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INTRODUCTION
This book is intended for a general audience. The unexpected success  of my first book, Sexual Personae, which juxtaposed painting and  sculpture with poetry, proved that there were serious readers outside  academe who were craving an introduction to literary and cultural  history and its enduring artistic principles.1 In Break, Blow, Burn, I  have tried to write concise commentaries on poetry that illuminate  the text but also give pleasure in themselves as pieces of writing.
The readings of poetry here are based on my more than three decades of experience as a classroom teacher. I believe that close reading, or what used to be called “explication of text,” not only is the  best technique for revealing beauty and meaning in literature but is   a superb instrument for the analysis of all art and culture. Through   it, one learns how to focus the mind, sharpen perception, and refine emotion. I have used close reading with students of widely different preparations, from freshmen to writing majors to adults in  night classes, and I have extrapolated this microscopic, sequential  method to other genres in my slide lectures on art as well as my writing on film.
The foundation of my literary education in college and graduate  school in the 1960s was a technique known as the New Criticism,  which studied the internal or formal qualities of poetry. I was impatient with what I regarded as its genteel sentimentality, its primevasion of the sex and aggression in artistic creativity. Urgent supplementation was needed by psychology as well as history, toward which  I had been oriented since adolescence, when I began exploring books  about Greco-Roman and Near Eastern archaeology. The New Critics’ admirable reaction against a prior era of bibliographic pedantry  had eventually resulted in an annihilation of context, an orphaning of  the text. New Criticism was also hostile or oblivious to popular culture, the master mythology of my postwar generation. For that I had  to look to bohemian artists like Andy Warhol or dissident academics  like Marshall McLuhan and Leslie Fiedler.
But the New Criticism, attuned to paradox and ambiguity, was a  sophisticated system of interpretation that has never been surpassed  as a pedagogical tool for helping novice as well as veteran readers to  understand poetry. Its destruction by the influx of European poststructuralism into American universities in the 1970s was a cultural  disaster from which higher education has yet to recover. With its clotted jargon, circular reasoning, and smug, debunking cynicism, poststructuralism works only on narrative—on the longer genres of story  and novel. It is helpless with lyric poems, where the individual word  has enormous power and mystery and where the senses are played  upon by rhythm, mood, and dreamlike metaphors.
Poetry was at a height of prestige in the 1960s. American college  students were listening to rock music but also writing poetry. There  were packed readings by poets on campuses and at political demonstrations. In 1966, for example, I attended an antiwar “poetry read-in” staged by visiting poets Galway Kinnell, James Wright, and Robert  Bly at Harpur College (my alma mater at the State University of New  York at Binghamton). Harpur was then a hotbed of antiacademic poetry. Among other poets who read during my years there were Denise  Levertov, W. D. Snodgrass, George Starbuck, A. R. Ammons, Babette  Deutsch, Donald Justice, Robert Creeley, John Logan, Richard Hugo,  Muriel Rukeyser, Richard Wilbur, Isabella Gardner, Francis Ponge,  Jon Silkin, Robert Hazel, Adrienne Rich, and John Berryman. During  graduate school at Yale University, I attended readings by W. H. Auden, Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Bishop, and many others. In 1969, Allen  Ginsberg and Gregory Corso appeared at the Yale Law School in an   event significantly not sponsored by the English Department, where  there was open disdain for Beat poetry (one of my primary influences).
At that magic moment, professors specializing in poetry criticism  had stratospheric reputations at the major universities. But over the  following decades, poetry and poetry study were steadily marginalized by pretentious “theory”—which claims to analyze language but  atrociously abuses language. Poststructuralism and crusading identity politics led to the gradual sinking in reputation of the premiere  literature departments, so that by the turn of the millennium, they  were no longer seen even by the undergraduates themselves to be  where the excitement was on campus. One result of this triumph of  ideology over art is that, on the basis of their publications, few literature professors know how to “read” anymore—and thus can scarcely  be trusted to teach that skill to their students. Cultural studies, for   example, despite its auspicious name, has been undone by its programmatic Marxism and is a morass of misreadings or overreadings.  During the past quarter century, humanistic principles and honest  practical criticism could more reliably be found among low-paid adjuncts faithfully teaching service courses at community colleges than  in the vain, showy professoriat of the elite schools.
Though I had read and written poetry in high school (I adored Gerard Manley Hopkins and Edna St. Vincent Millay and loathed Robert Frost), my real education in it came at Harpur. I took courses in  Metaphysical poetry and John Milton from an expert in seventeenth-century literature, Arthur L. Clements, whose close readings and innovative integration of Western and Asian religions made a deep impact  on me. I had what can only be described as a conversion experience  in the classes of Milton Kessler, a poet who had been a student of  Theodore Roethke at the University of Washington. I took or audited four of his courses: “Introduction to Poetry,” “Visionary Poets,”  “Poetry as Play,” and “The Confessional Poets.” Kessler’s theory of  poetry was based on sensory response and body rhythms. Partly because he had been trained in voice and opera, he endorsed emotional  directness and amplitude in art. His classroom explications were dramatic, celebratory, and ingeniously associative, bringing everything  to bear on the text. That intense way of reading poetry was definitely   not the norm in graduate school. The first paper I submitted at Yale  (“Exoticism in Wallace Stevens”) came back with the dismissive note  that it was a “qualitative appreciation, which we find so often in reviews of contemporary poetry.”
