











FPREFACE

This thesis is not intanded to be a criticque of
reprasaontative examples of Thomas Merton’s postry in their
confarity to the canons of azrt. Their validity as pieces
of art is not hrought into the discussion. 7The primaxy
purposs of this theasis, as tho title indicates, is to demobd-
strato the relationship that axy exist betwean contenplation
~=githor "active® or "passive"--and Christian poetrys assuo
ing that as the contenmplative life of the post develops, his
poetry, as all hig other humnan activities, becomss moye mﬁ
oore profoundly centered in christ,

Christian poetry ia not eemptod from the canons of
art sinply because it may be dovotianal. 7o absslve a poetry
from these canons 18 to destroy it as poetyy. Foxr this
roason, some cyiticnol opinion on sevoral of Martom's volumes
of verse appears in an Appendix to this thesis.

It is brought ocut in the tiweis that MNerton's latey
poetry is mgtical-~tne poat has joined a saall group of poots
who seok mystical conterplation. Decause of this fact,
Morton's poetry must neods be discussed i.i: the light of the
so~called “"degroes® of the spiritual life, purgation, illuai-
nation, and union. This does not mean that a poet 48 not a
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Christian poet unloss he weites "mystical® poetry. The
import of & discussion of gygfical postry for the many
Christian poots uwho do not and nevar wll pursue the mystical
vocation lies in the stress on tho concapt of gplxit in
Mmerton's poatry. The axphasis on a spiritual roality is vital
to all poetry, and the more this reality is sought by a
mortification of aalf, the more fully will it be realized.
If, in the case of tiw Christian poat, this sortificetion 4is
prompted by the Spirit of Chxist, the Noly Spirit, the epir-
dtual reality behind the matorial cyumbol vwill becoma nons
other than Christ Urmoelf. In this manner, the Chrxistian poot
can at least begin to bridge the widening gulf between the -
ayth and the metaphysic of modern society.

The writer wishes to expross his gratitude to D,
Jogaph T. ¥ard, head of the English departimant at cCarroll
Caollege, for his awaxzening of tho writer's interest m.'gm
work of the poot, and for his comstructive advice and criti-
cism. Appreciation is eprosged also to the Rev, John L.
Piynn of the Carroll College faculty for his assistance in
the metaghysics of begutys end to the Rev, Cornelius J, Bslly
of the carroll faculty for his helpful sugoestions regaxrding
Bt. Augustine., The sincerce thanks of the writsr go to the
president and adninistration of Carroll Collega for thelr
conslideration in extonding the presentation date of tho tho-

sis, permitting its conclusion at the prepent timae.
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CHARTER I
THE CONCEPT OF THE CHRISTIAN FPOET

*when those who love God try to talk about Him, theirx
words ave bhiind lions looking for springs in the dosert.”
These words of ison Bloy's, written on the title page

of an edition of Thomas Jerton's pms.l axpresz the cantral

problem of the contomplative who is 8lso an artists wvhethor
the artist—-contenplative should abandon his axt in favorx oi
his vocation to contemplaticmn,

Harton has twice publicly coomented on this prablen,
an both occapions in articles originally sppearing in jhe
Soumanveal. The second article ie a revision and partial ro-
traction of the firct, and as such is by fay the mﬁtﬁ'im‘t:'-
mt@%tmmudmwmtwm&mmmummwm
s a vital part of thwe gsubstratum of this thesia, The f£irst
arcicle appeared almost twslve years ago:z the pocond anly a

3
faw months ago.

1 homas Megton,

2 ﬁmaa mton. "Pmu'y and the Conterplative Life," Zhe

3 m mrtm. "poatyy and Contauplation: A Reappraisal,”
[ Cogaonweonl., LXIX {(October a4, 1958), H7-93.




In the 1958 articleo, ierton "reappraiszas® his 1947
view of pootry and comtesplation, in which he had claiaed
that "poetry can, indeed, holp to bring us rapidly through
that part of the journoy to contemplation that is called
activer but vhen we axe entaring the realm of true contexpla~
tioan, wherse etornal happiness beging, it nay turn around and
harmm.'l e goss on to say that when (his occurs there
ie anly ane course left opan to the poet, if he still values

his perconal sanctification: "the

S 2
facritice 2L hig art.”

