
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


ROBERT LOWELL’S POETRY

ROBERT LOWELL’S POETRY. Copyright 1992-2025 by Matthew Vernon Hanson. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Hanson, Matthew Vernon 


Robert Lowell’s Poetry / Matthew Vernon Hanson  p. cm.




Library of Congress Number: Excerpted from TXu001809650




1. Poetry  2. Religion  I. Title









First Printing, December 2012

Second Printing August 2025

––––––––

[image: ]


Printed in the United States of America

––––––––

[image: ]


03 04 05 06 07 / 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


For Sophie & Paul





[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Robert Lowell’s Poetry


[image: ]




“Poetry makes nothing happen” Auden said. But for Robert Lowell poems were actions, “event[s]...not the record of an event.’”​[1] and did. In this essay, I mean to chart the form of a Lowell poem and show you the things he does best. Let us begin.

It would be hard to make a list of Robert Lowell’s ten or twelve best poems that would seem likely to anyone too new to be true — Lowell’s best-known poems are his best written. But here it is: “Dolphin,” “For the Union Dead,” “The Drinker,” “Skunk Hour,” “Where the Rainbow Ends,” “The Death of the Sheriff,” “Mr. Edwards and the Spider,” “The Drunken Fisherman,” “At the Indian Killer’s Grave,” “Falling Asleep Over the Aeneid,” “Colloquy in Black Rock,” “Between the Porch and Altar,” “In Memory of Arthur Winslow,” and “The Quaker Graveyard in Nantucket.”

Each Lowell poem is a fragment of an immense canvas — to read just one is to look in the dark with a candle at a painting that goes on for rooms. The canvas itself is one in which commonplace collides with history,​[2] mythology, Christianity, and literature (to Lowell, all are synchronous​[3]), ruled over by the specters of Time’s passage, Decay, and Death. 

Thoroughly a poet of New England, most of Lowell’s poems happen in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, or Maine. Lowell’s Charles River is an adumbration of the Acheron; his Longfellow Bridge a parody of God’s covenant — the Rainbow;​[4] his Public Garden is the Garden of Eden. 

In Lowell’s world, Christ, Adam and Eve, Captain Ahab, Col. Robert Gould Shaw, William James, Nantucket’s Quakers, and all of Lowell’s Relatives might conceivably meet on Boston Common to watch “yellow dinosaur steam shovels” or storm the gold dome of the State House with arrows, spears, muskets, or bombs.

In the beginning there is the Old Lowell, the Primeval Lowell.  Of his first book (from which much of his second, and most famous book, was later taken) Lowell said:


[It] was written during the war, which was a very different time from the Thirties. Then violence, heroism, things like that, seemed much more natural to life. They seemed everyday matters and that governed my style. Things seemed desperate. Even though our cities weren’t bombed you felt they might be, and we were destroying thousands of people. The world seemed apocalyptic at that time, and heroically so. I thought civilization was going to break down....​[5]



What should I call this stage? St. Augustine and Melville? Auden and Washington Irving’s spend Christmas on Nantucket? It is his blood and guts; bowels, gulls, and skulls stage. The landscape of the early poems is theological, peppered with religious imagery,​[6] and peopled by two basic types of characters. 

First, the Majority: blind to sin, they are ensnarled in a web of voluptuousness, fornication, drunkenness, ostentation, gluttony, greed, boasting, vanity, and envy that is the by-product (or purpose) of our culture. 

Their spiritual world, the nobler side of man’s being, has been sold off, banned triumphantly, or rejected all together. 

These are Lowell’s Quakers, Boston’s serpents,​[7] Sextus Propertius, “The Fat Man in The Mirror.” 

On the wet end of the plank: the Minority, the Prophets, the outcasts, the Exiles. They see the Kingdom of Heaven as present in the world-as-we-know-it; for them, the covenant is active, exists; to them the world is racking, persistently sinful, and, what’s worse — they are generally powerless to change it. They are helpless; yet an unshifting grip on a wisdom that is their lonely own, to hope of salvation for both sinners and themselves, makes them heroic. Their world is one where religion and purity “must give ground,/ little by little; but it does no good”; whose nuns are “happy to pray/ for what life’s shrinkage leaves from day to day.” This is “Mother Marie Thèrese” and the speakers in “Where the Rainbow Ends” and “Colloquy in Black Rock.” They are tormented by the passage of Time — which manifests itself in Decay and Death​[8] in themselves and others — in a way that the Majority are not. 

In early books — Land of Unlikness, Lord Weary’s Castle, and The Mills of the Kavanaughs — Lowell is undiluted; here symbolism interested him more than science; the poems are unbridled, lyric, and grotesque. 


This Easter, Arthur Winslow, less than dead,

Your people set you up in Phillips’ House

To settle off your wrestling with the crab—

The claws drop flesh upon your yachting blouse

Until longshoreman Charon come and stab

Through your adjusted bed

And crush the crab. On Boston Basin, shells

Hit water by the Union Boat Club wharf:

You ponder why the coxes squeakings dwarf

The resurrexit dominus of all the bells.​[9]



Stanzas are generally elaborate — here lines two through five follow an ABAB rhyme scheme, lines seven through ten ABBA, lines one and six rhyme (the second stanza follows the same pattern; all end rhymes are true rhymes) — this poem’s entirety finds its beginnings in the canzone, a repeating rhymed stanza which alternates pentameter and six-syllable lines.​[10] 

Regularly rhymed stanzas keep us in the poem where it is impenetrable; they give our minds a reassuring concrete base to think from — and return to. 

The metrics are deliberate and formal — like Donne, or Milton; sentence length is varied; each line’s first letter is capitalized: the style is, in a word, traditional. 

There is a good deal of obscurity; until the poem’s final line (“Where the wide waters and their voyager are one”) the emphasis is on, and the emotion is in, the details — following William Carlos Williams’s “no ideas but in things.” 

Like the paintings of William Harnett, the poems deliberately concentrate on parts of the experience rather than the whole. If not intellectually expressible, bewildering miasmas of imagery are emotionally clear; the poems are packed with piercing human feeling: they go into our souls like swords, or razors. 
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