Hero Henry:

Heroism and Antiheroism in John Berryman’s Dream Songs

In partial fulfillment of the requirements

for Departmental Honors in English

THE COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES

THE UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH

Submitted and Pledged:

Amy Lynn Arthur
Approved by:

Professor William Clarkson
Accepted for Departmental Honors in English

Pamela Royston Macfie, Chair

Easter Term, 2009

“Huffy Henry hid
the day, / unappeasable Henry sulked.”  With these lines John Berryman initiates his reader into the world of The Dream Songs, a world at once playful and tragic, both strange and painfully familiar.  First published in 1964, 77 Dream Songs was alternately hailed as “the most valuable poetry written in years, in any language,” and brushed off for its “relentless indulgence” and ambiguity (Mariani 406-7).  Popular opinion undeniably turned in Berryman’s favor, however, as evidenced by the Pulitzer Prize awarded him in 1965.  The 308 songs which followed in 1968’s His Toy, His Dream, His Rest proved equally successful, earning Berryman the National Book Award for Poetry in 1969.  Before he published the 77 Dream Songs, Berryman’s body of creative work consisted of two books, Poems (1942) and Homage to Mistress Bradstreet (1956), along with twenty poems appearing in Five Young American Poets (1940).  Although the Dream Songs represent a definite departure from his earlier work, Berryman’s previous poems do betray hints of the style which would reach maturity within the Songs.  For example, his highly successful poem, Homage to Mistress Bradstreet, not only shows what Berryman can do within the space of a long poem, but also employs some of the distorted syntax so characteristic of the Songs.  In the poem’s opening octet he imagines Bradstreet considering her children, saying, “I seem to see you pause here still: / Sylvester, Quarles, in moments odd you pored / before a fire at, bright eyes on the Lord, / all the children still.”  This sort of self-interruption, or mid-sentence revision of thought would find fuller expression in the Songs, where interruptions would come not only from Henry himself but from other voices as well.

In approaching the Songs, one must eventually confront the question of Henry’s identity.  The poem is filled with voices, but hinges on the voice of Henry, its protagonist.  When the complete Dream Songs appeared in print in 1969, Berryman included an introductory note dealing with just this issue.  He explains, 

The poem then, whatever its wide cast of characters, is essentially about an imaginary character (not the poet, not me) named Henry, a white American in early middle age sometimes in blackface, who has suffered an irreversible loss and talks about himself sometimes in the first person, sometimes in the third, sometimes even in the second; he has a friend, never named, who addresses him as Mr Bones and variants thereof.  Requiescant in pace.
Yet even at the poet’s word it is difficult to let the issue rest in peace.  Although Berryman here describes Henry’s vaudevillian friend as unnamed, in many interviews he does name this friend, calling him Mr. Bones.  Critics, too, tend to describe this individual as Mr. Bones, despite the fact that this friend does address Henry, not himself, as Mr. Bones.  As regards Berryman’s claim that Henry is “not the poet, not me,” Henry and Berryman share a great number of things: a father who committed suicide in Florida during their youth, a long succession of affairs and hospital visits, a distinct circle of literary friends, a son and a daughter, several failed marriages, literary notoriety, book tours, and a taste for liquor, to name a few.  In DS 53 Henry makes a statement which one cannot help but think of in terms of this debate: “We are using our own skins for wallpaper and we cannot win.” Some readers have chosen to respect Berryman’s disclaimer, approaching Henry as a purely fictional character whose life must be understood on its own terms.  Others see Henry as Berryman himself, hoping to understand the poet in terms of his fictionalized persona.  Yet the identity of Henry seems to lie somewhere in between.  A knowledge of Berryman’s biography is certainly helpful in understanding many of the Songs’ allusions and preoccupations, yet Henry goes, metaphorically, to places which Berryman cannot.  The most obvious example of this would be section IV.  After dying at the end of section III, Henry speaks from within the grave for the next fourteen songs, the duration of section IV.  Although Berryman could experience a metaphorical death, Henry’s is clearly both metaphorical and literal.  At the end of the section, when Henry comes back to life, the reader is told that “others collected & dug Henry up” (DS 91).  In other places Berryman describes the decay of Henry’s body.  Clearly the details of Henry’s journey through the Songs do not present a perfect parallel to Berryman’s life.  
If one were to chart the levels of interpretation or meaning surrounding the Songs, they could be divided into four concentric circles: Henry’s perception of his world, the external reality of that world, Berryman’s perception of the world (which informs the Songs), and the external reality of Berryman’s world.  Still another circle could be defined as the reader’s role in relation to the text.  After all Henry often speaks of, and makes direct addresses to his audience, drawing us in to become a vital part of his work.  Yet as quickly as one creates these categories, they begin to break down.  Can or should one separate Henry’s perception from that of Berryman?  Are Henry’s world and Berryman’s the same?  They do, after all, seem to have much in common.  And where does Henry’s alter ego, the one who calls him Mr. Bones, fit into all of this?  Much ink could be and has been spilt over such distinctions in modern literature, but ultimately, it serves the reader well to remember that Berryman, the poet, has written the poems.  Henry is his creation and, in this sense, Berryman’s reality is the ultimate reality.  In discussing the Songs, then, I will assume that Henry’s biographical information can be supplemented by that of Berryman.  However, I do not believe that this implies a complete unity between the two.       

In terms of their formal structure, the Songs reflect a poet who is completely comfortable within the constraints of form, but who is bending form to serve his purposes.  With few exceptions, each song consists of three sestets, adding up to eighteen lines.  This length is suggestive of the sonnet, and Berryman realized the implications of such an association.  Many songs, like sonnets, contain a volta.  Yet unlike sonnets, they are also prone to multiple turns, no turns at all, or a turn occurring much earlier than would be expected.  In a song describing a Valentine’s celebration for his daughter’s class, Henry begins far from the party with a vision of himself as a knight, battling his twin: “we met & fighted / on a red road, made friends, and all my goods / now are half his” (DS 255).  At the opening of stanza two the song turns to the party with a description of the Valentines exchanged: “Trim, the complex lace, whitest on red: / my baby’s kindergarten had a ball / save one got none at all.”  Rather than remaining in this scene, however, he moves back in time, comparing the jilted girl’s tears to “those for the Roman martyr shed / & the bishop of Terni who suffered the same day,” alluding to two St. Valentines.  In the final stanza Berryman fuses the scenes he has been vacillating between with the words, 



I say, said Henry (all degrees of love



from sky-blue down to spiriting blood, down to



the elder from the new, 



loom sanctuaries we are pilgrims of,



the pierced heart over there seems to be mine)



this is my Valentine.

Thus in this song Berryman floats freely between narratives, ultimately fusing the two so that the drama of the first underscores the pathos of the second, elevating a minor childhood injury to a wound of epic proportions, and placing Henry at the center of the conflict both as a potential savior and as one who identifies with the victim because of his own pain.  Because the song’s structure is suggestive of the sonnet form, these turns become all the more surprising.  
       

Berryman uses other formal elements to similar ends.  End rhyme is ever-present, though rarely in a regular pattern.  The same could be said of meter.  Although few lines follow an exact metrical scheme, a scansion of them proves Berryman’s attention to the effect of meter upon the reader.  Consider his use of feminine endings in DS 1, where 
    ´˘  ´ ˘˘ ´˘ ´˘ ´  ˘ ´ ˘´˘  ´  ˘  ´ ˘          
“All the world like a woolen lover / once did seem on Henry’s side. / Then came a 
 ˘´ ˘
departure.”  Here feminine endings reinforce Henry’s sense of abandonment by the 
                                       ´˘   ˘ ´˘
world, with the words “lover” and “departure” trailing off at the ends of their respective lines.  This sense of abandonment is further reinforced by the slant rhyme between the pair.  The name Henry, in fact, is trochaic, so that it sounds like a sort of defeat, a giving up, or a letting go.  This attention to meter is also apparent in Berryman’s use of completely regular lines for emphasis.  In DS 22, for example, the only regular, iambic pentameter line, which also contains the song’s only direct address to an audience, 

                                                                  ˘ ´ ˘ ´˘´˘ ´ ˘ ´
describes John Adams on his death bed, “forgone by you creator, who forgives.”  Because no other line scans so clearly, this one immediately catches the reader’s ear, allowing Berryman to lead his audience directly to the heart of the song.  
Although each song functions as a discreet unit, Berryman conceived of the Songs as a single poem.  While teaching a course on Greek Civilization in the fall of 1958, Berryman “pillaged through [the Iliad] looking for what he could use for his own epic” (Mariani 339).  By placing Henry at the center of his modern-day epic poem and inviting the reader to look on as Henry negotiates a journey through various obstacles and trials, Berryman asks his readers to think of Henry as a hero.  Henry himself often invites the comparison, alluding to Aeneas, Achilles, Homer, and Odysseus (DS 6, 14, 71, 383), as well as comparing himself to a knight and to heroes in general on several occasions.  Although these are often negative comparisons—either references to heroes in their less heroic moments, or statements about how Henry is unlike heroic figures—they still lead the reader to a central question: if the Dream Songs are an epic, is Henry, in fact, a hero?
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word hero may be defined as 

1. A name given (as in Homer) to men of superhuman strength, courage, or ability, favored by the gods; at a later time regarded as intermediate between gods and men, and immortal. 
2. A man distinguished by extraordinary valor and martial achievements; one who does brave or noble deeds; an illustrious warrior.

