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ABSTRCT: This paper will examine Robert Lowell's creativeogess of exposing his

private experiences in his autobiographical poefrgrticularly in one of his best volumes;

Life Styles, through which he intended to ficticmalhis self in the process of creating a
retrospective truth of his life.

Lowell utilized his recollected memories, not oidyexplore his lost self and others' as part
of his psychotherapy, but to employ such reminisegto recreate a modified self located at
the center of the cultural framework. By followisigch a poetic style, that represented a new
sensibility, Lowell achieved a significant breakthgh in American poetry, that M.L.
Rosenthal branded as "confessioftalwhile B. Shaw labeled as “poetry of revof)"

However, the most interesting feature in his caifeml poetry is the use of 'marital
metaphors'; specifically those of 'separation'edking up' and 'divorce'. Lowell adapted this
style to launch a procession of alienated figurdsse calamities examine, shed light and
link the poet's private embarrassments, painful ores and psychological traumas with so
many seemingly unrelated topics such as Americaermahbstic traditions, estrangement of
the artist from culture, religious false verificatis and war.

KEYWORDS: Confessional poetry, Mortification, Alienation, ray pressure, Marital
metaphors that indicate collapse and parting.

INTRODUCTION

The American poet Robert Traill Spence Lowell #1917-1977) was born in Boston,

Massachusetts to a renowned Brahman family thaded the famous poets Amy Lowell

and James Russell Lowell. His mother, Charlotte aféin, was a descendant of William

Samuel Johnson; a signer of the United States @anst, Jonathan Edwards; the famed
Calvinist theologian, Anne Hutchinson; the Purifeacher and healer, Robert Livingston
the Elder, Thomas Dudley; the second governor ofddehusetts, clergy men, university
presidents, judges, civil war generals and Mayflopassengers

However, upon discovering his ancestors' dishonerhaistory, Lowell began to feel shame,

disdain, guilt and a deep moral burden. The priginatters of inconsistency, separation,
failure and death inside that family were interesifby his own mental breakdowns and failed
marriages; that culminated in writing subjectived arpersonal revolutionary confessional
poems; breaking thus irretrievably with Eliot'srmiples of objectivity and dissociation.

At the beginning of his poetic career, Lowell'ylest or what Geoffrey Thurley calls the
"Grand Manner"®, demonstrated the same formal characteristics hef impressive
traditional poets whom Lowell strove to satisfy. démn their influence he was writing
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successful metrical, muscular poems loaded withapieirs and similes that won him a
Pulitzer Prize in 1947 for hisord Weary's CastleHowever, his style withessed a dynamic
change as beginning with the publicatiorLdé Studiesn 1959; which struck the readers by
its intimate, vulnerable, autobiographical freeseetoosely lyrical style. He moved from
‘cooked' to 'raw' poetry- according to his own sifasation of American poetry during that
period®. Contemplating at his personal predicaments, flections of the dilemma befalling
American culture, he interpreted his life's dilensmas signs of the drifting apart of the
corrupt modern communities. Nevertheless, this-esghoration and exposition mode was
not exclusively triggered by his distressing pesdoexperiences; but by some impelling
professional instances as well, that compelledtbiassess his life and literary style.

Lowell became aware of the ongoing evolution ofekiman poetry before publishirngs
volumeLife Studieswhen he recognized the new expressively frankrpawritten by Allen
Ginsberg and W. D. Snodgrasteart's Needlgby Lowells student Snodgrass, did not only
win the Pulitzer Prize in 1959, but earned Lowe#ldmiration of the new emotionally
sensitive autobiographical style, that motivateaveb to adjust his own artistic voice. This
shift proved to serve Lowell's purposes signifitgrfor he found his poetic identity when he
adopted this style in his autobiographical voluloife Studiesin 1960,Life Studiesvon the
National Book Award for Poetry, and was regardedigycontemporary poet Stanley Kunitz
%)s "perhaps the most influential book of moderrs@esince [T. S. Eliot'sThe Waste Lant

In his confessional poems, Lowell reflected on fasourite themes and overwhelming
notions of cultural collapse, the agony of douib, breech between the ideal and the existing,
the contradictory ethical codes, the conflict beaweorder and chaos and the separation
between social systems and life's philosophiesh $werwhelming notions were decoded in
these poems by releasing the poet's agonizingtprmamories out of the depths of his soul
and mind, to release and project such recollectimms his confessional poems in a
magnificent mode.

