“Three Songs”’ by Hart Crane

Kin-ichi Fukuma

What is an American theme? We have known the conflicts of
light and shadow, good and evil, wilderness and civilization through
Hawthorne, Cooper and Melville, and when we think of ‘blackness’ in
them we are led to think of ‘whiteness’ factor they did also indicate,
as an opposing epithet to it. Traditional American literary scenes have
supplied us with ample examples of these, but conflict is a negative,
while unity should be the positive value to man, because nobody wants
destructive disparity or tragedy unless it is inevitable and gives the
hope of dramatically creating something dynamic out of it. Although
black is merely one side of a famous polarity—and the less popular
side—if it reacts against, acts with, or works fusing with, white, it
begins to have some positive power related to our very existence
since the ancient Adam. ‘The union of opposites, after all, is the
basis of the American outlook : the old and new worlds, the past and
present, the self and society, the supernatural and nature.’" It is
more in American literature, we may say, that with the ‘dark
wisdom’ of their ‘deeper minds’ efforts have been made towards
connecting and identifying the opposing elements the New World is
destined for.

In “Passage to India” Walt Whitman calls 1492 the ‘ Year of the
marriage of continents, climates and oceans’ (6), when not your deeds
only (O voyagers, O scientists and inventors,) shall be justified, but

All these hearts as of fretted children shall be sooth’d,

All affection shall be fully responded to, the secret shall be told,

All these separations and gaps shall be taken up and hook’d and
link’d together. (5)

That is ‘ The road between Europe and Asia, ‘ Tying the Eastern to
the Western sea,” ‘ Bridging the three or four thousand miles of land
travel’ (3), because it is ‘Passage to more than India’ and the
‘secret of the earth and sky!’ (9) .

‘This was the Romantic conception of the world in the 19th century
America, and it was Hart Crane that admired Whitman, ‘a poet
of the greatest and oddest delicacy and originality and sensitivity, so -

1) H. Levin, The Power of Blackness, pp. xi-xii.
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far as words are concerned.’?® Crane inherited Whitman’s art so faith-
fully, often more genuinely in a way, that he was faced with diffi-
culties arising from the instrumental, pragmatic, scientific, material-
istic and dualistic 20 th century. It was the more exacting because
Crane was involved in the struggle of not merely writing but living
as the man and the poet, which should necessarily be romantic, as
John Keats had done by living truly in dying. Mr. Jarrell is right
when he says that ‘nowadays it is people who are not particularly
interested in poetry, people who say that they read a poem for what
it says, not for how it says it, who admire Whitman most,’® while
Crane, obviously enough, imposed both the tasks on himself, trying
to bridge the gaps but sinking into the depth of the Gulf just to
symbolize the failure of Romanticism in the modern age.

To Hart, Brooklyn Bridge was the most beautiful consummate
construction, a symbol of the Machine Age and the very essence of
American myth and ideal. It ought to have been the symbol of
Connection myth.

O Sleepless as the river under thee,
Vaulting the sea, the Prairies’ dreaming sod,
Unto us lowliest sometime sweep, descend
And of the the curveship lend a myth to God.
(“To the Brooklyn Bridge™)

But its shadow is clear ‘only in darkness,” and ‘obscure as that
heaven of the Jews.’ Like Shelleyan poet legislator, he did not suc-
ceed in connecting actual things. The Bridge and White Buildings are
the brilliant monuments of great trial and failure.

By “ Three Songs” of The Bridge he succeeded in connecting noth-
ing actual, either, except in words and concepts. (Crane quotes from
Marlowe at the head of the poem: °The one Sestos, the other Abydos
hight’® Lovers must always be separated.)

I wanted you, nameless Woman of the South,
No wraith, but utterly —— + - «
High, cool,

wide from the slowly smoldering fire
Of lower heavens, —

‘Whatever call—falls vainly on the wave.” The poet regrets wraith

2) R. Jarrell, Poetry and the Age, p. 103.
3) Ibid., p. 101. |
4) Crane took this line from Marlowe’s “Hero and Leander,” but a little

differently : the text reads, ‘The one Abydos, the other Sestos hight.’
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of his ‘unloved seed.” These I have taken from *‘ Southern Cross”
and in the second song “ National Winter Garden,” he writes:

We flee her spasm through a fleshless door. « + -

Yet, to the empty trapeze of your flesh,
O Magdalene, each comes back to die alone.

