of “The Applicant” is not Plath. But, in instructing us not to 

“buy” at face value what the poem sells, we also receive instruction to distrust sincere 

speech, to become savvy consumers of poetic rhetoric. Insofar as each poem in Ariel is its 

own kind of “talk, talk, talk,” Plath has her way with the reader, daring her to “buy” the 

idea of the poetic speaker as a coherent subject. Plath’s dramatic poetics here illustrate 

the problem of taking for granted any sense of lyric continuity or stability. Furthermore, 

she triangulates this critique of lyric sincerity with a scathing depiction of mainstream 

marriage and condemnation of Cold War materialism, forcing the reader to rethink not 

only his or her position as a consumer of goods, but as a consumer of one of the most 

widely circulated literary genres.  

Upon encountering the collection’s title and the poem of the same name, any 

reader would recognize their theatrical connotations. Immediately, Shakespeare’s The 

Tempest comes to mind. But, Lowell’s introduction means to loosen the reader’s 

association of Plath’s late poems with Shakespeare’s play. In plainly stating that “the 

truth is that this Ariel is the author’s horse,” Lowell seems to release the sprite from her 

duties. But, then, some “rough magic” happens as Lowell’s prose descends into Plath’s 

metaphors and motifs: 

The title Ariel summons up Shakespeare’s lovely, though chilling and 
androgenous [sic] spirit, but the truth is that this Ariel is the author’s horse. 
Dangerous, more powerful than man, machinelike from hard training, she herself 
is a little like a racehorse, galloping relentlessly with risked, outstretched neck, 
death hurdle after death hurdle topped. She cries out for that rapid life of starting 
pistols, snapping tapes, and new world records broken. What is most heroic in 
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her, though, is not her force, but the desperate practicality of her control, her hand 
of metal with its modest, womanish touch. Almost pure motion, she can endure 
‘God, the great stasis in his vacuous night,’ hospitals, fever, paralysis, the iron 
lung, being stripped like a girl in the booth of a circus sideshow, dressed like a 
mannequin, tied down like Gulliver by the Lilliputians…apartments, babies, prim 
English landscapes, beehives, yew trees, gardens, the moon, hooks, the black 
boot, wounds, flowers with mouths like wounds, Belsen’s lampshades made of 
human skin, Hitler’s homicidal iron tanks clanging over Russia. 

 
Lowell’s introduction points out the wonder, confusion, and synthesis brought on by the 

flood of associations contained in the collection’s title. His gallop through what “she can 

endure” emphasizes that “this Ariel” is not only “the author’s horse.” His words 

emblematize Plath’s violent movements, wild accretions, and drastic revisions of self. 

Rather than illustrate only what “she can endure,” Ariel points to what the poet—through 

her many speakers—attempts to become and reject.  

“Ariel” indeed suggests that a shifting sense of self, a revolving embodiment of 

others consistently appears in Plath’s late work, even at the micro level. Yet, “Ariel” does 

not announce itself as a persona poem. As my reading above makes clear, “Lady 

Lazarus” and its performance before the “peanut-crunching crowd” exemplifies the 

theatricality of Plath’s late poems. There, we clearly witness Plath’s taking-on of various 

personae. Instead, “Ariel” is commonly and rightly read as a lyric that is “emblematic of 

Plath’s attainment of poetic mastery,” in that “[…] the experience of riding a horse 

becomes a metaphor for the process of writing a poem” (Britzolakis 184). Plath had 

written in her journal that she was influenced by W.H. Auden’s comment that he 

understood Shakespeare’s Ariel to epitomize “the creative imagination” (qtd. in Lant 

654); the poem reflects, then, Plath’s reinterpretation of this sensibility.  Yet, the poem 
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also emphasizes how shape-shifting and the assumption of multiple identities are key to 

Plath’s poetics. Plath’s use of the lyric form is consistently troubled by the dramatic 

changes her speakers undergo over the course of the poem.  

At the most superficial level, “Ariel” describes a wild jaunt. The speaker violently 

assumes a sense of power. She is both propelled through the air and in control of that 

propulsion: 

Stasis in darkness.  
Then the substanceless blue    
Pour of tor and distances.  
 
God’s lioness,    
How one we grow,  
Pivot of heels and knees!—The furrow  
 
Splits and passes, sister to    
The brown arc  
Of the neck I cannot catch,  
 
Nigger-eye    
Berries cast dark    
Hooks— 
 
Black sweet blood mouthfuls,    
Shadows.  
Something else  
 
Hauls me through air— 
Thighs, hair;  
Flakes from my heels. (1-18) 

 
In an encapsulation of the book’s alternation of poetic madness and poetic mastery, 

“Ariel” emphasizes a violence done to the body—“Hauls me through air—/ Thighs, hair;/ 

Flakes from my heels” and to the immediate scenery—“Berries cast dark/ Hooks—/Black 
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sweet blood mouthfuls.” These combine with an attempt to understand the growing sense 

of potency that emerges from the “Shadows” of the ride. Britzolakis contends that the 

poem “seems to embody the event which it describes, seamlessly merging the separate 

identities of horse and rider […]”(184).  Yet, Plath’s speaker also realizes her division 

from the horse’s being; this act of disunion is “The brown arc/ Of the neck I cannot 

catch,” the “Something else,” that the speaker cannot fully identify.  

Yet, at the height of her powers, the speaker also finds herself attempting to take 

on and slough off markers of other identities. In merging with the horse—“God’s 

lioness,” “How one we grow”—the speaker calls attention to her ability to shape-shift, to 

assume a range of identities. The line, as Judith Kroll, William V. Davis, and a 

subsequent many others have proposed, refers to the Hebrew meaning of “Ariel” as “lion 

of God.” “Ariel,” in Davis’s contention, constitutes a reference to Jerusalem, Judaism, 

and the Jewish people. If so, the line marks another example of Plath’s theatrical 

assumption of an identity that is recognizably not hers.  The poem takes transformation, 

the shifting self as its subject: “White/ Godiva, I unpeel—/Dead hands, dead 

stringencies” (19-20) Tellingly, in relieving herself of “dead” layers, Plath also dons the 

guise of a near-mythic figure, Lady Godiva. The poem does not thus instruct us to read its 

utterances as being spoken by Lady Godiva, but we are forced to come to terms with 

Plath’s use of the theatrical at the level of the individual metaphor. In this moment of 

being “White/ Godiva,” like the moment in which she becomes “God’s lioness,” Plath 

assumes a persona in miniature. Within one poem, within one speaking voice, the poem’s 

sense of identity mutates multiple times. This speaker contains multitudes.  As the poem 
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continues its forward movement, the speaker again revises its guise: 

And now I  
Foam to wheat, a glitter of seas.    
The child’s cry  
 
Melts in the wall.    
And I  
Am the arrow,  
 
The dew that flies  
Suicidal, at one with the drive    
Into the red  
 
Eye, the cauldron of morning. (22-31) 

 
In the action of becoming “foam to wheat, a glitter of seas,” Plath’s speaker 

continues the poem’s radical and recurrent metamorphosis. At the moment that the 

speaker becomes at once “the arrow,” she is also the “The dew that flies/ Suicidal […].” 

Yet, as Plath’s speaker moves forward into the seeing eye, she also moves into the self 

that sees, the “I” that perceives. Indeed, in moving toward the “eye/I” she is moving 

toward subjectivity. As in “The Applicant,” the “eye” is a marker of bodily awareness 

that suggests a stable self. Yet, the power mustered by the poem’s speaker does not 

culminate in a final union with the “eye.” In parsing the poem’s conclusion, some critics 

promote the idea that Plath recognizes in her artistic power the seeds of her own 

destruction; Katherine Lant writes that, at first glance, that the dew “must be consumed 

by the power of the sun,” that is a masculinized metaphor, the “red/ Eye the cauldron of 

morning.” For Lant, the poem indicates that the speaker “is fully aware that her urgent 

desire for the power she has arrogated for herself is destructive to her as a woman […]” 
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Ultimately, “[…] Plath’s speaker is moving implosively toward herself as well, toward 

the eye/I that has become the center of her universe, the focus of her attention” and “the 

dew,” which is a feminine symbol, “will be dispersed by the sun” (657).  Britzolakis 

seems to have something similar in mind when she writes that the poem “forges its own 

myth of transcendence through the ecstasy of physical motion, an ecstasy which is seen 

as transitory and self-immolating” (184). Yet, these readings neglect the idea that “self-

immolation” or self-destruction is the point. Throughout the poem, Plath’s speaker speaks 

from various points of Otherness, finding creative power in the shunning of a stable self. 