The next stage in my comprehension of poetry came from Harold  Bloom, whom I did not know (I had never taken his seminars) until I  was drafting the prospectus for my doctoral thesis, then titled “The  Androgynous Dream” but later called Sexual Personae. Hearing of  my psychoanalytic topic via the grad student grapevine, Bloom summoned me to his office and offered to be my adviser. (He announced,  “My dear, I am the only  one who can direct that dissertation!” And  of course he was right.) Bloom’s massive, interdisciplinary erudition  and electrifying insights into the spiritual dimension of literature  were exactly what I needed for the development of my work. He was  then the scholar who had revolutionized Romantic studies with his  extraordinary books on Blake and Shelley. (It was several years before  he published The Anxiety of Influence, the book that made him an  international celebrity.) Though he was tartly skeptical of my zeal for  mass media, I found Bloom’s thinking otherwise completely in sync  with the neo-Romanticism of the sixties’ cultural insurgency. Both  Bloom and Kessler, with their profound empathy and fiery, prophetic  temperaments, seemed to me more visionary rabbis than professors.
My attraction to poetry has always been driven by my love of English, which my family acquired relatively recently. (My mother and  all four of my grandparents were born in Italy.) While my parents  spoke English at home, my early childhood in the small factory town  of Endicott in upstate New York was spent among speakers of sometimes mutually unintelligible Italian dialects. Unlike melodious Tuscan or literary Italian, rural Italian from the central and southern  provinces is brusque, assertive, and consonant-laden, with guttural  accents and dropped final vowels. What fascinated me about English  was what I later recognized as its hybrid etymology: blunt Anglo-Saxon concreteness, sleek Norman French urbanity, and polysyllabic  Greco-Roman abstraction. The clash of these elements, as competitive as Italian dialects, is invigorating, richly entertaining, and often  funny, as it is to Shakespeare, who gets tremendous effects out of   their interplay. The dazzling multiplicity of sounds and word choices  in English makes it brilliantly suited to be a language of poetry. It’s  why the pragmatic Anglo-American tradition (unlike effete French rationalism) doesn’t need poststructuralism: in English, usage depends  upon context; the words jostle and provoke one another and mischievously shift their meanings over time.
English has evolved over the past century because of mass media  and advertising, but the shadowy literary establishment in the United  States, in and outside academe, has failed to adjust. From the start,  like Andy Warhol (another product of an immigrant family in an isolated Northeastern industrial town), I recognized commercial popular culture as the authentic native voice of America. Burned into my  memory, for example, is a late-1950s TV commercial for M&M’s  chocolate candies. A sultry cartoon peanut, sunbathing on a chaise  longue, said in a twanging Southern drawl: “I’m an M&M peanut /  Toasted to a golden brown / Dipped in creamy milk chocolate / And  covered in a thin candy shell!” Illustrating each line, she prettily dove  into a swimming pool of melted chocolate and popped out on the  other side to strike a pose and be instantly toweled in her monogrammed candy wrap. I felt then, and still do, that the M&M peanut’s jingle was a vivacious poem and that the creative team who  produced that ad were folk artists, anonymous as the artisans of   medieval cathedrals.
My attentiveness to the American vernacular—through commercials, screwball comedies, hit songs, and AM talk radio (which I listen to around the clock)—has made me restive with the current state  of poetry. I find too much work by the most acclaimed poets labored,  affected, and verbose, intended not to communicate with the general  audience but to impress their fellow poets. Poetic language has become stale and derivative, even when it makes all-too-familiar avant-garde or ethnic gestures. Hence I don’t agree with the assessments  (pro or con) of contemporary poetry by most of the leading poetry  critics and reviewers. Those who turn their backs on media (or overdose on postmodernism) have no gauge for monitoring the metamorphosis of English. Any poetry removed from popular diction will  inevitably become as esoteric as eighteenth-century satire (perfected   by Alexander Pope), whose dense allusiveness and preciosity drove  the early Romantic poets into the countryside to find living speech  again. Poetry’s declining status has made its embattled practitioners  insular and self-protective: personal friendships have spawned cliques  and coteries in book and magazine publishing, prize committees, and  grants organizations. I have no such friendships and am a propagandist for no poet or group of poets.
In gathering material for this book, I was shocked at how weak   individual poems have become over the past forty years. Our most  honored poets are gifted and prolific, but we have come to respect  them for their intelligence, commitment, and the body of their work.  They ceased focusing long ago on production of the powerful, distinctive, self-contained poem. They have lost ambition and no longer  believe they can or should speak for their era. Elevating process over  form, they treat their poems like meandering diary entries and craft  them for effect in live readings rather than on the page. Arresting  themes or images are proposed, then dropped or left to dribble away.  Or, in a sign of lack of confidence in the reader or material, suggestive  points are prosaically rephrased and hammered into obviousness. Rote  formulas are rampant—a lugubrious victimology of accident, disease,  and depression or a simplistic, ranting politics (people good, government bad) that looks naive next to the incisive writing about politics  on today’s op-ed pages. To be included in this book, a poem had to be  strong enough, as an artifact, to stand up to all the great poems that  precede it. Hence there may be some surprising choices and omissions here. One of my aims is to challenge contemporary poets to   reassess their assumptions and modus operandi.
