





Review of Douglas Dunn


	In his 1985 book Elegies (Faber and Faber:  London, 1985), Douglas Dunn  utilizes  image, metaphor, diction and fixed meter to craft a collection of poems with considerable emotive power.  At his strongest, Dunn’s poems create moments of spiritual desolation and despondency in which reader and speaker inhabit the image and metaphor to intensify the dramatic experiences in the poem.  Dunn uses image throughout to create scenes of domestic decay and isolation reflective of the emotional and literal experience of the poem.  In “Home Again” (51) for example, Dunn employs images of decomposing fruit left by the speaker.  He writes “Autumnal aromatics, forgotten fruits... Cadaver orchard, an orphanage of pips,/ Four apples sink into a pulpy rust,”(1, 6-7).  These images do more than create the aura of decay and sterility, they also work to reinforce the sentiment of abandonment, a feeling prevalent throughout the poem but never articulated through rhetoric.  Dunn’s ability to make the images communicate the emotional status of the speaker and the situation instead of a reliance on stale abstractions demonstrate his ability to express meaning through image.  In places of abstract or metaphysical diction, the imagery supports the diction, as in “Dining”(27).  The literal narrative involves the speaker’s attempt to cook his own meals from his dead wife’s recipe, and the images of “...each kitchen-spotted page,/Each stain, each note in her neat hand a sight to spin me/ Into this grief, this kitchen pilgrimage.”(23-5).  The images mix the invasion of dirt and mess with the order of his wife, a combination that functions to spark the memory of those literal moments when his the nastiness and disorder of life invaded his wife to kill her.  The power of the imagery rests in its multifaceted ability to portray a real and inhabitable domestic scene while concurrently invoking the metaphysical experience of memory.  In his stronger poems, all the images work on emotional/evocative and physical levels that give the poems a strong literal anchor that grounds the equally compelling metaphysical or abstract emotional experiences.


	In a similar fashion, Dunn uses metaphor to create seamless transitions within the poems.  When the metaphors are strong, they produce intense and coherent shifts that maintain and usually contribute to the emotional charge of the moment.  Dunn avoids wasting lines on empty rhetoric or abstractions, allowing the poems greater continuity and maintaining the importance of each line.  In “Re-reading Katherine Mansfield’s Bliss and Other Stories” (9), Dunn uses the metaphor of a fly crushed between the pages of the story Bliss to create a sense of a real story marred by death.  The extended metaphor works not only to advance the narrative, but also allows for the transition into the resolution:  “...preparing this/ Good life; and this, this fly, verbosely buried/ in “Bliss”, one dry tear punctuating “Bliss”(14-16).  The resolution fully realizes the metaphor in its transformation from the fly splotch to the tear, and this concretizes the experience hinted at throughout the poem.  By balancing the narrative progression with the metaphoric development, Dunn easily flows into the conclusion, bringing the metaphor to a fruition foreshadowed but not overemphasized throughout the poem.  In “The Kaleidoscope” (20) the metaphor functions to shift from the literal to the metaphysical without diminishing the rhythm, flow, or intensity of the poem.  He writes:


I climb these stairs a dozen times a day


And, by that open door, wait, looking in


At where you died.  My hands become a tray


Offering me, my flesh, my soul, my skin.


				(9-12)





As in so many other places, here the metaphor and the diction choices contribute to the sense of sacrifice and annihilation, and of a religious need for absolution realized later in the poem.  Metaphor, both extended and particular gives Dunn the flexibility to shift and surprise in his poems, going in and out of the real while never exiting the poems’s spiritual intensity.


	The choices in diction relate intimately with the choices in meter, so I will talk about the two together.  Perhaps what makes this book so remarkable is Dunn’s ability to utilize fixed meter to reinforce or limit the experiences of the poems.  In “France” (19) diction choices immediately imbue the work with emotional implications, a masterful way to work the mood of the poem without a great deal of empty or top-heavy description.  Words like “scuttled,” “frost,” “ghost,” and “ill” contrast “play,” “nightgown’s bow,” “jouissance,” and “flowers” to create an opposition between the dreams of the speaker and his wife with the physical realities of the poem.  This use of diction demonstrates how much one well- chosen word can communicate in terms of emotional resonance and literal conflict.  The form of the poem, a sonnet with a traditional Elizabethan octet and a surprising Petrarchan sextet (efggef) reinforces the surprise of the poem, and especially affects the resolution of the poem, in which the problem posed does not receive a proper solution.  The inversion of the sonnet’s typically harmonizing or resolving conclusion makes the surprise of the ending more vivid, a technique used in a number of poems.  


	Another place where the form directly impacts the overall experience is the first part of “Anniversaries” (59).  Here the meter reinforces the mechanical feeling of days passing without lonely similarity, giving a feeling of repetitive wandering and external aimlessness while the speaker’s days focus on an internal subject of loss:  “Day by nomadic day/ Our anniversaries go by,/ Dates anchored in an inner sky” (1-3).  Again the diction works in relation to the meter, where the speaker expresses his emotional state through very charged diction choices such as “nomadic,” “dusty,” “powdered,” and “wife to the weather” while using meter to convey a rhythmic and unbreakable pattern. In “Reincarnations” (44) the extended and shifting metaphors converge with the meter to create a measured sentiment of loss that stays within its metric boundaries and thus fails to run out of control and overwhelm the poem.  Dunn’s variations on the length of the metrical feet and the rhyme scheme help contribute to the surprise and the shifting metaphors of the poem.  Dunn does an excellent job playing with meter to keep his lines interesting and purposeful while still limited, helping to avoid the danger of letting the poem run away from him.  


	The only striking weaknesses in the work occurs when the rhetorical diction feels unjustified by the imagery or breaks too sharply with the tone of the poem.  At these moments the poems become overly philosophical and fail to let the imagery, metaphor, and meter do the expressive work.  At other times abstractions function as rather abrupt transitions in poems where the dramatic tension lessens under the emotionally empty metaphysical shifts (as in “The Clear Day” (40-1)).  Still, these moments are rare in the book.  Overall, Dunn’s mastery of meter and language allow him to inflect an expressive moment with every carefully chosen word, while the meter helps keep the density of the poems from overwhelming the narrative and the multifaceted but clear emotional pictures he draws.  I feel as though I have learned a good deal in term’s of meter’s measuring and limiting function, as well as its ability to add to the dramatic tension or surprise of the poem.  Dunn has demonstrated he can employ conventional metrics while still playing with the rhyme and diction sufficiently to avoid a diminishment of the experience through predictability and falsified diction.  The meter works to force precise diction in the effort to conform with the metric rules while simultaneously advancing the emotionally charged narrative.  This is a powerful book and I feel that I have learned a lot in terms of metric and metaphoric craft with special emphasis on emotionally charged diction/images and smooth transition.
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