These poems are usually coloured by senses ofidiadd contempt, yet, not self-pitying.

Such perceptions of bereavement over his persastin and psychological depression
seem reflective of the fear and anxiety of his sfieAfter all, and as Irvin Ehrenpreis puts
it, "he now found it possible not only to treat Isielf as part of history but to treat history as
part of himself. The course of his life became ahalogue of the life of his ef®' He found

in his and the nation's past, the incentives optfesent's degeneration.

Life Studies

During the 1950s, Lowell underwent distressing psyagical crises and impelling artistic
experiences that compelled him to assess his ideliserary style. His parents died during
that decade, his marriage was undergoing diffieslé&ind he suffered from manic attacks,
which lasted throughout the rest of his life.

Life Studies(1959) contains three verse parts and a prosebiagtaphical account of
Lowell's childhood among family elders. The poerostained are of intricately confessional
nature, dramatic and anchored in studies of tHeasel individual family members during a
particular moment in time and place. Although remxd of his contemporary poets varied
from welcoming to condemning, yatife Studiesvas a great succeSs Lowell began to be
widely praised by many of his fellow poets andicsitas the greatest American poet of the
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mid-century, "the most celebrated poet in Engli$this generation', and in Elizabeth
Bishop's words “a magnificent poet:*

With the writing ofLife StudiesLowell turned away from the formal and denselytnoel
poetry of his early work, to the open and highlyodiographical style that characterized this
volume of verse and pro§é”

Feelings of dissatisfaction, alienation and despagether with topics of family stress, dying
faith, loss of the soul, suffering and distrustiddoe traced in most of this volume's poems in
which he employs the marital metaphors to nailéhssues.

The Marital Metaphors in Life Studies

Marriage has been one of the most scrutinized humatitutions throughout history.
However, during the modern age, poetry brooded Inoser the negative side of marriage;
on the estrangement of unhappy couples and on tiet¢clvedness caused by 'divorce'.
Moreover, marriage was frequently depicted metaphlly in literature to portray some
apparently unrelated topics; just as in Lowell'®tpp Naturally, 'Separation’, ‘breaking up'
and 'divorce' could be at times literally anticgghtconsequences of marriage. Nevertheless,
Lowell applied these terms to a number of majorceons, aiming at contemplating at all
sorts of collapsing bonds in life. 'Divorce' fomhicould signify the separation of man from
his self in mental iliness, of the artist from syj of the private from the public, and most
crucial is the twentieth century historical disontation of the old cultural structures in the
religious, moral and political fields.

Such a crack displays itself in the breakdown ef tlatural love ties and the destruction of
family relationships that culminates logically isolating the individual and damaging the
whole system of values. Even the word 'Life' in titte of the volume could be used
ironically; because the volume is actually a stofilgecay, destruction, ruin, depressing past
history and memories, diminished dreams and degaitier than life.

In each part oLife Studiesa specific phase of the theme of 'separatioréaking up’ or
'divorce’ is utilized to comment ironically on ran&thnic groups, gender, sexuality or
American nationality.

Marital Metaphors implying Cultural and Political d isintegration

In many of his confessional poems, Lowell intendsate than documenting his life history
or presenting himself in various poses; he wanted goetry to serve as a cultural
commentary and a political assessment of his ageughout the following group of poems,
marital metaphors are employed to present, anaydecomment on the cultural and political
break up the period had witnessed.

"Beyond the Alps"

This is the opening poem dffe Studiesin which Lowell reluctantly trades the "City of
God" and its solaces for the "City of Art". He rapés Rome by Paris because of the failure
of all his aspirations, and for his inability tomprehend the present effect of religious
dogmas. Although announcing his unwillingness tar@lon Rome and his early Catholicism
to endorse the new edgy secularism of Paris, ttpereence exemplifies an obvious instant
of 'divorce"

Life clgeed to landscape. Much against my will
| leftetiCity of God where it belongs.
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(I.7-8)

His abandonment of Roman Catholicism and breakmayith religion™® was provoked by
the abuses of the highest spiritual authority;Rbpe who was splitting up with true religious
dogma and humble Christian practices:

The HolgitRer dropping his shaving glass,
And lisezh His electric razor purred,

His pehaay chirped on his left hand.