While Britzolakis detects “an identification with a subjugated animal/ racial/ sexual 

otherness” (184), she does not read this turn toward Otherness as an artistic goal. 

Narbeshuber seems to concur with Britzolakis, writing that “[…] Plath reinvents the lyric 

as the vehicle for a crisis of subjectivity […].” Yet this “crisis” emerges in the idea of the 

self as a dramatic guise, a voiced prosthesis that may be adopted and discarded within 

both individual lyrics and more markedly dramatic poems. The lyric self, then, is 

presented as a kind of posture, a dramatized role that the poem’s speaker assumes and 

then consistently discards. The violent progression of “Ariel” is a progression through a 

range of selves, as evidenced by the range of metaphors that the poem employs. Even as a 

lyric speaker, Plath speaks as the “Nigger eye,” the dark Other that projects the point of 

view of the object rather than the subject.  Plath speaks as multiple objects, as a range of 

Others. These identifications are ever-turning and paradoxically empowering; the poem’s 

pure pleasure lies in its shuttering of the single vantage point of the lyric “eye.” 
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 Critics, perhaps following Lowell’s lead, have been quick to acknowledge and 

then dispel Plath’s possible allusion to The Tempest. But this titling invites us to hear in 

the cacophony of the collection’s speakers the full gallop of Plath’s horse; the thwarted 

magic of Shakespeare’s changeable, gender-ambiguous sprite; and a poet’s fascination 

with Otherness as emphasized in “Ariel”s possible allusions to Judaism. The fact that 

Plath’s manuscripts reveal an array of alternate titles and points of identification 

including The Rival, A Birthday Present, Daddy, and The Rabbit Catcher only adds to 

this provocative and productive sense of confusion. Unlike Prospero, who at the 

conclusion of The Tempest declares, “This thing of darkness I/ Acknowledge mine,” 

Plath not only sees an Other within herself that she must “acknowledge,” but sees all 

forms of the self as Other (5.1.291-92). In each of these alternate identities, Plath conveys 

an all-consuming affinity for alterity, so much so that the personally expressive, lyric self 

becomes one of these alternate iterations.  “Ariel” and Ariel, then, provide a directive: we 

must recognize the sense of slipperiness in Plath’s propensity toward theatricality, 

indeed, towards drama. 

“I am myself. That is not Enough.” 
 

Because there has been a consistent cultural fetishizing of the lives of these poets, 

critics have traditionally read Life Studies and Ariel as a series of lyrics from the edge. 

Even those scholars who would contradict the “confessional” narrative, with its 

alternating cycles of gloom and transcendence, have been obliged to engage that narrative 

in order to dispel it. In this chapter, I have argued the case for a re-reading of two 
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“confessional” touchstones in terms of their dramatic modalities. On one level, I have 

attempted a significant intervention in the studies of both Lowell and Plath. In Lowell’s 

case, I have contended that a reappraisal of the poet to a large degree hinges on a 

recognition of the dramatic as a significant aspect of his work. By examining the 

dramatic in Life Studies—the book that is, for better or worse, emblematic of Lowell’s 

oeuvre—critics should consider the dramatic within Lowell’s larger canon. Indeed, if 

Lowell’s star is again on the rise, then critics will have to contend with his adoption of 

other voices throughout his early and late work. Even Lowell’s Imitations—the collection 

of translations that C.K. Williams calls “Lowellizations”—may usefully be interpreted as 

a series of poems that speak in or mimic the “voices” of other poems.  

 As Plath studies continues to grapple with the instability of the poet’s late 

manuscripts—a situation that is not altogether dissimilar from the one facing Emily 

Dickinson scholars—this newfound emphasis on the dramatic will likely lessen any 

presumed obligation to define her work in terms of a particular cultural or political 

identity. In no small degree, recognizing Plath’s multiple personae as a defining attribute 

of her poetics—down to the types of metaphors she espouses—makes it even more 

difficult to read her textual productions exclusively as expressive, personal lyric events.  

It is also important that we see Plath’s poetic techniques as being different from and not 

merely derivative of Lowell’s. Because she was his student and because he wrote the 

definitive introduction to Ariel, Plath has to no small degree been defined in Lowell’s 

shadow as part of the “confessional” school that he supposedly helped to found. Although 

a tendency toward the dramatic characterizes many of their poems, in linking them I have 
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also shown their stark differences. Both poets share a fascination with alterity and a 

social consciousness that their personae directly demand that we acknowledge. Lowell’s 

personae betray his deep obsession with historical events and personages on both large 

small scales. Set alongside his more recognizably lyric pieces, these dramatis personae 

impose upon our estimation of postwar speaking subject not as an isolated entity 

primarily concerned with self-expression but as one profoundly in conversation with 

other beings. While there is also a social relationship between Plath’s lyric and dramatic 

modes, these conversations can take place in the span of a single poem. As we have seen, 

in her most “confessional” volume, Plath repeatedly turns away from—in the Eliotic 

sense of poetry’s “first voice”—the idea of speaking as or to the self. While Lowell 

creates a more defined line between the self and the Other; Plath celebrates the self, all 

selves, as Other.     

 On a broader level, the continued appearance of dramatic techniques in these 

“confessional” collections subverts a common narrative of modern American poetry—

that of a conflict between impersonality and personality. My readings here contribute to 

the growing body of criticism that revises the “confessional” narrative; however, in doing 

so I insist that an awareness of our interpretive fixation on the lyric must be part of that 

revisionary project. Just as it is difficult to remove the term “confessional” from what we 

talk about when we talk about Lowell and Plath, this chapter illustrates the difficulty of 

talking about dramatic poetry in terms that do not involve the lyric. As I have shown, this 

predicament mirrors the slippage of genres within Life Studies and Ariel. Lowell’s 

dramatic pieces converse with the lyrics that surround them and Plath’s lyrics themselves 
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incorporate dramatic elements. Having fully exploited the dramatic quality of Plath’s 

embodied metaphors in “Ariel,” I purposefully exaggerate the New Critical maxim that 

each poem that is recognized as lyric contains within it a “dramatic fiction.” This chapter 

adds to the growing body of criticism that contradicts a “confessional” narrative that 

would, post-Eliot, read all pieces in these collections as either direct, personal 

divulgences or mask lyrics. By showing these poets to be less concerned with producing 

sincerity or the employing the lyric as an expressive device, my intervention here also 

works against a cynicism toward lyric poetry in the wake of poststructuralism; here I 

challenge the idea that, in the words of Craig Dworkin, until very recently critics and 

poets promoted a “caricatured and mummified ethos” that sees lyric—and thus all 

poetry—as “expressing the emotional truth of the self” (qtd. in Jackson “Lyric” 833). In 

changing our sense of how the poet’s presence may announce itself, Lowell’s and Plath’s 

dramatic tactics, whether they lead to conversation between forms, engagement with an 

Other, adoption of Otherness, or fragmentation of a stable self, present a new kind of 

touchstone. They provide a starting point for new “studies” of Other “lives,” alternate 

routes on which the midcentury poet may gallop through different, shifting selves.   
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Coda:  Going Far, Further: Troubling the Diverse Masks of 
Contemporary African American Poets 

 

The mask puts on another mask, yet we expect to see a face. You could say that with the 
mask we haven’t gone far enough. 

—Kevin Young, The Grey Album 

 
Nay, let them see only us, while 
We wear the mask.  

—Paul Laurence Dunbar, “We Wear the Mask” 

 

Reconsidering Restoration: Natasha Trethewey, Elizabeth Alexander, and the 
Willfully Incomplete Portrait  

 
In this dissertation’s several case studies, I have called for a reconsideration of 

American dramatic poetry in its sundry manifestations. In closing, I turn to a sampling of 

dramatic pieces by two of our most visible, acclaimed contemporary poets: Natasha 

Trethewey and Elizabeth Alexander. Because their work bears undeniable ties to a 

number of the figures within this study, I position Trethewey and Alexander as the heirs 

to the tradition this dissertation delineates. For example, like that of many of her 

contemporaries, Alexander’s work demonstrates the influence of her avowed, formidable 

predecessor, Gwendolyn Brooks. She has stated that she admires Brooks’s “linked 

portraits” and “galleries of individuals who make up a community,” an aspect that she 

detects in the supposedly starkly different A Street in Bronzeville and In the Mecca (qtd. 
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in The Black Interior). Similarly, Alexander is indebted to Robert Hayden. Her latest 

poetic effort American Sublime (2005), concludes with a set piece featuring various 

participants of the Amistad’s mutiny and internment; these poems of course return to the 

material taken up by Hayden in his most widely praised piece “Middle Passage.” 