In “ Virginia,” the last of the trio:

Mary (what are you going to do?) “
Gone seven—gone eleven,
And I’m still waiting you ——

He has always to want and wait, but never meets.

This sequence of poems has no logical progression but it may be
assumed that ‘ Pocahontas, the American continent, is being viewed
from several angles.’® Nevertheless it has the logic of feeling (or
ecstacy), or describes at least three phases of womanhood, which
are nothing but the reflection of Crane’s poetic impusle towards un-
satisfied desire and unsuccessful union, ranking high among his poems
as individual lyrics and evoking many responses.

In “ Southern Cross” the poet is regretful of his fruitless past.

And this long wake of phosphor,

iridescent
Furrow of all our travel—trailed derision !
Eyes crumble at its kiss. Its long-drawn spell
Incites a yell. Slid on that backward vision
The mind is churned to spittle, whispering hell.

The poet repents too late, on the deck of a vessel, looking into the
wake lit by Venus, the light of which is too much dazzling for this
sensitive young man as the glare of the White Buildings.® Regret of
youth and the prayer of the old age resemble each other but the
difference is beyond doubt. Whitman sometimes, not always, feels
old and weak:

A batter’d, wreck’d old man,

Thrown on this savage shore, far, far, from home,

Pent by the sea and dark rebellious brows, twelve dreary months,
Sore, stiff with many toils, sicken’d and nigh to death,

5) B. Weber, Hart Crane, p. 367.
6) Cf. As silent as a mirror is believed
Realities plunge in silence by -« - -

I am not ready for repentance ;
Nor to match regrets.
(“Legend,” White Buildings)
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I take my way along the island’s edge,
Venting a heavy heart.

I am too full of woe!
Haply I may not live another day;
I cannot rest O God, I cannot eat or drink or sleep,

Till T put forth myself, my prayer, once more to' Thee.
Breathe, bathe myself once more in Thee, commune with Thee,
Report myself once more to Thee,

(“Prayer of Columbus™)

The sailor is another type from the one in * Passage to India,” vyet
his prayer will be heard for the romantic faith in God and history
(though I think Crane in “ Ave Maria” is more like Whitman’s Col-
umbus on Santa Maria).

Hart Crane here is much nearer to Herman Melville, who wrote
the poem of the same title: ©

Emblazoned bleak in austral skies —
A heaven remote, whose starry swarm
Like Science lights but cannot warm ——

He asks of a frigid sign, aloft and aloof: ‘Estranged, estranged:
can friend prove so?’ The translated Cross has withdrawn, ‘Dim
paling too at every dawn, With symbols vain once counted wise,
And gods declined to heraldries,’ but Melville believes in the symbol
deeper, with a more friendly expectancy. The cross or the divine
tree’s ‘tender fruit reached so low.’” With ‘Love apples of New-
Paradise,’ the planted nations are yet to be about the wide Australian
sea, although the legends must bé ‘the atheist cycles’ and ages
hence we shall be ‘formenters’ as our forefathers who classed the
Cross with Orion’s sword, Christ with the Giant god.

In spite of his Calvinistic touch, Melville is more stable and
integrate than Crane, for Crane fluctuates from verse to verse. While
the first song, “ Southern Cross” by Crane, is an expression of in-
tense desire and longing for woman, in * National Winter Garden,” the
second, the poet, strangely enough, ‘reacts with revulsion, as though
he came from another world ’® ' '

Always you wait for someone else though, always —
(Then rush the nearest exit through the smoke).

According to Mr. Weber’s interpretation, this second song ‘is a
‘brilliant portrayal of the overwhelming power of sexual lust. The

7) O. Williams, ed., A Little Treasury of American Poetry, p. 102,
8) Weber, op. cit.,, p. 368.
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woman envisioned is a burlesque dancer twisting in the postures of
that animal passion which she hopes to rouse in the audience ¥

Outspoken buttocks in pink beads

Invites the necessary cloudy clinch

Of bandy eyes. « « « No extra mufflings here :
The world’s one flagrant, sweating cinch.

