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Abstract

This dissertation revisits a contentious group of twentieth-century American
“confessional’” poets consisting of John Berryman, Rot  Lowell, Anne Sexton,
Sylvia Plath, Delmore Schwartz, and Randall Jarrell. It analyzes their poetry in relation
to its Cold War political context and argues thatt :sub :tive style of these poets was
symptomatic of a subversive  ponse to containment culture. Forgoing the
impersonality of modemist idiom, these writers developed a poetics of personality that
has often been dismissed by critics as maudlin and narcissistic. This dissertation
counters this prevailing view. It argues that at a time in American history when civil
liberties were routinely threa 1ed by state-sanctioned initiatives such as the House
Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), the turn to an autobiographic style
emerged as a covert means of expressing political dissent. For these  dcentury poets,
an exploration of the abject self was the starting point for a poetics that revealed the
guilt, trauma, and anxiety common to Cold War exper ce and that challenged state
incursions upon individual autonomy.

One of the central arguments of this dis:  1ition is that the insidious nature of
Cold War containment | vac  all facets of society.  ositions pon individual
autonomy made by an American surveillance state ea; to contain the domestic
communist threat made it difficult for citizens to express political dissent publicly
without reprisal. This study positions the “confessional” style as a subversive poetics
that expresses the impact of public anxieties on the private self. The first section argues

that John Berr, in {1 Rol t " )well forged a poetic grounded in a negative
epistemology in order to articulate Holocaust and nuclear anxiety. The second section
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explores how Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath used confession to challenge constructions
of normalized identity advocated by the increasingly influential institutions of
psychiatry and psychology. The third section analyzes Delmore Schwartz and Randall
Jarrell’s reactions to what they regarc | as similarities between cultural containment
and the institutionalization of literary studies via the organically *“contained” protocols
of New Cniticism. This dissertation redresses a critical misreading of midcentury
autobi« aphic poetry by demonstrating how its “‘confessional” style was a voice of

resistance to the repressive anxieties of Cold War experience.
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Introduction: “Here’s to the glory of the Great Whit. 1wk ’: Confession in the

Age of Anxiety



On 13 October 1943, Robert Lowell was *““arraigned before the U.S. District Court

in New York and sentenced to prison for one year and one day” (Collected Prose 367).
His sentencing came just over a month after he posted a letter to President Roosevelt
refusing participation in the armed forces. Attached to the letter w: Lowell’s
“Declaration of Personal Responsibility,” copies of which, as he told the President, were
also sent “‘to a select number of friends and relatives, t.o the heads of the Washington
press bureaus, and to a few responsible citizens who, no more than yourself, can be
suspected of subversive activities” (Collected Prose 367). The declaration, which was
composed during an era of post-Pearl Harbor patriotism, was based on Lowell’s
recognition of fundamental hypocrisies in America’s strategic policies. Asserting that
historically in the United States “we “>ry in the conviction that our wars are won not by
irrational valor but through the exercise of moral responsibility,” Lowell claimed that
rumours of “staggering civilian casualties,” including those that took place during “the
razing of Hamburg, where 200,000 noncomba 1its are reported dead, after an almost
apocalyptic series of all-out air-raids” (369), caused a foundational shift in his judgment
of America’s wartime motiv. - Wh :asin 1941, the U.S.

undertook a patriotic war to pre e our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred

honor against the lawless aggressions of a totalitarian league: in 1943 we are

collaborating with the most unscrupulous and powerfi of totalitarian

dictators to dest. ' law, edom, democracy, and above all, our continued

national sovereignty. (Collected Prose 370)




Written from a perspe:  ve of »ral, political, and patriotic responsibility at a time when
he considered himself “a fire-breathing Catholic C.O.” (Life Studies 85), the declaration,
for Lowell, was integral for the maintenance of an American tradition of critical dissent:
It is a fundamental principle of our American Democracy, one that
distinguishes it from the demagoguery and herd hypnosis of the totalitarian
tyrannies, that with us each individual citizen is called upon to make
voluntary and responsible decisions on issues which ¢t cern the national
welfare. [ therefore realized that [ am under the heavy ligation of assenting
to the prudence and justice of our present objectives be re I have the right to
accept service in our armed forces. No matter how expedient I might find it to
entrust my moral responsibility to the state, [ realize that it is not permissible
under a form of government which d  ves its sanctions from the rational
assent of the governed. (Collected Prose 369)
This commitment to democratic rationality aligns Lowell  ha  dition of critical
dissent and resistance to civil government popularized by his nineteenth-century
predecessors Thoreau, Whitman, and Melville; it also  ned him several months in a
federal prison. Written at the dawn of the Cold War, the letter anticipates the complex,
often paradoxical relationship betv :n the poet and the State that developed during the
first two decades following the Second World War.

It seems not entirely coincidental that tI silencing of Lowell’s voice of public
dissent by his physical incari  ation anticipated a midcentury poe  style characterized
by its lack of overt engag 1ent with Cold War politics. At a time in American history
that saw the state-sanctioned repression of many of tl  civil libert . fought for during t!
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unique methods of formulating responses to the Cold War climate. Far from representing

a politically benign, naively personal . 1 tragic style, the autobiographic aesthetic of
midcentury poets often invokes images of the abject, fr. nented self as symbols of a
culture irrevocably altered by the mass death and suffering of the Second World War and
by the dual threats of nuclear annihilation and communist infiltration. While this turn to
an introspective aesthetic shi ered their critiques of American culture and policy from an
explicitly public spectatorship, their fragmented style, emphasis on the psychological
impact of domestic life, and exploration of mental illness and suicide, manifest
themselves as implicit critiq. . of the impact of containt nt cultt  upon individual
identity.

Containment culture broadly  ‘ers to a postwar American climate that
privileged—and proliferated—discourses of don ;tic normalcy a | security as a means
of “containing” the threat posed by communist infiltration and by the possibility of
nuclear conflict. The idea of containment, which was first penned y US policy analyst
George Kennan in a 1947 essay called “The Sources of So' :t Conduct” and published
anonymously in Foreign Aﬂairs,' came also to designate practices in the cultural sphere
designed to preserve American culture from a corruptive Red Me ce. As Alan Nadel
explains in Containment Culture, the term signifies

a privileged American narrative during the cold war.  though technically
referring to U.S. foreign policy from 1948 - il at least the mid-1960s, it also

describes American life in numerous veni , and under sundry rubrics during

"In his article, Kennan argues that the { ites must confront the insidious nature of communist
infiltration by “entering with reasonable Ice upor licy of firm containment designed to confront
the Russians with unalterable counterforce at every point where they show s s of encroaching upon the

interests of a peaceful and stable world” (581).
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themselves as recorders of texts produced within particular histori | contexts, and not as
purveyors of originary meaning. Their chronicles of personal trauma reflect their own
situation within Cold War cultural discourse; the confessional nature of their verse reveals
how specific historical events shape, and reshape, their relationships as individual beings
to American culture. By pre«  ting the self as a fallible being enmeshed in the cultural
quotidian, they tacitly deconstruct the Romantic notion of the author as a voice of mor

or cultural authority and reposition authorial, and individual, identity as entities shaped
and renegotiated by specific discursive paradigms.

In spite of claims by poets such as Lowell and Berryman about the disjunction
between personal history and literary discourse, the bulk of criticism devoted to their
work, until recently, has tended to highlight the tragic nature of the confessional
paradigm. While the critical history of the term *“confessional” has done much to
complicate, and obfuscate, the complexity of midcentury autobiographical poetics, a
resurgence of interest in the issues surrounding confessional poetry demonstrates that the
time for a critical reinvestment in these poets has arrived. Work by scholars such as Susan
Gubar, 1 est Smith, Jo Gill, S hen Burt, Phil Metns, Suzanne Ferguson, and Thomas
Travisano, to name a few, hasb«_  tor :gotia ‘'he iuessurrc 1ding confessional
poetics from more rigorous theo  cal pers] tives. In his study Midcentury Quartet,
which analyzes the influence Jarrell, Lowell, Berryman, and Elizabeth Bishop had both
on one another and on shaping a postmodern aesthetic, Travisano clearly outlines the
reasons why such a reassessment is overdue. His study considers

1) how the confe: il parad _ has prejudiced, and is still prejudicing,
artistic evaluation; 2) how the paradigm’s treatment of the poem as a reliable
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For these midcentury poets, life in the postwar period was complicated by the
insidious rhetoric of containn it to the degree that it informed both their daily lives and
their literary output. Cold War political policies during the two decades following the
Second World War flowed beyond the strictly governmental and n itary into the
cultural, domestic, and economic _ ieresof A :rican  :iety. As S >hen J. Whitfield
contends in The Culture of the Cold War, this politicization was integrally linked to the
containment of the communist menace on American soil.” That the Soviet Union
presented a threat to geopolitical stability and to American security is a fact. That the
atrocities committed by Stalin within his own country and throughout Europe were on par
with some of the worst atrocities in history is also a fact. That the Red Scare of the 1940s
and 1950s ever presented a veritable threat to the sanctity and domestic authority of the
American government, howe , seems unlikely. Campaigns against communist
infiltration waged by the American government from the 1930s onward, combined with a
growing realization of Stalin’s totalitarian tactics in Eastern Europe, caused American
Communist Party membership to dwindle by the 1950s. As Whitfi. | points out, in the
United States “The battalion of Stalinists may have been secret, but it was too negligible
to divert the course of American history. Though evidence of infilt  »n could be
detected from Hollywood to Harvard, Party membership hovered around forty-three
thousand by 1950, around thirty-two thousand a year later” (4). This dwindling
membership meant that “A nation of about one hundred fifty million people included as

many members of, say, the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church (Suomi Synod) as there

* For a detailed and extensive analysis of the political history of the Cold War era see Stephen Whitfield's
The Culture of the Cold War, Ellen Schrecker’s The Age of McCarthyism: A Brief History with Documents;,
and Victor Navasky's Naming Names.
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with the Red Menace, the campaign against communism during the 1940s and 1950s

found its way into most facets of American government policy. As len Schrecker

observes,

The government did not speak with a single voice. It was an amalgam of
separate and often competing institutions, bureaucracies, and political
parties.... almost every ¢  cy became in\;olved in the anti-Communist
crusade. From the State Department and Congress to the Post Office and the
Supreme Court, federal bureaucrats, politicians, and ju s struggled with the
issues of domestic communism as they debated and implemented policies to
deal with it. On occasion, those policies can into con ct; yet-—and this is
crucial—they were always invested with the power of the state. Not only did
this make 1t possible, for example, for HUAC to send recalcitrant witnesses to
prison for contempt of Congress, but it also gave a legitimacy and resonance
to even the wilde o cements ofi n nberstl the statements of

private citizens did not possess. (25-26)

The extensive, insidious political campaign agaii  communism manifested an

anti-communist consensus that vastly amplified the actual level of threat against the

general populace. The American government effectively increased its ability to generate

approval for domestic and foreign policy initiatives. Action taken in the name of the

preservation of the sanctity of American rights was positive action indeed, so positive,

that American citizens condoned the serious violation of civil liberties to help contain the

Red v

ice. The gove  nent’s success in conjur g the intensity of the Red Scare was

proven by the support it received from the :neral populace. A poll taken after President
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Eisenhower’s 1954 State of the Union speech, in which he “even proposed depriving
communists of American cit nship,” showed tt  *“801 :ent of the populace agreed
with the president’s suggestion; 52 percent wanted all Communists jailed; 77 percent
wanted them banned from the radio” (Whitfield 14). This widespread approval allowed
the American government to adopt increasingly repressive policies, ones that allowed for
extensive anti-communist legislation that manife: :d itself in the form of academic
purges, in HUAC hearings, and in the public trials of such infamous communist
subversives and spies as the Hollywood Ten.°
The totalitarian nature of this rep  sive influence amounted to the advocacy of
thought control. As Whitfield explains,
Consider that the Committee on Soc  ism and Communism of the Chamber
of Commerce propo. 11in 1946 and 1948 to remove liberals, socialists, and
Communists from opinion-forming agenc ~ Communusts, fellow-travellers,
and “Dupes” would not be permitted to teach in schools or work in libraries,
or write for newspap: . By 1952, this advocacy of thought control had
become the offic  position of the Chamber of Commerce. Those of dubious
political reliability would also be prohibited from employment in “any plant

b

large enough to have a labor union”—thus foreclosing for radical workers as

well as left intellectuals opportunities to earn a living. (15)

¢ After taking the Fifth Amendment before a government committee, the Hollywood Ten were
nevertheless indicted and subsequently fired from their positions with Hollywo  studios. Precipitati:  the
blacklisting that would occur regularly throughout the McCarthyist era, the case of the Hollywood Ten

exemplified the collusion betweer e t anti-co st co ces, the  ipreme Court (which
denied their appeal to the Fifth Amendment) and private industry. The case also demonstrates how, in a
very real way, anti-communist policy and legislationte  -ized, |even destroyed, the lives of countless
Americans.
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anything we do. Though even at that we’re not bad enough to deserve the end
we are going to ¢ . (Letters 130)
Jarrell expresses both a sense of anxiety about the potential repercussions for America’s
unprecedented military action and contempt for initial reactions that celebrated the end of
the war in spite of the means used to achieve that victory. While the personal documents
of these poets repeatedly make re -ence to the repressive political tuation of the era,
their poetic documents often sidestep manifest political content.