Alexander responds to Hayden with her own sea of voices: In the final section of 

American Sublime, Alexander alternates between dramatic and lyric renderings of the 

historical event. Meanwhile, David Wojahn has astutely suggested that Trethewey’s 

poems exhibit a Lowellian conception of history, arguing that she “share[s] with him a 

desire to superimpose the historical upon the personal” (218). Wojahn’s remark invites a 

reader to focus on the lyrics of Native Guard, in which Trethewey meditates on her own 

family’s troubled past against the backdrop of her hometown of Gulfport, Mississippi. 

However, we might also take it as a provocation to examine other overtly dramatic, 

historically oriented pieces within her ranging “life studies.”  

Indeed, the work of Trethewey and Alexander has repeatedly made embodying—

not just “studying”—the lives of others a central concern. Trethewey and Alexander 

participate in what Major Jackson sees as the increased production of “poems that 

explore unacknowledged figures and rarely commemorated events in United States 

history” (3).1 In performing personages from the past, these poets present material that 

appears in the archive but is notably absent from mainstream cultural and historical 

                                                
1 Jackson contends that this historical turn is a recent trend but then proceeds to cite a number of prior 
examples, including Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “Frederick Douglass” and Robert Hayden “paying homage to 
Phillis Wheatley, Paul Robeson, and El-Hajj Malik el Shabazz” (5). 
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accounts. As Charles Rowell writes of Trethewey, her poems are “inscriptive 

restorations” (“Inscriptive Restorations” 1022). Something similar can be said for 

Alexander, who frequently uses historical research and factual details to dramatize 

figures from bygone eras. This turn toward the periphery of the history books functions 

as both poetic activism and archival recovery.  

On one hand, critics are quick to tout the didactic value of this type of poetic 

practice. And, rightly so: poems that resurrect history’s marginalized figures bring to our 

attention persons and situations readers might not otherwise know about (or have 

deliberately overlooked.) We are often forced to reconsider the stories we tell each other 

about our nation and ourselves. However, because critics often want to praise the 

recovery aspect of such projects, many are quick to overlook the lacunae that writers such 

as Trethewey and Alexander not only acknowledge, but set front and center. And, indeed, 

such confrontations of indeterminacy are often most palpably and powerfully staged in 

the persona poems themselves. Trethewey and Alexander are as much interested in the 

productive difficulties of engaging with the past as they are in any attempted restoration.2  

                                                
2 An array of contemporary critics have been grappling with the problem of recovering the histories of 
unknowns from the archive. Saidiya Haartman has written of her frustration to create a more fulsome 
portrait of the Venus figure, a metonym for thousands of black women throughout the Atlantic world: “It is 
a story predicated upon impossibility—listening for the unsaid, translating misconstrued words, and 
refashioning disfigured lives—and intent on achieving an impossible goal: redressing the violence that 
produced numbers, ciphers, and fragments of discourse, which is as close as we come to a biography of the 
captive and the enslaved” (2-3). Similarly, in an analyses of Marlene Nourbese-Philip’s Zong! (2009), 
critics have proposed that what characterizes the text’s engagement with the archive is its emphasis on 
silence and forgetting. Tyrone Williams has suggested that in writing of figures of the Black Atlantic, “[…] 
the story to be passed on and not to be passed on dramatizes the Janus-faced responsibility of all victims of 
slavery: one must acknowledge obligations to the past and to the future, to one's ancestors and one's 
descendants. Since one must also be responsible to the present, […] one simultaneously remembers and 
forgets” (785). 
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In the pages that follow, I demonstrate how Trethewey and Alexander complicate 

the dramatic mode’s polemical possibilities for identification and signification with 

regard to historical figures. Rather than merely “give a voice” to those who cannot speak, 

the poems I analyze trouble the very notion of projection. Similarly, these poems 

problematize the dual threats of historical erasure and hagiography. I consider how 

Trethewey and Alexander attempt an intimate consideration of such disparate persons as 

New Orleans sex workers in the early decades of the twentieth century and the three-time 

world heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali. At the same time, I examine how each 

poet, in crafting her personae, forestalls notions of complete omnipotence and questions 

the poem’s opportunities for historical knowledge. Rather than interpreting their dramatic 

uses of history as exclusively positive and affirming, I contend that these poems by 

Trethewey and Alexander are emblematic of their continued use of the persona poem as a 

means of complicating both larger narratives of marginalized peoples and representations 

of iconic figures. Their deliberate resistance to creating fulsome portraits of persons from 

the past suggests a broader, more philosophical awareness of what the culture at large has 

neglected. In not fully reproducing time’s lost figures, these poets call upon the reader to 

recognize the persona poem’s limits as a poetic epistemology. The work of both women 

certainly participates in the larger tradition of dramatic poetry as a socially invested 

genre, but their poems productively conceal as much as they reveal. In evading as much 

as they insist, Trethewey and Alexander make the inability to know into a dominant trope 

of their poetry.  
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In Ophelia’s Dark Room[s], Or Natasha Trethewey’s Enigmatic Personae   
 

Designated Poet Laureate of the United States in 2012, Natasha Trethewey is well 

known to readers of contemporary poetry. Her most widely acclaimed effort is 2006’s 

Pulitzer Prize-winning Native Guard, a collection that blends the relatively obscure 

history of the Louisiana Native Guard, one of the first regiments of black Union soldiers, 

with prolonged meditations on Trethewey’s own family lore, including the loss of her 

mother. The book’s centerpiece is also its title sequence: ten persona poems that 

dramatize the role of the Native Guard regiment in sonnet form. Not insignificantly, 

Trethewey also uses the dramatic mode in the title piece of her fifth and latest collection 

Thrall (2012); there the speaker is the painter Diego Velazquez’s mixed-race, slave 

apprentice who endeavors to define himself apart from his master. Her work consistently 

complicates grand, dualistic themes: the relationship between the past and the present, 

between white Americans and persons of color, and between the personal and the public. 

As Trethewey’s poetry has begun to be examined by scholars, most have been quick to 

credit Trethewey’s use of visuality—most often black-and-white photography—and her 

personal connections to the past with unifying these dichotomies. Trethewey’s oscillation 

between dramatic and lyric mode is a fitting addition to the aforementioned catalog. 

In addition to Native Guard and Thrall—both of which are titled after poems that 

feature non-lyric speakers—Trethewey’s Bellocq’s Ophelia (2002) is written almost 

exclusively in dramatic form. Employing a persona called “Ophelia,” Trethewey tells us 

at the book’s outset that the main speaker bears “the imagined name of a prostitute 
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photographed circa 1912 by E.J. Bellocq, later collected in the book Storyville Portraits.” 

Like the real-life women she resembles, Ophelia is “a very white-skinned black 

woman—mulatto, quadroon, or octoroon—she would have lived in one of the few 

‘colored’ brothels” in Storyville, New Orleans’ red light district for which Bellocq’s book 

is named. 
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Figure 1. Storyville Portrait, ca. 1912, Fraenkel Gallery 
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Annette Debo has written that Trethewey’s Ophelia is a “conflation”; she is at 

once a figure “who is reminiscent of John Everett Millais’s Ophelia, a woman visiting a 

fellow sex worker dying from venereal disease, a scantily clad woman enjoying a drink 

of rye, a pensive woman formally dressed in pearls and feathers, a nude woman 

awkwardly arching her back” (201). The fact that we are always experiencing the persona 

as at once collective and individual adds to the sense that Ophelia cannot be fully 

captured either on film or in poetic form. Lit up by the writer’s depiction of her spirit, she 

is, of course, intriguing, but she also proves ultimately illusive and unknowable. For, 

even as “the mirrored parlor” in the high-class brothel “multiplies everything,” we cannot 

fix our gaze in any one direction. Like the persona of Sylvia Plath’s “Ariel,” she is 

always in flux; and, crucially, her agency is gained from her ability not to be fixed within 

a single frame.3  

 

                                                
3 For Trethewey, the language of camerawork emphasizes Ophelia’s being poised between self-
actualization and erasure. Such a vulnerability is also present in the book’s opening epigraphs, quotations 
from Toni Morrison and Susan Sontag, the first of which reads, “She had nothing to fall back on; not 
maleness, not whiteness, not ladyhood, not anything. And out of the profound desolation of her reality she 
may well have invented herself.” The second follows: “Nevertheless, the camera’s rendering of reality must 
always hide more than it discloses.”  
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Figure 2. Untitled, ca. 1912, Museum of Modern Art 

 

Throughout the collection, the movement between visual and auditory 

representational modes combines with Trethewey’s profession that Ophelia is a 

combination of multiple women. While at times Ophelia speaks as these figures, we are 

receiving her utterances in the context of a long history of seeing without hearing her. In 

accordance with this fact, at the outset of the book we are told to look first and listen 

second; Trethewey manipulates the supposition that we already have Bellocq’s iconic 

images in mind. Furthermore, Trethewey recognizes that we are looking back to other 

Ophelias; an introductory lyric, itself entitled “Bellocq’s Ophelia,” tells us to picture 
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Bellocq’s photographs simultaneously with Millais’s famous Pre-Raphaelite re-imagining 

of the Shakespearean character (1851). In establishing the voice of Bellocq’s Ophelia—

who is all of Bellocq’s subjects and yet none of them—the book confuses the notorious 

images, forcing us to re-see them. The result is that the collection’s visual and auditory 

planes augment and undercut each other’s meaning. What we hear from Ophelia—or 

what may be overheard from what she says to others—competes directly with what we 

have previously seen. 