In the 1990s, poetry as performance art revived among young people in slams recalling the hipster clubs of the Beat era. As always, the  return of oral tradition had folk roots—in this case the incantatory  rhyming of African-American urban hip-hop. But it’s poetry on the  page—a  visual construct—that lasts. The eye too is involved. The  shapeliness and symmetry of the four-line ballad stanza (descending  from medieval England and Scotland and carried by seventeenth-century émigrés to the American South and Appalachia) once structured the best lyrics of rhythm and blues, gospel, country and western   music, and rock ’n’ roll. But with the immense commercial success of  rock music, those folk roots have receded, and popular songwriting  has gotten weaker and weaker. In a course I created on song lyrics at  the University of the Arts, I encourage aspiring songwriters to look at  their lyrics on the page and to evaluate them for visual balance.  Hence this book ends with a great lyric, Joni Mitchell’s “Woodstock,”  which became an anthem for my conflicted generation.
The first half of this book contains canonical poems from the Renaissance through Romanticism that have proved most successful for  me in the classroom. In one case, I have excerpted a grisly passage  from Shakespeare’s Hamlet  (the ghost’s speech) and treated it as a  poem. Emily Dickinson is a specialty: I wrote my college senior thesis  on her, devoted a long chapter to her in  Sexual Personae (“Amherst’s  Madame de Sade”), and teach an upper-level Dickinson course under the inter-arts rubric “Major Artists.” Other poems here—such   as those by William Carlos Williams, Theodore Roethke, Robert  Lowell, and Sylvia Plath—stunned and bewitched me when I first  read them in Milton Kessler’s classes. The case of Plath illustrates the  signal differences between Bloom’s critical code and mine: he has colorfully rejected her work, while I have elsewhere called “Daddy” a  central poem of the twentieth century.
For the other modern poems reprinted here, I conducted a long  search through library collections and bookstores to locate texts that  I could enthusiastically recommend to the general reader. My desire  was for poems that would reward close scrutiny and withstand repeated rereadings—as many as five or six in a row. Because translation is so problematic, I decided to use only poems written in English.  (Among poets originally considered for inclusion were Sappho, Catullus, Petrarch, Schiller, Baudelaire, and Lorca.) While I strongly   support multiculturalism and global perspectives in education, the  writers I selected demonstrate the ancestry and enduring vitality of  Anglo-American literature. Because of my commitment to Old Historicism, the poems are organized chronologically rather than thematically. Similarly, my discussion of each poem proceeds line by line  from start to finish, as one would read it or as I would analyze it in  class.
My title comes from a poem in this book, John Donne’s Holy   Sonnet XIV: “That I may rise, and stand, o’erthrow me, and bend /  Your force to break, blow, burn and make me new.” Donne is appealing to God to overwhelm him and compel his redemption from  sin. My secular but semimystical view of art is that it taps primal energies, breaks down barriers, and imperiously remakes our settled  way of seeing. Animated by the breath force (the original meaning   of “spirit” and “inspiration”), poetry brings exhilarating spiritual   renewal. A good poem is iridescent and incandescent, catching the  light at unexpected angles and illuminating human universals—whose  very existence is denied by today’s parochial theorists. Among those  looming universals are time and mortality, to which we all are subject.  Like philosophy, poetry is a contemplative form, but unlike philosophy, poetry subliminally manipulates the body and triggers its nerve  impulses, the muscle tremors of sensation and speech.
The sacred remains latent in poetry, which was born in ancient  ritual and cult. For Donne, God is an eternal, transcendent judge and  king. For Wordsworth, the divine suffuses nature and manifests itself  in numinous moments of intensified consciousness. For Roethke, the  divine is a ghostly Muse who emanates from his own psyche—a pattern seen differently in  Hamlet, with its purgatorial stalking father.  Poetry’s persistent theme of the sublime—the awesome vastness of the  universe—is a religious perspective, even in atheists like Shelley. Despite the cosmic vision of the radical, psychedelic 1960s, the sublime  is precisely what poststructuralism, with its blindness to nature, cannot see. Metaphor is based on analogy: art is a revelation of the interconnectedness of the universe. The concentrated attention demanded  by poetry is close to meditation. Reading a poem requires alert receptivity, perceptual openness, and intuition. Commentary on poetry is a  kind of divination, resembling the practice of oracles, sibyls, augurs,  and interpreters of dreams.
Poets have glimpses of other realities, higher or lower, which can’t  be fully grasped cognitively. The poem is a methodical working out of  fugitive impressions. It finds or rather projects symbols into the inner  and outer worlds. Poets speak even when they know their words will  be swept away by the wind. In college Greek class, I was amazed by   the fragments of Archaic poetry—sometimes just a surviving phrase  or line—that vividly conveyed the sharp personalities of their authors, figures like Archilochus, Alcman, and Ibycus, about whom little is known. The continuity of Western culture is demonstrated by  lyric poetry, which from its birth in ancient Greece has played so significant a role in the emergence of individualism, spawning in turn  our concept of civil rights.