“ And shall we call her whiter than the snow?’ The whiteness,
however, reminds us of the white beauty of a corrupt leper, which
will be the more shining as the corruption advances.

Weber’s opinion is that ‘Crane is making very important obser-
vations. One, that sexual union is a combination of physical and
spiritual love, which is perverted by biology into the production of
the species. Another, that the child thus created is but another aspect
of the impregnating male,” for lust is no means for absolving us from
the problems of life, so we must return to life from which we have
thought to escape.!” Notice how frequently in The Bridge Crane uses
the form of entreaty instead of assured accomplishment:

Then you, the burlesque of our lust—and faith,
Lug us back lifeward—bone by infant bone,

(“National Winter Garden™)
Out of the way-up nickel-dime tower shine, :

Cathedral Mary,
shine ! ——
' (*Virginia”)

Dance, Maquokeeta! snake that lives before,
That casts his pélt, and lives beyond ! Sprout, horn!
Spark, tooth ! Medicine-man, relent, restore

Lie to us, —— dance us back the tribal morn!
(“Dance”)
No, never to let go
my hand
in yours,

Walt Whitman ——
s0o ——
(“Cape Hatteras”)

Again it is remarkable that he is inspired to sing of the lost past of
America and himself by the frequent use of ‘back’ (Lug us back,

dance us back); in “Southern Cross” the man who wanted and
waited sings.

It is blood to remember; it is fire

9) Loc. cit.
10) 1bid., p. 369.
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To stammer back - - « It is
God—your namelessness. And the wash ——

The trio of poems is closed with ¢ Virginia,” a light-hearted
version of woman as a youthful virgin office-worker ‘in the Wool-
worth Building.”¥ The blue-eyed Mary with the claret scarf (Saturday
Mary, mine!) implies the Virgin Mary, unapproachable and pure.
The poet, who has wanted and waited, is overwhelmed and perverted
by the power of lust. Still the woman is beyond his reach. In his
letter to Waldo Frank, Crane refers to “ Virginia” as ‘virgin in pro-
cess of “being built,”® not accomplished for him. The following
lines are also charming, derived from the Grimm Brothers’ collection

of folk tales.

O Mary, leaning from the high wheat tower,
Let down your golden hair!

(The Grimms’ Rapunzel lives in a high tower, confined there by a
witch, who calls to Rapunzel, ‘Let down your golden hair,” and a
prince, seeing the secret, visits the girl every evening, admitted into
the window climbing up her golden hair.) But in reality everything
is barren because his intention of creating American myth must face
the greatest difficulty as in The Waste Land of today.

Crane, in the same letter to Frank, discloses himself as very
conscious of T. S. Eliot, saying, ‘The Bridge is already longer than
The Wasteland,—and it’s only about half done.” This * Virginia” and
others too have some semblance to Eliot’s modern scenes:

O rain at seven,
Pay-check at eleven — ‘
Keep smiling the boss away,

and in the “ Proem ” to the Bridge,

Then, with inviolate curve, forsake our eyes
As apparitional as sails that cross

Some page of figures to be filed away,
—— Till elevators drop us from our day - - -

I think of cinemas, panoramic sleights
With multitudes bent toward some flashing scene

Never disclosed, but hastened to again,
Foretold to other eyes on the same screen.

'It is rather hard to say, as I have suggested, that Crane has

11) Loc. cit.
12) Weber, ¢d., The Letters of Hart Crane : 1916-1932, p. 272.
13) Loc. cit.
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attained Eliot’s aim to rebuild our land organically, because Crane’s
vision of completed love and union is fraught with romantic irony in
that he is unaware of the irony—that is, he tried to achieve the
American myth, without help from the people, without his own power
of will; to complete an epic of America with no solid method, not
much tradition, but only his philosophy of sensation. In a discussion
which was apropos of Crane’s poem, ‘“ At Melville’s Tomb,” he told,
‘ « « « in poetry the rationale of metaphor belongs to another order of
experience than science, and is not to be limited by a scientific and
arbitrary code of relationships either in verbal inflections or con-
cepts.® He was divided, however, between the truth or science and
the inability of organizing his experiences into objective system. He
was not free from the fatal dualism after all. ‘Lie to us,—dance
us back the tribal morn! is a confession that he has no means of
realizing his will, that he must return to the primitive past of fiction
when the scientific truth was not decisively distracting and there
alone he might materialize his imagination. The romantic sea of
Keats was exposed to the danger of being readily disturbed by the
ruthless history and philosophy but the Indian Maid was ultimately
identified with the Moon goddess. And Crane’s attempt was even
much harder than Henry Adams’s to identify the dynamo and the
Virgin.