The collection narrates Ophelia’s initial forays into sex work through a series of 

epistolary monologues to a friend and former teacher named Constance. By way of this 

correspondence, we learn that the Ophelia character seeks a respectable occupation in 

New Orleans rather than “the work I once did, back-bending/ and domestic” (“Letter 

Home” 29-30). But she soon finds it difficult to procure such employment and is tempted 

by the city’s numerous brothels. We recognize her exotic appeal to the white male 

customers who frequent the octoroon establishments—“[…] I am the African Violet for 

the promise/ of that wild continent hidden beneath/ my white skin […]” (“Letters from 

Storyville: December 1910” 55-57). At several turns she reminds us of her notoriety—

“[…] customers fill our parlors/ to see the spectacle: black women/ with white skin, 

exotic curiosities” (“Letters from Storyville: August 1911” 5-7).   

The speaker meditates at length on her newfound lifestyle before introducing 

Bellocq; as a result, we see Ophelia attempting to control her own narrative before 

Trethewey explicitly references the photographs that made her a public property. But, as 

we discover, the eventual relationship between Bellocq and his subject is a complicated 
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one.  At first it is merely an economic relationship of compensation, further raising the 

question of the speaker’s ongoing degradation: “[…] Now I face the camera, wait/ for the 

photograph to show me who I am” (“Letters from Storyville: March 1911” 31-32). 

Because Trethewey does little to illustrate the nitty-gritty details of the speaker’s sex 

work, Bellocq’s camera stands in for Ophelia’s sexual and representational 

objectification. Through the emphasis on photographic practice as topic and metaphor, 

the collection raises—but for the most part does not explicitly answer—the question of 

whether the speaker is in control of her own body and thus her own destiny. Trethewey 

considers whether the photographs allow us to “see” Ophelia even as Bellocq’s gaze is 

twinned by Trethewey’s occupation of his subjects’ voices. The poet’s own embodiment 

of Bellocq’s subjects consciously troubles whether she can truly get inside of them. In 

these poems, Trethewey not only asks who is Ophelia but who can truly penetrate her.  

Taken as an example of Trethewey’s meaningful obfuscations, the piece “(Self) 

Portrait” that concludes the book’s “Storyville Diary section” serves as the collection’s 

final dramatic rendering of the Ophelia character. The title itself calls attention to the 

tension between the book’s conception of an actualized self and a portrait of the self. 

Trethewey, too, plays on the slipperiness of the word “portrait,” for she realizes that she, 

like Bellocq, can only offer a representation. However, in the first few lines of “(Self) 

Portrait,” Trethewey addresses those notions of withdrawal and sublimated agency. In an 

earlier poem, the speaker confesses that she “[…] spent a little/ of my savings on a 

Kodak, and at once/ I became both model and apprentice—/ posing first, then going with 

Bellocq/ to his other work—photographing” (“Letters from Storyville: September 1911” 
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1-5). In taking possession of the camera, she now commands the instrument that directly 

controls her own image. In this narrative, the speaker’s own mastery of the camera leads 

to her leaving both the brothel and New Orleans. 

In “(Self) Portrait” we see the speaker’s most extensive self-rendering even as 

steps into the role of photographer and out of her previous environs: “On the crowded 

street I want to stop/time, hold it captive in my dark chamber—” (1-2). Immediately, she 

positions herself as the taker of the picture and the developer of the image, the one doing 

the work of “dark” rooms. In this moment of self-possession, the poem’s shutter closes, 

and we see a moment caught on film: “a train’s sluggish pull out of the station,/ 

passengers waving through open windows,/ the dull faces of those left on the platform” 

(3-5). It is the speaker who must now perform the interpretive work. She tries to tell us 

how to see her:   

Once, I boarded a train, leaving my home, 
I watched the red sky, the low sun glowing— 
An ember I could blow into flame—night 
Falling and my past darkening behind me. (6-9) 
 

We come into her vibrantly depicted backdrop—“the red sky, the low sun 

glowing”—which itself colors the speaker’s countenance (7). Whereas much of the book 

contrasts the speaker’s own eye for vibrant hues with Bellocq’s grayscale photographs, in 

this late poem, Ophelia’s color appears in stark opposition to the “darkening” evening 
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that will soon be upon the world.4 This striving toward diverse pigmentation and against 

erasure is challenged by the poem’s conclusion: 

 Now I wait for a departure, the whistle’s 
 shrill calling. The first time I tried this shot 
 I thought of my mother shrinking against  

the horizon—so distracted. I looked into  
a capped lens, saw only my own clear eye. (10-14) 

 
The speaker ends with the darkness of “a capped lens,” the failed photographic 

capturing of her desired, color-saturated image. We realize that the speaker’s attempt to 

take hold of her own narrative is her attempt to record and interpret these pictures of her 

life. But, the speaker instead tells us that she initially proved an inept photographer; she 

makes the rookie mistake of not removing the lens from the camera. The poem’s 

conclusion indicates that what we see is not a full portrait of a vibrant, actualized self but 

of its negation, the dullness of “a capped lens.” We have the photograph not taken. Yet, 

we should not shrink away from this final image, even as the mother is “shrinking 

against/ the horizon” (12-13). The speaker’s subtle statement that her user error occurred 

during “the first time I tried this shot” suggests that she has “tried” it multiple times. She 

repeatedly attempts full possession of the camera’s creative and narrative powers.  

                                                
4 In “March 1912,” “en route westward,” the Ophelia persona sends her correspondent a postcard. 
Curiously, however, in this poem the speaker insistently breaks away from the black and white imagery of 
the photograph. As opposed to the book’s numerous shades of gray, the speaker now sees the world in 
living color: “[…] Now,/ I feel what trees must—/ budding, green sheaths splitting—skin/ that no longer 
fits,” she writes (12-15). Even as we are to understand it as a tool that helps her see herself, once the 
speaker comes to chromatic consciousness, she does away with her camera. But, the shift from the 
camera’s necessarily black-and-white imagery also indicates a momentary lifting of the book’s focus on 
race; seeing in color means no longer seeing only her own color, means no longer seeing herself as an 
octoroon fetish object. 
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Furthermore, though the “capped lens” is dark, she is still able to see “my own 

clear eye.” The poem’s concluding line indicates that she views herself lucidly and 

thoughtfully. What’s more, she has the potential for cogent, communicative self-

representation. Trethewey thereby leaves us to contend with the idea that, while the 

speaker testifies to her own failures, the text of the poem suggests otherwise. We do 

indeed have an emerging portrait, but it is one of a figure striving toward self-production. 

In trying to take possession of the camerawork, she is performing herself into being. But 

whether she ever fully attains a subject position remains unclear, and the interplay 

between photography’s many dualities only emphasizes this ambiguity. This reading 

contradicts how Debo and countless other reviewers of the book have chosen to view 

Trethewey’s depiction of Ophelia. The emergent narrative for Trethewey’s Ophelia—and 

for many other marginalized figures who come to consciousness in contemporary 

poetry—is one of triumph in the face of complete obscurity. Debo claims that 

“Trethewey participates in the tradition of recovering mythic figures denied a voice.” In 

her assessment, Trethewey has elected to “redeem” Ophelia: “Trethewey’s Ophelia is 

given a voice with which to recount lost American history” (202).5 While such statements 

provide an important service in recognizing the cultural value of Trethewey’s project, 

they overlook the finer points of the form that such an effort takes.  