Another of my unfashionable precepts is that, like Bloom and  Kessler, I revere the artist and the poet, who are so ruthlessly “exposed” by the sneering poststructuralists with their political agenda.  There is no “death of the author” (that Parisian cliché) in my world-view. Authors strive and create against every impediment, including  their doubters and detractors. Despite breaks, losses, and revivals,  artistic tradition has a transhistorical flow that I have elsewhere compared to a mighty river. Poems give birth to other poems. Yet poetry  is not just about itself: it does point to something out there, however  dimly we can know it. The modernist doctrine of the work’s selfreflexiveness once empowered art but has ended by strangling it in  gimmickry.
Artists are makers, not just mouthers of slippery discourse. Language, the poets’ medium, should not be privileged over the protean  materials of other artists, who work in pigments, stone, metals, and  fibers. Poets are fabricators and engineers, pursuing a craft analogous  to cabinetry or bridge building. I maintain that the text emphatically  exists as an object; it is not just a mist of ephemeral subjectivities.  Every reading is partial, but that does not absolve us from the quest  for meaning, which defines us as a species. Thus, from my archaeological perspective, Sappho’s poems, while open to arguable and even  contradictory interpretation, are also tangible manuscripts that have  been imperfectly recovered from strips of recycled papyri in a trash  heap in Egypt’s Fayum. The idea of contingency properly applies to  the gaping lacunae in Sappho’s poems that scholars have so delicately  and provisionally filled.
In writing about a poem, I try to listen to it and find a language  and tone that mesh with its own idiom. We live in a time increasingly  indifferent to literary style, from the slack prose of once august newspapers to pedestrian translations of the Bible. The Web (which I  champion and to which I have extensively contributed) has increased  verbal fluency but not quality, at least in its rushed, patchy genres of  e-mail and blog. Good writing comes from good reading. Humanists  must set an example: all literary criticism should be accessible to the  general reader. Criticism at its best is re-creative, not spirit-killing.  Technical analysis of a poem is like breaking down a car engine, which  has to be reassembled to run again. Theorists childishly smash up their  subjects and leave the disjecta membra  like litter.
For me poetry is speech-based and is not just an arbitrary pattern  of signs that can be slid around like a jigsaw puzzle. I sound out  poems silently, as others pray. Poetry, which began as song, is music-drama: I value emotional expressiveness, musical phrasings, and choreographic assertion, the speaker’s theatrical self-positioning toward  other persons or implacable external forces. My commentaries are  sympathetic redramatizations that try to capture defining gestures  and psychological strategies. But prose readings are a costly shift in  format, as when turning a novel or biography into a screenplay. It’s a  translation in which much is inevitably lost. I am not that concerned  with prosody except to compare strict meter (drilled by my Greek  and Latin teachers) to the standard songs that jazz musicians transform: I prefer irregularity, syncopation, bending the note.
My advice to the reader approaching a poem is to make the mind  still and blank. Let the poem speak. This charged quiet mimics the  blank space ringing the printed poem, the nothing out of which something takes shape. Many critics counsel memorizing poetry, but that  has never been my habit. To commit a poem to memory is to make  the act of reading superfluous. But I believe in immersion in and saturation by the poem, so that the next time we meet it, we have   the thrill of recognition. We feel (to quote singer Stevie Nicks) the  hauntingly familiar. It’s akin to addiction or to the euphoria of being  in love.
In the title of his classic 1947 manual of New Criticism, Cleanth  Brooks compared a poem to Donne’s “well wrought urn,” housing  funeral ashes from which the phoenix will rise again. A poem for me  is more like an aquarium: it is both impenetrable and transparent, its   wall like the glass curtain of a modern skyscraper. We are transfixed  by motion within the frame—not unlike a movie or television screen.  What flashes obscurely through poetry is the ceaseless, darting energy  of words. The best route into poetry is through the dictionary (Emily  Dickinson’s bible). Words accumulate meaning over time. Studying  the dictionary teaches you the art of condensation as well as the nuances and genealogy of language that poets twist and turn.
At this time of foreboding about the future of Western culture, it   is crucial to identify and preserve our finest artifacts. Canons are   always in flux, but canon formation is a critic’s obligation. What lasts,  and why? Custodianship, not deconstruction, should be the mission  and goal of the humanities. As a student of ancient empires, I am uncertain about whether the West’s chaotic personalism can prevail  against the totalizing creeds that menace it. Hence it is critical that we  reinforce the spiritual values of Western art, however we define them.  In the Greco-Roman line, beauty and aesthetic pleasure are spiritual  too. Poetry does not simply reconfirm gender or group identity; it   develops the imagination and feeds the soul.
And art generates art: where will our future artists come from? In  an era ruled by materialism and unstable geopolitics, art must be restored to the center of public education. If the humanities expect support and investment from society, there must be a reform of academe,  which can come only from idealistic graduate students and junior  faculty. But they cannot do it alone. Poets must remember their calling and take stage again.

ONE
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
Sonnet 73
That time of year thou mayst in me behold
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,
Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.
In me thou see’st the twilight of such day
As after sunset fadeth in the west;
Which by and by black night doth take away;
Death’s second self that seals up all in rest.
In me thou see’st the glowing of such fire,
That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,
As the deathbed whereon it must expire,
Consumed with that which it was nourished by.