The ligliisscience couldn't hold a candle,
To Mary.

(I.17-21)

Since nostalgia to the past and religious valussphnaved its sterility, therefore, he turns to
‘art' as the only refuge left. However, to his sisgy he discovers that art has been misused
and "Now Paris, our black classic breaking up"(i,4nd its cultural significance has been
distorted. His frustration reaches its peak; fas tls a second occasion of 'divorce’ in the
poem; which might suggest that contemporary madsmption is denied not only through
religion, but also through art.

Playing like background music, the continuous adeegnand descending throughout the trip
in the Alps evokes life's constant fluctuationsd aludes to the hectic nature of life's
journey. The poem introduces the intellectual€rdiha in an age that aborts even the most
fruitful ideas they conceive: "Pure mind and murderthe scything prow-/ Minerva, the
miscarriage of the brain"(11.39-40). It is “an acc of savage descant on the inability of
civilizations to escape a round of violence andeitécas John Crick describes

"The Banker's Daughter"
The marriage breakdown of Marie de Medici and Kienry IV of France is the theme of
this poem. Marie ascribes their separation to her:

... .......Drutal girlish mood-swings drove

Mwudband, wrenched and giddy, from the Louvre,

Tleep in single lodgings on the town.

(1.14-16)

The poem maintains that failure of marriages leaatonly to the estrangement of the couple
as individuals, but also to the disintegration o€isty; since the family is the basic social
unit. On the long run, this eventually will caude tcollapse and decay of the European
tradition out of which the Classical humanisticatiewere bori*> However, since this is a
royal marriage, the allusions to religious and gl corruption are amalgamated into the
poem as well.

"A Mad Negro Soldier Confined at Munich"

In such a poem one cannot rule out the idea of lex®mmenting on his ancestor's crimes
towards the Indian€®. The poem relates the story of a black soldiecdnfinement at the
end of Second World War. He acts as a typical atesh violent modern man blown apart by
the tantalizing distortion of cultural values, pigkal treachery and fear of insanity. It seemed
convenient to Lowell that while relating his and Hamily's decline, he would seize the
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opportunity to comment satirically on America's pasd present negative aspects as if they
are personifications of his own psychological pcadient.

"Ford Madox Ford"

This poem highlights the cultural dilemma of thésarin isolation. The poet, novelist and
critic Ford Madox Ford is compared to 'Jonah' whaswvswallowed by the whale and
disappeared in its "fat"; hence 'divorced' fromgublic and his world:

You emerged in your "worn uniform
Gilt dragons on the reverse of the tunic,"
A Jonah-O divorced, divorced
From the whale-fat of post-war London.

(IIl. 19-22)
Ford epitomizes the abandoned artist who is digthby a public who welcomes only "filthy
art, Sir, filthy art!"( 1.6). Isolation and sepaat of such a gifted artist for lack of
understanding and appreciation might culminateoss,| madness or even the death of the
artist; which leads ultimately to the dissolutidrcalture.

"For George Santayana"

'Divorce’ in the case of the American philosopheofge Santayana is twofold; once as he is
alienated from both religious belief and his pubdind the other of his estrangement from his
identity. He was a "Free-thinking Catholic infidefl:6) who died at the age of ninety
"unbelieving, unconfessed and unreceived"(l.26théigh an American, his 'separation’
from ,?\lr;;erica is alluded to by his Spanish origintrat that accompanied him to the next
world =",

Other poems irLife Studiessuch as "To Delmore Schwartz" and "Words to Hadne",
expose the plight of these legislators of cultuhmvieel defeated, estranged, and neglected:

ecause | knew my Whitman like a book,
tr&hger in America, tell my country: |,
Cataullus redivivusonce the rage
f tBe Village and Paris, used to play my role
yMrofit was a pocket with a hole.
"Words to Hart Crane",ll.6-9 & 12)

Marital Metaphors employed to mourn parting with innocence

Once embracing the 'confessional' mode, Lowellsyrermanently to his life and personal
experiences. Using such raw material for his wgginhe starts tdiscuss matters such as the
loss of childhood's innocenemd theseparation' from the protective parental figuess] the
role of such a breakup in the mid twentieth centswgial disintegration. In his insightful
article, "The Growth of a Poet", Irvin Ehrenpraisnfirms that "in the new poems of private
recollection Lowell inclines to emphasise the hehét history has on the present, the
powerlessness of the self to resist the deternoinaif open or hidden memorie$® . This
frustration and breakdown is demonstrated in thleiang poemsrom Life Studies
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"My Last Afternoon with Uncle Devereux Winslow"