For, indeed, the question of to what extent these restorations are possible, or, even 

desirable—in dramatic and lyric forms—looms large in Trethewey’s work. Trethewey 
                                                
5 Debo goes on to situate Trethewey within the historical poem trend that I have briefly sketched at the 
beginning of this coda. She pairs Trethewey’s reimagining of the Storyville sex workers with A. Van 
Jordan’s M-A-C-N-O-L-I-A (2004) and Kevin Young’s depiction of Jack Johnson in To Repel Ghosts 
(2005).  
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herself has stated that “I’ve been concerned with what I have noticed to be the erasures of 

history for a very long time. Those stories often left to silence or oblivion, the gaps within 

the stories that we are told […] And so I do seek to restore or to recover those subjugated 

narratives” (qtd. in Rowell “Inscriptive Restorations” 1022). Yet, critics do her poetry a 

disservice when they pronounce the reproduction of those stories and lost histories to be a 

fait accompli. Instead, Trethewey’s depiction of process—this “seek[ing] to restore”—is 

as much her subject matter as the details surrounding the historical personages she treats. 

The poems themselves consider what it means to reproduce figures from the archive, 

testing the limits of what can be both known and creatively depicted. The poem’s last 

piece, “Vignette,” instructs us: “Imagine her a moment later—after/ the flash, blinded—

stepping out/ of the frame, wide-eyed, into her life” (33-35). Tellingly, Trethewey asks us 

to reenvision the book’s framings—and vocalizations—of Ophelia as mere prelude to 

“her life.” Lived experience exists somewhere offstage; it cannot be spoken by the poet 

or captured by the camera. Trethewey has in fact revived Ophelia in order for the reader 

to bear witness to her silence and her invisibility. Ironically, Trethewey here steps into 

the role of Bellocq, acknowledging dramatic form ultimately as a container and not the 

thing itself. However, in this heightened emphasis on what will not be contained, 

Trethewey uses dramatic form as the most immediate means of commenting on what 

kinds of histories cannot be resurrected. Dramatic form, then, carries on a metaphoric 

function, in its hearing and reproduction of what cannot ultimately be reproduced.  
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Elizabeth Alexander’s One-Two, Or, Twelve Ways of Looking at Muhammad Ali   
 

Elizabeth Alexander became well known to audiences the world over when she 

was chosen by Barack Obama to read at his first presidential inauguration in 2009. 

Already the recipient of great acclaim, Alexander had established herself in an academic 

position at the University of Chicago, seen her poems widely anthologized, and released 

several collections of poems. Most significantly for this dissertation, her first book, The 

Venus Hottentot, features one of the more influential persona poems of the late twentieth 

century. In the title poem, Alexander presents the perspective of Sarah “Saartjie” 

Baartman, a tribeswoman from southwestern Africa exhibited as part of nineteenth-

century travelling sideshows. In a way of talking back to history, we also hear from 

George Cuvier, the French naturalist who examined Baartman as a living specimen and 

then later dissected and displayed her remains. Along with Rita Dove’s widely regarded 

Thomas and Beulah (1987), Jackson deems The Venus Hottentot to be “so influential to 

African American poets [that it] could be argued as ushering in the past two decades 

worth of historical poems by African Americans” (5).  In addition to presenting dramatic 

pieces in the Amistad section of American Sublime, Alexander includes a persona poem 

in her second collection The Body of Life in the voice of Henry “Box” Brown.6 With 

these three selections, Alexander participates in the broader literary tradition of imagining 

the lives of slaves and former slaves. She also takes part in the historical poem as Jackson 

                                                
6 Brown was a former Virginia slave who exchanged a permanent form of confinement for a temporary 
one; to escape his situation, he arranged to have himself mailed to Philadelphia abolitionists. 
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understands it in that she “provide[s] an alternate means of acquainting ourselves with 

important personages and moments in American history” (4).  

Yet, in Alexander’s third collection Antebellum Dream Book (2001), we 

encounter characters of a different sort. Instead of trying to introduce the reader to a 

person or group neglected by the annals of history, Alexander entertains some of the most 

iconic figures of the twentieth century. Through this pantheon of literary, historical, and 

pop cultural personalities, Alexander leads us through a simulacrum of her own 

biography and her creative imagination.7 Throughout, Alexander revises the public 

personae of these well-known entities—including Nat King Cole, Sylvia Plath, Michael 

Jordan, and Toni Morrison—to suit her own aims. They appear briefly, moonlighting as 

acquaintances and confidantes. Only in one notable piece does Alexander entertain a 

prolonged questioning of a particular figure.    

With the long piece “Narrative: Ali”—subtitled “a poem in twelve rounds” —

Alexander animates the perspective of the still-living, three-time heavyweight champion 

boxer. As the dramatic speaker puts it in the sequence’s first section, “you can say/ my 

name in any/ language, any/ continent: Ali” (8-11). Unlike history’s neglected or 

marginalized figures, we not only know him, we believe we know him well. We know 

                                                
7 To wit, in this book of reverie Nat Turner precedes Nat King Cole (“Nat Turner Dreams of Insurrection,” 
“Nat King Cole on the Amalfi Drive”). One lyric speaker dreams she is on a date with Michael Jordan, 
while another tells us that “Sylvia Plath is setting my hair/ on rollers made from orange-juice cans./ The 
hairdo is shaped like a pyre” (“The female seer will burn upon this pyre” (1-3). In another long piece, 
Alexander’s lyric analogue seeks advice from a dream version of Toni Morrison; despite the poem’s 
fantastical premise, Morrison’s familiar presence—“Everything in silver-gray and black”—spurs the 
speaker onward to serious matters: “Now the work begins, and/ Oh/ the work is hard” (“The Toni Morrison 
Dreams: Workshop” 13-15). 
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not only his given name but also the name he has given to himself and the world that 

receives him. The title “Narrative: Ali ” at first suggests a linear progression, as if the 

poems might narrate Ali in terms that emphasize both his public and private biographical 

milestones. The poem, however, contradicts that expectation. While they do form a 

composite picture of sorts, the series also works in circular terms, rewriting itself with 

each new round. The poem’s governing boxing metaphor suggests that we are moving 

toward an end point—the end of the fight—but within that fight, we are constantly in 

motion. In the twelve portions, Alexander goes around the ring with Ali; like a boxing 

round, each piece is affected by those that precede it. Each “round” functions as its own 

poem, and each remakes our vision of Ali. Taken as a long poem, then, “Narrative: Ali” 

immediately announces itself as a kind of contest of wills: Will the poet effectually 

dominate the iconic boxer? Will Ali the public figure be (re)defined by the poem? Can 

Alexander fully possess or embody him?  

The twelve rounds appear to produce more questions than answers, but ultimately 

Alexander uses them to theorize the relationship between persona and person. While the 

“twelve rounds” of the poem’s subtitle of course refers to Ali’s profession and his 

longevity—in the ring and outside of it—the phrase also functions as a kind of “twelve 

ways of looking at Muhammad Ali,” ultimately suggesting that there is no triumphant 

way to read or replicate Ali. With the appearance of each new section, Alexander brings 

about a recalibration; the bell rings, and we are ready to see what the succeeding segment 

can do. One section reaches out to another; each is a fist stinging another, stretching 

toward the other side of the ring. Or, in another way of looking at Alexander’s 
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arrangement, the individual segments take the hits of their companion pieces in a 

dizzying and dazzling spectacle of “head trauma.” Fittingly, throughout the sequence 

Alexander performs a deft kind of mirroring that is not dissimilar from Trethewey’s 

experimentations with photographic dualities. We recognize Ali as both the poem’s 

subject and object; as the poem’s speaker, “Ali” seems in possession of the language that 

describes his experience.  But the speaker’s destiny, like the fighter’s, is exclusively 

governed in part by the form of art in which he participates.  

Like Alexander, whose book continually defines its speakers in terms of cultural 

referents, the Ali persona finds his identity linked to well-known figures, including 

representations of his own public, celebrity “self.” Throughout the series, Alexander 

adapts the conventions of boxing to challenge visions of Ali, hers and our own. At times 

we touch on Ali’s life—when we are able to keep our eyes on who we think he is—while 

in other moments, Ali catches us off guard.  These self-definitions are frequently sought 

through images or likenesses—indeed icons—of others. By the time we reach the poem’s 

twelfth and final section, its professions seem even more insincere. In this dwelling on 

persona and personhood, Alexander has produced a poem that is also about poetic 

practice. The poem’s prolonged fascination with authenticity, re-naming, and bodily 

experience calls into question the dramatic form’s emphasis on embodiment and 

remaking of the self.   

Indeed, the first section subtly begins the interrogation of performed identity:  

[…] Cassius   
 Marcellus Clay, 
 Muhammad Ali; 
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 you can say 
 my name in any 
 language, any  

continent: Ali. (5-11) 

 
In a poem that will remake the speaker’s identity several times over, Ali 

introduces immediately us to his most notorious self-refashioning: the changing of his 

name. First named for the nineteenth-century abolitionist, Ali moves from a name of 

antebellum, American origins to a name of his own choosing, one that “you can say/ […] 

in any/ language, any/ continent […]” (8-11). Here, Alexander links the Nation of Islam’s 

practice of changing one’s name with the sloughing of identity required by adopting a 

dramatic, historical persona. Ali’s slipperiness—his movement between multiple 

selves—confronts us even as we desire to know him better.     

