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I. Answer the following questions (10 Marks):

1. W. H. Auden's "the unknown citizen" is a satire of standardization at the expense of individualism.  Discuss.  (5 marks)

2. E. E. Cumming's manipulation of syntax and grammar is extraordinary.  Explain with reference to "anyone lived in a pretty how town."  (5 marks)

II. Answer the following questions (10 Marks):
1. Contrary to the common notion that equates death with sadness, Tennyson balances sadness with sweetness.  Explain with reference to his poem "tears idle tears."  (5 marks)

2. "A Supermarket in California" is about poetic comradeship between Whitman and Ginsberg.  Discuss with reference to the poem's form and devices.  (5 marks)

Good Luck

Mohammad Badr AlDin Al-Hussini Hassan Mansour
Answers

Part I: Question One:

W. H. Auden's "the unknown citizen" is a satire of standardization at the expense of individualism.  Discuss.  (5 marks)

Answer:

Twentieth century Western authors and poets have often examined the alienation and silence of modern life and the loss of personal identity and autonomy, accelerated by the advent of technology.  The title of the poem itself, “The Unknown Citizen,” reminds the reader of the unknown soldiers who followed their countries’ calls, who gave their lives in defense of their countries, who died to ensure the continuity of the society for which they fought, and who stood for the bravery of all soldiers. They are honored for their deeds; only their deeds, not their names, remain as silent witness that they lived. The “Unknown Citizen,” though not a warrior, also represents the life his society values and records in his “metaphorical” Bureau of Statistics files, files that hold facts but tell only a partial story, leaving much else in silence. 

“The Unknown Citizen” is dedicated “To JS/07/M/378. This Marble Monument is erected by the State.” Instead of being a monument to a named citizen, the monument is dedicated to the citizen, known to the state by numbers and statistics, not by name; he is a kind of Everyman in general, who is no man in particular. The poem then details all the supposed characteristics that the state finds important to identify JS/07/M/378 and to remember him. 

JS/07/M/378 was by all accounts a model, middle-class citizen; he is even labeled “a saint” for his exemplary life, at least according to the state’s definition of “exemplary.” He “worked in a [car] factory and never got fired,” except for the war years when he served his country as expected. He was a union man who followed the rules. He was popular and never expressed “odd” views; he had an occasional drink with his friends. He subscribed to his local paper and bought the products advertised in it, as the paper and advertisers expected. He had health insurance and a normal illness. He bought modern necessities on “the Installment Plan.” He had the usual necessities for his time: “A phonograph, a radio, a car and a frigidaire.” He held opinions that he was supposed to hold when he was supposed to hold them. He was married and produced the expected number of children and sent them to school. As recorded by the state, he was a stereotypical model for the middle of the twentieth century. 

Auden uses terms from this first wave of mass consumption for the middle class; for example, “Frigidaire,” a brand name, came to mean refrigerator for the first generation of users. Formerly, citizens may have had iceboxes for food, which looked similar to modern refrigerators, but which used daily delivered ice for food storage. The Unknown Citizen owned a phonograph, or record player, not the compact-disc players of today’s age. For him to have a car was a real consumer step-up, but because JS/07/M/378 worked in an auto factory and belonged to a union, he was probably one of the best-paid workers of his day, with all the necessities that his neighbors had or wished they had. He is remembered for what he owned and that he paid for what he owned over time. 

He is no longer alive, so the state “Erected” a monument to him, celebrating the aspects of his life that the state values and that keep the state going. These aspects that the state tracks are supplied by various institutions that supposedly tell who an individual citizen is: the Bureau of Statistics, the War Department (now the Defense Department), the corporate employer, the union, the psychologists, the media, the insurance company, the product and public opinion researchers, the population experts, and the educators. Nowhere in the poem does the Unknown Citizen speak; nowhere does he define himself. He is silent. 