As a child, Lowell seems to have felt the needuwthsan ideal parental image of ‘Grandpa’
that could function as a reliable source of powet &anquility, to lean on at times of need
that might affirm his uniqueness and value. AltHoubis poem opens with the threat of
'separation’ from 'Grandpa’, but proceeds to infred striking examples of spiritual
bankruptcy and death. Many of Lowell's Winslow tiekes appear in this poem. With all the
kindness and the great material achievements of dgnendfather Arthur Winslow,
nevertheless, he is portrayed as:

Like my grandfather, the décor
Was manly, comfortable,
Overbearing, disproportional.
(1.11. 34-36)

While trying to maintain the old glorious tradition the face of the corrupt present world,
Lowell becomes disillusioned in the process. His iahocent belief in the perfectibility and

grandeur of the Winslow's vanishes, and he becaraescious of the spiritual hollowness
and ruin of his ancestor's supposedly glorioustégei Their fall incarnates for him the loss
of the protective parental figures and ultimatehe tdisintegration of the mid twentieth

century social order and consequently culture.

Disappointed by his inability to absorb the idedbihis life and feeling the impossibility to

redeem the past, he endorses all the ironies gdligist in this poem; uniting and 'separating’
the bonds between past and present and explorengrétakdown of his childhood's dreams
and society, from which he remained an exile.

“Commander Lowell”

In this anti-elegy to his father, Robert Lowell wast approving his old man's academic

interest in ships, or praising his ditching navi@ &t Pearl Harbor for a position with a local

firm. In fact, Lowell almost blamed his father flois scarred personality, and accused him of
being weak, indecisive, immature and ridiculousraes. However, we have to keep in mind

that personal history released in poems like tisisjot intended exclusively to expose the
family's intimate facts, and does never obstruatanfine the poem's interpretation. On the
contrary; such revelations sometimes are more dgtkrin social matters and broadly

diffused through historical time. Ehrenpreiplains that Lowell not only tried to treat:

himself as part of history but to treat history part of
himself. The course of his life became the analazfudée life
of the era; the sufferings of the poet became aomof the
sufferings of whole classes....Lowell gave himse# #iatus
of a craftsman who reveals life in general by thedering of
his own life.

The dual concept of 'separation’ in these two porsfiects on moments when the reader
senses Lowell's devastating emotional and psychw@bdseparation' from his childhood's
innocence, followed by those distressing instammieshe change of generations and the
physical 'separation’ of his ancestors from thisrldvoHe approximates such intense
experiences and formative memories with an anallytieye, tying these childhood
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reminiscences into his critical adulthood perceaggito expose more than fragments of his
early life; he actually utilizes metaphorically tpeocess of 'separation' and 'divorce’, in an
endavour to reconstruct his adult wounded identity.

Marital Metaphors Employed in the Quest for the Log Self

This part deals with the struggle to maintain idgntn an environment of sweeping
disintegration. The poems under consideration aiafgly frank in their self-exposure;
especially when Lowell turns inward to ‘speak bé twoe' that his fragmented self has
suffered; unmasking thus his vulnerable self tltéd as a symbol of his age. The 'separation’
between the private identity and the public rolsesigned by society, created a gap and a
predicament for Lowell as a poet and a modern rB#iving to ascertain the wholeness of
his self by bridging this breach, Lowell descentiediis unconscious depths, reviving those
painful hours of sadness, madness and breakdowlely $0 recover his lost self. Poems
such as "Walking in the Blue", "Memories of WegteBt and Lepke", "To Speak of the Woe
That Is In Marriage", "Man and Wife" and "Skunk Hbwould all convey this split- self
theme.