The sequence’s second section continues the project of defining the speaker in 

terms of multiple distantly related, well-known figures. Whereas, in the first, we are 

poised to think of “Cassius Clay” as two individuals—the young Ali and his namesake—

in the second, we are asked to associate the boxer-to-be with another figure with whom 

he shares a birthday:  

2. 
Two photographs 
of Emmett Till, 
born my year,  
on my birthday. 
One, he’s smiling, 
happy, and the other one 
is after. His mother 
did the bold thing,  
kept the casket open, 
made the thousands look upon 
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his bulging eyes,  
his twisted neck, 
her lynched black boy. (12-24) 

 
We have moved from the image of our hero in his early years to an image of 

another young black man: the child martyr of the Civil Rights era who was brutally 

murdered in Money, Mississippi in 1955. The contrast is an unexpected gut punch. At the 

beginning of this “narrative,” we might anticipate some account of Ali’s own beginnings 

as a boxer. Instead, we receive the images that haunted his childhood.8 We are prepared 

for the violence of the ring—the jaws broken and bloodied, the ringing in our ears, the 

teeth knocked to the floor—but these images manage an even more visceral effect. We 

are made to look at those famous, horrific Jet magazine photographs all over again, and 

Ali has stunned us with what seems a tenuous connection between the two figures. While 

we are still reeling, we realize the transformative effect the photographs had on Ali. One, 

two.  

After telling us that, “I couldn’t sleep/ for thinking, Emmett Till” (14-15), he 

confesses to a sin of his own: 

One day I went  
down to the train tracks,  
found some iron  
shoe-shine rests  
and planted them  
between the ties  
and waited  
for a train to come,  

                                                
8 In his autobiography, Ali recounts the formative experience of being confronted with the images of Till’s 
corpse: “I couldn’t get Emmett out of my mind” (34). 
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and watched the train  
derail, and ran,  
and after that  
I slept at night. (16-27) 

 
As Alexander would have it, this is Ali’s first fight. Because he cannot avenge 

Till directly, the young Cassius Clay swings at a broader sense of the establishment, takes 

a go at the [white] man. Curiously enough, the weapons of choice that the boy uses to 

derail the train are “some iron/ shoe-shine rests.” In using an object affiliated with shoe-

shining—the common, highly deferential profession for African-American males in 

which the shiner literally genuflects to the white man—the speaker defiantly chucks away 

one version of an expected future. Oddly, the “sle[eping] at night” that results from this 

event is paired with Till’s sleep of death; Till, who was killed for not showing proper 

deference to Southern white social codes, proves an example to the boy who would 

become Ali. This early version of Ali thereby taunts a racist culture, daring it to make 

him conform.  

Later, we are reminded of the Emmett Till murder and Ali’s ensuing act of 

destruction in the seventh section, entitled “Dressing-Room Visitor.” Similar to how he 

identifies with the slain Till, Ali now receives a member of the walking dead.  The 

nameless “dressing-room visitor” reveals himself to be a man tortured by racist crusaders. 

Removing clothing, the anonymous man exhibits the harm done to his body: “ ‘KKK’ 

cut/ in his chest,” “latticed scars/ where testicles/ should be […]” (3-4, 7-9) After, his 

assailants “left him/ for dead, his testicles/ in a Dixie cup” (13-15). We of course think 

back to the photographs of Till’s mangled face. Alexander links the three black males as 
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the stranger’s experience unexpectedly blurs with Ali’s own physical, racialized 

vulnerability: 

You a warning, 
they told him, 
to smart-mouth, 
sassy-acting niggers, 
meaning niggers 
still alive,  
meaning any nigger, 
meaning niggers 
like me. (16-24) 
 

In this journey from “You” to “me,” Ali is elided with his disfigured “visitor.” 

Furthermore, the repetition of the word “nigger” and its transformation from a specific to 

a universal usage—“any nigger”—makes the distance between the two men momentarily 

insignificant. From an image of Ali’s youthful defiance in the second section, then, 

Alexander brings us ‘round to this tableau of pure punishment. Rather than allowing fame 

to separate the two, Ali sees himself as the marred man before him. The virile hero, the 

champion of the world, finds himself to be momentarily interchangeable with a castrated 

stranger. In this slippage, we see Ali’s humility and his defiance, as well as his sympathy 

for his fellow man. Here we also recognize Ali’s identification with the stranger as an act 

of translation that mimics Alexander’s; as Ali sees himself in another—by erasing 

himself—the poem continues adapting Ali’s persona. 

But then as if recovering from a fall, Ali—the “sassy-acting” boxer, the icon—

gets his back up. In the ensuing, eighth section called “Training,” we see the speaker go 

back to his work and to the Ali we know best. Of course, the subtitle subtly recalls the 
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second section’s incident with the derailed train as well as the opening lines of the 

third—“I need to train/ around people,/ hear them talk,/ talk back” (1-4). Throughout the 

series, Ali perpetuates a cycle in which his practice, his “training” is a response to 

extremely violent events that occur in the world at large. Training—the continual 

preparation for the fight—is a way of giving back-talk, of being insubordinate; we see his 

literal training set on par with his “talk[ing] back” or becoming verbally defiant. 

Nonetheless, within this defiance is the abuse Ali must do to his own body:  

My knuckles sometimes burst  
the glove. I let dead skin 
build up, and then I peel it, 
let it scar, so I don’t bleed 
as much. My bones 
absorb the shock. (7-12) 

 
Through an awareness of the body, we encounter the speaker’s self-awareness. 

This concern with the body as self not only raises the question of how much abuse the 

body can endure; the poem also asks, what kind of Ali exists without the body? We 

recognize the power of Ali the person in the power of his bodily ability. Alexander 

skillfully interrogates this idea: as much as we see the threat to the body, we see the threat 

of Ali’s erasure. Does Ali the person exist in the form of his body? How much have we 

abandoned the corporeal Ali and instead turned to a corporeal recognition of Ali the icon? 

In the poem, Ali’s body always threatens to defy the persona’s will, suggesting the 

instability of the overall self. Ali’s body and his poetic persona are always changing 

forms. In her emphasis on Ali’s physical body, then, Alexander problematizes her own 

poetic embodiment of Ali. The poem proposes that Alexander knows very well that there 
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is no body (and thus nobody?) here; in making this point, Alexander suggests that we can 

learn as much from her theorizing the illusion of his presence as her narration of 

biographical events.  

Alexander concludes the “narrative” in a section that references the opening 

segment in which the speaker focuses on “my name.” In the poem’s single-line, opening 

stanza, he reminds us how the media has created a public persona for him. He tells us, 

“They called me ‘the fistic pariah”; the line is taken from a journalist’s commentary on 

Ali’s excommunication from the sport from 1967-1970 after refusing the draft during the 

Vietnam War. The formal isolation of this line lends a further sense of gravity to Ali’s 

own public condemnation from various corners of the public. The elevated diction of the 

quoted language—“‘the fistic pariah’”—is a knock against Ali; it is an epithet bestowed 

upon him, a mantle that he neither chose nor assumed. It is a persona that someone else 

has written, a kind of naming that he will not accept.  The second stanza, in its 

elaboration of the first, delivers the second punch: 

They said I didn’t love my country,  
called me a race-hater, called me out  
of my name, waited for me 
to come out on a stretcher, shot at me, 
hexed me, cursed me, wished me 
all manner of ill will, 
told me I was finished. (2-8)  

 
Here, Alexander recaps the controversy facing Ali after his public commitment to 

the Nation of Islam and his refusal of military service. Tellingly, the difficulties facing 

Ali cohere in Alexander’s repetition of the word “called.” For in their “call[ing],”—



 
259 

“called me a race-hater, called me out/ of my name”—the unnamed “they” do no physical 

violence to Ali. They do attempt to destroy his good name. The knowing reader 

recognizes that Ali has already “called” himself “out of my name.” The sin of the public, 

the masked “they,” is not to accept the identity, the persona, that Ali has now assumed. 

Alexander skillfully exploits the dynamic between the re-named Ali and the 

shadowy “they” in a way that calls attention to the poem’s use of dramatic form. Even as 

the Ali persona tells us that he will not be “called […] out/ of my name,”  Alexander 

attempts to “call” Ali the person into the poem. Yet, all re-representations break down 

somewhere, and Alexander’s third stanza fittingly conveys such a message: 

 Here I am, 
 like the song says, 
 come and take me, (9-11) 

 
In a re-appropriation of Al Green’s 1973 hit “Here I Am (Come and Take Me),” 

Alexander gestures most immediately to Ali’s constant movements around the ring. 