3. A man who exhibits extraordinary bravery, firmness, fortitude, or greatness of soul, in any course of action, or in connexion with any pursuit, work, or enterprise; a man admired and venerated for his achievements and noble qualities.

4. The man who forms the subject of an epic; the chief male personage in a poem, play or story; he in whom the interest of the story or plot is centered.

Clearly the final definition applies to Henry as the protagonist of the Dream Songs, but what of the other definitions?  It would be difficult to argue for Henry as “an illustrious warrior” “distinguished by… martial achievements,” or as one “favored by the gods.”  In fact, in looking at Henry as a man existing within time and space, one is struck by the defeat and passivity which marks his existence.  Yet in looking at Henry as a poet within the creative space of the Songs, Henry does become a heroic figure.  

As a protagonist, Henry easily fits the definition of an antihero as outlined in A Handbook to Literature: 

A protagonist of a modern play or novel who has the converse of most of the traditional attributes of the hero.  This hero is graceless, inept, sometimes stupid, sometimes dishonest…. ‘Henry Pussycat’ in John Berryman’s Dream Songs [is an] excellent example. 

At times Henry seems to see himself as “graceless, inept, sometimes stupid, sometimes dishonest,” describing himself as a failed husband, father, poet, professor, lover, and son.  In other cases the reader sees Henry’s weaknesses through his attitude as well as in the events of his life as they are related, whether or not Henry sees himself as an antihero in these moments.  
Laying aside Henry’s self-awareness or lack thereof, his tribulations may be divided into two categories: defeat by forces and events which he cannot control, and defeat by forces and events which he could, but fails to control.  This dichotomy is present even in DS 1, which is worth considering at length.  Its first two stanzas read,



Huffy Henry hid
the day,



unappeasable Henry sulked.



I see his point,—a trying to put things over.



It was the thought that they thought 



they could do it made Henry wicked & away.



But he should have come out and talked.



All the world like a woolen lover



once did seem on Henry’s side.



Then came a departure.



Thereafter nothing fell out as it might or ought.



I don’t see how Henry, pried



open for all the world to see, survived.     
Here the first stanza reflects Henry’s failure to respond properly to adversity.  Rather than coming out and talking, Henry hides from a world which has betrayed him, becoming “wicked and away.”  Yet Henry does not just hide from a world which has done him harm; he also hides the wrong from himself, withdrawing without ever truly acknowledging his pain.  In doing so he loses a chance to redeem an injustice which he could not have prevented.  The second stanza shifts focus, turning towards these unpreventable injustices.  The reader is told that Henry has been abandoned by a world which “like a woolen lover / once did seem on Henry’s side.”  In a later song this abandonment is characterized as habitual, and Henry as one “toward whom the universe once more howled ‘No’— / once more & again” (DS 209).  The speaker then goes on to wonder how Henry has survived the painful exposure of his weaknesses.  This last movement is particularly interesting since Henry will remain “pried / open for all the world to see” for the duration of the Songs, all of his injuries and failures exposed to his readers, and to himself.  Indeed in his role as poet, Henry tells his readers, “my mind has been laid open / for thirty years” (DS 297). 

The sense of helplessness evident in Henry’s reaction to the world around him is both a response to personal struggles and to the difficulties of his time.  The latter is often a source of concern for Henry, who shows his disdain for the current administration in DS 22 when he says, “I am a government official & a goddamned fool.”  DS 66 deals with these feelings more explicitly, however, addressing Henry’s sense of helplessness in the face of political issues with no clear solution.  The song’s opening lines read,



‘All virtues enter into this world:’)



A Buddhist, doused in the street, serenely burned.



The Secretary of State for War,



winking it over, screwed a redhaired whore.



Monsignor Capovilla mourned.  What a week.

Here Henry alludes to the self-immolation of Thich Quang Duc on the streets of Saigon on June 11, 1963, an act intended to call attention to both the injustice of the Vietnam War and the oppression of Buddhists by the Catholic Diem controlling South Vietnam’s government at the time.  In the lines which follow he wryly comments upon the affair of England’s Secretary of State for War, John Profumo, with the alleged mistress of a known Russian spy.  Although Profumo initially denied the affair when questioned by the House of Commons, on June 5, 1963 he confessed and then resigned his position.  Henry then reminds his readers of the passing of Pope John XXIII just a few days before, on June 3.  Clearly Henry exists within a world of unrest.  In the second stanza he mentions Abba Pimen, a fourth-century Egyptian ascetic to whom the following statement is attributed: “If man seems to be silent, but his heart condemns others, then he is always speaking. There may be a man who talks all day long, but he is actually silent, because he says nothing unprofitable” (“Lives of all saints”).  These words are especially interesting in relation to this song since they could apply either to the monk, who has condemned the actions of his government; to a “journalism doggy” mentioned in line six, an individual who seems interested only in “taking a leak” on some victim; or to Henry, the speaker of the poem.  By mentioning Pimen, Henry calls into question whether speaking out can actually accomplish anything.  He continues this thought with the final stanza, where he says,



How feel a fellow then when he arrive



in fame but lost?  but affable, top-shelf.



Quelle sad semaine.



He hardly know his selving. (‘that a man’)



Henry grew hot, got laid, felt bad, survived



(‘should always reproach himself.’

What is an audience worth if one’s statement is misunderstood, or “lost?”  Accounts of Pimen’s life indicate that his instruction was frequently misunderstood, and Thich Quan Duc’s statement was clearly misunderstood, or worse ignored, by his intended audience.  How, then, is Henry to respond?  Although he is clearly emotionally affected by world news, he reacts with characteristic passivity by retreating into the familiar comfort of sex.  He may feel bad, the reader is told, but he survives.  

Henry’s uncertainty and helplessness are reinforced within the song by Berryman’s use of parentheses.  Each parenthetical statement serves to interrupt the text, many by providing an aphorism or, more often, half an aphorism.  Thus Henry’s thought processes are intruded upon by other voices which tell him how he ought to interpret and then react to the world.  Yet since many of these phrases go unfinished, or lack the context necessary to make them useful, they become more of a distraction for Henry than a source of guidance, just another voice mixed in with the sound of the daily news.  The fact that the song begins with the end of a parenthetical statement and ends with the beginning of another suggests that these stanzas represent a sample of an ongoing stream of thought.  Even by speaking of the issues which trouble him, Henry has not resolved anything within the space of this song.  Unlike a hero, Henry is devoid of “strength” and “ability.”  At best, he has simply allowed the reader to share in a moment of his ongoing hopelessness.   


Henry again addresses the political issues of his time in DS 162, which is entitled “Vietnam.”  Here he focuses on the ambiguous nature of the Vietnam War, describing it as “a war which was no war, / the enemy was not our enemy / … and the treaty-end that might conclude it more / unimaginable than Alice’s third volume-eee.”  Yet Henry is less troubled by the fact that no end is in sight than by the way in which 

somehow our policy bare 

… kept us unaware 

that we were killing Asiatics, daily, 

with the disgusting numbers given 

on my front page, at which, my love, I stare. 
Henry’s rhyme of “unaware” and “stare” serves to underscore his ability to see that to which so many seem blinded; he is unable to look away from the reality of the situation.  Yet rather than responding with an attempt to flee, as in DS 66, Henry offers an alternative to the current war, suggesting, “Better would be a definite war with the dragon, / taught to hate us wholly.”  At least such a conflict could potentially force the American people out of complacency.  He then goes on to predict that such a conflict “would make them think: as we have stated, / an end to aggression will open up new markets / and other quarter-lies.”  It is worth noting another rhyme in this stanza: “self-incinerated” and “stated.”  In drawing a parallel between his own statements and the implicit statement of “the Buddhists self-incinerated,” Henry highlights the desperation of his words, as well as the likelihood that they will go largely unheeded, as did the self-immolation of Thich Quan Duc.  Although Henry may offer up his own suggestions, however extreme, for the Vietnam War, he knows that his voice will go unheeded.  Even if his suggestions were heeded, he seems to doubt their efficacy, acknowledging the fact that they would likely lead to new deceptions and half-truths.  In this light, Henry’s escapism begins to seem more pragmatic.  


Henry’s fear over the state of the modern world forms one of many subcurrents running throughout the text, present as a component of his general unease whether or not it is directly mentioned.  Yet all of these subcurrents may ultimately be related back to one trouble which could easily be described as the defining element of Henry’s unrest and sense of helplessness: the death of his father.  Here the issue of the relationship between Henry and Berryman becomes particularly relevant.  Berryman’s father committed suicide outside of the family’s apartment in Tampa, Florida on Saturday, June 26th, 1926, shooting himself in the chest with a .32 caliber automatic.  Although Berryman would later come to question whether this had in fact been a suicide, and not the work of his mother or her lover, the death was officially declared a suicide by the Tampa police and the case never re-opened.  Regardless of the truth concerning his father’s death, Berryman was haunted by this violent loss for the remainder of his life.  Henry, too, has clearly lost his father, in Florida, due to suicide via a self-inflicted shot to the chest.  In points of overlap such as this, the clearest approach to the text is an assumption that Henry’s and Berryman’s experiences are the same.  Like Berryman, Henry sees the death of his father as the great injury of his life.  
In DS 235 Henry addresses this loss in a song ostensibly about the suicide of Ernest Hemingway, an alcoholic who ended his life with a gun, just like his own father and Henry’s father.  The song begins as Henry recalls mourning for Hemingway, but this memory quickly leads him to contemplate his father’s death.  Henry often broaches the subject of his own pain not head-on, but in general terms.  Thus the second stanza says,

Save us from shotguns & fathers’ suicides.