A nameless woman in “ Southern Cross,” a burlesque dancer in
“ National Winter Garden,” and an office-girl in “ Virginia” are all
unreal, though real as symbols; as unreal as unreal cities of ‘ Jerusa-
lem Athens Alexandria/Vienna London’ in The Waste Land;'® despair-
ingly unreal, apart from his homosexuality, because a prostitute and
the Virgin must be the one Mary. Whitman may have scceeded, H.
Adams discovered violent, dynamic womanhood in Mary the mother,
but Crane grasped no real woman. There is no real Man in his
poetry. Only his will to die proved real, or his consciousness of the
cruel sea—which had meant to him one of the most substantial means
of connection, but unhappily connecting him with catastrophic evils
of the present world. ‘

You must not cross nor ever trust beyond it
Spry cordage of your bodies to caresses
Too lichen-faithful from too wide a breast.
The bottom of the sea is cruel.
(“Voyages” 1, White Buildings)

14) “A Discussion with Hart Crane,” in Poetry ; A Magazine of Verse, Vol.
XXIX, 1926, p. 36, as quoted in P. Wheelright, The Burning Fountain, p. 377.
15) Williams, op. cit., p. 502,
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Crane’s difficulty came partly from his own moral 1nﬁrm1ty, partly
from the disrupting age around him, which merely allowed him to
dream of connection as a concept, as a symbol. To Keats, it was
the reality full of true life; in the modern times it may be sterile
attempt, but no doubt the more invaluable.

May I say then that all of what he did achieve was the associ-
ating different elements, which is the art of symbolization, the piling-
up of images, the multifarious imagery ? Hart Crane himself says
again, ‘As a poet I may very possibly be more interested in the so-
called illogical impingement of words on the consciousness (and their
combination and interplay in metaphor on this basis) than I am in-
terested in the preservation of their logically rigid significations at
the cost of limiting my subject matter and perceptions involved in
the poem.®

The Southern Cross who, as still more alone, *takes nlght And
‘1ifts her girdles from her, one by.one—’ is a nameless woman of the
South on the same boat who takes her clothes off in the night, re-
minding us of a holy tree of the Eden, the Cross of Christ and being,
of course, a group of stars on the zodiac too. The Southern Cross’s
‘vaporous scars’ are traces of sad tears and at the same time de-
- scribing the stars rising higher in the sky (emotion plus mathematics).

The Cross is either far or near, sometimes Biblical, sometimes
heretical, saintly or beastly, being called to: ‘Eve! Magdalene! or
Mary, you? or ‘O simian Venus, homeless Eve.’ It is both that

woman and the divine being above who are

Unwedded, stumbling gardenless to grieve
Windswept guitars on lonely decks forever ;
Finally to answer all within one grave!

The long wake of ‘phospher’—short but life-long nightmare of the
imsomniac poet—is given by Venus, the star and goddess, and .is
‘iridescent Furrow of all .our travel—trailed derision!"—another ex-
ample of objective correlatives.

Crane’s metaphor is often ambiguous but calls up the more asso-
ciations, so ‘Eyves crumble at its kiss.” The Garden or Paradise ‘ High,
cool, wide from the slowly smoldering fire Of lower heavens’ must
expect the ‘ whispering hell’ The ‘wash’ is the breaking rush in the
furrow, the noise of waves, and is to put out the fire, ‘The embers
of the Cross,” at once to purge and to destroy the woman and there-
fore the human race including the poet himself. ‘Your namelessness’
(you will remember Impersonality, Wise Passiveness, Nagative

16). “A Discussion with Hart Crnae,” Wheelright, op. cit., p. 97.
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Capability preached by poets) enables you to be the Holy Mother
1s one way to reach Christ and the ideal art. But the Southern Cross
again must submerge into the cold rattling sea—that is our fate.