Known for a boxing style in which he would flit around his opponents, never occupying 

one part of the ring for very long, Ali seemed to taunt his ring mates “like the song says” 

(10). The quoted Al Green lyrics—“ Here I am […]come and take me”—evoke Ali’s oft-

repeated mantra—“Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee.” Both convey a sense of 

presence and absence, a stepping forward into the spotlight before a drawing back. Thus, 

Alexander’s text taunts us as Ali taunted his opponents. As readers, we know that Ali is 

not “here,” though the persona performs the illusion of poetically reproducing him; 

Alexander herein calls attention to the performance of sincerity that characterizes all 
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productions of poetic voice but that the persona poem especially foregrounds. Ultimately, 

we recognize that neither we—nor Alexander—can come and take him. Furthermore, in 

keeping with this poem’s theme of masked re-direction, the section’s fourth and fifth 

stanzas close the poem with a subtle but significant sense of evasion: 

 “The People’s Champ,”  
  

myself, 
 Muhammad. (12-14) 

 
Ali dares us, taunts us to “come and take me.” But, that simply rendered “me” is 

then revised—with no small degree of braggadocio—into “The People’s Champ” (12). In 

reverting to a moniker favorably bestowed upon him, at first the poem’s concluding 

stanza promotes this confident restoration of Ali’s reputation. Ali once again renames 

himself. In the context of both the section and the sequence, in which the reader receives 

multiple renderings of Ali, we are encouraged to read “The People’s Champ” as another 

role to be performed, a favorite mask which may be donned and subsequently discarded. 

That the label appears in quotation marks both its widespread circulation and status as a 

temporary, externalized marker of identity.   

The last stanza simplistically displays “myself,/ Muhammad” (13-14) before us, 

providing the sense that we are somehow intimate with this person. These final lines 

appear to be the ultimate erosion of distance between the boxer and the reader. In the 

poem’s last glimpse of him, Ali appears to lay “[himself]” bare. Yet, grammatically, 

these final lines—“myself,/ Muhammad”— appear as modifiers of both “me” and “The 

People’s Champ.” Here Ali turns through multiple linguistic markers of identity.  He also 
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mirrors the sequence’s first section, which situates “Ali” as its final word. We appear to 

be both back where we started and caught in an echo chamber of multiple, interconnected 

selves. Significantly, we also recognize Ali’s complicity in this continued re-assumption 

of different forms. In concluding his “narrative” with the name he has chosen, Ali focuses 

on his own self-naming power. That the first section ends with “Ali” and the final 

segment ends with “Muhammad” recalls the significance of Ali’s abandonment of the 

name “Cassius Clay.”  Ali’s doubled focus on “Ali” and “Muhammad” recalls the fact 

that members of the Nation of Islam were encouraged to reject the names historically 

handed down to them by slave-holding masters.9 In terms of Alexander’s poetics, the 

focus on multiple names and multiple identities compounds her engagement with the 

dramatic form she has chosen to employ. Over the course of these twelve rounds, we 

have not witnessed the triumph of a true Ali, a coherently dramatized version of the 

ultimate self. Instead, these multiple shades—these multiple names—for the same man 

are reflected and refracted across the sequence, allowing the poem not only to dwell in 

possibility but also in a sense of evasion. 

Whereas the first section concludes with the speaker’s last name “Ali,” here we 

have the closing rejoinder, “myself/ Muhammad” (14-15). The Ali persona wants to 

conclude the sequence with a defiant air of authenticity, but Alexander smartly trades on 

                                                
9 In the oft-quoted words of James Baldwin, “The American Negro is a unique creation; he has no 
counterpart anywhere, and no predecessors. The Muslims react to this fact by referring to the Negro as ‘the 
so-called American Negro’ and substituting for the names inherited from slavery the letter ‘X.’ It is a fact 
that every American Negro bears a name that originally belonged to the white man whose chattel he was. I 
am called Baldwin because I was either sold by my African tribe or kidnapped out of it into the hands of a 
white Christian named Baldwin […] I am, then, both visibly and legally the descendent of slaves […]” 
(84).  
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the idea of celebrity as itself a persona. In her ongoing dramatic representation of Ali, we 

cannot forget the myriad masks this figure puts on and takes off. Referring to his 

conversion to Islam and his refusal to be drafted during the Vietnam War, Ali directly 

addresses his notoriety. Aware that he is not only known for much more than boxing but 

also hated by many, this section of the poem is both a jab at the anonymous “they” and a 

ducking of their antagonisms. But, having defined himself in terms of others’ “ill will,” 

an Al Green chart topper, and a publicly bestowed term of endearment, we recognize this 

persona in terms of popular culture. In this concluding section, “myself,/ Muhammad” 

initially seems to disappear back into our public recognition of the “The People’s 

Champ.” Here we are aware that we have not located a sincere, authentic, or real Ali; 

instead, what emerges in this section seems flattened, perhaps ironically so. “Here I am,” 

the speaker taunts us. “Come and take me.” We cannot, finally. 

The mask puts on another mask…. 
 

In Leon Gast’s Academy Award-winning documentary When We Were Kings 

(1996), George Plimpton recalls a speech given by Muhammad Ali to students graduating 

from Harvard University.10 At the end of Ali’s remarks, one of the students playfully 

called out, “Give us a poem!” In a rather lively but impertinent response, Ali offered an 

ambiguous statement: either “Me./ We.” or “Me! / Whee!” Tellingly, Plimpton’s 

flattened delivery in his recounting of the speech renders Ali’s poem as taking the form 

                                                
10 The film retrospectively considered the “Rumble in the Jungle,” the legendary matchup between 
Muhammad Ali and George Foreman.  
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of the first statement. Yet, Kevin Young’s reinterpretation of the poem—which itself 

draws on Plimpton’s account—translates Ali’s utterance as “Me! / Whee!” (The Grey 

Album 177). While Plimpton’s version insists upon the multiplicity of selves within the 

singular self—the “Me” inside the “We”—Young’s adaptation of the poem further points 

to the instability of selfhood that Ali in person and in recollection has created. The first 

line of Young’s version of Ali’s short, pithy exultation is a gesturing back to the self—an 

act of self-presentation—and an offering up of the self. In its rhyme, the second half 

recalls and affirms the “Me!” of Ali’s personhood. Yet, the second half—“Whee!”—

signals Young’s deliberate reading of Ali’s joyful fulfillment and dodging of a poetic 

performance. In both presentations of the poem, the repetitive syntax and the rhyme 

evoke what many would construe as poetic, but the brevity and simplicity of this “poem” 

simultaneously laugh in the face of any suggestion that Ali offer an extemporaneous 

recitation. In Young’s version, the “Whee!” works to undo the work that the “Me!” has 

created; even as it appears to amplify the sense of “Me!”, it also suggests that Ali will say 

no more to enlarge our picture of that “Me!” That one word—“Whee!”—is, then, a 

linguistic mask of sorts, a covering that both modifies and mimics the utterance that came 

before it. 

Ali’s performance of this “poem” is nestled in one of the many freely associative 

passages of Kevin Young’s recent collection of cultural essays, The Grey Album: On the 

Blackness of Blackness. At a press conference addressing his joining the Nation of Islam, 

Ali famously stated, “I don't have to be what you want me to be […] I'm free to be who I 

want” (Lipsyte). Or, in short: “Me!/ Whee!” or “Me./ We.” Young productively reads 
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Ali’s response to the Harvard student alongside his ongoing, more publicly 

acknowledged disavowal of mainstream, white expectations. The two statements betray 

the fact that the boxer’s consummate sense of subversion is inextricably tied to his refusal 

to don a particular identity. More significantly for this dissertation, Young links Ali’s 

personal philosophy to what he detects in Langston Hughes’s work: a steady “poetics of 

refusal.” Ali’s “rope-a-dope” boxing style, adopted when he fought George Foreman, like 

Hughes’s writerly products, “is not mere reticence, or worse, avoidance” but an ongoing 

movement between “shifting, seemingly contradictory points of view that refuse to be 

pinned down” (177).  