It all depends on who you’re the father of



if you want to kill yourself—



a bad example, murder of oneself,



the final death, in a paroxysm, of love



for which good mercy hides?    
Although Henry begins this stanza with a prayer, he quickly shifts into a personal contemplation of his own father.  Could his father’s death, he seems to wonder, be his fault?  Towards the end of the stanza Henry’s emotional turmoil becomes increasingly apparent as he loses control of his own reflection.  The sentence trails off into obscurity, leaving the reader to wonder whether Henry thinks of suicide as “the final death… of love,” or the “final death” of a certain type of love, “for which good mercy hides.”  Or perhaps this death occurs “in a paroxysm, of love,” thus making the suicide the product of a misguided father’s love.  Equally ambiguous is the question mark with which the stanza ends.  Since no clear question has been posed, it seems more indicative of Henry’s generally baffled mind than of a clear line of reason.  Henry is saved from this reflection, it seems, with the arrival of a beggar girl at his door.  With this detail Henry reminds himself and his audience of the present reality, yet he chooses to revisit to his original subject, saying, “But to return to Hemingway / that cruel & gifted man.”  This attempt proves futile, however, as Henry is again overcome by thoughts of his father.  He returns to stanza two’s muddled thoughts of mercy with the words, “Mercy!  my father; do not pull the trigger / or all my life I’ll suffer from your anger / killing what you began.”  Here Henry’s prayer is addressed to his father, a plea in which Henry places himself with his father as his finger rests on the trigger, begging him to see the consequences of his decision.  This prayer highlights Henry’s helplessness in the face of this situation.  As much as he may wish he could change the past, he cannot.  At the same time, since the reader knows that his father has, in fact, already pulled the trigger, Henry’s projection reveals something of his daily reality.  He does suffer from his father’s anger; he is killing what his father began.  These final details, like the close of stanza two, are characterized by ambiguity.  Henry may “suffer” from his imagination of his father’s anger towards him, or from his father’s anger which he has inherited and now carries with him throughout the world.  Similarly, Henry could either be “killing” himself, since he is what his father began, or he could be continuously “killing” his father anew be reimagining the details and implications of his death.  These ambiguities are important in terms of Henry’s character.  The Dream Songs are a reflection of Henry’s interiority, and much thought occurs on just such ambiguous terms.  Henry cannot tell his readers what exactly he thinks because, in many cases, he himself does not know.  At the same time, some songs do represent a more straightforward statement on Henry’s part.  These songs could be seen as more of a press conference than a private musing, an entirely different approach to this protagonist.


As ambiguous as some of Henry’s songs may be, the reader learns how to understand Henry more fully as he or she progresses through the text.  With this increased knowledge of Henry’s primary concerns and preoccupations, revisiting earlier songs becomes a fruitful activity.  For example, rereading DS 1 with DS 235 in mind allows the reader to better understand, or make a more educated guess regarding the enormous hurt which is central to this song.  If “the day” could be understood as his father’s suicide, it makes sense that Henry would have hidden this injury away, more willing to ignore the pain than to confront it.  The “departure” of his father, if it may be understood in terms of Berryman’s autobiography, did represent a watershed, after which “nothing fell out as it might or ought.”  After all, it was shortly after his father’s death that Berryman’s mother married her former landlord and then sent John off to boarding school.  As discussed earlier, DS 1 highlights both Henry’s helplessness and his inclination to flee from adversity.  Although he cannot change the fact of his father’s suicide, he could try to overcome the pain associated with that event, yet we do not see him doing so within this song.  Yet again Henry fails as a potential hero, characterized by cowardice rather than bravery, surrender to emotion rather than fortitude or firmness in the face of tribulation.

The uncontrollable within Henry’s life is also dramatized in the Songs through the failure of his body.  It is important to understand that Berryman, and Henry by extension, was plagued by clumsiness his entire life, a misfortune which was compounded by his alcoholism.  Here the definition of the antihero as one “graceless” and “inept” clearly describes Henry’s unfortunate existence.  Berryman regularly suffered from accidents which resulted in sprains, bruises, and broken bones, even in his childhood.  In his biography of Berryman, Paul Mariani describes one of many such incidents in 1954 when, returning home after a night of heavy drinking, “He managed to negotiate the stairs to his apartment, but as he came out of the bathroom into the dark hallway, he fell down the stairs and crashed into a half-glass door….  The next morning Berryman realized how badly shaken up he was.  His teeth were chattering, his ankles were swollen, and his left wrist was broken” (276).  DS 8 shows how, like Berryman, Henry seems to find his body under attack.  This song tells the reader that “They took away his teeth, / white & helpful,” “They weakened his eyes,” and “They took away his crotch.”  Here the unnamed “they” methodically dismantle Henry, both physically and metaphorically.  Yet the seriousness of the situation is undercut by the song’s matter-of-fact tone.  Note, for example, that the song begins with the mundane statement, “The weather was fine.”  The closest Henry comes to directly revealing emotion is in the lines, “They lifted off / his covers till he showed, and cringed & pled / to see himself less.”  The reader is further distanced from Henry’s emotions in this song since it is spoken in the third person.  This seeming coldness helps to dramatize the world’s lack of concern for Henry’s pain.  The world’s apathy towards Henry is depicted with increasing extremity as the opening sentence, “The weather was fine,” is transformed at the beginning of stanza two into “The weather was very fine,” and finally, in stanza three, into “The weather fleured.”  Here the natural world practically rejoices in Henry’s pain.  Alternately, these statements could also be seen as Henry’s absurd insistence that all is well while, in fact, his life is quite literally being dismantled.  

Many of the losses outlined in DS 8 reflect the work of time upon a man’s body.  Henry’s sight weakens, he loses his teeth, and he becomes impotent.  At the same time, the song reveals the less concrete losses a man experiences as he realizes that he is mortal, and his body steadily progressing towards death.  Thus the penultimate line, “They sandpapered his plumpest hope,” shows the loss of youthful optimism which often accompanies the ageing of a body.  As in so many other places, however, Henry deals with a painful reality through humor.  Immediately after he acknowledges this loss of hope, he follows with the line, “They took away his crotch,” leaving the reader on a comic note.  The optimism which Henry has lost is much like the betrayal dramatized in DS 1 and 35.  In each of these songs Henry is betrayed by what he thought were stable forces.  Just as he learns that he cannot rely on his father, he learns in DS 8 that he cannot necessarily trust his own body as he ages.  Perhaps the detached voice adopted for this song also reflects Henry’s bewilderment at these betrayals.  Henry is continually amazed, throughout the Songs, by the world’s indifferent cruelty.

As depicted in the Dream Songs, Henry’s life is characterized by an almost comic amount of tribulation.  As seen in DS 8, Henry the poet often deals with the tragedies of his life through humor.  As a man acting within the world, however, he often deals with the uncontrollable as an antihero, distracting himself rather than working to change his fate.  Yet in doing so, he more often than not creates new problems.  This is evident in his troubles with whisky and women.  Since Henry cannot enjoy either in moderation, they often become as troublesome as the hurts he seeks to escape through them.  Like his father, Berryman was a chronic alcoholic.  He lost jobs, friends, and wives over his behavior when inebriated, and many stories of his drunken antics still circulate amongst the writing community today.  He spent a great deal of his adult life in and out of rehab facilities, checking into them as an escape both from alcoholism and from his home life.  Unfortunately, his many attempts at sobriety were matched by just as many returns to drinking.  His most successful attempt at sobriety, which lasted eleven months, ended with a return to alcohol preceding his suicide by only two days.  With all of this in mind, Henry’s constant mentions of whiskey, gin, and drinking in general carry a great deal of thematic weight.  Like Berryman, Henry attempts sobriety, checking himself into hospitals for rehab, but never finds the “Inner Resources” (DS 14) necessary to quit drinking permanently.  In DS 96, Henry adopts what initially appears to be a flippant tone when speaking of his addiction.  The end of stanza one reads,



Why drink so, two days running?



two months, O seasons, years, two decades running?



I answer (smiles) my question on the cuff:



Man, I been thirsty.

Although Henry smiles as he delivers a seemingly dismissive answer, tossing a bit of wisdom to his audience “on the cuff,” the reader is reminded that Henry is answering his own question.  In light of the first two lines’ catalogue, his answer seems to indicate a thirst which must be understood as a metaphorical longing rather than a physical urge.  Henry drinks because he is thirsty for escape from his pain and fear.  The song continues in its deceptively casual tone for much of the next stanza, where the reader is told that Henry is sort of attempting sobriety.  Here the song shifts into the third person, its speaker explaining that


The brake is incomplete but white costumes




threaten his rum, his cointreau, gin-&-sherry,



his bourbon, bugs em all.