In a mild satirical tone, Auden is critiquing the state’s determination to define the meaning of a citizen’s life in just a few facts collected by technology. He is suggesting that much more important information about a human life is left uncollected and, therefore, unconsidered by the state and society. This determination is made possible by modern technology that can amass this information and by statisticians who can analyze this information. The result of this accumulation of facts is an incomplete picture. These statistics do not get to the essence of the man. Auden, in fact, might well agree with Mark Twain, who is reported to have categorized the various kinds of lies: “There are lies, damned lies, and statistics.” This factual picture lacks the human voice, the flesh and blood person. The statistics lie; they separate the facts and possessions of the man from the essence of the man. 

Originally, keeping detailed records of citizens such as these was a cumbersome process because of the amount of information to be gathered, the logistics of gathering, and the storage requirements for the information. This whole information-gathering has been aided by computer technology. Many more facts can be gathered, stored, and shared. The computer seems quite normal to today’s citizens, at least those under a certain age. It is a technology that can transport its user anywhere to get any information. All this expansion, including personal uses of computers, however, requires user names and passwords that can replace real names and identities. That there was a time when individuals were known by their names rather than by their social security numbers, user names, and passwords seems almost incomprehensible, particularly to students at large universities and to workers in large corporations, confined to cubicles. 

All this information storage and transfer that citizens take for granted now began with small punch cards about the size of an airline ticket and extremely large computers. It is this penchant for gathering and storing information on twentieth century citizens that Auden uses for his comments on twentieth century infatuation with facts and its loss of meaning; this profiling offers facts that together add up to nothing. Neither Auden nor the reader has any sense of who this modern man is. He is truly unknown to both poet and reader. 

Since Auden wrote this poem about the nameless, middle-class man in the middle of the twentieth century, technology has strengthened its hold on society. No longer are names and faces needed to conduct the normal business of society. Technology can now store even more information, all of the information about the Unknown Citizen that the poem shares and more. Technology can transmit most of what happens every day without people ever meeting. Technology is even now part of the industry where the Unknown Citizen worked; robots perform many of the tasks that he did. Auden’s brilliant, yet simply constructed, twenty-nine-line poem rings even truer now than it did when it described life in the mid-twentieth century. In fact, as technology has become louder and more prominent, the human voice has grown quieter; it is true that society has more facts about its citizens, but it does not recognize the silence that accompanies those facts because it cannot compute anything but facts. Citizens remain unknown. 

Question Two:
E. E. Cumming's manipulation of syntax and grammar is extraordinary.  Explain with reference to "anyone lived in a pretty how town."  (5 marks)

Answer:

E. E. Cumming's "anyone lived in a pretty how town" is written in nine variably rhyming quatrain stanzas.  It does not show a normative or "running" verse foot, such as the iamb; therefore, the poem is written in podic prosody, a system of accentual verse that is sometimes called "folk meters."  It is the prosody in which most nursery rhymes and folk ballads are written, which accounts for its strongly rhythmical quality.  Specifically, the lines have four stresses, or are “tetrapodic.”

E. E. Cummings was in many ways a sentimental poet, although he hid this sentimentality with all sorts of typographical, grammatic, syntactic, and rhetorical tricks and, sometimes, with a slangy and "wise-guy" level of diction, though that is not the case with this poem.  Complicating his essential sentimentality was his rather sarcastic outlook on life: Cummings did not care for what he called “mostpeople,” who, it seemed to him, were against culture and art and were too wrapped up in the quotidian—Cummings’ "mostpeople" were what H. L. Mencken called the "booboisie."  Very often this split-mindedness of Cummings led to what might almost be called a schizoid poetry, and no poem more so than “anyone lived in a pretty how town,” which tells the story of a person named “anyone” and his lover, “noone” (that is to say "no one").  Anyone lived in a town where "women and men […]/ cared for" him "not at all."  They "sowed" their seeds of negativism in their dull lives.  Some of their children guessed that there was someone in town, the woman named “noone,” who loved him, yet even the children forgot this as they grew older. Nevertheless, "noone" loved "anyone" so much that his "any was all to her."