Lowell perhaps best states why such efforts were taken to avoid direct
engagement with the public sphere in a letter addressed to another presiden  >ne written
to reject Eisenhower’s invitation to the White House Festival of the Arts: “every serious
artist knows that he cannot e )y public celebration without making subtle public
commitments. After a week’s wondering I have decided that [ am conscience-bound to
refuse your courteous invitation” (Collected Prose 371). Sylvia Plath, who began her
novel The Bell Jar wi the execution of the Rosenbergs,7 reports her “sickness,” in a
typically graphic journal entry, about the state-sanctioned killings:

All right, so the headlines blare the two of them are going to be killed at
eleven o’clock tonight. So [ am sick at the omach.... .. tere is no yelling, no
horror, no great rebellion. . .at is the appallit  thing. The execution will take
place tonight; it is too bad that it could not be televised ... so much more

realistic and beneficial than the . n-of-the- 1l crime program. Two real

(1971).
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people being executed. No matter. The largest emotional reaction over the

United States will be a rather large, demo«  ic, infinit +bored and casual

and complacent yawn. (Journals 541-42)
Plath insightfully connects state repression with a containment that manifests itself in a
bored and apathetic mass culture that seems to passively accept the atrocity that state and
media have manufactured as the closest thing to a medieval public execution. As Foucault
has argued, such spectacles serve only to reinforce the ubiquitous power of state
surveillance and serve to discipline the public to conform to  ecific ideological
discourses.®

In a more public stance, Berryman wrote in a 1945 editorial published in the

Dwight Macdonald-run Politics, that “The new energy, like the exi: ng energies, will be
at the service of the powers which possess and control it; it will change their strength but
not their aims.... We stare wit interest and fear upon the terror which in our name has
been wrought” (qtd. in Haffer :n 158). Common to each of these s ements is an
acknowledgement of the increased power of the state apparatus in the Cold War era and a
concomitant anxiety about the psychological and physical repercussions such power will
have on the individual. B _man. 1. :ll recognize the connection between at ic
power and an increase in state power that will have both internatior  and domestic
repercussions. Fearing the potential consequences of their nation’s deployment of nuclear
weapons, they also fear existence within a supposedly democratic n ion that has just

proven itself capat  of world-shifting acts of violence.

¥ See Michel Foucault's Discipline and Punish.
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I made pineapple muffins—they are muffins with little bits of chopped up
pineapple in them and they were also very edible. In fact I get two gold stars
for today. (A4 Self-Portrait in Letters 20)

Sexton’s sarcastic tone anticipates what w 1ld become one of her primary poetic
themes: the tension between conforming to the cult of domesticity in the manner deemed
socially appropriate for women of her generation and the desire to subsist as a creative
artist. As she writes in “The Black Art,” “A woman who writes feels too much, / those
trances and portents’ (Collected Poems 88). For Sexton, an autobic  aphic poetics
threatened codes of domestic stability by projectii an uncontainat : femininity.
Conscious of the relation between the cult of domesticity and Cold War politics, Sexton
goes on in “The Black Art” to proclaim that ““A writer is essentially a spy / Dear love, |
am that girl” (Collected Poems 88). Recognizing that her status asa male writer goes
against the grain of American Cold War rhetoric, Sexton equates herself with the
potential communist spies who were marginalized and prosecuted in the Cold War State.
Typical of Sexton’s writing, the term “spy” also indicates that she is using her writing as
a means of surveillance, of seeki1  out the sources of anxiety and repression in a society
focused on containing and obfuscating political dissent.

In poems such as “Fall 1961,” Robert Lowell captures a sin  ar tension between
the rhetoric of conforming to models of domestic containment and = psychological
fission created by living in a geopolitical enviro  :nt predicated upon mutually assured
destruction:

All autt 1, the chafe 1
of nuclear war;
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The Cold War Academy
The evolution of “confessional” poetry in the early Cold War era corresponds with
dramatic changes in the literary academy. What seems like a lack of overt political
engagement in midcentury autobiographic poetry is consonant with the era’s dominant
strains of literary criticism. As David Montgomery as ts, “The Cold War reshaped
university structures and the content of academic disciplines, just as it penetrated the
whole fabric of political and intellectual life” (xii). The transformation of the academy
that occurred during ~ Cold War affected academics differently depending on their
politics. As liberal, Left-leanii acad¢  cs, particularly those who were sponsored by
government money or private investors with stakes in American policy, were forced to
conform to the agendas of Cold War ideologies, research methodol«  es were skewed in
favour of postwar ideology. I llectuals unwilling to abandon their commitment to what
they viewed as more just political visions were more often than not removed from their
posts and forced to appear before government committc . As R.C. Lewontin explains,
Both by its material manifestations and through the ideological atmosphere
that it was instrumental in creating, the Cold War was responsible for an
unprecedented and explosive expansion of the academy. Moreover, by
making entreprer  rial professors the conduits through which extraordinary
sums of public money have flowed in  the universities, the Cold War has
provided academics as a profession with a potent weapon in their struggle for
power within their institutions. 92)

" For an extensive analysis of the r = ‘onship between the  ywth of the university and Cold War politics,

see Noam Chomsky et al., The Cold War & the University.
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The connection between external funding and res¢ ch, because of the interests of both
public and corporate investments, continues to be hotly contested in contemporary
ac lemia. While literary studies, :ause of its lack of industrial connections, appears to
be a benign discipline, its development nevertheless shifted during this period of Cold
War academic expansion. Tangible, if mild, connections between literary studies and
Cold War ideology could be observed in the rhetoric o.f certain granting institutions. For
example, Henry Allen Moe, President of the Guggenheim Foundation, “thundered in his
biennial reports on behalf of f :dom and against those who would restrain it, proclaimed
loyalty to the nation our highest duty ... and promised that no member of the Communist
Party would receive Guggenhe funding” (Ohmann 75-76). Such small links hardly
amount to the tacit participatic of literary studies in Cold War ideology on the scale
experienced in scientific, technological, and economic disciplines. ather, as Richard
Ohmann points out, literary studies played a role in the Cold War “not by selling our
unwanted expertise, not by pe :cting the ideology of free world and evil empire, but by
doing our best to take politics 1t of culture and by naturalizing the routines of social
sorting” (85).

This depoliticization of ~—  “ish literature was in large part 1e to the influence of
New Criticism. By helping to establish guidelines for textual analysis, New Criticism
allowed uninitiated readers a means of decoding the ambiguities, paradoxes, and ironies
of, for instance, Shakespeare, Donne, Keats, and even Eliot. This emphasis on access to
the poem coincides with the rise of a postwar mass culture that led to increasingly diverse
enrolments at academic institutions. From such a perspective, New Criticism appears to
have led to a greater democrat  ion of the literary text, one that should have helped
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cultivate a more literate and politically engaged culture. However, the connections
between specialized poetic jargon and the institutionalization of literary studies as a
discipline worked to contain the | setic text as much as it sought to :mocratize
interpretive strategies. As Edward Brunner explains,
By insisting on the autonomy of the artwork, the New Criticism democratized
the reading site. At the same time, the New Criticism succeeded in
professionalizing that reading site by claiming a distinct set of interpretive
procedures that would do justice to the literary text. Once the merit of a work
of art was dependent upon its accessibility, then obscurity in poetry was no
longer a virtue but a symptom of a particular failure: a mark of the
incomplete work of the poet whose poems had not been suitably revised and
polished. In the properly completed poem, all the elements had been placed in
the service of com unicating to the reader, who would be continually
reassured that this work was ready for the reading and rereading that was
necessary for it and which it deserved. All the parts were packed in place, all
the material was properly assembled; everything was awaiting the attentive
reader. (7)

The New Critical notion that the tive poem is based upon the assemblage of
constituent formal elements functioned in itself as a form of containment. While tensions
could still exist within the poetic the poem was a vessel that did not explicitly
engage with wider sociocultural issues. So while New Criticism sought a greater textual
democratization, its exaltation of formalism over historlt  or dialectical materialism
divorced the poem from its social context and thus reflected a concomitant diminishing of
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the poem’s effectiveness as a social document. Poetry became something studied in
institutionalized vacuums, not somethir that spoke to issues in the real world. As
Brunner contends, “Formalism in this regard does not offer itself as a set of intimidating
gestures that are tokens of elit n but as an assemblage of useful techniques that
guarantee consumer usability. The new poem of the 1950s comes to the reader as
helpfully pre-interpreted” (7).
The notion of the poem as a consumable artifact suggests correlations between
New Criticism’s democratization of literary access and the rise of postwar mass culture.
Most often seen as a threat to  ghbrow arts and intellectual pursuits, the rapid expansion
of Cold War mass culture was a source of anxiety for postwar intel :tuals. Influential
studies such as David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950) and William H. Whyte’s The
Organization Man (1956) analyzed changes in human social dynamics in an America
based on consumer capitalist values. Lamenting what he regards as a burgeoning
generation of bureauc: s, Whyte moc. the conformity he sees on university campuses:
Come spring and students may start whackil :h other over the head or
roughing up the townees and thereby causing a rush of concern over the wild
younger generation. But there is no real revolution in them, and the next day
they likely as not will be found with their feet firmly on the ground in the
recruiters’ cubicles. (83)
While this formalist approach may have made poetry accessible for a wider audience, it
also, in the minds of midcentury autobiographic poets, cultivated a conformity that
amounted to a formulaics of reading. ...e poem had become a text  be decoded, an
object of consumption in a critical economy that neglected its most potent and visce
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elements, namely those that challenged the very conformity of the containment culture
from which New Criticism emerged.
Midcentury autobiogr. hic poets reacted : 1iinst this sense of critical conformity.

Their visceral portraits of abject psychological di: H»lutionnot onlyj :d with New
Critical notions of poetic methodology by egregiously succumbing to such shortfalls as
the affective and intentional fallacies, they also sov 1t to reconnect poetry to the social
and cultural spheres of American life. In a 1961 interview with Frederick Seidel, Lowe
outlined what he regarded as problematic out pr  ns written with New Critical
methodologies in mind:

Poets of my gene ion and particularly younger ones have gotten terribly

proficient at these forms. They write a very musical, di__.ult poem with

tremendous skill, perhaps there’s never been such skill. Yet the writing seems

divorced from the culture. It’s become too much something specialized that

can’t handle much experience. It’s become a craft, purely ac 1, and there

must be some breakthrouy back into life. (Collected Prose 244)
This “breakthrough back into life” is what Lowell and his autobiographic contemporaries
sought to accomplish, not from naive or cathartic perspective, but from a position that
recognized the inherent relati  ship between poetry and society. A necessary component
of such a “breakthrough back into life” was the exploration of themes explicit enough to
overcome the impersonal polish of New Critical poetics: a focus on the traumas of the
self constituted as a dialectical struggle between the individual psyche and a repressive

Cold War culture.
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both Berryman and Lowell initiate a poetic praxis by documenting the effects of
repression and anxiety on the fragmented individual psyche. For both poets, the postwar
period ushered in a crisis of ¢ sciousness, one that shat  2d the possibility of reviving
bourgeois normality. Rather than offering narcissistic explorations of their own personal
experiences, their confessional poetry works to reject shallow Cold War reifications of
existence founded upon transcendent Western epistemological notions of truth or
morality. Instead, they ground their poetics in a negative epistemology that foregrounds
identity as inherently decentred, fragmented, and confronted by an essential absence at
the core of existence. For each poet, it is from this abject space of absence and trauma
that the recuperation of postwar identity must take place. Their poetics therefore respond
to the challenges of constructing identity from a shattered postwar consciousness.

For Berryman, this formulation of identity is grounded in the concept of
witnessing. The first chapter, “Cold War (Wit)ness: John Berryman’s Double-Talk
Poetics,” examines several of B« ’skey Dr¢ 1 Songs as doc  nts that speak to
the psychology of repression in the postwar parad n. Taking Whitman’s Song of Myself
as his model, Berryman’s Dream Songs provide an updated version the American
democratic spirit from a mid-twentieth-century perspective. They f ction as a negation
of Wh  an’s poem by bearing witness to the era’s sociopolitical cacophony, rather than
its harmony. For Berryman, bearing witness demanded the development of a unique
structural poetics, one that voi. . its political opposition through parataxis and discord
instead of overt statement. Such a paratactic poetic accomplishes two primary goals: its
strained syntax and ruptured grammaticisms attest to the psychologic: strains
characteristic of the eraand i obt : nature allows for the expression of political dissent
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ideology shaped and influenced the development of literary studies, and the ways in
which midcentury poets conceived of an autobiographic poetry as a means of countering
discourses of cultural hegemony.

The fifth chapter, entitled “Delmore Schwartz and the Poetics of Everyday Life,”
situates Schwartz within his late 1930s and 1940s terary milieu. By focusing on this
contentious era, one that saw 3 Leftist radicalism of writers such as Edmund Wilson and
those associated with the Partisan Review compete with the conservative formalism of
the burgeoning New Critics, this chapter sheds light on the relationship between literary
and Cold War politics. Centerii  on Schwartz, an itine  t poetic figure who moved
between Partisan and New Critical allegiances, tI  chapter exposes the pressures and
politicking inherent to the formulations of ideological perspectives. A close readin  of
several of Schwartz’s pivotal early poems positions him as a pioneer in the movement
towards an autobiographic poetics. Recognizing the static, often politically motivated,
nature of the era’s dominant Marxist and New Critical literary ideologies, Schwartz turns
to an autobiographic poetics that reveals similarities between psyc  ogical and cultural
repression. For Schwartz, the sell rves as a site for exploring the implicit heterogeneity
of individual identity, a heterog ty that defies ideolc "cal containment. His focus on
the quotidian elements of perso ~ history recovers and exploits the quotidian details
repressed by containment ideolt , and posits the self as engaged in a plurality that voices
resistance in an unquantifiable individuality. Schwar cultivates a poetics grounded in
psychoanalytic historiography that emphasizes the destabilizing potential of
autobiography at a time when tl i _ ablu :nt sov ‘it alll “ance to totalizing
literary discourses.