"Waking in the Blue"

This poem sketches the internal plight of an iigelt man in "the house of the 'mentally
ill"(1.10), and traces the actual and spirituaédkdown, grimness, depression and loss of
dignity the situation imposes on such elite:

What use is my sense of humor?

| grin at Stanley, now sunk in his sixties,

Once a Harvard all-American fullback.
(1.11-13)

When gifted men who once made a difference in liteg Lowell and his fellow mental
patient Stanley, are ripped of their sanity, naghaétse could connect these people to normal
healthy life any more. However, such a 'separatioald present a threat not only to "These
victorious figures of bravado ossified young"(l.38)the old "thoroughbred mental cases"(l.
47) who reside in Boston Mental Hospital; but tortaun welfare and safety as well; because
each of these, including the poet, "holds a lodkeembr(1.50) and symbolizes a time bomb.
This manifests Lowell's obsession "equally by hinacrack-ups and by the symptoms of
crack-up in the society around hif®.

"Man and Wife"

This poem depicts a 'divorce' of soul and body ketwa married couple. Lowell reflects on
his troubled marriage and shares with us grotesgjiepses of that ordeal. What is
noteworthy here is that he and his wife were lyorghis parents' bed! Since his parents’
relationship ended on this bed with the "Mothergded to bed alone ("Commander Lowell",
[.52), one can anticipate the imminent discordanfeLowell's own marriage. At the
beginning of their marriage, his love and desirehie wife used to cause his "fainting at her
[your] feet-" (1.18), when she was sweet and inmbc&low the early idealized romantic
relationship has gone sour and cold, and he féalsdoned:

Now twelve years later, you turn your back.
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Sleepless, you hold

Your pillow to your hollows like a child;

Your old-fashioned tirade-

Loving, rapid, merciless-

Breaks like the Atlantic Ocean on my head.

(11.23-28)

The marital tension was accumulating, the couple defting apart, and the 'break-up' of
their marriage became inevitable. However, the @nat and physical 'separation’ was not
the only kind of 'break up' that took place on that. His mental condition and the drugs
prescribed for his manic depression concluded issagiating him from his vigilant self,
delivering him thus into a world of unconsciousnesgsich could be the most alarming kind
of 'separation’.

"To Speak of Woe That is in Marriage”

This poem presents a common old marriage relatipnsinen love retreats and lust thrives.
The poem is narrated from the wife's point of viewno explains that her lecherous husband
"hits the streets to cruise for prostitutes"(l.dating her alone. Their emotional 'divorce' is
not only made public, but intimidating as well; frhis screwball might kill his wife, then
take a pledge" (1.6). Here is another foolish hasban the verge of 'separating' from his
wife, or 'separating’ her from this life. Marriagbat religious and legal bond has dissolved
into a loveless connection, and love; that sublemmtion has degenerated into "monotonous
... lust” (1.7). The wife complains:

It's the injustice ... he is so unjust-

Whiskey-blind, swaggering home at five.

My only thought is how to keep alive

What makes him tick? Each night now | tie

Ten dollars and his car key to my thigh....

(II. 8-12)

What a dehumanizing and humiliating relationshigytiare leading! 'Divorce’ or 'separation’
could be predicted in such a degrading relationsiipn marriage hits the bottom like this. It
was the risky revelation of intimately self-belitty chapters of Lowell's marriage story that
made this poem one of his best pieces.

"Skunk Hour"

Lowell's reputation as an autobiographical poetsrehiefly on this poem, in which he
presents an 'ill-spirited’ "I" dwelling in a disagrated social environment. As in the other
poems ofLife Studiesl.owell risks so much of himself in this poem aneégdo the extreme
point of describing himself as 'hell'. Surveying time first part of the poem America's
religious, historical, economic, sexual and moradcaments, he diminishes all boundaries
between himself as a poet and his character aspiaker of this poem in the second part; by
stressing his private injuries that he considerseflections of the mad world around him.
The first part of the poem, that consists of folangas, deals with all sorts of ‘separation’,
‘break-ups’, corruption and perversion in his dgaiepresented by the three characters of the
weird "hermit /heiress”, the ambiguous "summer ionkire,” and the homosexual "Fairy
decorator”. These three symbolize three interrdlgteases of the breaking down of the
Maine village, which was once a prosperous andefuhdNew England coast city. In a
ruthless attempt to keep things unchanged, yetesepved, the heiress:
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....................... buys up all

the eyesores facing her shore,
and lets them fall,

(1.10-12)

She is taking the deliberate risk of detaching éléfsom present reality by perusing an
inexplicable hunch that might ultimately jeopardiife's natural progress. Even on a material
level she is going to be shut down soon and heafje will extinguish; because “Her son’s a
bishop” (1.4). To attain her privacy and seclusishe takes refuge in material possessions
despite their inability to bring her the desireaniguility. This heiress has the money, but not
the vision to maintain her celebrated past adetuat®well seems here to mourn the breach
between past and present and the absence of thengans of cultural continuity.