Moxe than a docade of reflection has convinoed derton

that the above contontion is an overstatenont. In hias 1958
ravigion of the 1947 article, he statos that the sacrifioe of
the poot's art is dependient on the will of Gad, A clear-cut
statemant on the mattar by a humsn commentator is ispossible.

fie 48 now certain that his “wrong-headed propositions® 5‘“‘“"
tarted the true picture of conterplation and its relation to
poetry. In the sarlier woxk, he had also divided life "into
formally separate coupartments of ‘action’ and ‘contemplation.’”
But true contemplation, he maintains in the prosent article,

i "not to be thought of s a goparate department of lifo...e

1 terton, "Foetry and the Contonplative Life,” 285.
2 Idem. (not my italics).

3 Herton, "Postry and conteuplauom 2 Regppraisal,” 87,



it is the very fullness of a fully integrated life,*!

In the rocent Commonweal article, Merton nuccmicﬂy
sots forth the relationship betweon the contenplative life
and esthetic experience., He describes the nature of the
Christian poek ibn the light of this relationship, and decsuse
he is a Trappist monk sad an honest creative artist. he points
out the omly resolution of the conflict betwen the Christian
post and the trus contemplative, In doing this, he pointe
out that there is & point beyond which postry cannot goy it
is a purely natural faculty of man, even thoudh it 48 supra-
rational. Contamplation, however, is "absolutaly beyond the
goach of man's natural activity."? sove impovtant, the vexy
nature of the poet's work demamnds that he gxeate. “when the
poat anters into himself, it is in ordsr to reflect upon his
inspiration and to clothe it with a special and splendid foxm
and then retwrn to Qisplay AL Lo Shose subeide.*’ There can
be no such return for the true contenplative. He mml into
himgelf, in orxder that he may "pass through the center of his
own soul*® and enter into a wnien with God shich is above all

cansiderations of subject and object, matter and forn,

1 mertom, “FPoetyxy and Contomplation: A n-mnl.' a7.
2 Ibid., 9. 3 ldom, (not my italics).

4 Idmn.



To develop the paradox further, Merton describes the
Christian poot by ramarking: "no Christian poatry woxthy of
the nans has been written by anyons who wes not in sone do-
gree a m@;ﬁiﬂ." The life of the contermlative, Merton
s&ys is "the fullnesx of the Christian vocation-~the full
flowering of baptismal grace and of the Christ-life in owr
lonh." Moreover, he dafines infused contemplation, at the
spex of the contaxplative life, as a “gquasi-experimsatal
knowledge of Gad's goodnass, ‘tasted’ and * possessed” by a
vital contact in the sowl.*? If, then, the Christian post's
one worthy subject is “the great mystary of God, rewealing
His mexcy to us in Christ, ot he will require an insight i.at':e
that ultimate reality which can be gained only through the
assistance of “"the fullness of the Christian vocation®—e
contenplation, at least to a degree,

On the othexr hand, it is spparent fxom the earlisr
casusl examination of the natures of postry and contemplation
that the artist-contemplative seems to be £aced with two
choices: he aay either abandon his art, lest it interfere with
the contemplative gift, or he may return and "display® his
inspixation to the world, thereby destroying his imminent union

1 Maxton, "Poetry and Contemplation: A Resppraisal,* 89,

2 Ibid., 88, 3 1dem. 4 Xdom,



with God. In 1947, Merton maintained that eithex ons or the
othor alternative was inevitable. He felt then that getive
contamplation=-"in which a bhaptised Christian, =asking full
use of all the means vhich the Church puts at his disposal..
..8trives to conform his will with God's Will...." =—wes in
a position to be bensfited hy poetry, !mt:l that guEe. or pas-~
sive contemplation was placed at grave disadvantage by it.
However, Marton points out in the 1958 article that there have
been many mystic-posts~-poets who have been giftaed with pas-~
sivw or mystical conterplation. Among thape he nunbers Danto,
8t. John of the Croes, S5t., Prancis, Jacopone da Todi, Hopking,
and Claadel., In these mon, then tha poatry-contemplation .
conflict, apparontly rootad in the artist-pveticRl contewpliir
tive and not in the artist-gotive contempliative, hsa Adisap~
peared, In tham, as Mexrton says, “wo find it hard %o dies-
tinguish betwoen the inspiration of the prophet and the mystic,
and the purely poetic enthusiasn of great artistic gen;.u."z
What is the answer to the conflict? As we have
indicated, Merton now insists the resolution of any conflict
is in the hands of God. "It might concsivably be the will)
of Gods..cthat & man should resaln af

1 Meoxton, "Foetry and Contesplationg "A Reappraisal,* 87-88.

2 Ibid., 88.



aac A 2ot and ascent to the greatest heights of poetic cre-
ation and of mystical prayer without any evideat contradiction
betwmtlm.'l Eo it seenms cleaxr that there need be no
problem for the artist who sesks the gift of mystical conten-
plation through his religious vocation. Hs, as Merton has
done, must let tho matter rest with God. Whether he shall
ropin artiast is not for him to decide.