This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong,
To love that well which thou must leave ere long.

The sonnet was a medieval form perfected by the Italian poet Petrarch, who was inspired by the courtly love tradition of southern France. From him, the fad of sonnet writing spread throughout  Renaissance Europe. Sir Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey introduced the sonnet to England, though the style they favored was  highly artificial and ridden with “conceits,” showy metaphors that  became clichés. Sir Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser restored Petrarch’s fluid lyricism to the sonnet. But it was Shakespeare who rescued an exhausted romantic genre and made it a supple instrument of  searching self-analysis. By treating the sonnet as a freestanding poem  rather than a unit in a sonnet sequence, Shakespeare revolutionized  poetry in the same way that Donatello, liberating the statue from its  medieval architectural niche, revolutionized sculpture.
No writer before Shakespeare had packed more into a sonnet or  any other short poem. Sonnet 73 has a tremendous range of reference  and a fineness of observed detail. Shakespeare’s mobile eye prefigures  the camera. Love, the sonnet’s original raison d’être, recedes for a  melancholy survey of the human condition. The poem is interested  less in individual suffering than in the relationship of microcosm to  macrocosm—mankind’s interconnection with nature.
Structurally, Sonnet 73 follows Surrey’s format. In the Italian sonnet  adapted by Wyatt, fourteen lines were divided into two quatrains (a  quatrain is a set of four lines) and a sestet (six lines). The Elizabethan  sonnet, afterward called the Shakespearean, used three quatrains and a  couplet—two lines with the bite of an epigram. Shakespeare treats the  three quatrains in Sonnet 73 like scenes from a play: each has its guiding metaphor, a variation on the main theme. These metaphors split  off, in turn, into subordinate metaphors, to end each quatrain with a  witty flourish. The insertion of “in me” to start each quatrain gives  the poem immediacy and urgency and encourages us, whether justified or not, in identifying the speaker with the poet (1, 5, 9). The  regular repetition of that phrase makes us hear and feel the poem’s  triple structure. “In me” operates like a stage cue, prompting the entrance of each metaphor from the wings.
In the first quatrain, man’s life is compared to a “year” in a northern climate of dramatically changing seasons. The aging poet pinpoints his location on life’s spectrum as the transition from maturity  to old age, when autumn shifts to winter. The opening metaphor of  “time” yields to a bleak image of man’s body as a tree: the bare  “boughs” shaken by the “cold” wind are like the weak limbs of an  elderly man, trembling with fear at approaching death (1–3). The  branches tossed and outlined against the sky resemble the imploring  arms of victims trying to escape fate. It’s as if man is crucified on his  own frail body. Scattered “yellow leaves” clinging to the branches  evoke other afflictions and losses of age, such as fading, thinning hair  (an issue for Shakespeare, if our one portrait of him is accurate). The  sporadic drift of leaves to earth (like sands through an hourglass) is  re-created in the hesitant, tapping rhythm: “yellow leaves, or none,  or few.” Core energy is tapering off.
As the quatrain ends, the ravaged, skeletal tree melts into a broken  building (4). The “bare ruined choirs” belong to a medieval abbey,  like those destroyed a half century earlier by Henry VIII when the  Church of England seceded from Rome. The picturesque scene evokes  a vanished civilization, now reclaimed by nature. So too, Shakespeare  implies, do all human efforts end. The “sweet birds” who “late”  (lately) sang from the trees but have now fled south recall the boy  choirs who once filled the chapel with music. (“Choir” is also the  area of a church where services are held.) The waning of song suggests that poetry came more easily to the young Shakespeare than it  does now. The “bare ruined choirs” may also obliquely refer to the  theaters where his career once flourished (and which were vulnerable  to fire as well as closure by city authorities).
The second quatrain compares man’s life to a “day” (5). This metaphor is as ancient as Oedipus. (The Sphinx asked Oedipus, “What  walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three at night?”  He replied, “Man.”) Again Shakespeare visualizes precise degrees in  a process of gradual change. Our “twilight” years are stages in sunset. The poem unveils a brilliant western tableau: the sun, symbolizing our physical vitality, has dropped below the horizon, but the sky  is still ruddy with the afterglow (6). That too, like all earthly colors,  will shortly (“by and by”) dissolve into the “black” of night (7). The   second quatrain concludes as the first one did, with an ornate apposition elaborating a prior line. Night is personified as “Death’s  second self”—his twin or alter ego—obliterating the sun and “seal-[ing] up all in rest” (8). The implication is unsettling: sleep is a   daily rehearsal for our final repose. At night, the world is a graveyard of sleepers, shrouded and entombed in their soft beds. The   mental movement sketched by this quatrain is extraordinary: our   eye flies out to the earth’s inflamed edge, then falls back and goes   black, leaving us with only the helpless, tactile sensation of sleep. Six   sibilants in line 8 produce a sound of “sh-h-h,” hushing but also   paralyzing.