His go-out privilege led to odd red times,



since even or especially in hospital things get hairy.   
With this description the alcohol in which Henry finds release becomes more than a form of medication; it becomes, in its various incarnations, his circle of friends.  Rum, bourbon, and cointreau are suddenly no longer liquids; they are now entities which are intimately associated with Henry, and capable of emotion.  In this sense they become an extension of Henry himself.  As far as we know, he is not “bugged” by the hospital’s restrictions upon him, yet the alcohol he would have consumed is irritated.  Yet as with the opening stanza, Henry’s comic tendency fails to fully mask his despair.  After the absurd characterization of his favorite liquors, the stanza begins to turn in a more serious direction, revealing to the reader Henry’s repeated failures.  This is followed by a line which moves the song in a decisively pathetic direction: “He makes it back without falling.”  Here Henry’s only claim on dignity is an ability to perform a basic task of motor coordination.  The next two lines, which represent an addition to the standard eighteen-line form of the songs, further elaborate on Henry’s performance of basic functions in a rhymed couplet, saying, “He sleep up a short storm. / He wolf his meals, lamb-warm.”  Again the reader is reminded that Henry’s only hospital successes are minor, and not related to sobriety so much as to an ability to exist as a normal man.  If a hero is one “admired and venerated for his achievements,” Henry falls especially far from heroic status in this instance.  The song continues to move towards pathos in the final stanza, concluding with the image of Henry “up since two, out for a sit / now in the emptiest freshest park, one sober fling / before correspondence & breakfast.”  With this image the reader learns that alcohol has become such a necessity for Henry that sobriety is a luxury.  In light of this conclusion, Henry’s initial explanation of his drinking loses any of the humor which it may once have held.  Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that straightforward humor has been transformed into incredibly dark humor, another move typical of Henry’s songs.  Either way, Henry’s drinking represents an aspect of his life which he could have controlled.  In his failure to overcome his addiction, however, he allows it to grow into a foe large enough to seem unconquerable. 

Henry also fails to negotiate successfully his relationships with women.  It is clear in songs such as DS 66 that Henry seeks physical intimacy as a comfort in the face of circumstances beyond his control; yet, like alcohol, the thing he turns to for comfort becomes yet another source of pain and frustration when he finds himself unable to moderate his desire.  Sometimes Henry’s excess desire manifests itself comically, as in DS 4 where he pines after an anonymous woman he happens to see in a restaurant.  In this song he responds to her two glances in his direction when,


Fainting with interest, I hungered back



and only the fact of her husband & four other people 




kept me from springing on her



or falling at her little feet and crying



‘You are the hottest one for years of night



Henry’s dazed eyes have enjoyed, Brilliance.’

These details serve as a perfect example of Henry’s tendency both to idealize and to reify women.  In their idealized form, he sees women as potential saviors, or perhaps an acceptable surrogate for any divine being.  Although Mr. Bones initially attempts to console Henry, reminding him, “is stuffed, / de world, wif feeding girls,” Henry continues to focus on his despair and his lady’s neglect.  His refusal to be consoled suggests that he needs to feel wronged.  As a victim, his complaints against life are justified.  When Henry asks at the close of the song, “Where did it all go wrong?  There ought to be a law against Henry,” Mr. Bones loses patience and responds, “there is.”  Just as Henry obliquely answers his own difficult question in DS 96, confessing to himself that his need for alcohol is deep-rooted, here Henry admits through his alter ego his suspicion (or perhaps hope) that the entire world is conspiring against him.  If this is true, his failures are beyond his control, and thus beyond reproach.
How, then, does Henry deal with attainable women?  Throughout the Songs the reader watches as Henry falls in love, pushes his beloved away, turns to new objects of affection in infidelity, and torments himself with guilt over the entire cycle.  Rather than spurring him on to change his behavior, however, this guilt only leads him to despair, which in turn leads him back to the search for comfort in yet another woman.  DS 257 addresses the second stage of this cycle, when Henry pushes his beloved away.  Because he idealizes women, Henry is continually let down once he knows them well enough to see their shortcomings when compared to his initial vision.  Yet he is aware of this tendency and realizes it is wrong, which further compounds his guilt and frustration when dealing with women.  After describing “The thunder & the flaw of [a] great quarrel” with his current wife, whom he blames for his inability to write, Henry thinks, 

When I trained my wives, I thought

now they’ll be professional:

they became professional, at once wedlocks went sour

because they couldn’t compete with Henry, who sought

their realizations. (DS 257) 
Henry’s frustration, then, lies both in the fact that his wives are not the perfect women he initially expected them to be, as well as in the fact that he cannot force them to become what he envisions.  Although Henry’s frustration with his wives is over circumstances he cannot change within them, he does possess the ability to change his own expectations.  Thus Henry’s true failure with women is a failure to control himself.  By expecting the impossible, he positions himself for perpetual frustration and disappointment.  The final stanza portrays this conundrum, saying, 



Married life is a boat



forever dubious, with the bilge stale.



There’s no getting out of that.



Gongs & lightning crowd my returned throat. 
Because he refuses to set realistic standards, Henry cannot image marriage as a stable, or even sustainable, way of life.  Rather than imagining a solution to the conflict, he dismisses logic with the line, “There’s no getting out of that.”  Immediately after this dismissal he returns to anger, with “The thunder & the flaw” of the first stanza reappearing as “Gongs & lightning.”  The remainder of the song is filled with fragments of meaning punctuated by caesuras.  It reads, “I always wept at parades: I knew I’d fail: / Henry wandered back on stage & sat.”  Thus in his unwillingness to change, Henry bars himself from the peace he knows he needs in order to write.  Since his domestic turmoil goes unresolved, he closes his song with vague attempts at communication rather than a clear statement.

Perhaps the ultimate expression of control over one’s life is the act of ending that life.  Henry often expresses a desire for death in the songs, citing the sad state of his life and the world around him, yet he always finds himself drawn back to life.  He explains in DS 259, “My desire for death was strong / but never strong enough.”  Yet Henry’s death wish is, in a sense, fulfilled within section IV of the Songs.  This section consists of a series of fourteen songs, known individually as “Opus posthumous,” ostensibly spoken by and about Henry from beyond the grave.  Although Henry does seem to find rest in death, as well as a reprieve from the demands of work, he also finds a cold existence characterized by judgment and decay.  It also seems that he cannot escape women in death, comparing his coffin in Op. posth. no. 12 (DS 89) to Grand Central Station for all the bustle of “the Marriage of the Dead, a new routine.”  In Op. Posth. no. 10 (DS 87) a rumor is disclosed that Henry “may groan in a hospital / resuming, as the fates decree, our lot.”  Indeed, Henry comes back to life at the end of Op. posth. no. 14 (DS 91) when “Noises from underground made gibber some / others collected & dug Henry up / saying ‘You are a sight.’”  In this song Henry returns to this world a bit dazed, “accustomed in his own way to solitude / and no bills.”  Now that he has come back to life, Henry must face financial responsibilities, curious interviewers, and wives “fearful for their insurance.”  In the final stanza the reader is confronted with the following image:



A fortnight later, sense a single man



upon the trampled scene at 2 a.m.



insomnia-plagued, with a shovel



digging like mad, Lazarus with a plan



to get his own back, a plan, a stratagem



no newsman will unravel.  
Here Henry presents a surprising revision of the New Testament story of Lazarus.  Rather than rejoicing over his resurrection, he longs to return to the world of the dead.  Op. Posth. no. 10 clearly states that if Henry resumes life, it will be at the behest of the fates.  Since he has no choice, this final image is one of futility.  Yet his ambivalence throughout the Songs over death as an answer to the troubles of life also forces the reader to question whether he himself had some hand in his own resurrection.  After all, he was not completely pleased with death.  While it may have released him from some of the terrors of this life, it brought on new, equally terrifying experiences which were no easier to face.


Although it may seem obvious, the songs of section IV are necessarily dream-like.  While Henry’s songs often feel like the products of dreams, these songs are difficult to accept as a part of Henry’s reality as one would with a song like DS 4, where he is in a literal restaurant lusting after a literal woman.  The same is true for several songs dealing with a murder which Henry may or may not have committed.  These songs are characterized by a dream-like confusion of details.  For example, in DS 29 the reader is told, 



There sat down, once, a thing on Henry’s heart



só heavy, if he had a hundred years



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



Henry could not make good.

While initially it is easiest to understand this burden as the emotional toll of his father’s death, the final stanza of the song suggests that Henry is in fact plagued by guilt for a murder he knows he has not committed.  This stanza reads,



But never did Henry, as he thought he did,



end anyone and hacks her body up

and hide the pieces, where they may be found.

He knows: he went over everyone, & nobody’s missing.

Often he reckons, in the dawn, them up.

Nobody is ever missing.

This stanza’s shifts in tense, along with its self-interruptions through appositive phrases, serve to underscore the dream-like quality of Henry’s guilt.  Although he knows he has not committed murder, he cannot accept the truth, and he cannot stop reckoning up those whom he may have killed.  As with his “death” in section IV, Henry’s murder or murders are not clearly failures or successes.  If he has in fact committed murder, his burden of guilt suggests that he has not solved any problems by doing so.  Also, most evidence seems to suggest that Henry has been only partially successful in the actual act of murder.  DS 270 explains, “There was no time, in the end, to finish her off. / Halfway he left her, with the right side of her head / a’ gone.”  Try as he might, Henry continually fails to deal effectively with the troubles of his life, and his career as murderer is no exception.