46



The sixth and final chapter, entitled “New Critical Conspiracy Theory: Randall
Jarrell and the Poetics of Dissent,” analyzes correlations between New Criticism’s
promotion of reading practices that seek to contain texti  tensions such as irony,
ambiguity, and paradox, and the Cold War political desire to “contain” the geopolitical
anxieties of the era. For Jarrell, New Criticism’si ationist focus on the text was a
thoroughly political gesture, one that helped cultivate al cultural ethos of liberal
disengagement from political realities, and one that contributed to poetry’s growing
obscurity and irrelevance in the political sphere. Challenging the critical hegemony of
New Critical protocols, Jarrell us  hisac »ic style to call for a properly dialectical
approach to poetics, an approach that he fulfills in his own poetry. 7 examining the
relationship between subjective identity and capitalist ideology, Jarrell’s poetry uses
autobiography to forge a dialectical materialist critique of C« | War political, and literary,
ideologies.

While each chapter and section focuses on uniqi  elements of Cold War poetry,
politics, and culture, their ove | themes repeatedly intersect and ultimately demonstrate
containment ideology’s irreversible imbrication in midcentury poetry and poetics. The
blend of historiographic, theoretical, and poetic criticism that comprises this dissertation’s
methodology demonstrates the inve:  ent these autobiographic poets  ade in the
political and cultural realities of their day. It reass s their presence : politically charged

artists, and provides anew pc  clenstl 1gh whichto :plore Cold War literary history.
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private ego. The Dream Songs, his long-poem masterwork, functions as a sequence of
private Cold War testimonials. The poems bear witness to the latent psychological
damage caused by the combii ion of repressive state policies and the epistemological
uncertainty that entered American consciousness with the detonation of nuclear weapons
in Japan. The instability of his  irled syntax and 1ptured grammaticisms, combined
with the anxiety, avarice, guilt, and depression, endured by his prot.  nist Henry, allow
Berryman to forge a metacommentary on midcentury political and cultural ideologies that
testifies to the latent pathologies of containment ¢ ture without na ng the names of its
promoters or exposing its author as seditious.

Modeled on, by Berryman’s own admission, Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, the
long poem re-examines the st 1s of the self in postwar America o1/ to find Whitman’s
spirit of democratic optimism replaced with an ego torn asunder by the tension between
the spectre of nuclear oblivion and the repression of containment culture. Taking the
fragmented ego as his starting >int, Berryman en loys a paratactic poetics of “double-
talk’ that bears witness to the era’s psychological trauma. For Berryman, the fragmented
nature of the postwar self contains the seeds of poetic praxis: by accepting anxiety and
loss as primary elements of individi  experience, he develops a poetic identity grounded
in negative epistemology. From this negative epistemology he rec  ns a compromised
agency capable of a resistance that configures postwar i« ity as it erently fractured and
unstable. His strained, double-talking poetic style acts a critique of the anxiety and
stress on the ego in postwar culture while  1aining below the disc lining gaze of state

surveillance.
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The trick, for Berryman, was to use “deceptiveness” and “double talk” to his
advantage. By cultivating an ambiguous, subjective poetry that emphasized personal and
psychological dissolution, he ¢ ited a poetics of double-talk that evoked the anxiety of
the tense Cold War environment without ever explicitly challenging or engaging the state
apparatus responsible for that anxiety. In “Dream Song 8,” for example, Berryman
employs an esoteric metaphor of personal decay in order to build a tension between
surface existence and inner turmoil:

The weather was 1e. They took away his teeth,
white & helpful; bothered his backhand,;

halved his green hair.

They blew out his loves, his interests. ‘Un¢  1eath,’
(they called in iron voices) ‘understand,

1s nothing. So there.’

The weather was very fine. They lifted off

his covers till he showed, and cringed & pled
to see himself less.

They installed mirrors till he flowed. ‘Enough’
(murmured they) ‘if you will watch Us instead,

yet you may saved be. Yes.’

and anti-Communist trustees set the agenda: they advised faculty members to come clean; they accepted
and used FBI information; they set up their own inquisitions.... Their guild organi the American
Association of Universities, publicly stated that admir  itions and  ulty memb | a duty to
cooperate with investigators, and that one of the latter who declined was probably not fit to teach” (82-83).
Ellen Schrecker, in No Ivory Tower, compiles a list of notable academics who were fined or dismissed for
refusing to testify or for taking the Fifth Amendment. The list includes, among o Kenneth Burke, who
was denied employment at the University of Washington.
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The weather fleured. They weal ed all his eyes,

and burning thumbs into his ears, and shook

his hand like a notch.

..1ey flung long silent speeches. (Off the hook!)

They sandpapered his plumpest hope. (So capsize.)

They took away his crotch. (10)
Located early in the collection, the poem immediately distinguishes between a calm
surface and a psychic state tormented by persecution. At the beginning of each stanza,
Berryman declares that the weather was fine, evol 1g a superficial discussion that
ignores, or refuses to engage, ore serious issues. The superficiality of the calm climate
1s then immediately, and paratactically, juxtaposed with images of inquisition and decay.
Berryman’s unnamed subject, presumably Henry, the protagonist of The Dream Songs, is
systematically prodded and tormented by an unnamed “They,” who remove his teeth,
halve his “green hair,” and blow out his loves and interests. His torment is described with
strained grammaticisms that heighten the poem’s tension and convey the sense that the
subject, like his sentences, is under du s. The focus on v ither signifies not only
environmental conditions but also the calm political and cultural climate that the
containment apparatus soughttc . ‘o :tontotl Cold War public. The paratactic
juxtaposition between the climate and ambiguous forces of persect n indicates tt
political calmness is obtained (and maintained) by 3gressivi /suppressing individual

autonomy and expression.
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This violent suppression appears in the actions performed against Henry’s body as
he is taken apart by nameless agents. The images of decay amount to an ironic reversal of
the biological metaphors assoc  ed with the insidious disease of ¢ imunism. Disease
and decay, for Berryman’s poetic subject, comes not from virulent communism but from
the state apparatus mobilized to contain its spread. By taking away his teeth and backhand
(with both its anatomical and sports connotations), the ambiguous “They” disarm
Berryman’s subject, making him defenceless against their violations of his personal
autonomy. His loss of love an interests renders him flaccid and implies a transition from
a state of vigour and creativity to a state of apathe : conformity evocative of the
conformity advocated by containment ideology. The inquisitors’ re  nder that
“‘Underneath,’ ... is nothing” reads like an appeal against autobiographic poetry’s
impulse to find meaning by exploring the self in its relation to the wider social context.
For the “They,” the speaker’s exploration of personal subjectivity allows him to maintain
a sense of autonomy that cannot be controlled by their  )ressive tactics.

For Berryman, howev  the “nothi1  ’ that is “underneath” also connotes an
essential nothingness at the core of experience. When Henry glimp 5 beyond the
containment consciousness per] uated by the Cold War apparatus, he encounters an
epistemological absence at the core of experience. His recognition of this absence leads to
a loss of faith in the conventional, humanistic epistemologici values that, as some
commentators have observed, were displaced by the trai 1 and violence of the Second
World War. As John Gery asserts, ‘‘for the thinking person in the aftermath of the horrors
of Auschwitz to be alive mear (¢ 1counter an empti s or nothingi s within the self.
This is the paradox of post-Auschwitz consciousness” (22). In poems such as “Dream
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Song 8,” Berryman intensifies this paradox by demonstrating that the postwar individual
i1s afflicted not only by nothingness but also by the discourse of cor  nment propagated
to control the anxiety linked to nothingness. The self is therefore torn between a desire for
autonomy and coercions to conformity.

In “Dream Song 8,” Henry’s disintegration at the hands of a faceless containment
ideology forces him to develop new methods of testifying to the psychic traumas intrinsic
to Cold War experience. Prevented from critiquing ideology on the :vel of clear, realist
discourse, he adopts a subversive poetic double-talk that “epitomizes a poetic tradition
marked by fragmentation, interconnection, lack of closi  loss of meaning, and, most
importantly ... the collapse of a coherent subjectivity” (Martin 189). Berryman’s poetic
application of this tense, fragmen | state of consciousness in the postwar environment is
his most revolutionary gesture. Far from probing the self for a stable, centered ego in a
tense psychic and political en” onn t, The Dream So1 - assert f itation as an
essential component of postwar identity. Recognizing that sovereignty lies in the
acceptance of an agency afflicted by trauma is where praxis begins for Berryman: his
composition of a poetics of fragmented identity, while accepting anxiety and loss as
inherent components of experience, allows him to reclaim a compromised agency that
resists the standardization of containment ideology. “Dream Song 8 thrives on the
“double talk” Hoover warned Americans against, using it not to allay communist
messages, but to disclose the fragmented nature of selfhood in an age caught between the
spectre of oblivion and the agencies of repression.

This poetic double-talk bect s clearer inthe :ond stanza of “Dream Song 8.,
where af  being surrounded by mirrors that prompt him into a state of self-exan = tion,
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between \the poetics of midcentury poets such as Berryman and the modemists that
preceded them. For poets such as Eliot, the notion of what Viktor Shklovsky termed
“‘defamiliarization,” or of making “objects ‘unfamiliar’” (Shklovksy 20) by increasing the
difficulty of perception, was integral to their vision. Berryman recognized a problem
inherent in the defamiliarizing process. As an aesthetic tool, mode1 st defamiliarization
focused on specific, individual instants. By doing 1 it remained incapable of reconciling
itself with the movement of history.

This recognition is where Berryman’s midcentury aesthetic makes its fundamental
break from the poetics of modernism. A poetry capable of recording the fragmented,
unstable identity afflicted by the traumas of the { :ond World War requires specific
attention to the diachronic nature of historical narrative. By focusing acutely on the
neuroses of the self in The Dream Songs, a long, evolvil  poetic sequence, Berryman
reconciles the concept of defamiliarization with historical diachrony. Each poem focuses
simultaneously on the individual in a "ven historical moment, and on the larger historical
intervals that contribute to that individual’s turbulent existence. Evocatively contrasting
Whitman, whose vision of the self emphasizes integration, Berryman creates an acute
vision of the self torn asunder by the larger turmoil of history.

Berryman establishes his position as recorder of “spiritual history” at the outset of
The Dream Songs in a manner that is at once obscure and politically expedient. He begins
by asserting the self in terms of a negative epistemology. In the first stanza of “Dream
Song 1,” Berryman captures the stn  le for individual composure in a turbulent interval
of history by emphas  1g a paratactic tension between a disintegratis  forn ’ structure

and evocatively private con 1it:
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cultural urges, some civilizations, or some epochs of civilization, —possibly

the whole of mar nc¢ have become ner  :ic? (109)
Henry is both a survivor and witness of a cultural auma that has manifested itself on the
level of personal neurosis. Berryman therefore recognizes that those afflicted by the
traumas of World War II extend beyond those who witnessed it first-hand into the general
populace who live beneath its I icies of anxiety and repression. In  similar manner, the
psychologist and Holocaust scholar Robert J. Lifton ex 1ds the ni  on of a “survivor” of
the traumas of the World War II to “one who has encountered, been exposed to, or
witnessed death and has himself or herself remained alive™:

Whether witness 1s false or true, it involves struggles with gnef and

mourning. Where death occurs on the scale of Nazi ge )cide or atomic

bombings, survivors are denied not only the physical arrangements of

mourning (the grave, the remains, the place of worship) but also the psychic

capacity to absorb and feel these de s, to do the work of mourning. This

aborted mor  ng can proceed to the extent that a survivor’s existence can

turn into a “life of grief.” (The Future of Immortality 242)
For Berryman, the cultivation of itobic_ phic poetic style allows him to explore this
sense of cultural mourning and  “ef through his own fragmented | sonality. His use of
the confessional style allows h  to investigate the relationship between government
actions, containment culture,  d loss while avoiding the very real 1reat of juridical
repercussions for engaging in overtly seditious activities.

Henry’s decision to hide “the day” in ..;eam Song 17 signposts the fact that the

political content of the sequence must remain hidden from plain view. Instead, Berryman
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so heavy, if he had a hundred years

& more, & weeping, sleepless, in all them time

Henry could not make good. (33)
Here, as in “Dream Song 1,” Berryman alludes to the loss that weighs on Henry’s heart
without directly naming its source. However, it is precisely his refusal to name the source
of the absence that invokes it as a spectral presence. Henry is haunted by an unnamed
anxiety that he “could not m: : )od,” which signals that rectification of the burden is
beyond his control. However, by acknowledging a debilitat ; absence as a -al
and irreconcilable part of experience, he begins to his position as an active agent
within the repressive Cold War paradigm.