Fittingly, Young’s work itself—like the poetry written by Trethewey and 

Alexander that I have just addressed—often adopts “shifting […]  points of view.”  The 

“refusal to be pinned down” that Young attaches to Ali and Hughes might also be 

productively applied to many poets from his own generation. Young, Trethewey, and 

Alexander are most often attached to the Dark Room Collective or the latest wave of the 

Post Soul aesthetic.11 As part of this most immediate wave of Post Soul poetry, the work 

                                                
11 In recent years, critics have ventured a number of labels for the poetic cohorts or “amorphous group[s]” 
that emerged in the decades after the Black Arts Movement (Reed 730). As can be expected of any 
burgeoning theorization of a school or a movement, critics have developed their readings of Post Soul poets 
according to loose taxonomies. As late as May 2014, The New York Times suggested that the current, so-
called “boom in African American poetry” can be affiliated in no small part with the rise of the Dark Room 
Collective. The Dark Room Collective began in the late 1980s with a reading series held in a Victorian 
house in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Into the early 1990s, its members promoted a thriving sense of 
community through critique sessions. By all accounts, the resulting mentor relationships and peer-to-peer 
network had a consequential effect on the careers of many now-prominent black poets. Specifically, the 
group counts Thomas Sayers Ellis, Sharon Strange, Janice Lowe as its founders and Trethewey and Young 
among its members. Young and Trethewey participated in the program’s development and its workshops, 
and Alexander served as one of its earliest readers. Furthermore, the Dark Room Collective would inspire 
Cornelius Eady and Toi Derricotte to found the highly respected Cave Canem Foundation in 1996.  In 
touting its members’ worldwide renown, the New York Times’ recent emphasis on the Dark Room 
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of the Dark Room poets is said to be “less about strife or racial identity than it is about 

the imagination taking wing, leading the poets to borrow from, and burrow into, history, 

pop culture, even quantum physics in new and surprising ways” (“The Dark Room 

Collective”). Yet, when turning a more discerning eye toward their poetic output, this and 

future generations of critics cannot ignore the fact that both women have produced a 

number of poems written in dramatic personae. For these two poets—and for countless 

others writing at the beginning of the new millennium, I might add—the persona poem 

serves as a foundational part of their maturing corpi. Trethewey’s and Alexander’s 

repeated returns to historically embedded letters at once exemplifies the persona poem’s 

viable presence in American letters and also points toward its consistent use among 

contemporary African-American poets. In a critical climate that is just beginning to 

theorize the work of these poets and their peers, we would do well to note their continued 

adoption of the dramatic mode, particularly with regard to historicized personae. 

Consequently, as we consider how members of recent generations are supposedly 

“making it new” all over again, it is worth examining dramatic poetry’s larger and largely 

unacknowledged contribution to such a movement. 

                                                                                                                                            
Collective as a bona fide phenomenon provides a foundation for the scholarly work that is sure to come. It 
also suggests the degree to which scholars are grasping for ways to theorize the work of the recent past. 
Indeed, the Times goes so far as to propose that this group is as “aesthetically significant in the writing 
world as the work of the Beat Generation, the New York School, the Fugitives, the Black Arts Movement, 
even the Harlem Renaissance.” In a relatively recent issue of Callaloo, Charles Henry Rowell divides the 
artistic producers of post-BAM poetry into two waves: the first includes Derricotte, Rita Dove, Yusef 
Komunyakaa, Angela Jackson, and Nathaniel Mackey, and the second claims Eady, Alexander, Thylias 
Moss, and Harryette Mullen. The Dark Room Collective is often understood as a third wave of this 
movement (“Editor’s Note” viii).   
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Major Jackson—himself a Dark Room poet—has situated the poetics of 

Trethewey and Alexander within what he labels the “rise of the historical poem.” Of 

course, American poets have always turned to events and personages of national concern 

with a retrospective eye. But Jackson rightly detects in contemporary African American 

poetry an eschewing of “poems based in personal experience” and a gravitation away 

from “avant-garde poems of skittery, linguistic feats of fragmentation” (3). Similarly, 

Camille Dungy reads proliferation of personae among a group that she identifies as the 

“Millennial Poets” as indicating a greater challenge. She contends that by using personae, 

these poets seek to remedy a lack of artistic and intellectual kinship in the post-

desegregation era: “Having lost one form of community, we find ourselves charged with 

creating new ones.” She adds that contemporary African American poets will often 

“employ personae to create more fully fleshed out characters, and they frequently include 

explorations of the past and various ties of kinship or community” (16). Dungy’s 

affiliation of the formal choice to use personae with a sense of loss and a desire for 

solidarity is particularly compelling, not least because it aligns with other examinations 

of post-1970s black culture. As Mark Anthony Neal has written, “the post-soul 

generation is denied access to the bevy of communally derived social, aesthetic, cultural, 

and political sensibilities that have undergirded much of the success of the black 

community during the twentieth century, in part fracturing the post-soul generation [….] 

from the real communal history of the African diaspora” (qtd. in Reed 733). Dungy’s and 

Neal’s hypotheses are lately more provocative given Kenneth Warren’s recent claim that 

African American literature has “come to an end” (“Does African American Literature 
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Exist?”). In Walter Benn Michaels’ gloss, “African American writing now is 

‘retrospective’ — occasionally nostalgic for the racial solidarity achieved during (actually 

enforced by) segregation itself, and usually committed to remembering the abuses of the 

past as the key to understanding and overcoming those of the present.” Warren’s 

“conception of a more nurturing past”—at least in terms of writers’ longing for more 

fully realized activist communities—has a direct bearing on Dungy’s interpretation of the 

dramatic mode’s polemical possibilities (“Ends” 639).  But there is, on the other hand, a 

deep sense of bereavement in these poets’ attempted replications of such figures who 

cannot fully be replicated. Again, Trethewey and Alexander focus not exclusively on 

reproducing or reimagining the lives of those on the fringes of history. A significant part 

of their projects involves the acknowledgement and theorization of what cannot possibly 

be recovered.  

As we have seen throughout this dissertation, there is companionship—if not 

solidarity—in speaking through figures of another era. Featuring poems that represent 

dramatized versions of historical figures is effectually a way of populating one’s books. 

The views expressed therein by the poet are further bolstered if they appear to align at all 

with the real-life persons represented. The poet may present the illusion of communing 

with persons other than the self, but significantly, these efforts are about much more than 

making history “come alive.” The persona poem is, then, an effort at community 

building, if not community organizing.  Such a community is at stake in many of the 

poems featured in this dissertation, including Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “The Party,” the 

poem with which this dissertation opened.  
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In reconstructing a crowded gathering from slave times, Dunbar’s “The Party” 

looks back to a time gone past. Written at the turn of the twentieth century, the poem 

journeys into the antebellum south, though its dialect speaker creates a world that is 

simultaneously of and apart from slave times:  

Dey had a gread big pahty down to Tom's de othah night; 
Was I dah? You bet! I nevah in my life see sich a sight; 
All de folks f'om fou' plantations was invited, an' dey come, 
Dey come troopin' thick ez chillun when dey hyeahs a fife an' drum. (1-4) 

 
Critics have heretofore focused on Dunbar’s dialect masks; in closing, I linger on 

Dunbar’s creation of the masque. Dunbar’s partygoers feast; they dance; some struggle 

for love; all enjoy each other’s company. Rather than the character of a particular self, 

Dunbar champions the dramas of a community. As a backward-looking text, the poem is 

both a celebration of lives and a wake for those who have passed from this realm.  

As I note in this dissertation’s introduction, Alexander herself has argued for the 

importance of reading “The Party” in terms that emphasize solidarity. She contends that 

Dunbar’s poem ultimately presents “a story of diaspora and recombination in that he 

writes the slave community after it has in fact dispersed” (13). This “story” imagines a 

community that is both defined and broken by the experience of coming together and 

coming apart. Fittingly, we see the missive of this poem carried out in the great number 

of dramatic poems by contemporary African American poets.  Because there are so many 

poems of this sort being written, these works present the illusion of repopulating the 
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past.12 Just as Dunbar’s partygoers call out to each other throughout the crowd, so, too, do 

many of these dramatized historical figures seem to speak to each other. Similarly, 

through their repeated adoption of dramatic form, these poets—many of whom have 

participated in the Dark Room Collective or Cave Canem—call out to each other. The 

reader of these multiple vibrant collections—here represented by Trethewey’s and 

Alexander’s—witnesses a parade of ghosts, a swell of known and unknown figures. 

Alexander sees in Dunbar’s poem “the wish to fix the beauty of black space and 

community”; such a desire is present in the larger number of African American poets 

writing in recent years. The donning of masks eventually becomes a grand masque for the 

dead, an ongoing party. 

  

                                                
12 To name a few examples: Kevin Young’s Ardency: A Chronicle of the Amistad Rebels (2011), Thylias 
Moss’s Slave Moth: A Narrative (2004), Frank X Walker’s Turn Me Loose: The Unghosting of Medgar 
Evers (2013), Tyehimba Jess’s leadbelly (2005), A. Van Jordan’s M-A-C-N-O-L-I-A (2005).  
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