Lowell then goes on reviewing another modern sadrsterility, estrangement and economic
failure. He presents a prominent “summer millioeaiwhose death has deprived Maine
village of its most valuable resources, and diketdlow to the summer season and the city's
economic thriving. The summer millionaire's 'sefiara from the city is three fold; by being
just a tourist, by his future absence and by bé&akgn from life. The poem does not specify
whether he was another "Richard Cory" like Robirsomho has lost contact with his inner
self and happiness, or he is a modern man whousaost his material possessions and fled
somewhere else to swallow his pride and put ant@iis crises! Anyway, this is an ultimate
example of private and public failure and breakipgwith significant things.

In the last stanza of part one, we have anotheostep, a homosexual decorator who further
intensifies the idea of 'separation’ from soundigaland healthy practices. Since he earns no
money, this degenerate settles on improving his@wic condition by preying on a woman
and the speaker suggests, "he'd rather marry“(1.24)

The alienation of the individual from himself andcgety, the dissolution of all logical and
adequate approaches to sustain tradition, in aaditi the disappearance of all the chivalrous
practices, are all causes and symptoms of the bwedéural breakdown. However, Lowell
was aware that the confessional poet's role igmotoralize or fix existing wrong practices;
but to strive to identify the negative elementdifef violating social, moral and religious (in
particular) rules. Confession has never been tpoeation of excitement, joy, of fun but that
of the common elements of the exister{te.

Inhabiting the same sick space with its infectedrabters, ailing society and declining

culture, no one could possibly remain immune tortie. Documenting all the bizarre and

insincere actions of the representatives of hisegpin the first four stanzas, throws Lowell

back into his own loneliness and culminates indransg his descent into the abyss of his
soul in the second part of the poem, to view higs omalaise, spotlight the corruption within

himself and announce it without any disguise. Afélr this poem epitomizes a decaying
culture, a rotting social structure and a suffeseyf, where the breakdown of the outer world
is associated with that of the inner self. JohrelCfinds this shift of focus to the self as most
important because “the poet-protagonist has mowdtid centre of the stage: the culture of
the self created by the rest of the book produseseiro.”??
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The atmosphere in these last four stanzas is camaded by a dim, sick and malignant stain.
The dark night of his soul takes over; yet, thetpwather holds back nor indulges in self-
pity; but declares openly "My mind's not right"()3 Lowell explains:

The first four stanzas are meant to give a dawdiage or less amiable picture of
a declining Maine sea town. | move from the ocedanid. Sterility howls through
the scenery, but | try to give a tone of tolerarieenor, and randomness to the sad
prospect. The composition drifts, its directionksirout of sight into the casual,
chancy arrangements of nature and decay. Theromiég alive in stanzas V and
VI. This is the dark night. 1 hoped my readers vdotgmember St. John of the
Cross's poem. My night is not gracious, but secuydaritan, and agnostical. An
Existentialist night®®®

Notes of anxiety, dissatisfaction, alienation, &egion' and death-in-life prevail this part.
The lovers' path that was supposed to be romantdbissful turns to be an immoral bleak
landscape. The graveyard where they were havingffair might even carry the symbolic
connotation of being the burial ground of theseelst morality and future aspirations.
Physicality reigns high and spirituality recoilsncuered. The poet does not spare himself;
but confesses the dishonest action of spying heratied on the lusty couple! When the poet
realizes the wickedness of human existence, hiersuj reaches its peak in "I myself am
hell"(l. 35). He then conveys his horrifying serfesolation in an unsheltered world when
he announces, "nobody's here"(l. 36). As a semsitiodern poet, Lowell is aware of man's
dilemma of dissociation between his actions anedabjes, and the disintegration between
his mind and soul. Such a 'separation’' has wreakedern man's life and turned it into a
nightmare.

As a counterpart to this world of pain, restraiftfagmentation, alienation and life's moral
landscape, Lowell introduces in the last three zgarof this part, the healthy world of the
skunks. They do not fear the darkness or the basewiethe world; but proceed eating freely.
Ironically, these stinky repellent animals mightv@éahe key to the world's crisis. Lowell
introduces these animals as free, positive, dalively, purposeful, fertile, enduring, creative
and most important, at accord with their world ttiegre is no clash or separation between
their needs and actions:

Only slks, that search

In the moonlight for a bite to eat.