Henry is forced to come to terms with the fact that he will p _ etually be haunted
by an unquantifiable sadness and grief, one that several scholars, i luding Jacques
Derrida, have argued is characteristic of the Cold War era: “the eschatological themes of
‘the end of history,” of the ‘end of philosophy,’ of the ‘ends of me¢ ’ of the ‘last man’ and
so forth were, in the ‘50s ... our daily bread” (Specters of Marx 14). The sense of the end
of philosophical and historical tradition alluc 1 to by Derrida, and enhanced by the
traumas of World War II, mirrc  the nameless loss t|  pervades 1e Dream Songs.
Henry, however, recognizes that nothingness is the locus for the cultivation of an identity
capable of resisting discourses of containment ideology. Following Adorno, John Gery
asserts that such recognition of the  -olutionary potential emboc 1in the cultivation of
nothingness is crucial to both witnessing Cold War experience ar the formation of a

slitically motivated autobic : poetics:
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Adorno a 1es that, given our post-Auschwitz conscio ness of annihilation,

to experience a sense of “‘being not quite the ” of living not as oneself but as

*“a kind of spectator,” may be closer to the truth of living than we have

heretofore acknowle«  d. Paradoxically, the apathetic question “what does it

really matter?” which “we like to associate with bourgeois callousness” 1y

in fact be “The line most likely to make the individual vare, without dread,

of the insignificance of his existence. The inhuman part of it, the ability to

keep one’s distance as a spectator and to rise above things, is in the final

analysis the hum: part, the very part resisted by the ideologists.” (Gery 22)

While absence on one level indicates that identity and agency e inherently unstable,

for Henry such fallibility, by emphasizing the “insignificance of his existence,” allows
him to see past the callous nature of boury is pc c reality. Adomo’s assertion that Cold
War consciousness is characte = :d by a decentering of the Heideggenan notion of
“dasein,” or “being there,” and replaced by a sense of “being not quite there,” reflects
Berryman’s poetic exposition of the decentred self >unded in negative epistemology.
He uses this negative epistemological space as the locus for the recovery of agency. This
recove _ of agency is implied in the concluding stanza of “Dream ng 29,” where Henry
appears to overcome, at least on a cursory level, feelings of unaccountable guilt for
actions that lie beyond his own |  onal control:

But never did Henry, : ‘hought he did,

end anyone and hacks her body up

and hide the pieces, where they may be found.

He knows: he went oy =veryone, & nobody’s missing.
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poem as praise or critique. Us  j guttural utteran  as end points for apparent lines of
praise asserts both an inability to verbally manifest such praise, and a latent disgust for
Eisenhower as its subject, as in “Here’s to the glory of the Great White—awk.” While
*awk” homonymically implies a rare bird—and one that is extinct, past its prime—the

spelling evokes a regurgitative sound meant to convey disgust. Later unable to complete

Eisenhower’s juvenile sounding “I like Ike”” campaign slogan, Berryman invokes
Eisenhower’s early promise at West Point Acade ', where “he was already terrific-sick.”
The word “sick” sits unpunctuated at the end of the stanza without making a tangible
transition to the next stanza. It again serves a dual function, indicating that there 1s
something “sick” about Eisenhower, but more importantly, something “sick’ about
attempting to lavish the “lay” president with suct latitudes. The : )ciative nature of
Berryman’s form disrupts the possibility of conceptual synthesis. It acts as a counterpoint
to the Eisenhower era narrative of containment while defying easy containment itself
through its spasmodic, paratactic methodology.

Henry furthers the relationship betv n the disintegration of identity and the
desire for its reclamation by connecting that desire with literary tradition in the seventy-
eighth Dream Song, “Op.posth. no. 1.” The o g poem of His Toy, His Dream, His
Rest, and the first in the “Opus Posthumous” sequence, the poem d  aatizes Henry’s
experience of death from a third-person perspective:’'

Darkened his eye, his wild smile disappeared,

inapprehensible his studies grew,

*! Berryman, by dramatizing death, 'y draws on Emily Dickinson’s private, first-person dramatizations
of the death experience. As a nineteenth-century poet interested in poeticizing subjective experience,
Dickinson is an important precursor of the twentieth-cent _ “confessional” aesthetic.
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nourished he less  less
his subject body with good food & rest,
something bizarre about ,.enry, slowly sheared

off, unlike you & you

smaller & smaller, till in question stood

his eyeteeth and . e block of memories

These were enough for him

implying commands from upstairs & from down,
Walt’s ‘orbic flex,’ triads of Hegel would

incorporate, if you please,

into the know-how of the American bard

embarrassed Her  heard himself a-being,

and the younger S hen Crane

of a powerful m 1ory, of pain,

these stood the ancestors, relaxed & hard,

whilst Henry’s parts were fleeing. (93)
Once again, the poem begins with a non-specific reference to a profound loss. Henry is
dying physically, spiritually, and intellectually; he no longer eats, iles, or studies,
leaving him with the feeling that “somethit  biz. e ... slowly sheared off” of his
“subject body.” While sub on one level, connotes the subjective 1t of his poem, 1t
also implies his status as a “subject” in a wider sociopolitical environment. By calling
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attention to Henry’s subject status, Berryman indicates that there are |  tations placed

upon his actions by governing institutions, which in turn implies that the “shearing off” is
beyond his control, a part of the disintegration he endu ; within tt  repressive political
paradigm.

Henry’s disintegration continues until he is reduced to “his ‘eteeth and one block
of memories.” The image of “eyeteeth” evokes a last vestige of ide ity following his
decomposition. Playing with the notion that dental records are used to identify victims
who lack identity, Berryman specifically chooses “eyett  h” to imply figuratively that a
vision of decomposition is linl | to this last physical marker of autonomous selthood.
Also linked to Henry’s remn s of identity is “one block of mem« es” consisting of
ambiguous recollections of Whitman, Hegel, and Stephen Crane, who stood as
“ancestors, relaxed & hard / whilst Henry’s parts were fleeing.” The three writers that
comprise Henry’s “block of memories” allude to a historical and intellectual tradition that
has been displaced by postwar atomic reality. A zctt  ofthe| they signify
intellectual eminence and a sense of idealistic conviction that Henry is ur Hle to obtain i
containment culture.

Each literary figure that Henry alludes to carries with him connotations of a
harmony that has been displaced in contemporary culture. The “o ic flex” to which he
refers appears in section 26 of Song of Myself, where Whitman proclaims “A tenor large
and fresh as the creation fills me, / The orbic flex of his mouth is pouring and filling me”
(59). Literally referring to the flex of the tenor’s  >uth, the musical image invokes a
sense of harmony and connection achie’ 1thror 1 artistic rece; In Whitman’s
poem, it invests the larger theme of cosmic unity found in the resonance between
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individual identity and the flow of the natural world in sensual, erc c terms. Although
Berryman consciously evokes Whitman as a symbol of the spirit of democratic optimism,
the discord between Whitman’s sexually charged image of harmony and corporeal
wholeness and Henry’s disintegration reveals that such ideals are barren in containment
America. Berryman’s symbolic use of the “orbic flex” indicates the decomposition of
Whitman’s sexually and spiritually charged vision of American rc  ty.

Furthermore, while Berryman evokes Whitman’s poetics ¢ optimism, the style of
the poem is composed in opposition to Whitman'’s desire for harmony. The first edition of
Leaves of Grass (1855) celebrates the possibility of the representative American,
Whitman, being at one with the dominant strains of his culture. Berryman’s representative
American, Henry, necessarily finds himself at variance with the d ninant culture of his
age.22 Unlike Whitman’s long, smooth, flowing 1es, Berryman’s are broken and obtuse.
Instead of singing the harmony of the self within the world, Henry sings the self’s
attrition in a hostile environment. In this sense The Dream Songs function as determinate
negations of the Whitmanesque spirit of American democratic optimism, an act meant to
record the disparity between Whitman’s nineteenth-century belief in the potential for
American unity and harmony and the forebodit  sociopolitical landscape of Berryman’s
midcentury America. Berryn /okes loss as a foundational component of
contemporary experience in order to fulfill his role as a witness to the spiritual history of

America, just as he argued Whitm  did for the ninet  ith century.

* Whitman progressively dic  :ed himsell contempa ' America in the suhsequent editions of
Leaves of Grass and in Democratic Vistas. Whitman's friend and contempora nry David Thoreau had
already clearly established his own adversarial position with respect to conter ry American culture in

Walden (1854). In opposition to the consumer culture of contemp:  y America, 1 noreau posited the “true
America” based on a personal economy of se ‘eliance and frugality.
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about t}3e public state of Cold War politics, The Dream Songs confess volumes about the
private pathologies of a neurotic cultural era.

The tension between public reality and private response is played out in the works
of many midcentury autobic -aphic poets. In contrast to Berryman’s parataxis and
double-talk, Robert Lowell’s autobiographic style often evinced a clearer response to
issues in the public sphere. For Lowell, these responses converge with private
testimonials of the madness and breakdown that is so often alluded to in the criticism
surrounding his work. Often overlooked in that criticism is the manner in which Lowell
evokes madness as a metaphor for the displacement of a sense of truth and rationality at
the centre of postwar cultur. experience. His poetry therefore evokes madness as a
signifier of an essential exp ence of loss that is obscured by the proliferation of

discourses of domestic normalcy in containment America.
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Learning to Love the Bomb: Robert Lowell’s Pathological Poetics

B¢ yman’s confron ion with the irrecoverable loss at the core of American
epistemology, while unique for its paratactic testimon s of anxiety and repression, was
not a unique preoccupation. The absence that entered into the Am« :an psychic
imaginary in the weeks and months following the Enola Gay’s fateful early moming
flight over Hiroshima, presented—and continues to present—a c| lenge for postwar
writers: how can one represent the space of nuclear disaster, which is the space of
nothingness?

For Berryman, this representation was achieved through the development of a
poetics of negation, an aesthetic that takes loss as its starting point and testifies to the
psychic instability caused by that loss through its fractured, paratactic style. For Robert
Lowell, the representation of nothingness, and its psychological 1pact on Americans,
demanded the cultivation of a unique body of metaphors. In many of Lowell’s poems this
use of metaphor converges in the relationship between the poetics of unspeakable
nothingness and the poetics "unspeakable madness where madness symbolizes the loss
of cultural values and traditions. As has often been noted by scholars of Lowell, the poet
suffered from serious manic episodes instigated by bipolar disorder during much of his
adult life. Chronicles of the vulnerable ego afflicted by mental illness comprise some of
Lowell’s most important works. In particular, several key poems from Lowell’s Life
Studies and For the Union Dead d¢  >nstrate his engagement of psychological trauma. A
closer analysis of these works re' ils a nuclear ectre beneath their preoccupation with

mental illness.
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In Lowell’s poetry, the encounter with absence at the hypocenter of nuclear
society finds its symbolic equivalent in the depressive trying to recover the irrecoverable
lost object at the center of the self. While Berryman’s responses to containment often
manifested themselves on the level of formal structure, Lowell’s politics are more evident
on the level of content. As Lowell recognizes, re; :senting the hypocentre of nuclear
society is an impossible act: its nothingness is devoid of referentia y. Lacking a referent
to adequately describe nothii 1ess, Lowell instead approaches its representation through
a process of sublimation that traces nothingness through the exp¢ :nce of madness.
Implementing the lyric form as a vessel of containment, Lowell’s oetics enacts the
encounter with nothingness through its tropological emphasis on illness and breakdown.
The melancholic’s inability to recover the lost object, in Lowell’s nuclear poetics,
symbolizes American culture’s inability to recover the sense of tra tion and hierarchical
values displaced by the hypocentre of nuclear culture. It signifies a culture that is daily
faced with the prospect of a death made instantaneous by the push of a button. Seeking a
referent capable of articulatii  the nothingness at the hypocentre of nuclear
consciousness, Lowell turns to a poetics of madness that dramatize the pathological
fission of the ego in the age of atomic anxiety. His poetics imagines the real by
confronting its own potential eradication. By iasiz  the vola ity of the subjective
ego in atomic culture, Lowell attests to the impossibility of containii  nuclear anxiety
and refigures Cold War culture as lypatt 3 L Thisis well’s moment of
praxis: by accepting nothingness as the primary cultural referent, he deconstructs
conventional notions of political and cultural orthodoxy and posits the patholc _ :al ego as
the locus for the reclamation of identity in a repressive Cold War society.
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In late March of 19¢  a “‘very nearly psychotic’” (Mariani 181) Robert Lowell
arrived uninvited from Boston at the Chicago home of his friend 1d mentor Allen Tate
and Tate’s partner Caroline Gordon. After exhausting and terrifyi ; his hosts with
Catholic fundamentalist rhetoric for the first twenty-four hours of s visit, Lowell began
to sense that he had become something of a burden. He decided to 1 1ten the mood by
presenting Gordon with a list of the lovers her husband confided he had been with during
their marriage. When his antics confused and infuriated Tate, Lowell became incensed
and insisted that Tate repent for his sins. Tate, by this point beside himself with rage,
refused and demanded that his guest leave. The tall, athletically b1 t Lowell responded
by grabbing his short and gaunt mentor, carryingh  to a second story window, and
holding him out over the street below while reciting Tate’s “Ode to the Confederate
Dead” in the cartoon voice of a childhood imaginary friend. The police were summoned
and it took several officers to w ;tle Lowell into submission.