As life went along, the townsfolk lived their ordinary lives, “someones married their everyones,” the children grew up, and “anyone” and “noone” grew older; “one day anyone died i guess/ (and noone stooped to kiss his face).”  Nobody else paid much attention.  Eventually "noone" died as well, and “busy folk buried them side by side.”  Still, life went on; people continued doing what they do in all seasons, beneath the rising and setting sun, moon, and stars, in all weathers.

That is the basic story, but it can also be read in a diametrically opposite way.  Take, for example, line 4 of the third stanza, which can be read either as “noone loved him,” or as “no one loved him.”  Stanza 7 might mean “one day anyone died,” or “one day anyone died” (anyone at all); and either “noone stooped to kiss his face” or “no one” did.  In what way are these two people, anyone and noone, to be distinguished from mostpeople?  Are they to be distinguished at all?  Are they, perhaps, representative of “someones” and “everyones”?  There is a deliberate ambiguity about the story Cummings is telling.

From the very first line, the poem's ambiguity is seen to be a purposeful component of the poem, for Cummings uses the technique of hypallage: rearrangement of syntax—word order—in a sentence.  "[A]nyone lived in a pretty how town" can be put back into a more normal form easily: “Anyone lived in how pretty a town,” or “How anyone lived in a pretty town.”  He chose neither of these forms because he intended the poem to be ambiguous, and he chose a syntactic form that would imply both constructions, and perhaps others as well—for example, “How pretty a town anyone lived in.”  The second line continues and reinforces the double sense of the first; it could just as easily be read, “(with so many bells floating up, down).”

Like many ballads, this one has a refrain; in fact, it has more than one.  There is a listing of the seasons which appears as line 3 of the first and second stanzas and line 2 of the last stanza. This is an "incremental" refrain, because it is slightly changed each time it appears—the order of the seasons is switched.  A second refrain is “sun moon stars rain,” which appears as line 4 of stanza 2, the first line of stanza 6, and the last line of the poem.  The second time this refrain appears it is incremental, but the third time it reverts to its original order.  A third demi-refrain is “Women and men (both little and small),” which appears incrementally one time as the first line of the last stanza, “Women and men (both dong and ding),” a reference to the sounds of the floating bells.  A fourth is line 3 of stanza 2, “they sowed their isn't they reaped their same,” which reappears in the penultimate line as “reaped their sowing and went their came.”

This last refrain illustrates another rhetorical device that Cummings uses throughout the poem, antithesis in parallel constructions: “he sang his didn't he danced his did”; “and down they forgot as up they grew”; “she laughed his joy she cried his grief.”  These parallel repetitive schemas are mirrored in other lines that do not repeat but give almost the effect of refrains, as in the first line of the fourth stanza, “when by now and tree by leaf,” and the first line of the penultimate stanza, “all by all and deep by deep,” which continues into the next line, “and more by more.”  The rest of this stanza is similarly constructed.

All these sonic devices give the poem an extremely lyrical quality even though the rhyme scheme is not exact and at times, the lines do not rhyme.  For example, although the poem begins with a rhyming couplet, the next two lines do not chime at all.  The next stanza also begins with couplet rhyme, but the following two lines consonate (they off-rhyme).  Consonance is often a feature of the anonymous folk ballad; here, it appears in a literary ballad.