Morton, &8 tha artist who agks for the gift of mystical
contenplation, has not only clarified the position of the
mystic in relation to poetryy he has given a positive and
convincing angwer to the nature and the apostolate of the
Christian poet who 48 by no stretch of the imagination a myBtic,
who nust live in and with the world. By his statement that
woxrthy Christian poetry can be writtan only by a post "in some
degree™ a contonplative, Merton means that the Christian poot
must strive to becoms the gotive contemplative, & life '?hare
“much of the initiative belongs to our own powers, progpted
and sustaincd by grace.”® And the powsss of the individual,

the contribution of self, are factors assential to poctry.’

1 Merton, “"Poetry and Contemplation: A aenppwaiual. * 92 {(not
my italics.)

2 Ivid., p. B8,

3 The effect of the disappoarance of the craative self will
ba discussed in Chapter Pour.



horeover, the poet's work is gsupra-rationals through his
poetic insight, his intuition, he grasps & £acet of a many~
sided innex reality. Baudslaire and Rismbaud spoke of the
poct a8 a “voyant,” & secr, one gifted with a vialan baeyond
that poasessed by his fellows, through which he was enabled
to perceive the beauty at the centor of reality. It is true
that the symbolists, anxong otherxs, were not always certain
Just what was at the center of reality. was it life, power,
love? In & mauorable letter to Paul Demeny, Risbaud saye
that "...the poat is traly & thief of zim."l He is a thief
of the unknown, the ultimate explanation of tho real. "If
what ho brings back has forwm, he gives it form, if it ie
fornless, he givos it £m&unmu-"2

In cur own 4aay, Jacques Maritein has atressed tha
fact that the artist must be more than the “voyants” it ie
his function to grxegte. and in line with the metaphysics of
8t. Thonas Aquinas, Haritain shows that the artist creates
8 work of beauty.- ihat the poet “sess® through his intuition
is & kind of Lmmediate, instantanecus grasp of reality which

has nothing to do with the familiar modes of rational

1 Axthur Rimbsud, Liluaingtions and other Pyose Poeng, txans.
Louigse Varese, (liew Yoxk, 1957}, p. oot

2 midc. w. m"mii

3 Jsoques waritain, AXt Sad Scholasticism, (London, 1949), pp.
aA6-27 .



koowledge: abstraction, judquent, and infercnce. There are
nany capable of such intuitive graspings, but a mere "seer"
ig not a post; poet cannot be poat, nor artist artist without
that identification of galf with abject which is counatural
knowledoa, a knowledge vhich can expauss itessli only in self-
cmuon.l

For the Christian poet--ho who is both gagar and
cxaator-~the world is filled with “"signs and synbols® of God.z
Merton explains that the true Christian poet sees God in his
mysteries and in all creation. 7The post, by means of his
intuitive view of the concyets cbject's spiritual meaning,
sees the object as a sign of God. His task Bs & creator is
to constxuct an intelligible and boautdful f£ramowork foxr the
intuition. This he doce with his imagery.

Because Christ in His Incarnation and Redesption is
at the heart of the Christian reoligion, the Christian poet
nuwst recraate the mystery of Christ. s must be fully aware
of the implications of the iystical Body of Christ and pos-
gsoss & deap gppreciation of the iturgy and the Scriptures.
But these attributes are qualitiez of the true roquiremant

of the active contemplative: the poet must "ase and love cod

I Mezitain's conoept of connatural knowledoe will be treatsad
in later chapters.