After a night in the psychiatric ward at a Chicago hospital, Lowell concluded that
he had overstayed his welcome with the Tates | he boarded a train for Bloomington,
Indiana, where he met his friend Peter Taylor for nner at the University of Indiana’s
Faculty Club. Once seated, Lowell informed Taylor that he was positive he could smell
brimstone. He then began looking frantically around the restaurant “trying to locate the
devil” whom he soon spotted “behind a large potted fern” (Mariani 183). A frightened
and confused Taylor managed to calm Lowell and escorted him back to his room for the
night. A few hours later, however, Taylor got a call from the Club manag claiming that
Lowell “*had run through the kitchen terrorizing t| cooks, and the run out into the
streets’”” (Mariani 183). Recalling the episode later Lowell claimed that he believed he
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What is perhaps more import  to an understanding of Lowell’s poetics of
madness is the manner in w  ch the pathological self in his poetry is affected by a
profound sense of irretrievable loss. In the intensely subjective lyrics that comprise

b 6

Lowell’s “confessional” aesthetic, he often creates associations between a loss of
traditional cultural values and political hierarchies with psychic instability. In “Beyond
the Alps,” which begins his groundbreaking “confessional” collection Life Studies,
owell signposts the transition from an old age of stable hierarchic tradition to a postwar

era of epistemological incertitude. The poem recalls a long, slow train ride down throug
the mountains from Rome to Paris.  an era when “even the Swiss had thrown the
sponge / in once again and Everest was still / unscaled” (3), the literal descent from pr <
to landscape symbolizes a loss of traditional, even heroic, cultural and political values and
indicates a fall to a less transcendent vantage point. The lack of Swiss heroism on the
summit of Everest leads the first-person, autobiographic narrator to contemplate

Life changed to landscape. Much against my will

I left the City of God wl = it belongs.

There the skirt-mad Mussolini unfurled

the eagle of Caesar. (3)

The poem’s tension between notions of political and ideological hierarchy and the
postwar absence of these ideals is indicated in the line “Life char 1 to landscape.”
“Landscape,” for Lowell, evokes the intellectual and psychological levelling of a culture
once rich with the tradition from which humanistic vali  was derived. The descent from
the Alps into this vertical landscape “dramatizes Lowell’s s e of the only models of
meaning left when an essent ly icalsy Molico = grounded by the doctrine of

85



incarn .ion gives way to a primarily horizontal secular one.... Landscape reveals no
hierarchy, nothing valuable in itself” (Altieri 85). This new horizi  al, secular setting is
the backdrop for Lowell’s v on of postwar reality. The loss of values once grounded in
religious and historical tradition give way to a bleak, existentially empty landscape.
Lowell’s speaker’s reluctan:  to depart the Augustinian “City of God”* suggests his
reluctance to enter the emptiness of the new psychic landscape. However, Mussolini’s
presence in the “City of God” signifies th the midcentury world’s adherence to
conventional ideological doctrine for the purpose of withholding tradition is complicated
by the “‘skirt-mad,” murderous, imperial designs of contemporary tators. The reference
to Mussolini’s madness anticipates Lowell’s metaphorical formulation of midcentury
culture as inherently pathological in later poems.

By introducing Mussolini into the poem, Lowell explicitly connects the sense of
“Life changed to landscape” to the atrocities of t| Second World War. In a land where
“The Duce’s lynched, bare, booted skull still spoke” and “God herded his people to the
coup de grace,” Lowell realizes that the “mountain-climbing train come to earth” and
that now “There were no tickets for that altitude / once held by Hellas.” Rather, in the
existentially bleak postwar environment, the loss of humanistic tradition reveals for the
speaker a tangible sense of his own insignificance within a historic ~ dialectic governed
by chaos and the will to power. Lowell’s speaker “has now joined the other society, the
City of Man, which has its own, if lesser, values. Faithless, Lowell belongs to the

‘monstrous human crush’ in the fragmented region he once contemptuously termed,

** St. Augustine’s early fifth-century work De Civitate Dei, or The City of God, consisted of twenty-two
texts and so1 1t to console Christians, many of whom felt = sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410 AD
was their pumushment for abandont  their- r ons. August s texts reminded them that the
Christian City of God would ultimately triumpn ag  t earthly conflicts.
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echoing Augustine, the land of unlikeness™ (Axelrod, Robert Lowell 103). The speaker’s
inability to reconcile himself with the legacy of hierarchic orthodoxy suggests a
recognition that in the face of atrocities such as those experienced during the Second
World War, the tradition of speculative metaphysics is no longer capable of allowing
individuals to comprehend their position within the postwar historical dialectic. In the
absence of metaphysical discourse, individuals are forced to reconcile their identities
against a backdrop of absence and loss, rather than one of faith and history. For Lowell,
this postwar failure of metaphysics—or perhaps more accurately this postwar recognition
of metaphysics as linked to flawed ideological discourse—is the source of a profound
sense of alienation.

By positioning the se: :h for identity against a backdrop of metaphysical
alienation, Lowell reveals the nucl ement in his poetics. While “Life changed to
landscape™ most explicitly refers to a failure of tradition caused by dictators such as
Mussolini, it also has connotatior tl st t the more literal obli  tion of human
structure and endeavour that follows nuclear detonation. Hiroshima, in the nuclear
aftermath, was quite literally “ ~ u :d to landscape™ by the bomb’s massive force, and
by the fires that it ignited in the surrounding area. However, as sur  rors and
commentators have attested, it also rendered asetr  of psychic loss almost ta1  ‘ble.
Robert J. Lifton has described the “numbing” effect tf  encounters with trauma on the
scale of Hiroshima and Auschwitz have on immediate victims and  so on those who live
beneath the spectre of oblivion in the postwar world.

This sense of “mt " 11 cordingto Liftt =~ 1ue in part to an inability to
reconcile oneself not only to the bomb’s disclosure of nothingness at the core of
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In poems such as “Ina1 1ration Day: January 1953,” Lowell more explicitly
engages this relationship between atomic nothin_ ess and American containment. Written
1n a stark, clear tone, the poem begins with a bleak vision of a New York where “The
snow had burig:d Stuyvesant” (7).2° The fact that e statue of Pett  Stuyvesant, an
influential seventeenth-century colonial administrator who helped to build and develop
New York into a prosperous colony and city, is “buriéd in snow” signifies a
whitewashing of the values that belied the democratic vision of early America. The
snowy landscape also has connotations of a nuclear winter, in which the principles of
American democratic ideology no longer hold any meaning against a backdrop of atomic
oblivion. The image of the buried Stuyvesant, when considered in :lation to the poem’s
title, “also subtly hints that a similar fate may await the new president” (Smith 292). This
allusion to Eisenhower’s fate, however, is double-edged: on one level it points to his
inefficiency as a lowbrow, mass-cultural president; on another level it attests to the
potentially devastating nuclear consequenc  of installing a war-minded ; 1eral as
president in an era of Mutually Assured Destruction.

As the stanza progresses, the political stasis symbolized by e snow is mirrored
by the “Cyclonic zero of the word” . .,. .ais f Irative zero is evocative of the literal
hypocentre of an atomic explosion. The reference has several imp« ant implications.
First, it evokes the nothingness at the centre of the American cultu | psyche, a
nothit 1ess directly linked to a loss of faith in the hie  :hic authority responsible for the
American use of atomic weapons. The actual figure of the zero signifies an emptiness

ringed by a thin presence. As 1, it evokes an epistemological en iness the core of

** Peter Stuyvesant (c. 1612-1672) served as the Dutch Director-General of New Amsterdam, which
later became New York. His policies were influential in the devel.  nent of the colony and city.
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own displaced origins, one’s essentially alienated place within Cold War culture. The
nothingness signified by the nuclear hypocentre, as Lowell recogn :d, meant a tangible
link between destabilizing madness and nuclear society.

The nothingness that the bomb signified in the American consciousness, and the
loss of faith in originary discourse that accompanied it, is evoked / Lowell in the final
stanza of “Inauguration Day”:

Ice, Ice, Our wheels no longer move.

Look, the fixed stars, all just alike

as lack-land atoms, split apart,

and the Republic summons Ike,

the mausoleum in her heart. (7)
Returning to an image of winter, Lowell evinces the notion that America has been frozen
into stasis. The “fixed stars, all just alike” evoke the patterned stars of the American flag.
While their “likeness’ evokes a s of containment and conformity in postwar
American culture, the simile’s tenor reveals that such containment erely conceals the
fact that beneath they are as “lack-land atoms, split apart.” This ex icit reference to the
split atom of nuclear physics indicates that for Lowell the American values once signified
by the flag have been torn asunder in the atomic landscape. The st: , with their
iconography of navigation, are now incapable of providing guidan towards a safe and
prosperous climate; instead they lead to a static, conf.  ist state threa 1ed by nuclear
oblivion. No longer is America a land founded upon democratic cultural prosperity; rather

1t 1s a “lack-land,” a land that has | Cn 2 essential. The reference to
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it” (23). Derrida’s distinction ] as Schwenger points out, asserts that the bombs

(133

dropped on Japan ended a ‘““‘classical” war rather than setting off a nuclear one. And if it
has not taken place one can only talk or write about it” (Schwenger xv). This means that
“the terrifying reality of the 1 clear conflict can only be the signified referent, never the
real referent (present or past) “a discourse or text” (Derrida 23). Thus the representation
of nuclear annihilation exists in an endless state of deferral, a defe 1l that circles the
absence represented by the h  centre without being able to recover that absence.

The “‘fabulously textual’ nature of nuclear representation recapitulates itself in the
desire for the recovery of origins at the core of American consciousness. Lacking the
ability to recover its lost origins in a “Lack-land split apart” by the spectre of oblivion,
language can only circle the absence that now sits where the displaced origin, mythical or
otherwise, once existed. This loss of referent, as Schwer :r observes, resembles the
central problem articulated by Derrida in his postructuralist paper ““Structure, Sign and
Play in the Discourse of the Hi Sciences.” As Derrida argues,

Structure—or rather the structurality of structure-—although it has always
been at work, has always been neutralized or reduced, an this by a process
of giving it a center or of referrii it to a point of presence, as fixed origin.
The function of this center was not only to orient, balance, and organize the
structure—one cannot in fact conceive of an unorganized structure—but
above all to make sure that the organizing principle of the structure would
limit wt ~ we mig call the play of the structure. By orienting and

organizing the cohe  ce of the system, t| center of a structure | its the
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except the “non-name of ‘name’” or nothingness itself. 1 other words, if in
the realm of nuc irism the most important subject to 'rite about is
unnameable, is nothingness itself, in what way other than by writing nothing
at all 1s a poet to approach it? (36)

Lowell recognized the difficulty of signifying the nothingness of the nuclear
hypocentre. While poems such as “Inauguration Day:  wary 19¢ ’respond to atomic
anxiety by conveying a sense of profound loss on the cultural and political level, Lowell’s
personal or “‘confessional” poetics of madness enact a more rigorous engagement of the
unnameable by finding correlations between the irretrievable hypocentre and
psychological dissolution. While recognizing that madness, like the nuclear hypocentre, is
devoid of a stable referent, Lowell nevertheless has son  hing to draw on when writing
madness that he lacks when v :ing the bomb: a direct and personal experience of
madness as a confrontation with the abyss. Lowell draws on his experience of the
essential “Otherness” of mad ;s in order to convey the pty space of disaster. Within
the container of his subjective ego, Lowell re-enacts the fission of «  aster in order to
reveal, however momentarily, 1e Otherness at the abyss of postwar experience. As
Schwenger notes, when we attempt to write the nothingness of the disaster, “Our
apprehension of the abyss explodes only in a closed chamber, a structure of the restraint
which intensifies all that force that is beyond restraint and beyond s  cture. Only under
such circumstances can such force be evoked” (121). From within the “closed chamber”

of individual consciousness, such a volatile reaction signifies severe psychological

instability.
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his vision, Lowell indicates that his ill subject is staring into a wasteland where, in terms
that resemble those of Eliot, “Crows maunder on the petrified fairway.” This vision of
absence and loss 1s juxtaposed with the persona’s exclamatory revelation “Absence! My
heart grows tense.” Inverting the familiar euphemism “‘absence makes the heart grow
fonder,” Lowell here reveals that it is not the physical absence of the comforts of the
outside world that makes his eart tense within the institution; rather, it is the
confrontation with the essential absence at the core of experience. 1 one level, the
subject’s feeling of absence for¢ _ n Ishis dness by alluding to his place in “the
house for the ‘mentally ill.”” connotes that to encounter madness is to encounter an
essential, irretrievable loss. However, the blankness that exists beyond his window
indicates that absence extends beyond the institution into the wor| at large. The
institution is a microcosm of a cultural absence that is ore pervasi*  While it attempts
to contain “madness” and absence, they both exist in the bleakness beyond the thin
windows. The institution thereforet omesas_ 5ol for the conve :nce of individual
psychological illness and a pathological Cold War culture.