The third stanza does the same thing, but the fourth goes back to the pattern of the first—though if one looks closely, one will see that the last line ends with the word “her,” which light-rhymes with line 3 of stanza 1, “winter.”  An examination of the poem will disclose many other effects on the sonic level, including assonance (“how town”), alliteration, (“spring,” “summer,” “sang”), consonantal echo, as in the m sounds of stanza 2; both the cross-rhyme of “stir” and “her” and the internal consonance of “bird” and “stir” of stanza 4.
Part II: Question One:

Contrary to the common notion that equates death with sadness, Tennyson balances sadness with sweetness.  Explain with reference to his poem "tears idle tears."  (5 marks)

Answer:

Tennyson's "Tears, Idle Tears" examines life from a perspective of life's end, with memories affecting the speaker in some indefinable way. Contrary to the common notion that equates death with sadness, Tennyson balances the sad part of the poem with sweetness, freshness, and love.  Distant memories seem so real to the speaker that the past has a life of its own, and the poem suggests that this is the source of sadness that we get from "days that are no more."
In the poem, the speaker laments the passing of time that has robbed him of the chance to relive cherished experiences.  This meditation is brought on by a sudden unexplained welling-up of tears in the speaker's eyes. The cause for the speaker's feeling of sadness cannot be determined, and he never hints directly at what might be the source of his own tears; instead, he tries to explain how he feels by comparing his feelings to a series of events that produce similar emotions in others.

In the middle two stanzas, the speaker focuses his attention on these "days that are no more"—a phrase that serves as a kind of refrain in the final line of each stanza of the poem. He first compares his feelings about bygone times to the experience one has when anticipating the arrival of friends from afar, and then seeing them sail away beyond the horizon as they return to faraway lands.  In the third stanza, the speaker likens his emotions to those of a dying man who sees a summer dawn and hears birds piping outside his window.  In the final stanza, the speaker compares his feeling for the past to that of "remember'd kisses after death" (line 16)—though it is not clear who has died and who lives on—and to the recollections of one's first love with all its passion and all its regret.

One might expect that if a poem's first line speaks of tears, the poem would be about uncontrolled emotion. Perhaps Tennyson is relying on such an initial response to create a certain tension in "Tears, Idle Tears," for there is little sense of wild abandon in these lines.  On the contrary, all the formal devices and literary tropes suggest a great sense of emotional restraint.

As he does in most of his compositions, Tennyson relies on several formal devices to convey a note of restraint.  The blank verse lines and the extensive use of enjambment create a meditative, conversational atmosphere.  Each of the stanzas is linked to the others, however, by a closing phrase: "the days that are no more."  This refrain develops in readers a sense of anticipation and fulfillment and establishes a common thread to each of the images described in the stanzas: All are intended to remind the reader of the passing of time and the losses that come with such passing; by implication, the reader is reminded also of the inevitability of death.

Even more than these formal devices, the imagery of "Tears, Idle Tears" focuses the reader's attention on the melancholy calm and the sense of irony that comes with the mature contemplation of life's passing.  Each stanza concentrates on a single example that illustrates a sense of loss. In the first stanza, the poet presents an individual looking out at "happy Autumn-fields" (line 4)—certainly a time for bittersweet memories, as autumn traditionally suggests an impending ending—and reflecting, as the seasons change, on times past. This reflection brings these "idle tears" to the eyes.

In the second stanza, the sense of loss is compared to the feelings one has when good friends come to visit and then leave. This is the most complex image in the poem.  There is a sense of joy at seeing the "glittering on a sail" (line 6) as the ship bringing the friends tops the horizon; that feeling is balanced with the sadness that sweeps over one when those same friends depart.  Of particular interest are the words Tennyson chooses to describe the arrival and departure of the ship: the friends appear to be coming "up from the underworld" (line 7), and when they depart, the ship carrying them seems to sink "below the verge" (line 9).  This voyage carries symbolic overtones; it is as if the voyage represents the passage of life itself.

That same image is carried forward and made explicit in the third stanza, where the speaker suggests that his idle tears are like those of the dying man who sees a summer dawn.  This individual knows that he will not see many (if any) more, and the melancholy produced by that realization is the source of his tears.  Similarly, in the final stanza, the tears are likened to those that well up in people who recall with joy and regret a love affair that has ended with no hope of renewal.  The individual who experiences such feelings is living a "Death in Life" (line 20): He is alive, but he knows that a part of him—the part that shared those happy times in the past—is gone forever.  The realization of his loss is the cause for what appears to be unexplained melancholy and the source for his "idle tears."