The third quatrain compares man’s life to a “fire,” an everyday  utility endowed by Shakespeare with a dynamic biography (9–10).  He projects himself into the fire’s “glowing” phase, when the blaze is  long gone and even the small, darting tongues have sputtered out. All  that remains is hot coals, embers lying on a thick layer of “ashes,” debris of the fire’s flaming “youth.” Shakespeare’s metaphor makes our  body temperature an index of ambition, physical stamina, and sexual  passion. When it cools, we too will slowly “expire,” that is, breathe  our last (11). The acrid ashes are a “deathbed”—the second bed of  the poem—because they are the funeral pyre of worldly desires. The  fire metaphor ingeniously returns us to the start of the poem: these  logs burned down to ash were cut from the “boughs” of the man-tree  in the first quatrain (3). For Shakespeare, the human body is on fire  from our day of birth. The thought is extended by a paradox: as   living beings, we are simultaneously “nourished” and “consumed”  (12). Creation and destruction are wed: the hotter the fire, the swifter  it dies.
The final couplet is a direct address to the reader as well as the  poet’s stern self-reminder: “This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love  more strong, / To love that well which thou must leave ere long.”  Whatever we seek or crave—a person, a profession, a high ideal—is  evanescent. Nothing survives the ash pit of the grave. Though surrender and farewell are cruelly built into human life, there is value in the  doing. Our sense of life’s transience intensifies its pleasures.
The sonnet’s three submerged quatrains are like fleeting, elegiac   self-portraits: the poet as a year, a day, and a fire. Shakespeare, like  Darwin, sees humanity beset by impersonal forces. There is no reference here to God or an afterlife. Consciousness itself is elemental, an  effect of light and heat that dissipates when our bodies are reabsorbed by nature.

TWO
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
Sonnet 29
When, in disgrace with Fortune and men’s eyes,
I all alone beweep my outcast state,
And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,
And look upon myself, and curse my fate,
Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,
Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,
Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,
With what I most enjoy contented least;
Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,
Haply I think on thee, and then my state,
Like to the lark at break of day arising
From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate;
For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.

Poetic design in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 29 is a tour de force that  makes Sonnet 73’s symmetrical, self-contained units look almost  stodgy. Ignore the modern punctuation: Sonnet 29 is essentially a single sentence, cascading down the lines with the virtuosity of the natural speaking voice that Shakespeare mastered in his career as an actor  and playwright. He treats sonnet structure with audacious, jazzlike  improvisation, as if it weren’t even there. Syntax too is plastic in his  hands. Most of the poem is just a prelude, a piling up of subordinate  and participial clauses. The main body of the sentence (subject and  verb: “I think”) doesn’t arrive until the tenth line, where it acts as a  pivotal point of transformation.
The sonnet re-creates an episode of severe depression that appears  all too familiar to Shakespeare. (He was probably in his forties.) The  litanylike cadence catches us up in an obsessive mental rhythm, so  that we see things as he does. Direction is ingeniously indicated by  theatrical “blocking”: we are made to look one way and then another  in a psychologically distorted world. At the same time, we feel burdened by heavy emotion, sinking to the nadir of the poem in the word  “despising” (9). The overall effect is prophetically avant-garde: it’s as  if the poet, like an actor in tortured soliloquy, stands spotlit on a bare  black stage.
Two-thirds of the poem consists of a list of half-imaginary grievances. It begins with an allegorical tableau, as crisply limned as in a  late-medieval panel painting. Shakespeare (if we may identify him  with the speaker) claims he is “outcast,” ostracized, “in disgrace with  Fortune and men’s eyes” (1–2). To be in disfavor with “men’s eyes”  means to have lost social status: the disparaging male eyes glare or,  more woundingly, glance and turn indifferently away. But important  female eyes don’t see him at all: he has been abandoned by Fortune  (some editions wrongly drop the capitalization), the ancient goddess  Fortuna, who turned a rudder or wheel and who would later become  Lady Luck, patroness of gamblers. Nothing breaks Shakespeare’s  way. Fortune is blind to him, and the Christian God is “deaf” or perhaps nonexistent. The poet’s “cries,” or prayers, like those of Hamlet’s guilty but unrepentant king, are “bootless”—futile, useless—as  they rise toward heaven and fade like echoes (3).
Self-absorbed and cursing his fate, the poet is momentarily braced  by angry energy (4). But seething dissatisfactions erupt, a catalog of  lacks and wants. He seems to gesture this way and that toward a parade of envied others who do not see him, since he has become an invisible man. The man “more rich in hope” has reason for cheer since  he is on the fast track toward a splendid future (5). The second is well  “featured,” that is, handsome, a boon that in any age draws attention  and brings preferment (6). (We could infer that the poet thought his  own looks unimpressive or mediocre.) The third has “friends” in  high places, family connections or contacts critical for advancement  in the premodern court world. There are hints of petty rivalries among  the cultural elite: Shakespeare, incredible to us, envies another’s  “art,” that is, literary skill, probably because it is of a more regular,  polished, and fashionable kind (7). And he feels intimidated by yet  another’s “scope,” or intellectual power, presumably owed to a university education. (The middle-class Shakespeare had a solid Stratford  primary schooling, where he acquired, according to a contemporary  satire, “little Latin and less Greek.”)
Art makes a disturbing reentry. That he is least “contented” with  what he most enjoys suggests Shakespeare’s writing career is in crisis  (8). Uninspired, he is merely going through the motions. But his identity is so centered in art making that any threat to it worsens his sense  of extremity. “Myself almost despising”: he tastes the surfeited self-loathing that leads Hamlet to the brink of suicide (9).