The institution also f ctions as a symbol of a fallen social order. Fixtures such as
the tub have grown “Vaguely urinous from the Victorian plumbing,” which indicates that
its once stately Victorian elements a now in a state of disrepair and ruin. The inmates
include “Stanley,” a former “Harvard all-American fullback” who is now “more cut off
from words than a seal” (81), and ““Bobbie,’ / Porcellian ’29,/a  »slica of Louis XVI”
(82). The two patients represent a fall from a higher social order into a state of madness
that is conveyed in terms that conjure nuc oblivion. ...e verb “t ified” connotes both
an entropic sense of stasis a1 avio t, quick death. Ossification evokes a literal turning
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to bone; the violence of this image recalls the effects of exposure  a nuclear attack,
where, as survivors have recalled in gruesome detail, the heat and rce of the blast
literally peeled skin from bone. This conjuring of nuclear imagery works to symbolize the
process of psychological entropy that the inmates have endured and does so in terms that
show its effects on the human body. It also tacitly links their madness to the madness of
nuclearism which is ironically rendered in the MAD acronym for Mutually Assured
Destruction, and the nothingness that its spectre ¢ oblivion expos  Forced to contend
with the lost origins of their younger lives, the inmates, including Lowell’s persona, are
now “all old-timers, / each of s holds a locked razor” (82). The locked razor conveys a
thwarted desire to break out of their state of ossification, to get beyond the bleakness of a
mad existence. Incapable of committing an act violent enough to reinvigorate the flow of
blood, or worse, to transcend e ossified world through suicide, the inmates have no
choice but to linger in perpetual alienation. This im: : of paralysis suggests that they are
contained not only by the mental institution, but also by their madness, a madness
exacerbated by Cold War containment culture.

By focusing on madness within its institutional setting, Lowe attempts to channel
and intensify the experience of confronting nothingness. As the speaker asserts in “Home
After Three Months Away,” a poem about returning to his family after a lengthy
institutionalization, “I keep nc ink nor station / Cured, I am frizzle stale and small”
(Life Studies 84). Here the speaker implies that wellness requires conformity. It also
indicates that such an existence within what Lowell elsewhere refers to as “the
tranquillized Fiftie. (Life Studies 85), itself a form of false consciot ess: it conceals
the disaster at the core of postwar epistemology. While consistent with governmental
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policies of containment, such concealment, according to Lowell’s poetics, evades
confrontation with a pervasive cultural trauma. The scale of this containment and
conformity in the wake of such massive trauma registers as much a denial or disavowal of
what has taken place as a passive acceptance of its effects. As Adomno argues, for
individuals in the postwar period, repression is linked to a metaphysical paralysis. After
the trauma of Auschwitz,
Our metaphysical faculty is paralyze beca 2 actual events ve shattered
the basis on whi  speculative metaphysical thought could be reconciled with
experience.... The administrative murder of millions made death a thing one
had never yetto  ir in just this fashion. There is no chance anymore for
death to come into the individual’s empirical life as somehow conformable
with the course of that life. The last, the poorest possession left to the
individual is expropriated. That in the concentration ¢i 1ps it was no longer
an individual who died, but a specir 1—this is a fact bound to affect the
dying of those who escaped the administrative measure. (Negative Dialectics
362)
This metaphysical paralysis, which Adomno links di  tly to the ““sl itering” of origins,
culture, tradition, and faith, for  individuals into a recc  .ition of fundamental human
insignificance. It reinforces Auschwitz consciousness  nuclear terms: just as victims of
Auschwitz were deprived of agency, the spectre of nucl - oblivion _ aces citizens in a
position where the single push of a button can determine their fate, and the fate of the

world at large.

99













My mind’s not right.

A car radio bleats,

“Love, O careless Love....” ] hear
my 1ll-spirit sob in each blood cell,
as if my hand we at its throat.. ..

[ myself am hell;

nobody’s here— (Life Studies 90)

The poem’s trajectory here moves from an objective analysis of the sociohistorical
environment to a subjective examination of the self’s status within that environment of
loss. Philip Metres argues that this movement in Lowell’s poetics *“functions as an
analogue to the analytic relation; the poem allows Lowell to speak about himself as both
subject and object” (675). While Metres refers specifically to “Memories of West Street
and Lepke,” a similar pattern takes place in “Skunk Hour.” By enacting such a division
between subjectivity and objectivity, Lowell’s speaker submits himr  “to an analysis that
dramatizes the search for the lost ob_  t, which in this case is the loss of a coherent
selfhood and subjectivity. The “dark night” conveys ~ wltaneously the environmental
and psychic atmosphere of the poem as Lowell’s subject stares into the abyss at the core
of his interior. Invoking the mechanization of postwar mass culture with his reference to
the “Tudor Ford,” Lowell links that image to a sense of alienation and loss that results
from his objectivization within its correspondit  conform  mass. The word “Tudor,”
withits airof m irchy,iseq ed with “Ford,” a family name asst ed with mass
production and consui | ionv’ he | furtherin lies the devaluation of traditional

103












of sour cream, drops her ostrich tail,
and will not scare. (90)

In the skunk, as a nocturnal scavenger, pest, and undesirably scented creature,
Lowell finds the ideal symbol for praxis in the face of nothingness. Alone in the abyss of
postwar culture his speaker sees only the skunks, who carry on and ¢ vive not in spite of
the bleakness of culture, but because of it. As scavengers, they participate in its pathos;
they are in fact figures of anc tive praxis built from the residue of thought in a culture
of ideological conformity. The skunks march up “Main Street,” as ifier of the cultural
locus of the American town, which indicates that  : vibrant democracy it once stood for
has vacated, just as the “spar spire / of the Trinitarian Church” has become ““chalk-dry.”
However, in Lowell’s vision, the skunks’ reclamation of this domain is a positive gesture.
It demonstrates not merely perseverance, but am 1s of finding usefulness in cultural
nothingness.

As the speaker watches the skunks, 1 1 1 “the rich air,” indicating that in
their actions (and foul odour) e finds a sense of redemption, even within his own hell.
Finding richness inthe airin e pre  ce of skunks re' Is that the richness he finds is in
something conventionally coni  ved of as rank, depraved, and unwanted. However, the
fact that the skunks are comprised of “a mother skunk with her column of kittens” (itself a
single-mother and therefore unconventional family) connotes that  :re is something
inherently regenerative about their relationship to the waste of contemporary culture.
They “swill” the garbage, finding nourishment in refuse. As the mother skunk *“‘jabs her
wedge-head in a cup,” she “will not scare,” | 21 intensity and resol' to stake a
claim within the bleak landscape.
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sighted” (For the Union Dead 31). His nearsightedness is quickly transcribed into a
symbol for his inability to forge a clear intellectual vis 1

[ see

a dull and alien room,

my cell of leamning.

and yet my eyes avoid

that room. No need to see.

No need to know I hoped

its blank, foregoing whiteness

would burn away the blur,

as my five senses clenched

their teeth, thought stitcl 1 to thought,

as through a needle’s eye.... (For the Union Dead 81)
Here Lowell suggests that his conventional study setting has turned into “A dull and alien
... cell.” The cell indicates that he has become at once apped by the pursuit of
knowledge and alienated from a know ge ¢ _ ible of allowing him to transcend his
“trapped” position. His desire to “bum away the blur” by writing leaves him only anxious
and frustrated, as though his “five senses clenched / their teeth.”

From this state of anxiety, Lowell tumns to a vision of religious emptiness that

reflects the sociocultural loss that the poem gauges:

Think of him in the Gar

that seed of wisdom, Eve’s

110




|

seducer, stuffed with man’s

corruption, stuffed with triumph:

Satan triumphant in

the Garden! In a moment,

all that blinding brightness

changed into a serpent,

lay grovelling on its gut. (32)
While on one level Lowell here conveys societal fall i conventional religious terms,
locating corruption in the triumph of Satan at the Fall. n another level he uses religious
imagery to symbolize the fall that occurred at the moment of nuclear detonation. The
“blinding brightness” evokes the flash of the nuclear | nb reported by survivors of
Hiroshima. As one survivor of the bomb recalled, at the moment of impact

a blinding ... flash cut sharply across the sky.... I threw myself onto the

ground ... f ovement. At tl same momen! the flash, the skin
over my body felt a burning heat.... | 1en there was] a blank in time ... dead
silence ... probat a few seconds ... and then a ... huge “boom” ... like the

rumbling of distant thunder. (qtd. in Lifton, Death in i e 19)
The apocalyptic nature of the moment of disaster was often invoked in Christian terms by
the American government as a means of justifyin  their actions. / Truman declared to
the media following the attacks in Japan, “‘If [the Japanese leaders] do not now accept
our terms, they may expect ¢ 1in of ruin from the air, the like of which has never been
seenon thist  h’” " d.inD} 14). :cognizii the correlation between the moment
of nuclear disaster and the God-like death from above conjured by America’s framing of
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thin presence revealing that a pervasive emptiness rir . temporal e :rience. This sense
of nothingness once again reflects the nothingness of the nuclear hypocentre. In the face
of this emptiness, Lowell’s persona “cannot sleep,” which indicates 1at he cannot escape
his confrontation with the nothingness that is his new epistemological reality any more
than he can escape the temporality that shapes his daily :perience. The hands on the
clock act as signifiers of the urgency of coming to terms with this epistemological
incertitude, just as they invoke a counting down towards a moment of nuclear disaster and
oblivion.

While such a decision to continue is fundamen ly premise upon uncertainty, it
is the embrace of uncertainty that reveals its primary element of political engagement. By
emphasizing the correlation between the instability of the ego in an age of anxiety,
Lowell submits both the self and the concept of certainty to negation. While such a
negation leads to a paradoxical emptiness within 1 : self, it also repositions the ego as
inherently decentred, unstable, and evolving. The noti 1 of a unified ego, like the notion
of a stable, logocentric cultural referent, is exposed as an empty container subject to the
same volatile chain reaction and free play of signifiers that comprise the relationship
between the casing of the bomb and the unstable atoms inside. Lowell evokes the empty,
atomic self as the locus for renegotiating the containment and conformity characteristic of
the early Cold War era. By representing the volatile pathos implicit in a confrontation
with nothingness, Lowell posits the self as the locus for a charged reaction against the
conformity of Cold War ideology.

. or midcentury poets, explori _ he I weent volatility of madness
and the repression of containment was a means of et ganopp slvc statc apparatus
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below the radar of surveillance. While Lowell’s poetic >f madness feature the
convergence of a private madness with public issues such as nuclear anxiety, his one-time
student Anne Sexton forges a poetics that makes conr  tions between psycho-scientific
discourses of normalcy and the formation of identity in the postwar a. More overtly
autobiographical than Lowell’s work, many of Sexton  rly poems are intimate portraits
of personal breakdown. Though her work has been scrutinized for its seemingly cathartic
and purgative sensibility, a rigorous 1gag 1ent of it 1etaphorical use of madness
yields a commitment to political eng: ment evocativ of her one-time mentor’s. While
Lowell uses madness to assert a pathological mode-of zing in postwar reality, Sexton
focuses on the doctor-patient relationship in order to deconstruct nc ons of identity

linked to the postwar psychological paradigm.
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‘Though this is madness, yet there be method in’t’; . .1e Cold War Poetics of Sexton

and Plath
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exploits confession as a means of challenging constructs of normalized identity. In her
first collection, To Bedlam and Part Way Back, she continually reti s to themes «
madness and illness as a means of exploring the confessional power relationship between
patient and doctor in institutional psychiatry. Using t! abject self as its model, Sexton’s
early poetry elucidates the correlation between the growing institutional authority of
psychiatric disciplines and the repression of individual sovereignty in the containment
culture of 1950s and 1960s America. Forging a space :tween the 12 > of madness
and discourses of authority, Sexton’s confessional poetics speaks from a space “part way
back” from Bedlam in order to reveal the role played by discourses of institutional
authority in the construction of the identities of so-cal 1‘“mad” American subjects during
the Cold War era.

At times during her career Sexton made it clear that she conceived of her aesthetic
as a means of identifying her “self” in opposition to 1 0s and 1960s discourses of
normal domesticity. The story of Sexton’s abrupt tra1  tion from mentally ill housewife
to poet is repeated in Sexton criticism to the point where it becomes a biographical myth.
After returning from her hospitalization for suicidal ¢ ression in the months following
the birth of her second =~  “iter, xton followed the 1Ivice of her doctor and sought a
means of improving her education. As sl recalls, “One night [ saw [.A. Richards on
educational television reading a sonnet and explaining its form. I t »ught to myself, ‘1
could do that, maybe; I could try.” So I sat down and wrote a sonnet. The next day I wrote
another one, and so forth” (Kevles 4). So began, as the story goes, the poetic
development that would lead Sexton to a Pulitzer Prize just nine years later. Quoting
Sexton, her biographer Diane Wood Middlebrook no s that durir these formative years,
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“She me?sured progress by changes in the furniture supporting her work. At first she used
a card table ‘Because I didn’t think I was a poet. When I put in a desk, it was in our
dining room. [...] Then I put up some book shelves— =rything was tentative’”
(“Housewife into Poet”” 484). For Sexton, the locus of*  ting was the literal site of
domestic production and nuclear family values. While such observations about Sexton’s
development are interesting insofar as they provide insight into her transformation from
patient to poet and suy st the degree of self-actu zz n that such a transformation
required, they also tend to prioritize conceptions of her poetic style as one characterized
by her status as a victim of patriarchy, one lacking a “room of her own” in which to
develop her craft.