This lyric provides Tennyson with an opportunity to show the immaturity of his heroine, who rebukes the maiden singing the lyric.  Recognizing that the song's purpose is to remind the listeners of the sadness that comes from reflecting on the past, the Princess rejects that attitude explicitly and vehemently, saying that “all things serve their time […] let the past be past.”  She even calls such reminiscences “fatal to men” and recommends that the company “cram our ears with wool” to avoid hearing such maudlin thoughts.  As the long narrative poem progresses, however, the Princess comes to realize that a mature contemplation of the past is an important attribute of sensitive adults.

Viewing the lyric outside the context of the long poem in which it first appeared, readers should see that Tennyson's major theme is the sadness and irony that accompanies such reflection on bygone times.  There seems little hope or optimism in these lines; every image suggests the futility and even the incomprehensibility (on an emotional level, if not on an intellectual one) of coping with lost time.  It is important to note, however, that no image in the poem suggests that these feelings of sadness result from missed opportunity.  Rather, the images convey a sense that they come from the realization that pleasurable experiences of the past may never be enjoyed again. Tennyson told his friend Frederick Locker-Lampson that the poem was motivated by "the yearning that young people occasionally experience for that which seems to have passed away from them forever." Such a remark is consistent with Tennyson's persistent infatuation with the past, and with his constant recognition that man is not able to relive past times and experiences.  Though "Tears, Idle Tears" is not a part of Tennyson's most famous long poem, In Memoriam (1850), it shares the same mood as many of the lyrics that make up the poet's elegy to his dear friend Arthur Henry Hallam, who died suddenly in 1833. Tennyson spent almost two decades composing poetry inspired by feelings of loss at the death of Hallam; composed in the mid-1840's after a visit to the region where Hallam is buried, "Tears, Idle Tears" shows the same characteristics of restraint in its presentation of emotion and the same penetrating insight into the nature of loss that the poet expresses so poignantly in his major elegiac work.
Question Two:

"A Supermarket in California" is about poetic comradeship between Whitman and Ginsberg.  Discuss with reference to the poem's form and devices.  (5 marks)

Answer:

"A Supermarket in California" is not really about anyone's sexuality, but more about poetic comradeship between Whitman and Ginsberg, as the latter now imagines how they wander "in and out of the brilliant stacks of cans"; the poets move "together in solitary fancy" to observe America, to write about America, and, yes, to feel lonely in America (all poets are lonely in America). Above all, the author of Howl will try to retell or reconstruct, with the older poet's assistance, what he calls the "lost American of love" and relate it to the present-day country torn by war, homophobia, McCarthyism, and hypocrisy. Ginsberg is being idealistic here. Whitman's America was also, after all, a country of civil war, corruption, and other social problems. But the overall sentiment of this short visionary poem is to reconstruct the America of our dreams—one that Whitman envisioned in his Leaves of Grass and Ginsberg now tries to recreate.

What is most noticeable about the form of “A Supermarket in California” is its free verse, which again alludes to Whitman, the founder of the free verse style. Ginsberg even more closely associates himself with Whitman by exploiting the complexity of the structure and rhythm of this form. Whitman’s famous self-referential poem “Song of Myself” (1855) is the particular model for Ginsberg, as both poems employ convoluted sentence structures and lines that cannot be contained within one line on the typical printed page. 

Each line of the poem “contains multitudes,” as Whitman said of himself in “Song of Myself” (line 1326). For example, the first line invokes Whitman himself, sets the poem down on a suburban street in America, describes the speaker as having a “headache,” being “self-conscious,” and looking at “the full moon,” which, though traditionally a sign of lunacy, functions even better here to contrast with the artificial “neon” light of the supermarket in the next line. Outdoor America is easily traversed, in contrast to Whitman’s idea and to the reality of America in the nineteenth century. 