They march on their soles up Main Street:

White stripes, moonstruck eyes' red fire.

(Il. 37-40)

Although modern poets do not offer solutions, botild Lowell be suggesting that if man
could only possess the skunks' creative qualitiesgould have the persistence for life that
drives him to face the corrupt world, realize higgmtials, change the way he views life and
utilize such new perception to revitalize his ineeergy and pull his shattered self together!
Lowell does not hide his fascination by these skurdn the contrary, he esteems their
meaningful life and associates their stinky smeth the life-enhancing air that he enjoys
breathing; affirming "I stand on top/of our badess and breathe the rich air-"(11.43-44).
Their frank conduct, carefree life approach andngmeeous attitude packed the atmosphere
with fertility and won Lowell's palpable admiratiomhe poem that began with a rhythm of
despair closes now with a tone of promise. At I#lastappearance of the skunks could be an
allusion to potential freedom and a sign of survarad possible continuity of life at that city;

10



European Journal of English Language and LiteraBtuelies
Vol. 1, No 1, September 2013

Published by European Centre for Research TrammpDevelopment UK (www.ea-journals.org)

hence hope in a secular emancipation at least. Supbsitive anticipation testifies for
Lowell's willingness to embrace life and the world.

"Skunk Hour" encompassed all sorts of ‘divorce'aplbrs referred to before lnife Studies

It opened with the cultural breakdown and movedtite striking examples of economic

failure, social collapse, moral degeneration, gptihollowness, self-persecution and human
debasement that are all forms of 'parting’ with stendard healthy life style they are

supposed to lead.

In addition, there is another special case ofdh@fce’ metaphor ihife Studiesthat of the
of poet's fundamental 'split ego'. In his thesige&u Kang observes that:

There exist two selves in Life Studies: that of tamembered past and that of the
remembering present. Their relation is the samehas of the patient and the

analyst in a psychoanalytic process. While the rmebered past self recounts
fragment of his past memories, the present selyspthe role of the analyst

watching the process of rememberifig.

This is an apparent indication that Lowell was mitnally separating these two parts of his
self, to supervise and scrutinize his poetic cosati

Fact or fiction
Many readers reviewife Studiesas merely a sarcastic investigation of failureexehLowell
honestly reveals his family history, his relatiopshwith his wives and his recurrent fits of
depression and madness; to write of common expeseaf alienation, separation and loss.
However, we have to keep in mind that autobiogregdHiterature could sometimes have a
fictional foundation, meddle with facts, or evemrdud reality with imagination. Frank Bidart
affirms in his brief afterword to Lowell€ollected Poemthat:
"Confessional” poetry is not confession. How Lovgeltandor is an illusion
created by art. He always insisted that his sedatlonfessional poems were in
significant ways invented. The power aimed at.ife Studiess the result not of
accuracy but the illusion of accuracy, the resfifreangement and inventioi>

Paulina Korzeniewska examines what she calls "fgrdosiography”, in her article "the-
artifice-of-honesty”, and quotes the autobiographipoetess and Lowell's student Anne
Sexton, as commenting:

Each poem has its own truth. The poetic truth ist nwecessarily
autobiographical.... | do not adhere to literal faalisthe time; | make them up
whenever needed. ... It's a difficult label, confessil, because | often confess to
things that never happenét

Likewise, Lowell confessed when interviewed by femck Seidel that the poems bife
Studies"are not always factually true. There's a goodl déatinkering with fact....I've
invented facts and changed things, and the wholanba of the poem was something
invented. So there's a lot of artistr{f”

It becomes perceptible that what many have corsidarrecord of Lowell's most intimate
recollections could very likely be just an artistisethod of recapturing, selecting and
reshaping the real experiences entrenched in te€spmemory, and blending them with
imaginatively constructed episodes that enhancesasihin the poem.
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Lowell believed also that "real poetry came, notrrfierce confessions, but form something
almost meaningless but imagined®. ReadingLife Studiesproves that truthfulness and
privacy of the allusion do not make better poeffyeating Lowell by many of his
contemporary poets and critics as "the poet-hestooif our time" and "the last of [America's]
influential public poets®?, did not arise from the facsimile of his experienenentioned in
his poems. Valuing his poetry was, in fact, duligoartistic command, comprehensible style,
attentive contemplations on the self, brilliancedetail and the innovative mechanisms he
demonstrated.