While Sexton clearly returns to issues of feminine subordi: :ion in her poetry, her
poetics takes a more complex stance in relation to cor  uctions of identity in the Cold
War economy. Her investigations of the relationship between containment culture and
discourses of psychiatric norn ¢y dt , and even gendered, concemns,
often focusing on the power relationship between the : nfessing “mad” subject and the
psychiatric, medical, and moral authority of her addres . Such a focus on the power
dynamics of this relationship, and on the manner in which they are responsible for
constructing normalized identity in Cold War America, signifies the . tations of
purgative readings of confessional p«c ry promoted by Rosenthal and others. It
demonstrates the fact that Sexton’s pc ic conce 5 are not merely cathartic. Instead, they

reveal a political motivation that posits her work . actively engaged with Cold W

constructs of identity.
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retrieved by Middlebrook from Sexton’s therapeutic sessions with Martin Ome, Sexton

conﬁdes,33
[ am so alone—nothing seems worth while—I walk from room to room
trying to think of something to do—for a while I will do something, make
cookies or clean the bathroom—make bec —answer the telephone—but all
along I have this: nost terrible energy in me and nothing seems to help ... |
sit in a chair and try to read a magazine and I twirl my ir until it is a mass
[of] snarls—then as I pass a mirror I see myself and comb it again ... Then I
walk up and down the room—back and fc 1—and I:  like a caged tiger.
(qtd. in Middlebrook, Anne Sexton 39)

While this passage offers insight into the frustration Sexton felt by being “caged” by her

role as a housewife, such confinement was a condition that was by no means uniquely

hers.

Dubbed “the comfor e concentration camp” by Betty Fr  an in The Feminine
Mystique, the domestic roles that many American wo: n conformed to during the early
Cold War period often had damaging psychological repercussions. Paradoxically, its
discursive constructs were being promoted by the instruments of ¢« tainment ideology to
an unprecedented degree. This w:  after all, a politic era that took as one of its defining
moments the 1959 “Kitchen Debate” between then Senator Richard Nixon and Nikita

Kruschev, a debate in which

* Middlebrook’s publication of Anne Sexton: A Biogr 1 s dcontroversy for its dependence
upon detailed records fri Sext s¢ wi  Or. Martin Ot Orne was criticized for
granting Middlebrook access to the materials, which included m  cal records, v blished poems, and
over 300 audiotapes recorded during therapy sessions with Sexton.
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demonstrates an acute awarer s of the psychological damage that could potentially
result from Cold War culture’s barrage of signifiers o amestic containment. She
explores this tension between the cultural appeal cc ormity and e desire for personal
autonomy in “Music Swims Back to Me.”
The poem begins “Wait Mister. Which way is home?”” (Complete Poems 6). This

line once again identifies Sexton’s persona as lost "¢ /iant and in need of the
“oracu’ ,” masculine authority of the unnamed “Mis " for guidance. The word “home”
plays on notions of suburban mesticity, the transgression of which landed Sexton in the
institution in the first place. Left alone in a “private it itution on a hill” (Complete
Poems 06), Sexton establishes the scene:

Imagine it. A radio playing

and everyone here was crazy.

I liked it and danced in a circle.

Music pours over the sense

and 1n a funny way

music sees more than I.

I mean it remembers better;

remembers the first night here.

It was the strar  “ed cold of November;

even the stars wi : strapped in the sky

and that moon too br 1t

forkingtl  _ o kn

with a singing in the head.
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I belonged to the poets, that I was real there, 1d I had 1other, “These are
my people.” (qtd. in Middlebrook, Anne Sexton 50)

By establishir a direct correlation between the experience of poetry and the
experience of madness, Sexto appears to endorse conceptions of confessional poetics as
driven by extreme bel iour. wever, her focus on the concept of community rather
than behaviour or illicit activity demonstrates how in poetry she discovers a legitimate
social perspective from which she can mount her critique of dominant social discourses.
For Sexton, poetry endows her critiques with a legitin :y denied the institutionally
insane. However, as she demonstrates in “For John,” poetry must also speak from an
irrational perspective if it wishes to challenge dominant ideology.

Once again placing herself in the position of confessor, the poem functions as an
apology for the personal nature of her style, a stylett Holmes he warned her against
for fear that she would one day live to regret such pul c declarations of personal turmoil.
Meditating upon the revealing ma ial she discovered in her own consciousness while
institutionalized, Sexton begins the poem with an ass  ion that her intent is not to glorify
her illness:

Not that it was beautiful,

but that, in the e, there was

a certain sense of order there;
something worth learning

in that narrow diary of my mind,

in the commonplaces of the  /lum
where the cracked  rror
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While Sexton recognizes and concedes that “It is a small thing” to draw her
poetics from such seemingly narrow, even narcissistic ncerns, she goes on to imply that
her poetry soon moved beyond exclusively personal issues. On a literal level, this
movement from private to public began when Sexton started attending the poetry seminar
and sharing her work with others, and it grew as she became a published, public poet.
However, Sexton indicates that the growth of her poetry into more than herself is linked
to her recognition and exploi ion of the power relati  ship 1herent in the confessional
paradigm. First, Sexton places her poetic development in the hands of Holmes, stating ““it
was you, or your house, or your kitchen’ that influenced her early apprenticeship. She
implies that the poetic authority of Holmes played a role in shaping her development as a
poet. By situating this development within Holmes’s “house” or “kitchen,” which was the
culturally standardized place for women in 1950s domestic ethos, Sexton deliberately
places herself in a domestic position that remains subordinate to Holmes’s patriarchal and
poetic authority. Holmes’s seminar literally becomes the ‘home’ of Sexton’s poetic
development, a home in which she plays the role of subordinate woman to Holmes’s
masculine authority. Both Hc nes and his domestic environment { ction: symbols of a
safe, contained poetry that will reflect the suburban atmosphere in which it is being
produced. Recognizing the imbalance of such a power dynamic, Sexton asserts that the
purpose of her private poetry is to deliberately oppose such notions of containment, an
opposition demonstrated by the ir  : of holding the “awkward bow]” of her head “with
all its cracked stars shining / like a complicated lie” {  the public to see. The fact that

s

Sexton calls the contents of 1  head a “complicated :” indicates that she recognizes the
direct relationship between tl co1 cti  ofheri¢c ity and discour  ofmoral,
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signified. The term “Holocaust” therefore traumatizes 1e social order. It anarchically
refuses to conform to models of bourgeois normalcy. s precisely this type of
“disarticulation” that Plath aims for in poems such as “Getting There’”:

How far is it?

How far it is now?

The gigantic gori  interiors

Of the wheels move, they appal m

The terrible brains

Of Krupp, black muzzles

Revolving, the sound

Punching out Absence! like cannon.

It is Russia [ have to get across, it is some war or other.

[ am dragging my body

Quietly through the straw of boxc.

Now is the time for bribery.

What do wheels eat, these wheels

Fixed totl ‘rarcs "~ : gods,

The silver leash of the will—

Inexorable, And their pride!

All the gods know is destinations. (Ariei )
Plath begins this poem with an ambiguous question about destinations. It is written from
the perspective of a victim of N: being transpor  in “The ; :antic gorilla interiors™
of at n whose destination is unclear to the speaker. utisrecog ‘ed by readers as the
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of death, the absence that precedes commitmentto n:  age, she d¢ onstrates a critical
use of private concems to challenge constraints against autonomy made by repressive
Cold War institutions.

Plath performs this literary search for release from containment reality in front of
the surveillance of “The peanut-crunching crowd,” rev  ing awareness that with each
poetic gesture towards death, she anxiously puts herseif on display { the mass public to
gaze at as it

Shoves in to see

Them unwrap me hand and foot—
The big strip tease.

Gentlemen, ladies,

These are my hands,

My knees. (7)
The “strip tease” signifies both desire to exceed the constraints of social containment
and a concomitant d¢ to pc¢ ics capable « opit away these la: for the
audience, revealing a more essential, sovereign truth. Plath implies that death and Terror
are integral to this project in “Lady Lazarus,” proclaiming “Dying/ Is an art, like
everything else. / I do it exceptionally well” (8). This des  to diecc inuously invokes,
as in “Getting There” and “Daddy,” a desire for a continual connectir  to the impossible,
sovereign instant of death as a space for the expression of poetic dissent uncompromised
by containment reality.
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In Plath’s poetry, this desire to access the instant of her death contains both her

most revolutionary gesture an the seeds of her own ¢ truction. Allowing the voyeuristic
crowd to signify the loss of control of her own subjectivity, or the 'k of a private life in
the surveillance culture of containment America, death becomes for Plath a means of
escaping that gaze, a gaze that becomes fixedon . 1nwithea subsequent
resurrection. However, the lu  of the sovereignty afforded by the impossible instant of
death also contains the possibility of dwelling within it moment for too long, of
mistaking suicide for the anarchic, sovereign instant.
The act of writing functions as a means of mediating her fascination with the
instant of death by searching for the sovereign moment that precedes language, a
mediation that allows her to« 1tinually approximate the sovereign instant while still
returning intact. As Blanchot writes,
The language of literature is a search for this moment which precedes
literature. Literature usually calls it existence: it wants the cat as it exists, the
pebble taking the sic  of things, not man, but the pebble, and in this pebble
what man rejects by saying it, what  the foundation of speech and what
speech excludes in speaking, the abyss, ™ 1zarus in the tomb and not Lazarus
brought back into the daylight, the one v o already smells bad, who is Evil,
Lazarus lost and not L 1rus saved and brought back to life. (“Literature’” 46)
Plath’s “Lady Lazarus” is plagued by a similar tension: she seeks to reclaim the “moment
that precedes literature.... Lazarus in the tomb and not Lazarus brought back into
daylight.” The act of writing Lazarus, however, imp!  thatitis only in hisrest  ted
state that he can be represented. Her obsession with :ath, coupled with her continual
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return, indicates that although it is the “Lazarus in the tomb,” the Lazarus that “precedes
literature” that she seeks, itis : Lazarus “brought back into the day light” that
continuously manifests itself. In other words, Plath’s poetic language is unable to sustain
its search for the “moment which precedes literature” and the product of the search is the
poem itself—the poem as “Lazarus brought back into e daylight.” However, her desire
for “Lazarus in the tomb” compels her to keep writing, to try again.

Plath draws a correlation between her recurring suicide attempts and writii  itself:
each poetic attempt (and failure) tom: ainthes ‘ere  instant, means a brush with
death. Her recurring fascination with the instant of de 1 suggests that while she realizes
she must continue writing in order to broach that mon  t, maintainiy it through writing
is ultimately impossible. It is at this point that the boundaries between literary and actual
suicide seem to blur. Indeed, Plath recc  izes the psychological repercussions of her
fascination. In her poem:

There is a charge

For the eyeing of my scars, there isa cha :
For the hearing ¢ my heart—

It really goes.

And there is a charge, a very lar, charge,
For a word or a touch

Or a bit of blood
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Or a piece of my hair or my clothes.
So, so, Herr Doktor.

So, Herr Enemy.

I am your opus,
I am your valuable,

The pure gold baby

That melts to a shriek. (9)

The charge to which Plath here refers, while immedia y recalling e price that needs to
be paid to view her suffering by the “peanut-crunchit  :rowd,” also suggests a more
personal “‘charge” or trauma ffered as she both phy. ly, and tI ugh her literature,
courts the impossible instant. The “‘charge” also s gests an electric charge reminiscent of
the shock therapy used in institutions to! p coc :individuals back into normalized
patterns of behaviour, an experience Plath underwent during her own hospitalizations.

The fact that for Plath’s personatl :isachar. for both “‘a word” and “a touch /
Or a bit of blood” evokes a merger between word and flesh, or the desire to claim the
instant of death through writing, and the desire to dc through physical violence. Plath
furthers this connection by referring to herself as an  pus” within a patriarchal culture
controlled by “Herr Doktor” d “Herr Enemy.” Plath posits herself as a commodity
controlled by oppressive patriarchal forces. However, her status as an “opus,” or a
masterwork, signifies that throv 1 her writit she is )le to trans: d that position of
subordination as she “melts to a shriek,”  act that implies both buming away of
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The woman is perfected.

Her dead

Body wears the smile of accomplishn

The illusion of a Greek necessity

Flows in the scrolls of her toga,

her bare

Feet seem to be saying:

We have come so far, it is over. (4riel 93)
The sense of exhaustion conveyed here contrasts starkly with the sense of perfection. The
finality of “it is over” signifies that Plath, submitting to the suicidal impuise, has given up
on her struggle for the pure, sovere | moment. However, the opening lines indicate that
for her speaker, “perfection” is found in death. In the poem, her fascination with writing
the instant of death, combined with her desire to possess the sovereignty it affords,
becomes conflated with the act of dying.

In this regard, Plath con” es her desire to pr¢  ve this instan  and the
sovereignty it offers through writit  —with her desire to domesticate death through the
physical act of suicide. Trying to actively make death own, she is ultimately turned to
death’s passivity. The sovereignty possessed by the i1 ant of death disappears when she
passes from that epheme 11 ant of recognition into | ad. .© John Gregg

explains,












Critical Menace: The Anti-Establishment Poetics of Schwartz and Jarrell
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By developing a poetics grounded in everyday ~" e, rather than in the
impersonality of formalist or Marxist ideology, Schwartz mines a field of production
defined not by its opposition to systemic forms of poi s, but by its lack of visibility
within larger poetic and historical conceptualizations. He recovers repressed elements of
daily experience as analogues for the repression of sul :ctivity by containment ideology
and does so in a manner that avoids the monitoring an measuring of surveillance culture.
In poems such as “In the Naked Bed, In Plato’s Cave,” Schwartz mines the repres: |
quotidian as a mode of knowledge production ca; ¢ fdestabilizing totalizing
ideological visions. The poem maps an allegorical distinction between the speaker’s naive
perceptions within the sheltered “cave” of his hotel ro n and the intellectual awakening
that he undergoes as the flux of quotidian activity taking place beyond his sanctuary
begins to filter into his consciousness:

In the naked bed, in Plato’s cave
Reflected headl’ “its slowly slid the wall
Carpenters hammered under the shaded window,
Wind troubled the window curtains all n 1t long,
A fleet of trucks s  ned uphill, ir 7 g,
The ceiling lightened again, the slanting diagram
Slid slowly forth.