To return to the OED’s definition of the word “hero,” an analysis of Henry as a man existing within the world of the Songs proves how comically, or perhaps tragically, far he falls short of hero status.  He is not strong or favored by the gods; he does not do brave or noble deeds.  He is incapable of controlling many elements of his life, and he creates additional turmoil in his attempts at escapism.  He is often associated with animals, placing him far down the chain of being relative to a hero.  The most common animal association is built into his name when he is addressed as “Henry Pussy-cat.”  He is also compared on multiple occasions to a treed opossum, highlighting his sense of helplessness in the face of trials.  In DS 63 he expresses jealousy over the freedom of bats, saying, “Bats have no bankers and they do not drink / and cannot be arrested and pay no tax / and, in general, bats have it made.”  This jealousy stems from a desire to escape to a world without responsibility or social obligation, wherein the hero/antihero dichotomy is irrelevant.  Yet since Henry cannot escape this world—since he is not quite prepared to end his own life, he cannot truly escape through women or whisky, and he will not be transformed into a literal bat or cat any time soon— he must find some other, more effective means of escape, a place of relief and some measure of success.

While Henry spends much of the Dream Songs focusing on the uncontrolled elements of his life, it is essential that the reader remember that Henry is a poet, composing these songs, and that as poet he has complete control over the product before us.  Many songs focus on Henry’s place within a seemingly doomed literary circle comprised of poets such as Dylan Thomas, Randall Jerrell, Sylvia Plath, and Robert Lowell.  He also places himself in a literary context as he acknowledges his predecessors in poets such as William Butler Yeats, though he declares his independence from these voices.  Furthermore, Henry spends a great deal of time discussing his work on the Songs, reminding the reader that the text is his creative endeavor.  Within the creative space of the Dream Songs, Henry exercises a level of control unmatched in his daily life.  In this sense Henry becomes a hero in his role as poet.  In writing the Songs he is able to exact revenge, lend a voice to those who generally go unheard, and redeem the tragedy of his life by turning it into art.  Henry clearly expresses within the Songs a sense of destiny attached to his creative endeavor.  He sees his work as a task assigned to him which he must complete, no matter how great the personal cost.  It is striking how much Henry the incompetent, pathetic protagonist begins to sound like a hero when discussing his work as a poet.  Although he still struggles, he struggles as he writes, fulfilling his perceived literary mandate much like Hercules performing his twelve labors, or Ulysses wending his way home to Ithaca through various obstacles.
As Berryman’s stash of dream songs grew, he began to think of the poem less as a classical epic and more as an epic comparable to Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, a work where the speaker, the “I” of the poem, stands at its heart as the hero of the text.  In his 1957 essay entitled “Song of Myself: Intention and Substance,” Berryman describes Whitman’s speaker and his own assent to Whitman’s poetic philosophy when he says,


The poet—one would say, a mere channel, but with its own ferocious


 difficulties—fills with experiences, a valve opens; he speaks them.  I am


 obliged to remark that I prefer this theory of poetry to those that have 


ruled the critical quarterlies since I was an undergraduate twenty-five 


years ago. (232)
In his preface to Leaves of Grass, Whitman himself outlines his vision of the poet’s work, saying, “The greatest poet hardly knows pettiness or triviality.  If he breathes into anything that was before thought small it dilates with the grandeur and life of the universe” (2198).  Yet Whitman’s speaker delves into such a complete identification with the lives he channels that he becomes overwhelmed.  He reaches into the depths of humanity in section 37 as “Askers embody themselves in me and I am embodied in them, / I project my hat, sit shame-faced, and beg,” and finds himself at the opening of section 38 crying out, “Enough! enough! enough!” (957-9), forced to return to himself once his task of channeling experience becomes too much to bear.  

Although Henry never goes quite this far in channeling the voices of others, Berryman’s preference for this approach to poetry is evident in the roles Henry takes on as the speaker of the Songs.  Take, for example, DS 22:

I am the little man who smokes & smokes.


I am the girl who does know better but.


I am the king of the pool.


I am so wise I had my mouth sewn shut. 


I am a government official & a goddamned fool.


I am a lady who takes jokes.


I am the enemy of the mind.
I am the auto salesman and lóve you.


I am a teenage cancer, with a plan.


I am the blackt-out man.


I am the woman powerful as a zoo.


I am two eyes screwed to my set, whose blind—


It is the Fourth of July.


Collect: while the dying man,


forgone by you creator, who forgives,


is gasping ‘Thomas Jefferson still lives’


in vain, in vain, in vain.


I am Henry Pussy-cat!  My whiskers fly.     

While the opening line could very well be spoken by Henry about himself— smoking is, after all, one of his vices—by line two the reader realizes that the anaphoric I am’s of the poem cannot all represent Henry’s life.  Instead Henry, the poet of the Songs, is presenting the reader with a pageant of humanity, specifically American humanity.  Both the title of the song, “Of 1826,” and the song’s final stanza point to the American nature of Henry’s speakers.  Former U.S. presidents John Adams and Thomas Jefferson both died on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.  It is reported that Adams’ last words were “Thomas Jefferson still lives,” though Jefferson had, in fact, passed away only hours earlier.  This song represents America by depicting not only its great leaders, but also figures familiar from everyday life.  Like Whitman in “Song of Myself,” Henry here attempts to capture things “thought small,” representing those who would normally go voiceless in verse.  In an audio recording of DS 22 Berryman’s voice drips with the familiar suaveness of an auto salesman as he hangs on the words “lóve you.”  Just as the catalogues in “Song of Myself” display a wide range of human experience, Henry’s speakers represent a cross-section of America in his own time.  

Yet if Henry may be understood as the poet of the Songs, these statements could also be seen as Henry revealing parts of himself through the lens of different cultural types, rather than just channeling the life around him.  This makes sense in light of the role of Mr. Bones throughout the text.  While Mr. Bones may be understood as one of Henry’s alter egos, his passages within the Songs represent a distinct departure from Henry’s normal diction and attitude.  DS 60 serves as a particularly strong example of the use of idiomatic African American speech patterns.  Mr. Bones seems to speak the entire song, although he addresses Henry, calling him Mr. Bones as he often does, as though he has spoken some passages.  The song deals with integration and the civil rights movement, beginning, “Afters eight years, be less dan eight percent, / distinguish’ friend, of coloured wif de whites / in de School, in de Souf.”  By taking on the voice of a slave trapped in an unjust social role, or perhaps a vaudevillian blackface performer emulating the role of slave, Henry identifies himself as one captive and oppressed, as well as one performing a stylized version of sorrow before an audience seeking entertainment.  Both applications fit nicely with Henry’s projection of his troubles within the text.  Ultimately, it is not necessary to draw a clear line between Henry himself and the voices he takes on.  Like Whitman’s speaker, in taking on these voices Henry seems to experience the lives they are drawn from, empathizing so fully that they become a part of his own person.  This identification is underscored by his return to the anaphoric I am in the final line of DS 22, this time focusing on a version of himself, “Henry Pussy-cat.”

Yet Henry never loses himself quite so fully as Whitman’s speaker in this identification.  He betrays himself as ventriloquist in some lines of DS 22 as he reveals his prejudices against those he represents.  For example, in the first stanza he makes the government official call himself a “goddamned fool.”  At the same time, in this particular break from verisimilitude Henry achieves something which will later be discussed more fully: revenge against an enemy.  His frustrations regarding his government are vented as he manipulates that government in verse, forcing it to acknowledge its faults within a realm where he holds complete control, since he cannot receive any such satisfaction in his daily life.

Unlike Whitman’s speaker, Henry never reaches a point where he becomes overwhelmed by empathy and must draw back from the lives he portrays.  Instead he experiences this sort of pain in depicting his own life for the reader, and in pressing on through the discomfort implicit in his work.  He says at the opening of DS 354, “The only happy people in the world / are those who do not have 

to write long poems.”  He deals with the difficulty of his work in a more somber tone in DS 159, which begins by mentioning Henry’s many writer friends who have died recently, saying,


Panic & shock together.  They are all going away.


Henry took down his black-four-in-hand & his black bowtie


and put away all other ties.


It is a pleasant Sunday summer afternoon,


I have been sick five times.  Can I go on?


I am a half-closed book.
This stanza reminds the reader of the pain Henry experiences in choosing life over death.  He wonders whether he will, in fact, be able to go on.  Although this stanza does not explicitly mention his work as a poet, the final line picks up on the imagery in other songs of Henry himself as the material for his work.  Just as Henry mentions in DS 297 that his “mind has been laid open / for thirty years,” the final line of  stanza one suggests that Henry is the text, though this time he is half-closed, ready to be done with the constant exposure necessitated by his work.  The next stanza shows Henry as,



Retaining his faculties



barely, his trajectory,



his heart still beating in his empty breast,



he hollow-hearted waved to them going by



& out of sight.
As much as he may wish to follow those who have gone before him, he remains on his original trajectory, committed to his work and audience before his own desires.  The final stanza deals with this choice more explicitly than the first two.  Here Henry speaks in the first person, saying,



I feel a final chill.  This is cold sweat



that will not leave me now.  Maybe it’s time



to throw in my own hand.