At the corrosive word “despising,” when the poem seems about to  self-destruct, rescue “haply” (luckily) comes as a happy thought—the  memory of a precious face (10). Is it a man or a woman? The poet  blurs it. But since the sonnet’s human dramatis personae have all been  male, we might well conjecture that the beloved is the “fair youth”  whom Sonnet 144 calls an “angel,” a role he plays here over the distance of time. His effect on the poem and on Shakespeare’s “state” of  mind is immediate: the mood darts upward like “the lark at break of  day arising” (11). It’s a new dawn.
The plot line of the poem resembles a modern business graph that  veers dizzyingly downward to bottom out in bankruptcy (9). At his  lowest, the poet is sluggishly mired in “sullen earth,” the gloom upon  the hills just before sunrise, when the sky has already brightened (12).  The lark bursts into song for the sheer joy of being alive. Its “hymns”  follow the same arcing path as the poet’s earlier “bootless” prayers,  but a bird doesn’t care if “heaven’s gate” is locked. It makes music  because it can. So does poetry flow from him, Shakespeare implies,  when love is the goad. The beating of the lark’s wings surely mimes  the beating of his own heart, which quickens at the mere idea of the  beloved.
The poem concludes in unqualified direct address: “For thy sweet  love remembered such wealth brings / That then I scorn to change my  state with kings” (13–14). Perhaps the sonnet was sent as a gift to its  inspirer, but the beloved has already half materialized as a luminous  presence. The friend’s “sweet love” may or may not have been physical, but it is enduringly restorative. Lady Luck’s stinginess has been  neutralized by a bonanza of spiritual “wealth.” Love allows the revitalized poet to “scorn” ambition and materialism: high rank and  power now seem paltry. Emotional exaltation brings salvation. Shakespeare’s art is reborn, crystallizing in the poem before us.

THREE
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
The Ghost’s Speech  
HAMLET I.V.34–40, 59–88
Now, Hamlet, hear.
’Tis given out that, sleeping in my orchard,
A serpent stung me. So the whole ear of Denmark
Is by a forgèd process of my death
Rankly abused. But know, thou noble youth,
The serpent that did sting thy father’s life
Now wears his crown. . . .
Sleeping within my orchard,
My custom always of the afternoon,
Upon my secure hour thy uncle stole 
With juice of cursed hebona in a vial,
And in the porches of my ears did pour
The leperous distillment, whose effect
Holds such an enmity with blood of man
That swift as quicksilver it courses through 
The natural gates and alleys of the body,
And with a sudden vigor it doth posset
And curd, like eager droppings into milk,
The thin and wholesome blood. So did it mine,
And a most instant tetter barked about 
Most lazarlike with vile and loathsome crust
All my smooth body.
Thus was I, sleeping, by a brother’s hand
Of life, of crown, of queen at once dispatched,
Cut off even in the blossoms of my sin, 
Unhouseled, disappointed, unaneled,
 No reck’ning made, but sent to my account
With all my imperfections on my head.
O, horrible! O, horrible! Most horrible!
If thou hast nature in thee, bear it not. 
Let not the royal bed of Denmark be
A couch for luxury and damnèd incest.
But howsomever thou pursues this act,
Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive
Against thy mother aught. Leave her to heaven 
And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge
To prick and sting her.

Shakespeare the poet often burns through Shakespeare the dramatist, not simply in the great soliloquies that have become actors’  set pieces but in passages throughout his plays that can stand alone as  poems. A remarkable example is the ghost’s speech in Hamlet, an excerpt from the midnight encounter of father and son on Elsinore’s  windy battlement. The description by Hamlet the elder of his grisly  murder by a treacherous brother, who stole his throne and wife, is a  magnificent flight of strange, lurid poetry. The packed images twist  and turn with a Mannerist sophistication, fascinating yet repulsive.
“Now, Hamlet, hear”: with unnerving intensity and overbearing  paternal authority, the ghost (whom Shakespeare himself reputedly  played onstage) presses his heavy revelation on his agitated son (1).  Hearing is the medium of first shock, but as the saga unfolds, the visual and the tactile take over. Words seem sticky, insinuating, invasive  as we are drawn closer and closer to the grotesque scene. The speech  builds from a fabrication, the official story issued by the palace bureaucracy: “ ’Tis given out that, sleeping in my orchard, / A serpent  stung me” (2–3). The cover-up misleads a nation, stunned by grief  into a single thought: “So the whole ear of Denmark / Is by a forgèd  process of my death / Rankly abused” (3–5). The people are the body  politic: unsettled, manipulated, paranoid, they are reduced to a giant,  collective “ear” poisoned by lies—miming the king’s secret murder.  Government, which should serve truth, has become a fount of lies. The  tale has been craftily “forgèd” because Claudius, the new king, is himself a forgery or fake, never destined by God for the throne. An ear  “rankly abused” suggests force and trauma, a brutalizing of soft tissue.  “Rank” also has a stench of squalor and decay, the pollution caused  in Hamlet (as in Sophocles’  Oedipus Rex) by corruption at the top.