Hearing the milkman’s chop,
His striving up t : stair, the bottle’s chink,
I rose from bed, litac™ rette,
And wall | to the window. (Selected Poems 25)
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“To what erotics of knowledge does the ecstasy of reading such a cosmos belong? Having
taken a voluptuous pleasure in it, I wonder what is the source of ‘seeing the whole,’ of
looking down on, totalizing the most immoderate of human texts” (92). De Certeau
questions the metaphysical impulse towards totalization, the “erotics of knowledge™ that
steers perception towards the implementation of a tot¢ i1 pattern.

In “In the Naked Bed,” Schwartz, like de Certeau, sees in such an estranged,
vertiginous perspective the tendency to synthesize and contain—to totalize—‘‘the most
immoderate of human texts.” Perception, for Schwartz, is problematized by its
containment within specific ideological discourses. A; nst this containment, he
poeticizes the quotidian activities of the everyday, the small events that are synthesized,
contained, and overlooked within wider ideological perspectives, as the locus for the
cultivation of poetic resistance. plurality of the quotidian resists irveillance and
containment by dominant ideologies. It refigures reality not as mediated by a disciplined
and conformist political or cul ~ ~ system, but as invested in the transient and contingent
ways of operating that influence perc ition at every instant.

Schwartz indicates his speaker’s status as a subject beneath a totalizing
ideological structure with his re : to “The winter sky’s pure capital.” The sky
frames, and thus contains, the early momi  scene that the speaker  separated from by
his window. It reveals that the multiplicity of the quot 1 s contained beneath the
umbrella of a bleak winter sky. Moreover, Schwartz lin  the oppressive sky with the
“pure capital” of American economic reality. The im:  invokes c¢: talism as the sky, or
ideological rubric, beneath which existence takes place. As such, the sky signifies the

hegemony of a capitalist disposition, one that appears “pure” and n ural to those
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Then left for America

To become a king mself (21).
The notion that his grandfather envisaged capitalist America as a p« :ntial kingdom
ironically establishes both the suffering of serving in Nicholas’s Army and the hardship
of immigration as two equally unappealing al itives in the grand scale of historical
discourse. The barrel that he is for. . to hide in signifies a very literal and oppressive
containment of individuality, one where he must hide both from his own government and
from the revolutionary Bolshevism that it opposed. Whi he monarchy of Czar Nicholas
was soon to be replaced by a totalitarian communism, the promise of capitalist wealth in
America signified the opporti ty to be a “king” and positions Am« ca as an ironic land
of opportunity and freedom.

Against these broad ideological backdrops Schwartz positions vignettes of
quotidian childhood events. In Russia, “The Children of the Czar / Played with a
bouncing ball / In the May m¢ ing, in the Czar’s irden” (21). In Americ  his
autobiographic self innocently eats a potato. While the two scenes . : not overtly
connected, Schwartz links them throt ~ historical >ntingency:

Now in anotl  Octol

Of this tragic star,

[ see my second year,

I eat my baked potato

It 1s my buttered world,

199




But, poked by my n ned hand,

It falls from the h ichair down

And I begin to howl.

And I see the ball roll under

The iron gate which is locked.

Sister is screaming, brother is howling,

The ball has evad . their will.

Even a bouncing ball

Is uncontrollable,

And is under the rden wall.

[ am overtaken byt r

Thinking of my father’s fathers,

And of my own will. (24)
By focusing on the events of both his own childhood in a burgeoni  capitalist America
and the Romanov children in relation to Russian politic  ideology, Schwartz engages
events on the level of psychc  1ly :histt  1y. His emphasis on the innocence of
quotidian childhood eventsrec” 'n w’ :d storical discourses. These
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While it is difficult to dispute that Schwartz’s breakdown in later life has left
lasting impressions of him as a poet who never reali: 1 his full potential, the manner in
which he uses quotidian life to open a new poetic :~ ~-aphy that resists ideological
conformity is a testament to the strength of hisar e nent. His development of an
autobiographic style in an era dominated by the impersonal New Critics and the
ideologically motivated Partisan Review places him a  dst the var 1ard of late
modernist writers and solidifies his status as an impor 1t early autobiographic poet.

His influence on later autobiographic poets is isible in the works of his
contemporaries, including Randall J. 1. Jar |, like Schwartz, occupied a complicated
space within his literary milieu. New Criticism had I« Marxist literary ideology in its
wake and supplanted itself as the dominant ideology ' the mid-1950s. Jarrell, like
Schwartz, found himself cir¢ ating within the New Critical milieu throughout his career.
Recognizing an inherent complicity between con nment ideology and New Critical
n hodology, Jar | cultivated a dialectical poetics that challenge thelit ry and

political conformity of his era.
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The slacked or shorted, basketed, identi
Food-gathering cks

Are selves I overlook. Wisdom, said Will n James,

Is learning what to overlook. And I am wise

If that is wisdom.

Yet somehow, as I buy All from zse shelves

And the boy takes it to my station wagon,

What I’ve become

Troubles me even if I shut my eyes. (Con ete Poems 279)

Jarrell plays on the double-entendre of the la  dry detergents Cheer, Joy, and All
in order to suggest his subject’s conflation of consumption with happiness and selfhood.
Each product appeals to a better life by branding positive states of mind as consumable
products. Ironically, Jarrell ¢ :ns the poem with det: ents to suggest that with this
increased happiness comes a greater domestic servility, a need to return home with the
detergent in order to comple the chores it was purc sed for. This irony is increased by
the fact that each brand name re ‘s to sta :of mind linked to the politics of containment
reality. “All” invokes a sense of totalization; “Cheer” signifies the crowd mentality of
mass culture; and “Joy” conveys a false ideological  nsciousness that is perpetuated by
purchasing a shallow sense of autonomy within a capitalist marketplace. The detergents
also convey a sense of whitew: 1ing; as fetishized commodities, ey evoke the manner
in which conspicuous consu ption distracts individ [s from more impor” * politi
realities, or cleanses them from muddying public coi :iousness. The fact that Jarrell uses
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an alternative means of satiating her desires. Her inal ity to recognize an alternative
indicates the prevalence of consumption as a syn olic and hegemonic ideological
discourse. The speaker’s nascent awareness of her ambivalent stai : within capitalist
ideology initiates the realization that her subjective it tityisinj :a discursive
construct of that ideology. As she laments, “what I’ve become / Troubles me even if |
shut my eyes.”

Jarrell exploits poetry as a form of mediation. By engaging the cultural sphere on
both symbolic and real levels, he uses his poetics toi1 es 1ate the ways in which
individuals are interpellated as subjects within the Cc | War parac 1. The recognition
of her identity as a product of capitalist ideology contains the seeds of an epiphanic
realization of the difference between what Slavoj ZiZek refers to as the Real real, or a
traumatic, impossible reality, and the Symbolic real. For ZiZek, following Lacan, reality
is structured in three dimensions: the Real real, the Symbolic real, 1d the Imaginary real.
The Real real is constituted by a harrowing experience of negation—the « astroph
wars, deaths, and other primary instances of trauma,; the Symbolic  al refers to the
structured codes and conventions that, while meanin; :ss in themselves, are the basic
architectures, formulae, or other codes of m  ning onto which reality is mapped. For
Zizek, capitalist ideology is the Symbolic real of We  n culture and therefore
constitutes a cartography of contemporary reality. Global capital markets, for example,
provide such a Symbolic reality, one that has no meaning beyond : own system of
symbols and values, but that at the same time provides an ideological schematic for

contemporary capitalist society. The Imaginary real, as Glyn Daly :plains, places
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How young I seem; I am exceptional;

I think of all I have.

But really no one is exceptional,

No one has anytl g, ’'m anybody,

I stand beside my grave

Confused with my life, that 1s commonplace and solitary. (Complete Poems

280)
In seeing the body of her friend, who funerary make-up signifies an objectification of
feminine appearance that continues even after death, the speaker has a traumatic
encounter with the Real real. he death enacts a confrontation with the impossible, the
pure negation constitutive of the Real real, which, by its impossibi y cannot be
integrated into the symbolic order of capitalist ideology. This traur itic encounter
awakens her from her imaginative reverie and forces ¢ realization that her identity is
one rooted in her specular body image. Her friend’s “ dressed, o] -ated-on, dressed
body” was her own “face and body,” which indicates that in the literal object of her
friend’s death she recognizes the f 1rative deadness of her own identity.

By seeing that heric  ityisanob tivecon uct based upon both her specular
image and her participation within an economy of co1 imption, she realizes that
ultimately “no one is exceptional.” However, her epiphany does not help her transcend
her situation; rather, she ends up “Confused” by a life “that is com onplace and solitary.”
The critical suggestion here is that she is contained by the capitalist ideology that
objectifies her within her Symbolic reality. As 1ch, she is incapable of transcending her
own conditions of existence, 1if she is caj ~ le of recognizing a correlation between
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This beats me. (Complete Poems 32)
The anachronistic nature of the poet’s vocation means that the Devil no longer needs to
tempt him. The Devil recognizes that in commodity « ture the obscurity of poetry means
that it can no longer influence individuals to act, and therefore loses relevance as a tool i
the Devil’s hands. In fact, the power of commodity culture has grown so great that it has
made the Devil himself obsolete. Whereas he once at npted to seduce individuals by
employing the strategies of advertising, he is now overpowered by a capitalist culture that
reduces individuality to the ‘el of conformist mass. In his day, the Devil “valued each
[individual] at his own worth” and “disliked each life ... for its own sake.” Now, he is
defeated by a postwar ideolc ' that deals “indifferently in life and death™ and sells
“wholesale, piecemeal, annihilation.” Jarrell here satirically suggests that a political
culture that demonstrates an indifference towards its citizens as individuals, either
through statistical analysis, homogenizing politics o1 1rou; the “annihilation’ it courts
in a geopolitical nuclear arms race, is worse than the classical conception of the Devil
himself.

What the Devil’s obsolescence really demonstrates here is a shift in the concept of
individual identity in midce culture. It works to corroborate Adormo and
Horkheimer’s claim that

The fallen nature of modern man cannot be separated om social progress.
On the one hand the growth of economic:  ductivity furnishes the
conditions for a world of greater justice; on the other hand it allows the
technical i, » us lthesoc groups which administer it a

dispr _ rtionate superiority to the rest of the population. The individual is
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wholly devalued in relation to the econo: ¢ powers, which at the same time
press the control of society over natt  to hitherto unsuspected heights. Even
though the individual disappears before t - apparatus which he serves, that
apparatus provides for him as never befo  (Dialectic “Enlightenment xiv)
Adorno and Horkheimer also frame the incursion of commodity culture in Biblical terms,
suggesting that social progress has cooperated in the “fallen nature of modern man.”
Their argument confirms the sentiment expressed by tI Devil in  ell’s poem: the
capitalist economy dehumanizes the individual; at the same time, it provides for the
individual’s needs in unprecedented terms. This paradoxical formula helps to contain
dissent and ensures conformity to, and complicity with, a capitalist ideology whose
influence even the Devil can no longer circumvent. By pointing o' that the poet in the
poem is “anachronistic,” and therefore no longer worth tempting, the Devil alludes to
poetry’s inert social status—it no longer carries the social weight ) oppose the forces of
containment effectively because, within Jarrell New Critical environment, it is
contained by specialist protocols within a disciplinec  titutional paradigm.

However, the containment of poetry’s politic: potency is an issue that involves
more than the rise of mass culture or an incrt 2 in poorly written poetry. Rather, it
suggests complicity between poetic discourse and the language of dominant culture. As
Adomo and Horkheimer argue, in contemporary mass culture “there is no longer any
available form of linguistic expression which has not :nded towa accommodation to
dominant currents of thought; and what a devalued language does not do automatically is
proficiently executed by societal mechanisms” (Dia  tic of Enlightenment xi1). From
Jarrell’s perspective, New Criticism’s containment of heterogeneous textual tensions
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individual as a Cold War subject. It is for this reason that being aware of not only
political, but also literary, ideology is of primary im  -tance for. :ll and Schwartz.
Recognizing the subtle interstices between the two a »ws the poets to maintain a
vigorous critique of poetry’s trend towards institutionalization and concurrent muting as a
tool of political dissent. For Jarrell and Schwartz, as for Plath, Sexton, Lowell, and
Berryman, the cultivation of this dissent begins with an exploratic  of subjective identity
in an age of surveillance and conformity. In the work of these “confessional” poets, the
ethical formulation of social, political, and poetic discourse dema Is a breaking out of the
standardized positions advocated by containment reality and back into the contir :ncies,

uncertainties, and paradoxes of postwar experience.
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relevant and urgent today as it was during the early Cold War era. Berryman predicted the
complicated place his poc 5 would occupy in the canon, and critics remain “divided”
today as they did then. Perh 5 the most important f ts that they continue to “rave”
about this contentious group of writers so that their autobiographic politics will continue

to offer insight into the pressures political ideologies place on the contemporary subject.
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