Lowell's confessional poetry appealed to readdiseeifor being a fresh enterprise of self-
exposition, or because readers could identify withse experiences. Yet, to add a new major
incentive for the public admiration, this reseadgmonstrated that Lowell has created a new
reality by using the 'divorce' metaphor; not justaadescriptive tool, but also as a forceful
sensory quality that explores the concepts of @astireness and conveys Lowell's thoughts
and feelings towards so many private and publidezaporary concerns. Such compelling
metaphors of 'parting’, 'separation’ and 'divdbeeame mental representatives of the sensory
experience in Lowell'sife Studies

CONCLUSION

During the later phase of Lowell's writing, thaighe with the publication dfife Studiesn
(1959), his perspective of composition demongtratie extreme abandonment and a 'break
up' with all his early formal poetic techniquesinis, tones, topics, directions, mentality and
idioms he used to employ. Under the persistent togenovate his style, he chose to become
the speaking sensibility of his age by embraciriguak and highly autobiographical style; or
what came to be widely known as "confessional'. &posing his private life and
embarrassing intimacies, criticizing his family erunistory, speaking of the despair in his
marriage relationships and commenting on his fratfies of insanity, he managed to turn
his confessional poetry into a sincere testimong antique of the militant, bestial,
materialistic, ruined modern world.

Whether Lowell was adhering, ibife Studies strictly to his personalized memories and
authentically confessing actual experiences, ot jetating recollections transformed
creatively into art,Life Studiesremains one of the most genuine depictions of liéal
experiences. Lowell should be appreciated for tistey in adopting the fresh and honest
mode of exploring and reflecting on the self, teenarkable technical skill, the provocative
attitude he adopts to expose in a satirical torseskif's depths and his relationships and
definitely for having the guts to move away fromoEs impersonal style. Yet, we should
credit him; in particular, for his suggestive laage and his vibrant metaphors that brilliantly
invoke a wealth of hints.

The poems oLife Studiegepresent a process of breakdown that progress@stiie worldly

to the self and from specific historical eventsnore personal localized assertions. The
poems portray a relentless Journey in modern veastslof actual life and of the self. Lowell
depicts in these poems the theme of physicaltspirand psychological disintegration. Since
'divorce’ was one of the most intensive and recuregperiences in Lowell's life, he utilized
some of the familiar 'marital metaphors' suchdisotce’, 'break up’, ‘parting' and 'separation’
as a medium to release his inward psychologicalspiritual turmoil and reflect on historical
and local cultural crises; that could manifest sversal condition.
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Writing Life Studieswvas by itself a proclamation of ‘divorce’ betweleowell and his early
poetic voice and sensibility. Lowell took it a stepther when he mixed three sections of
poetry with a prose section; 'breaking’ and 'diway’cthus, the volume from old rigid metrical
structures. A 'divorce' between Lowell and RomarthGlecism had to follow; not only
because religious beliefs seemed inappropriateich a novel kind of expression, but also
incompatible to the modern spiritual and intell@ttilux and wasteland. Another crucial case
of 'divorce’ ensued when he approached his meneraphily past, only to realize his
ancestors' dishonorable history. All the sensdsoobur he cherished as a child, turned into
disdain, repulse and contempt upon discovering sh@m of that myth. Such negative
feelings of guilt for his ancestral deceptions édoed’ him from childhood innocence. The
poet had to go through another excruciating expeeef ‘divorce'; which had to be this time
not the metaphoric but the actual. Three episadgminful divorces resulted in enormous
pressure on Lowell's life and poetry; which is redd to recurrently inLife Studies
However, most important of all, was Lowell's stiipp off the psychological pretense to
declare his insanity. In what could be observedidcdilly as a therapeutic tactic to restore his
mental health and the sense of his wholeness, lLasedl his fractured self to compose some
of the most memorable poems in English literatlireés so inspirational that a grotesque
experience of 'divorce' from sane life, would timto a tempest of poetic creativity; instead
of tearing down the poet.

Lowell’s creativity displays itself in both; the mggng of such rich personal experiences to
public themes, and in the employment of first hésidorce' experiences in shaping and
commenting on these themes.
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