The ghost’s narrative of the murder begins with the hypnotic lilt of  a lullaby: “Sleeping within my orchard, / My custom always of the  afternoon”(8–9). “Custom,” or routine, is predicated on trust, the illusion of safety craved by all human beings. Taken unawares in his  “secure hour” by a disloyal ally, Hamlet senior recalls another king,   Duncan of Scotland, slain in his bed by his host, Macbeth (“Sleep no  more! Macbeth does murder sleep,”  Macbeth II.ii.33–34). For the  head of state to be at ease on leisurely afternoons means the nation is  at peace. In medieval and Renaissance iconography, a king napping  in his orchard would symbolize the harmony of nature and society:  cultivated land is nature ordered by human reason and design. The  well-managed garden, a major metaphor in Hamlet, is a paradigm of  the wisely governed state. When the true gardener is gone, the world  becomes (as young Hamlet complains) “an unweeded garden / That  grows to seed,” possessed by “things rank and gross in nature” (

I.ii.  135–36). Mold, fungi, spiders, and rodents run wild, and fertility is  aborted. (“A rat?” cries Hamlet, mistaking Polonius for Claudius and  jamming his rapier through a bulging curtain; III.iv.23.)
The Danish royal garden was once Eden before the Fall, with  Hamlet senior as Adam in the state of innocence. Thus the spurious  report of the king’s death by snakebite is figuratively true: the ghost  says, “The serpent that did sting thy father’s life / Now wears his  crown” (6–7). Claudius the crowned reptile (like a quaint emblem in  alchemy) is the primordial serpent with its inexplicable malice toward  God’s creation. Shakespeare’s serpent succeeds in capturing Eve: “O  Hamlet, what a falling-off was there,” laments the ghost, wounded  by his wife Gertrude’s quick coupling with Claudius (I.v.47). The  young prince inherits a world of disillusion after the Fall where,  thanks to the serpent’s machinations, human life is under sentence of  death. The ghost’s bitter sexual jealousy is magnified by voyeurism,  his exiled watching and his later aggressive solicitude for Gertrude.  Spying (a constant motif in this play) is also implicit in the stealth  (“stole”) with which Claudius ambushes his sleeping brother, who   is rendered passive and robbed of potency (10). The hushed sense   of trespass gives the murder a homoerotic tinge, as if its violation of   a hidden pocket of the body rehearses male-on-male rape. Incest   is a shadowy undercurrent in the play: Hamlet is obsessively focused  on his mother’s bedroom activities, while Laertes, bullying his sister  Ophelia about her love life, wars with Hamlet for her affections.
In Renaissance England, poisoning, like stabbing in the back, was  a dishonorable way to kill, associated with cowards, fickle women,   and devious Italians. Hence the regicide Claudius is prima facie unmanly. Murder by ear is so esoteric that it makes the body (our own  as well as the king’s) seem hideously vulnerable. Quietly tipping his  vial in the orchard, Claudius resembles a gardener tenderly watering  a prize plant. An ancient architectural metaphor is also at work: the  true king (as in Egypt) is conflated with the palace, a citadel that  proves woefully easy to infiltrate and subvert. His ear is the palace  vestibule (“porches”), and his veins are “the natural gates and alleys  of the body” through which the poison, “swift as quicksilver,” slithers like a snake or a draft of bad air, the medium of plague (12,  15–16). The poison’s stunning speed and amorphousness are dramatized in Shakespeare’s weaving of its multiple effects through eleven  dizzyingly headlong lines. The poison’s “enmity with blood of man”  is suggestively satanic (“Satan” means “the Adversary”), blocking  and canceling God’s work (14). “With a sudden vigor it doth posset /  And curd, like eager droppings into milk, / The thin and wholesome  blood”: the toxin mysteriously changes the blood chemically, clotting  and curdling it as when acid (“eager”) is dripped into milk (17–19).  The pure stream is churned to sludge—our mother’s milk of natural  emotion gone sour (compare “th’ milk of human kindness,” Macbeth   I.v.16). Drumming rhythms capture the choking of the king’s system  with mushrooming tumors and blobby growths like cottage cheese.
The poison is a “leperous distillment,” causing or feigning the  gangrene in leprosy (13). The surface of the king’s skin massively  erupts, while his warrior’s sinews and muscles melt away. The realm’s  supreme power is now a pitiable outcast (“most lazarlike,” like the  biblical beggar Lazarus, a leper covered with sores; 21). His flesh is a  raw wound, with the heroic human contours lost in a nauseating  mass of undifferentiated tissue. A scab (“a most instant tetter”) shoots  around his body: his skin crawls, along with ours—replicating the  sensation of the serpent-murderer creeping up on his prey (20–22).  Suppurating and drying in a magic flash, the king’s “smooth body,”  with its aristocratic refinement, is encased in a “vile and loathsome  crust.” It is bizarrely “barked about”—covered with bark like a tree  (a good example of Shakespeare’s typical conversion of nouns to  verbs). Animal to vegetable: the king has tumbled down the great  chain of being to the subhuman, where he becomes a worthless thing,   a rotting log in a grove. The passage exploits a sensuous concreteness  of language to activate our atavistic horror at death and decay. We recoil at the staccato fusillade of consonants that make us hear the  crackling of the victim’s mammoth scab (20–21).
Robbed of his life, the king has also nearly lost his soul. He was
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