But there are secrets, secrets, I may yet—



hidden in history & theology, hidden in rhyme—



come on to understand.

The word “Maybe” harkens back to the “Can I go on?” of the first stanza, reaffirming his uncertainty over whether he will be able to continue.  Yet Henry also acknowledges that a surrender to death would mean the end of his work as poet, choosing to describe suicide specifically as a throwing in of “my own hand.”  This term, commonly associated with a poker player’s choice to fold, serves as a metaphorical pun on the writer’s hand.  Although he feels death approaching, he is unwilling, and perhaps unable, to give up on the hand he has been dealt, on the revelations which could still come from his writing.  The rhyme of “hand” and “understand” underscores the fact that these secrets will be understood through the work of that hand, in his writing.  Finally, the rhyme of “time” with “rhyme” points to the supremacy of Henry’s work over the demands of time.  Although he feels death is near, he will continue to press on in his endeavor.


In songs such as this one Henry becomes a martyr for the cause of poetry, choosing to suffer for his work at great cost.  The practical cost of this sacrifice becomes especially clear in DS 337 when Henry meets the rich second husband of his ex-fiancée.  Henry says,



I patted the husband on the shoulder and 



abruptly my happy thought became financial:



my God, said Henry to himself,



as they shook hands, that suit cost two hundred dollars!

With this detail Henry’s shock over the man’s wealth reminds the reader of the trope of the starving artist.  As a poet Henry must teach in order to support himself, a fact about which he often complains.  In several songs he imagines a world where poets are cherished, honored, and highly paid, but implicit in these fanciful visions is the reality of public opinion towards poetry; most individuals care very little about his craft and certainly would not pay money to read it.  After Henry considers the second husband’s luck in having “such a bride & such a down-soft tweed,” the reader is told, “Vile envy did not enter his soul / but whisked around the corners all-right.  Wow. / Henry missed his chance.”  Henry realizes that he could have had a different life, but cannot quite envy that life.  As he sits down “to read / and write, missing the whole // girl or lady & the remarkable tweed,” Henry reminds himself, and the reader, why he writes.  The final stanza ends with the lines,



Shall he put in play again the broad esteem



in which his work was held



agonized?  his lonely & his desperate work?



O yes: he would not trade: moments of supreme joy jerk



him on, his other loves quelled & dispelled.
Even as Henry reminds himself of the growing recognition for his work, he questions the value of that recognition, highlighting this uncertainty with the enjambment, “his work was held / agonized.”  As the reader encounters this unexpected conclusion to the sentence, he or she is forced to reconsider the implications of “broad esteem.”  Is this esteem useful if the work is misunderstood, or, worse, if critics blindly follow popular opinion in their praise?  Even with recognition, Henry’s work is still described as lonely and desperate, perhaps even more so for that recognition.  At the same time Henry realizes that his work, whatever its critical reception, has its own rewards.  He finally decides that he would not give up the “moments of supreme joy” he experiences in writing, even for a remarkable tweed coat.  The characterization of these moments as experiences which “jerk / him on” reminds the reader that the work, while rewarding, is by no means easy.  Ultimately, these violent moments of joy make all other “loves” seem inconsequential.  Although Henry is a financial failure, describing himself in DS 141 as one “Who gains his housing, heat, food, alcohol / himself & for his spouse & brood, barely,” in the realm of poetry he experiences joy and revelation which, though difficult, he counts as successes.

If Henry is heroic for his choice to press on in his struggles as a poet, he also becomes heroic in his control over the world of the Dream Songs.  His creative control over the world of the Songs allows him, as mentioned earlier, to exact revenge against circumstances which he cannot control in his daily life.  A particularly comic, yet chilling instance of this power occurs in DS 95, where Henry avenges the condescension of a hospital guard.  The song begins with a description of the actual event:



The surly cop lookt out at me in sleep



insect-like.  Guess, who was the insect.



I’d asked him in my robe



& hospital gown in the elevator politely



why someone saw so many police around,



and without speaking he looked.

Here, in one of his many alcohol-related hospital stays, Henry finds himself treated by a guard as though he is less than human.  The guard’s very presence reminds him of the independence he has surrendered by checking into the hospital.  He emphasizes this helplessness by noting his own attire: “robe / & hospital gown,” clothing reserved for those who are temporarily removed from the “real” world.  Yet even as he is removed from the norms of daily life, Henry retains his humanity, posing his question “politely.”  If viewed objectively this adverb must be taken with a grain of salt.  Henry’s question is clearly spoken more out of frustration than genuine curiosity.  Yet within the song, Henry gets to choose who is victim and who is villain, and here he is clearly the victim.  The guard, on the other hand, is characterized as less than human, “surly” and “insect-like.”  He is described as one “in sleep,” an individual who is wrapped in intellectual stupor.  With this characterization, the cop’s silence begins to seem less like condescension and more like the result of idiocy, or of an existence that is somehow less than human.  In the anecdote from Berryman’s life on which this song is based, this interaction, though irritating, produced no real results.  Berryman exited the elevator seething, but unable to do anything about his rage (Mariani 407).  In the song, however, Henry takes the anecdote in an entirely different direction, reclaiming the agency which he has lost and casting himself in the role of hero.  In stanza two he begins to move in this direction, saying,



A meathead, and of course he was armed, to creep


across my nervous system some time ago wrecked.



I saw the point of Loeb



at last, to give oneself over to crime wholly,



baffle, torment, roar laughter, or without sound



attend while he is cooked

The reference here is to the 1924 murder of fourteen-year-old Bobby Franks by Nathan Fruedenthal Leopold and Richard Loeb, two highly intelligent students from the University of Chicago who, believing themselves to be Nietzschean supermen, decided to commit the perfect crime purely for the thrill of the act.  Once sentenced to life for the crime, both boys were completely remorseless and gloried in the media attention they received.  Loeb is believed to be responsible for actually inflicting Franks’ fatal wound, stabbing him with a chisel.  Like Loeb, Henry decides that he should abandon conventional morality and surrender to his thirst for violence.  Yet Henry’s violence is of a different nature; Loeb and Leopold had no real motive in committing their crime, while Henry’s violence would serve as a form of revenge.  Henry does, at least imaginatively, surrender to this desire in stanza three where



with trembling hands hoist I my true



& legal ax, to get at the brains.  I never liked brains—



it’s the texture & the thought—



but I will like them now, spooning at you,



my guardian, slowly, until at length the rains



lose heart and the sun flames out.
In this stanza Henry shifts to a direct address, describing to the guard what he will do to him, as well as the joy he will feel in doing so.  He makes it clear that although he would not normally enjoy spooning out someone’s brains, he will enjoy this particular act, drawing it out in order to savor the process.  The “true / & legal ax” Henry plans to use is his pen, a weapon whose use cannot get him into any serious trouble.  As he exacts his revenge, Henry begins to see a transformation in the world.  The rains in his life dissipate and the sun “flames out.”  With this language his violent act is transformed into a lush image of renewal.  At the same time, the verb “flames” still carries connotations of violence.  Henry’s sense of self-worth maybe be renewed, but the renewal is the product of a violent reclamation of that worth.

Henry directly references this song later in DS 352 when he discusses the dichotomy of his real and poetic lives:



During those years he met his seminars,



went & lectured & read, talked with human beings,



paid insurance & taxes;



but his mind was not on it.  His mind was elsewheres



in an area where the soul not talks but sings



& where foes are attacked with axes.

The rhyme of “taxes” with “axes” draws the reader’s attention even more explicitly to this divide.  In the real world, Henry must face practical irritations such as work, insurance, and taxes.  Yet in the poetic world, he is able to attack his foes, real and imagined, with force.  In this song the reader sees that Henry chooses to focus on his poetic, rather than the real, world.  Although this is, in a sense, yet another form of escapism, it stands apart from his less successful attempts to hide from the world.  On one hand, his poetic escape is complete.  He is untouchable when focused on his work.  On the other hand, his “escape” to the world of the creative mind is no escape at all.  After all, many of the songs addressed in the first half of this work are examples of Henry dwelling on the troubles of his daily life.  Yet in facing these troubles, he essentially becomes the master of them.  He has the power to ignore them in the Songs, a luxury which he cannot afford in his real life, yet he chooses to discuss them, making them material for his “High weird hymns” (DS 269).  In the final stanza he claims that, even as the enemies he encountered on his “pilgrimage” almost brought him down, “He sang on like a harmful bird,” his foes dismissed as “comic relief, —absurd. ”  This song, perhaps more clearly than any other, shows how Henry’s poetry allows him both to escape and to redeem his troubles.