2 Marton's debt to the symbolists will ba discussed in Chapter
WO,
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his destiny. In any case, the tenet that man is of the spirit
is obscured in the modern world because man himself, by his
own activity, has virtually immured himself in mattex, in
extended being. Ellot's ummte Land is & real place for the
modern who ignores spirit-<it becomoes the little circle of
Places and assoclations in which he moves. The modern post
does not deny that the world is not a flowsr gaxden., If he
is typical, he contends that there rust he some adhesive which
will bind together a digsparate myth and metaphysic. This ad-
hasive cannot be more of the matter which 4is the principle of
division in the first place, shich is unfortunataly utilised
by scowe as & principle of unity, and by others as an anas~ -
thetic to their realization of disunity. Oouly & return to the
spirit can fuse the two contrary elemonts of society. hsther
this spirit ig the spirit of cChrist, of Budiha, of Plato, of
Marx, is disputed. There are those whio say that a new _‘apimt.,
a new metaphysic must ba found. The posis are at least unan~
imous in their prophecy of doom: the modsrn world wiil £alld
unless it ceapas to nake its symbols its ultimate goal. The
world must back up its =zyth with & metaphysic of spiritual
values.

For the Christian, there can be anly ono “value” upon
which to base a systam of myth--ile Who 18 Christ. It is

Chrigt who is the principle of unity in a Jdisorderxed world.
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There 18 no proportion or integrity in modexn socisty hocause
of the gulf betwaen myth and motaphysic. 7The Christian poet,
congzuitted to the making of proportion and integrity by vigre
tue of his calling as artist, must bridge the chasm with
Christ. Christ, for the Christian poet, must become the
SZextiym gquid which is the ultimate reason for the poet's
self-~idontification with creation, the Being to Whom his
realization of relationship is £inally directed.

If the Christian poet is to do these things, he is
raequired to strive for active contamplations to submexrga his

Christ at the center of his life as

he would at the center of his poetry.



CHARTIER IZ
MERTON: GENERAL BACKGROUND

Thomas Merxrton diffexrs from most &z:.tut.ian poets in
that he belongs to a solect group who have sought the gift
of mystical contemplation., Ws are sure that some mystics
have successfully fused their gift with the pootic intuitions
wo have no assurance that Nerton, however, is a mystic. Be~
cause he is contesporary, becauwse of his vocation, he 4is an
enigna. He lives mpart from the world, and his only contact
with people in the world is through iis writinge. In the
last decade, he has published little, if any, poetry, leading
to interesting if futile speculation as to whether he has
finally yielded his artistic talents in favor of the mystical
life. Proxr sesveral years following the éubucat.lon of his
autoblography Jhe Soven StoRQy MOUALALD. in 1948, Merton was
alnost lionised by some of the literary-ainded as a soxt of
saocond St. Auwgustine. The very notion of a hardensd young
wan of the warld entering a Trappist monastery alectrified
the worldly consciousness and startled minds by its exalting
of a dedication of self and a heroic asceticisn, attribuces

wvhich spparently owed thelr eZfectivensss to their abgolute
14
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agveliy. Since that time, because Marton has ceased to be a
romantic £igure in the public imagination, it is poseible to
Judge him on hie morits as & proge writexr and as a poet.

Merton's own pocme become an illustration of his
thesis on the relationship of the contemplative life to
Christian poetry, because at one time Mexton himself wes not
a Christian, His conversion to Cathodicism led to changes in
his life shich are more or less reflected in his poetry. Bew-
cause Marton's life prior to 1938, the year of his conversion,
has its antithesis in the life he now leads, i¢ may be woll
to spenit of Merton the mah before entering into analyses of
his poetxy. A brief resume of his life, a note on his proee,
and saome discussion of his spiritual snd intellectual frame-
work follow,

Merton was borm on January 31, 1915, in Prados,
France, the son of Mr. and txs. Owen Marton., Both of hiis
parents were artists. Merton asays his father, a Bew Zealandar,
“painted like Cozanne.” is mother was an Ascrican whom the
older Morton met and married in Faris. Ehe died vhen the
young Thomas Merton was abosut six years of age, and Merton

gives us the impression in (he ERve

thexe was never real igppart between mother and son, due in
part peshaps to the mother's eoarly death. As could be ex-

poected, Marton's youth wvas somdwhat emdtic. He shuttled
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between Amerxica, Francs and Dermuda with his father, who was
on the artist's eternal gquest for subjects to paint. He at~
tended school in all three placss, finally going to England,
vhere he attended Oukham Prop before entering Cambridge Uni-
versity. Because his father was an Episcopalian, and his
mothex possessed vague Quaksxr leanings, karton scems to have
absorbed little or no religious conviction, other than a
half-heartad bias sgainst Catholicism.