The third line also supports this premise as it speaks of various fruits, families spending time shopping, and finally the homosexual poet García Lorca. By using García Lorca, Ginsberg points to two clear distinctions between the average American and the poets mentioned: the poets’ confusion and despair over the loss of the art and beauty of unspoiled America and their sense of alienation at deviating from the sexual norm of America. 

Rhythmically, “A Supermarket in California” also matches “Song of Myself” through the use of opening repetition. Each of the first three lines of stanza 2 begins with the first-person-singular pronoun followed by an active verb: “I saw you, Walt Whitman . . .; / I heard you asking questions . . .; / I wandered in and out.” The last line of that stanza, while switching to first-person plural, only varies the same pattern: “we strode down the open corridors.” This rhythmic pattern works as well in the last stanza through Ginsberg’s questioning of Whitman, similar to Whitman’s questioning of his readers in “Song of Myself”: “Where are we going . . .; / Will we walk all night . . .; / Will we stroll dreaming.” The repetition of certain patterns serves as an incantation in which Ginsberg tries to break the spell that suburban, homogeneous America has on its citizenry. 

Finally, the supermarket is an obvious metaphor for Ginsberg’s view of the final product of what Whitman had seen as the great promise of America’s vast, unexplored frontier. The age of exploration in nineteenth century America pushed the frontier to the Pacific Ocean. Whitman advocated following America’s paths and thereby exploring and finding oneself—one’s imaginative and spiritual potential. All Ginsberg has found at the end of the frontier is a neon-lit supermarket full of people who seem to have nowhere else to go or who have lost the drive to explore. Thus, the potential of America has been transformed, or has “progressed” to that of easy shopping. 

Ginsberg uses Whitman and his “Song of Myself” as an ironic counterpoint to “A Supermarket in California,” though the irony is shaded by Ginsberg’s remorse for himself, Whitman, and America. For Ginsberg, America in the twentieth century has reneged on its promise of opportunity, freedom, and liberty. Where Whitman in the nineteenth century found and celebrated diversity in the American people, as he sings in “Song of Myself,” Ginsberg finds only homogeneity. Where Whitman saw an endless horizon of land to explore—the pageant of the American landscape—Ginsberg sees only “solitary streets,” houses with their lights out, “blue automobiles in driveways,” and “the neon fruit supermarket.” 

Thus the images of America that Ginsberg sees are not the ones he is “shopping for.” This town and supermarket exist everywhere in the United States, each market and each town, in their design and emphasis on materialism, trying to keep up with all the others. America’s melting pot has become an all too grim reality. 

Try as America might to obscure its differences—its variety of people and their desires, ambitions—it cannot hide all of its parts. The very fact that poets such as Whitman, García Lorca, and Ginsberg, who have deviated from the norm sexually as well as artistically, exist testifies to this truth. That Ginsberg still wants to write about America, even in lamentation, indicates the emotional attachment and investment he has made in the country, as well as the force with which he has believed in Whitman’s dream. No matter how hard the mainstream tries to homogenize and tame the wild, “barbaric yawp” (as Whitman put it) within us, Ginsberg and others continue to sound it out loud and strong. 

In the final stanza, though, he is faced with the troubling question of where to go to find his joy and inspire his innermost being. His remorse for himself, Whitman, and America surfaces in the parenthesis of this stanza when he “touches” Whitman’s “book” (Leaves of Grass). Instead of being comforted and inspired, as Whitman intends in “Song of Myself” when he tells his readers not to fear taking the journey through America, for he (Whitman) will go with them, Ginsberg can think only of his “absurd” walk through the supermarket, perhaps followed by the store detective who is a symbol of the watchful eye of the nation’s conformity. As he leaves Whitman in Hades at the poem’s end, asking the “lonely old courage-teacher, what America / did you have” then, one suspects that ultimately Ginsberg believes that he is the one who is left alone on the shore of “the black waters of Lethe.”
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