  Just as Henry’s role as poet allows him imaginatively to exact revenge, it also allows him to alter himself as a protagonist.  Henry does much of this work in the epithets which he employs, continuously redubbing himself with new names.  Some of these names are characteristically self-deprecating, but others serve as a form of self-promotion, allowing Henry to re-imagine himself in new, more heroic personas.  These epithets vary widely, including titles such as “bewildered Henry,” (DS 7), “Poor Henry” (DS 223), “longing Henry” (DS 289), as well as the more positive and fanciful “Gentle friendly Henry Pussy-cat” (DS 19), “Rabbi Henry” (DS 136), “Wizard Henry” (DS 227), “Sir Henry” (DS 316), and “Cave-man Henry” (DS 381).  By reimagining himself, Henry proves his power as poet.  He may not be a knight in real life, but within the Songs he does acquire the title.  This power could be linked to the first definition of a hero as one of superhuman ability.  Not everyone has the power to change his or her identity as he or she pleases.  

Yet Henry’s power to alter himself is not limited to an ability to transform his identity through names.  He alters not only his persona, but himself, through the process of writing his life into the Songs.  In DS 67 Henry describes the writing process as a series of operations, saying,



I don’t operate often.  When I do,



persons take note.



Nurses look amazed.  They pale.


The patient is brought back to life, or so.

With these words Henry reveals his ability to rehabilitate life through his work.  Within the Songs he possesses a god-like ability to resurrect the dead, be they friends, fellow writers, or a long-gone father.  In the second stanza he goes on to lament, with a rare instance of sympathy from Mr. Bones, the fact that he receives no payment from his patients, reminding the reader of the often thankless nature of the poet’s task. His work is not limited to operations on others, however.  In stanza three he explains,



I am obliged to perform in complete darkness



operations of great delicacy



on myself.  



—Mr  Bones, you terrifies me.



No wonder they don’t pay you.  Will you die?

—My 







friend, I succeeded.  Later.  
With this vivid metaphor Henry encapsulates the writing process.  He is forced to “perform in complete darkness,” just as each poet stumbles into a poem, unsure where it will lead.  In these operations he is forced to open himself up, exposing the hidden parts of his person to the rest of the world.  With this admission Henry shows that although he may have been exposed to the world by forces beyond his control, as depicted in DS 1 and others, in his role as poet he willingly cuts himself open as material for his work.  As he operates on himself in darkness, even though it may be difficult to tell what exactly he is doing, he has the opportunity to be his own healer, setting himself aright.  Mr. Bones, terrified at such a thought, fears for Henry’s life.  Yet Henry assures him that he has succeeded.  It is interesting to note that this success is couched as an event both of the past and the future.  Henry has “succeeded.  Later.”  Since his work is hidden even from his own sight, he may suspect that he has already changed himself for the better, but feels that this work is not yet complete.

While DS 67 directly discusses Henry’s ability to operate on himself through writing, the reader sees evidence of this work as it occurs in many other songs as well.  Since the defining element of Henry’s unrest is the death of his father, that same tragedy becomes the greatest instance of his redemptive powers as poet.  This work begins as Henry chooses to reveal “the day” which is the source of his pain, to “come out and [talk]” (DS 1).  While he does this most explicitly over the course of at least a dozen songs (DS 1, 6, 34, 42, 76, 143, 145, 235, 263, 292, 384), his choice to talk about all the other troubles of his life also reflects an extension of the healing process, since they may all be traced back to that original injury.  Henry takes on his father’s death in DS 145, beginning with an assertion of his love followed by a colon, which signifies an attempt to explain that love.  He acknowledges the fact that it is time to forgive his father, then tries to understand the despair which drove him to suicide.  The first two stanzas make up one long, complex sentence filled with dashes, colons, spaces, and disruptive appositive phrases.  This linguistic chaos dramatizes Henry’s struggle to create order and sense out of his father’s death through art.  These stanzas read,  



Also I love him: me he’s done no wrong



for going on forty years—forgiveness time—



I touch now his despair,



he felt as bad as Whitman on his tower



but he did not swim out with me or my brother



as he threatened—



a powerful swimmer, to 
take one of us along



as company in the defeat sublime,



freezing my helpless mother:



he only, very early in the morning,



rose with his gun and went outdoors by my window



and did what was needed.

Like the first colon, the colon of stanza two represents another attempt at explanation, this time as Henry forces himself to relate what actually happened on that day.  At the beginning of stanza two Henry uses a large space, much like the one in the opening line of DS 1, to indicate the ineffability of his topic.  Here he hesitates to think of what his father could have done, but presses on in description, relieving the pain by acknowledging its existence.  In his biography of Berryman, Paul Mariani describes an incident from Berryman’s childhood involving his father and younger brother: “Once [Berryman’s father] took six-year-old Robert out for a swim so far out toward the western horizon that [Berryman’s mother] and her mother became hysterical.  When John Angus swam out after him, he found him with Robert tied to a rope in front of him…. Later Martha recalled that her mother had screamed at him, swearing he’d meant to drown his boy” (11).  Thus Henry’s mention of the scene acknowledges the very real possibility that his father could have, metaphorically speaking, dragged the family along with him in his pursuit of death.  When Henry comes to the actual moment of his father’s death, however, he shies away, reducing the painful memory to an assertion of its necessity.  With these words he reminds himself that his father’s death was inevitable.  In the song’s final stanza Henry attempts to understand why that death was necessary, saying,



I cannot read that wretched mind, so strong



& so undone.  I’ve always tried.  I—I’m 



trying to forgive



whose frantic passage, when he could not live



an instant longer, in the summer dawn



left Henry to live on. 

When Henrys says in stanza one, “I touch now his despair,” it seems as though he now identifies with his father’s unrest.  Yet in this final stanza he claims that he “cannot read that wretched mind.”  Even though he feels he cannot fully understand his father’s motives, he does come to acknowledge the fact that his father could not have gone on “an instant longer.”  In acknowledging the inevitability of the death he moves towards an acceptance of that death, and towards the forgiveness he strives for.  The song ends in a rhymed couplet whose sounds are further echoed at the caesura in the penultimate line, linking together “longer,” “dawn” and “on.”  This rhymed couplet, along with the fact that the penultimate line is in iambic pentameter, plays on the likeness of the Dream Songs’ form to a sonnet.  In these last two lines the reader does, in fact, find the volta customary to the final couplet of a Shakespearian sonnet.  Here the song shifts away from Henry’s father and onto Henry himself, the little boy left behind that morning “to live on.”  The question, then, is how is Henry to live on?  The reader knows by this time that Henry has spent much of his life avoiding pain.  With songs such as this one, however, Henry does begin to reclaim his life, confronting his pain so that he might move on.

DS 42 shares much with DS 145, representing another of Henry’s attempts to come to terms with his father’s death.  Yet this song stands out for Henry’s willingness to confront his father’s mind.  Henry may not completely understand his father’s motives, but takes this opportunity to force his father to consider the fate to which he has left his son.  He begins with language reminiscent of Christ’s words on the cross, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matt 27:46).  Like Christ, Henry addresses an absentee father, forcing him to consider his son’s suffering.  The first stanza reads,



O journeyer, deaf in the mould, insane



with violent travel & death: consider me



in my cast, your first son.



Would you were I by now another one,



witted, legged?  I see you before me plain



(I am skilled: I hear, I see)—

Even though Henry acknowledges that he is speaking to the deaf, he says what he must say for his own sake: “consider me.”  Where he cannot understand his father in DS 145, here he says he can see him clearly.  Yet just as he approaches this clear vision of his father in stanza two, he begins to doubt his powers of perception.  He says,



your honor was troubled: when you wondered—‘No’.



I hear.  I think I hear.  Now full craze down



across our continent



all storms since you gave in, on my pup-tent.



I have of blast & counter to remercy you



for hurling me downtown. 

 Here the reader sees Henry poised on the threshold of his father’s mind, ready to reveal what he wondered, yet he withdraws with an absolute “No.”  Henry attempts to reassure himself of his perceptions after this denial, but immediately relapses into doubt.  Since he still cannot seem to penetrate his father’s mind, he turns instead to his own plight, the initial topic of the song, describing to his deaf father the pain he has experienced since his suicide, the moment when he “gave in.”  Even so, Henry chooses to extend mercy to his father.  With this final line he moves towards imagery drawn from everyday life, introducing the idea of a child suddenly thrust into the overwhelming environment of a big city.  This image carries on through the final stanza, where Henry finally returns to a demand for his father’s attention:


We dream of honour, and we get along.



Fate winged me, in the person of a cab



and your stance on the sand.



Think it across, in freezing wind: withstand



my blistered wish: flop, there, to his blind song



who pick up the tab.

The first line of this stanza depicts the reality of Henry’s life; he dreams of honor but achieves little more than survival.  When Henry says that “fate winged me,” the image of flight becomes one of helplessness rather than freedom; with his father’s death he is transported to a new life of pain.  When he commands his father to “think… across” his plight, he forces him into his condition, out from “freezing wind” and into his “blistered wish.”  These lines are similar to the close of DS 235, where Henry begs his father not to pull the trigger, yet they are more firm than desperate.  Here Henry is determined to have his father consider the ramifications of his death, even on Henry’s adult life.  Just as Henry has been forced to withstand the overwhelming storms of life, he now forces his father to withstand his struggle for peace.  In the end it is Henry who must “pick up the tab” for this cab ride.  In taking on the storms which rage against his “pup-tent,” Henry uses art to pay for his father’s death.  Yet storms as big as this one cannot be taken on in a single, short poem.  Thus the entire body of the 385 Dream Songs becomes Henry’s attempt to reconcile his life to his father’s death, his way of paying for his father’s transgression.