¢ All night the water combed you with black Insolence.” But you
answer all within one grave, ‘docile, alas, from many arms’ of men.
Therefore the Cross is ‘a phantom, buckled’ physically and mentally.
After the ‘black’ night, when ‘You crept out simmering, accom-
plished,” ‘Light drowned the lithic trillions of your spawn,’ stars and
human children.

Almost each line and every word has a duplicate'meaning. The
desire of woman is sublimated into the thought of the archetype of
womanhood in all her aspects. She is no specific woman, but Weber
writes, ‘Crane is concerned with Eve in this particular poem, the
mother of mankind, the symbol of innocence tricked by evil and fated
to give birth in sorrow.”” And the interweaving of constellation,
night, woman, and sea is masterfully accomplished.

Now listen to Crane in that “Discussion” about his “ At Mel-
ville’s Tomb,” —‘ Its paradox, of course, is that its apparent illogic
operates so logically in conjunction with its context in the pcem as
to establish its claim to another logic, quite independent of the logical
definition of the word or phrase or image thus employed.!® This
another logic, symbol,'”® means combining, joining together, uniting
into one, throwing together, etc., and thus can give the unperceptible
the tangible form. Symbolization was born as soon as our primitive
forefathers felt the necessity of representing any uneasy, inexplicable
relation between, say, Man and Nature, life and death, and born from
the sense of continuity of the two. Because it has the reality of
unchangeable significance, poets have employed the symbol of words
and myth. Because we have known the earthly cycle of life of both
man and animal, so that we may escape from the slams of logical
materialism, we go to the composite-symbol. Since our soul is com-
posed with piled-up layers, we need to imply and accomplish the
whole in a flash. To avoid our disorientation—the decline of cooper-
ative spirit, the inability to find a form of festivity and leisure, the
lack of imagination for curing diseases of the contemporary civiliza-
tion—Hart Crane painfully concentrated on discovering our common
denominator as spiritual armor for our enigma of solitary existence.

17) Weber, Harr Crane, p. 368.

18) Wheelright, op. cit., p. 477

19) See S. Giedion, “The Roots of Symbolic Expression,” DAEDALUS,
Winter 1960, pp. 24-33. Tr. by K. Saito in Americana, Vol. 7, No. 8, 1961,
pp. 103-114.

— 35 —



BIBLIOGRAPHY

The Collected Poems of Hart Crane. Edited with an Introduction by Waldo Frank.
New York, Liveright Publishing Corporation, c1933. 179 p.

Giedion, Sigried. “The Roots of Symbolic Exression.” DAEDALUS, Winter 1960,
pp. 24-33. Translated into Japanese by Kazue Saito in Americana, Vol. 7,
No. 8, August 1961, pp. 103-114.

Jarrell, Randall. Poetry and the Age. New York, Vintage Books, 1955. 246 p.

Levin, Harry, The Power of Blackness : Hawthorne, Poe, Melville, New York, Vintage
Books, 1960. 263 p.

Marlowe, Chrlstopher “Hero and Leander.” MarlowesPlays and Poems. Edited and
Introduced by M. R. Ridley. London, J. M. Dent & Sons, Ltd., 1955. pp. 374-
433. : ) ’

Weber, Brom. Hart Crane : A Biographical and Critical Study. New York, The Bodley
Press, c1948. 452 p. '

Weber, Brom, ed. The Letters of Hart Crane : 1916-1932. New York, Hermitage House,
c1952. 426 P.

Wheelright, Philip. The Burning Fountain : A Study in the Language of Symbolism.
Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1959. 406 p.

Whitman, Walt. Leaves of Grass. With an Introduction by Gay Wilson Allen. New
York, The New American Library, 1960. 430 p.

Willimas, Oscar, ed. A Treasury of American Potry : The Chief Poets from Colonial
Times to the present Day. New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1948. 860 p.

—736 —