This song presents unique challenges to the reader.  In its tortured syntax, lush sonic imagery, frequent caesuras, and religious overtones, it reminds the reader of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poetic struggles with God, faith, and a humanity fallen from grace.  As in Hopkins’ work, many words are polysemous, and the song resists straightforward interpretation.  Take, for example, the song’s close: “flop, there, to his blind song / who pick up the tab.”  Is Henry’s father supposed to “flop,” somehow reanimated by his son’s commands?  Is it the “blistered wish” which flops?  And where is “there”?  Whatever “flops” is somehow expected to flop to “his blind song,” presumably one of Henry’s songs.  The mention of blindness make sense in terms of Henry’s uncertain vision, and links back to the father’s deafness, but why has Henry shifted to the third person if he is still speaking of his own song?  What about “who”?  Is this the song, the father, or Henry?  By taking the entire song in context along with other songs about Henry’s father, it is possible to make educated guesses about all of these things, but this ambiguity is certainly not arbitrary.  In struggling to comprehend the poem, the reader experiences Henry’s confusion and frustration over his father’s death.  Henry cannot depict the exchange clearly because he does not experience it as a tidy occurrence.

Yet all this confusion is replaced by a strictly ordered rage in the penultimate song, DS 384.  Here the Songs reach a climax as Henry makes his most literal return to the site of his pain: 



The marker slants, flowerless, the day’s almost done,



˘  ´ ˘ ´  ˘ ´ ˘    ´  ˘  ´
I stand above my father’s grave with rage,



often, often before

                         ˘  ´   ˘  ´ ˘ ´ ˘ ´  ˘ ´


I’ve made this awful pilgrimage to one



  ˘  ´ ˘  ´˘ ´  ˘   ´ ˘  ´
who cannot visit me, who tore his page



out: I come back for more,



˘ ´ ˘ ´ ˘  ´  ˘  ´ ˘   ´
I spit upon this dreadful banker’s grave



˘   ´  ˘  ´  ˘ ´ ˘ ´ ˘  ´
who shot his heart out in a Florida dawn



O ho alas alas

When will indifference come, I moan & rave



  ˘ ´ ˘  ´ ˘  ´ ˘ ´  ˘  ´
I’d like to scrabble till I got right down



away down under the grass

 ˘  ´ ˘  ´ ˘ ´˘ ´ ˘  ´


and ax the casket open ha to see



just how he’s taking it, which he sought so hard



we’ll tear apart



the mouldering grave clothes ha & then Henry



˘  ´  ˘  ´ ˘   ´  ˘  ´˘  ´
will heft the ax once more, his final card,



and fell it on the start.  (scansion mine)  

This song, spoken as one complete sentence, is perhaps one of the most straightforward of the entire collection.  The situation is perfectly clear: Henry returns to his father’s grave, expresses his desire to dig down to the coffin, then does so.  Although the song is characterized by anger, it is a controlled anger.  The rhyme scheme (abcabc) is maintained throughout the song through true rhymes with only one exception: the slant rhyme of “dawn” with “down.”  Even this irregularity may be easily understood, however, as it draws attention to this particular pair of words, pointing to the morning of his father’s death as the true contents of the grave.  This strategy is opposite to many other songs.  Often the presence of rhymes is more meaningful than a lack of rhyme, since rhymes are rarely used with complete regularity.  This song also contains many more regularly metric lines than most, with at least eight lines in perfect iambic pentameter.  Although the entire song consists of one sentence, Henry employs syntax much closer to common speech.  Opposite of DS 42, there is little here to leave the reader puzzled over the song’s meaning.

Beginning with stanza one of DS 384 Henry reminds the reader that his work is almost complete, that the “day’s almost done.”  It makes sense, then, that he would turn to his father’s death yet again.  This time he makes the pilgrimage with rage, seemingly more scornful than sad over the grave.  After wondering when he will finally look upon this death with indifference, he proves that this moment has not yet come as he describes his fantasy of digging down into the grave and opening the casket.  An interesting shift occurs in this moment as the imagined scene becomes real.  “I’d like” becomes “then Henry will.”  With this shift it becomes clear that Henry must do this; this is “his final card,” his last hope at a livable life.  So Henry will break out his beloved ax once more, this time turning it on the source of his pain, and “fell it on the start.”  This stroke of the ax leads the reader straight back to DS 1, ostensibly the “start” of Henry.  Now “the day” has been fully uncovered, and more or less destroyed.  Henry may not yet have succeeded in making peace over his father’s death—he is certainly not indifferent in DS 384—but he has created beauty out of pain and despair in the process of writing his Songs.  In this sense he has redeemed his father’s death, and the resulting tragedies of his own life.  

Where is Henry to go from here?  He uses the space of DS 385 to take his leave of the reader, drawing his work towards some kind of closure.  Just as DS 384 begins with a reminder that the “day’s almost done,” this song is set towards the end of fall.  Thus the reader is not quite at the end of Henry’s story, but somewhere near it.  It begins,



My daughter’s heavier.  Light leaves are flying.



Everywhere in enormous numbers turkeys will be dying



and other birds, all their wings.



They never greatly flew.  Did they wish to?



I should know.  Off away somewhere once I knew



such things. 
Now that Henry has unburdened himself of the past, his present reality seems more immediate.  His daughter is heavier, since his focus is no longer on the past.  Having put the generation before him to rest, he can now focus on the generation to follow.  He also heads towards an acceptance of his life when he wonders whether he ever wanted to be more than he is, though he comes to no clear conclusion on this account.  In a separate song concerned with the process of ageing Henry describes this sort of acceptance, saying, “We wake & blunder on, / wiser, on the whole, // but not more accurate.”  In DS 385, stanza one’s penultimate line leads the reader back to DS 1, where Henry is “wicked & away.”  Now that he has, in fact, “come out & talked” (DS 1), he cannot so easily cling to the certainties of his isolation.  It makes sense, then, that the second stanza is spoken with such self-doubt.  It reads,



Or good Ralph Hodgson back then did, or does.



The man is dead whom Eliot praised.  My praise



follows and flows too late.



Fall is grievy, brisk.  Tears behind the eyes



almost fall.  Fall comes to us as a prize



to rouse us toward our fate. 
Everything in this stanza is poised on the brink of something else.  Ralph Hodgson, the English poet, is dead.  Henry’s praise for him is too late.  Fall calls up grief, but in an abbreviated form; tears almost fall.  In the midst of this liminal state, Henry is roused towards his fate.  Yet what is that fate?  Stanza three moves towards an explanation:


My house is made of wood and it’s made well,



unlike us.  My house is older than Henry;



that’s fairly old.



If there were a middle

ground between things and the soul



or if the sky resembled more the sea,



I wouldn’t have to scold










my heavy daughter.

The imagery here emphasizes the dichotomies of life and death, of things ephemeral and things eternal, and of the physical and the spiritual.  The mention of the sea also harkens back to DS 1, where “Hard on the land wears the strong sea.”  If fall rouses Henry towards his fate, here that fate is revealed to be the work of reconciling these dichotomies.  Henry is supposed to create the middle ground “between things and the soul.”  In fact, the text before the reader represents that very labor.  Throughout the course of the Dream Songs, Henry has used his craft to resurrect the dead and beautify the broken, transforming the tragedy of his life into something beautiful and enduring.  His pain, a fact of the physical world, becomes a matter of the soul as it is distilled in art.  Conversely, the matters of Henry’s soul become more tangible as he comes out and talks about them.  Furthermore, as the reader engages with the text he or she becomes a part of this whole process, aiding Henry in his work of making his life and the lives of his loved ones eternal by bringing them back to life yet again in reading.

Henry is well aware of the role his readers will and do play in making the text.  He often addresses his readers, using terms such as “sister,” “baby,” “instructors,” and “you” (DS 34, 35, 366).  In one such address he tells his audience, “These Songs are not meant to be understood, you understand. / They are only meant to terrify & comfort” (DS 366).  In another song entitled “An Instructions to Critics,” he describes his readers’ responses to the Songs, saying, 



I feel the end is near



& strong of my large work, which will appear,



and baffle everybody.



They’ll seek the strange soul, in rain & mist,



whereas they should recall the pretty cousins they kissed,



and stick with the sweet stitch of the body. (DS 308)
In both quotations Henry leads us back to ourselves, suggesting that instead of looking for some revelation about the poet within the Songs, we should look for a reflection of our own lives.  In this sense Henry’s work within the Songs is not only creating a middle ground for himself, but for his readers as well.  In capturing his own experiences and confronting his own pain, Henry suffers for his readers.  In his “Preface to Leaves of Grass,” Walt Whitman makes a statement to which Berryman certainly would have assented: “You shall stand by my side and look in the mirror with me” (2201).  When a reader does see his or her own life reflected in the work, these words become reality.  Just as Henry pays for his father’s transgressive death in a song reminiscent of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, Henry becomes our savior as he suffers so that we, too, might be healed.  In this sense, the antiheroic elements of Henry’s life are necessary to his heroism.  If he was not one of us, he could not save us by leading us back to ourselves in his Songs.  Thus Henry’s work of drawing us into his experiences becomes a heroic act as he challenges us to consider our own lives.  
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