Marton camne back to America after Canbridge and
entered Columbia niversity, uwhere his intellectual abilities
were recognized by Mark Van Doren, Dan alsh, and others.
While there he was a member of the Young Commumist league
for a short time--a short-lived tanure as a "young revolu~
tionary,” he tells us.

™he impaortant thing about his life wp to the time of
his entry into the Church secms to be its total lack of pur-
pose. Unhappiness followed unhappiness for this complex
young nan. Gradually he became aware of the nacessity of
vailuos deeper than cigarettes and Mear in & New York bar at
four in the morning. “the thing that depressed me most of
all wvas the shane and despeair that invaded my whole nature
whan the sun cmse up, and all ths laborers wexe going to woexks

man healthy and awvake and quiet, with their eyes clear, and
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sonn rational pwrpose befoxe ehm."l His trawils and his

voracious reading began to incline him more and more toward
the Catholic Church, When he resd Gilson's Ihg Spixit of
hedioval Fhilosophy he discovered that “"the catholic con-
caption of God was somathing tremsndously msolid. -2 An oldd
Hindu monk nawed Dramadhari befriended Merton, snd "we got
along vaxry well togathar, sspecislly sinoe he sensed that I
wvas trying to feel my way into a settled ruligiouws conviction,
and into some kind of a life that was centored, as his was,
on God.'3

Herton's master's thesis, on vwilliam Blake, was an~
othar factor in his course toward the Churdch. m[mj
was glorifying was the txansfiguration of man's aatural love,
hie natural powers, in the refining fires of nmystical
oparience, wd

Pinally, he went to Nass in one of the Hew Yok
churchos. As furthay evidence of hig interest in the Church,
he became "mbsoxbed in the poatry of Hopkins and in his note-

wd

DOGS . w e Fe was reading a life of Hopkins and had reached

the point where Hopkina was corresponding with Hownan, Cob
cerning his decision to becows a Catholic. ' At this spot in

i Mexton, The Seven Storey Mountain (Sew Yoxk, 1948), p. 158.
2 Ibid., p. 184, 3 Indd., ps 1958,

4 m&.. Pe 203, S5 Ih.td.. Pe 231«
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the biography, Merton's conversion was conpleted. First and
last, it was an intellactual conversion: his mind opened suf~
fiiciently for a logical realization of his positiony his soul
was thon able to receive the grace of faith.

It would be a mistaks to gtate that the introspective,
corplex Thooas Merton found peace after his conversion. He
found satisfaction for hig soul, but it was thiee years from
the time of his Noveamber, 1938 convaersion until he entered the
Trappliats at Qethsenani., They were years of doap thougat,
ouch indecision. Problems he has faced since vntering the
monasbery certainly include the question of the axtist-
contemplative discussod in Chapter Ope. Ancther problem has
concesrned the primacy of the pursuit of mystical contemplation,
It is this laat that is closely related to much of his prose
work, and is a problam that has seen Merton criticized,
scmatines sharply.

There seem to be three chief criticisms of Merton's
prose, hare prascinding from tecdhnical considerations. The
first 48 that Merton's spiritual prose writing has tended to
set the vocation of the mystical contemplative on a pedestal
as the only txus wag to Christian perfsaction. The second is
that some of his works make spiritual progress an involved
exarcige in introepection and psychoanalysia. The third and

parhaps least wighty oriticism holde that !erton's prose is
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too poatic to be of any valuc to Christian minds.

In regard to the first criticianm, Lt is failrly
cbvious that much of Meortan’s earlier progg works place the
vocation to mystical contewplation (. g., tha Trappist life)
- guite sbove other ways of lifas, as far as etornal salvation
is concernsd. One commentator has pointed out that “there
is alwveys the strong implication that thoec who 4do nct follow
this way are outside the lingdom. "t

Poxr Thonas Merton thore probably is no other way to
salvation than iife in a Trappist monastery. His life in
cetheanani is, to all appearances, the place in vhich God
wishas him to 1live his life. That there are inmumexable
peaple in the world who will never enter & nonastery, neveyr
entor the religious life, who met live in the world and
raisa their families, soemg to have been uhoonsciously mini-
aized by Merton in hip certainty that the way of mt;_gnl
conterplation is the only trus way to perfeoction. "It iz
only through living in the midst of thase things thoe world
that wo find realsity, God, ol The recant Cognonwerl article
Scans to be an indiostion that with thoe pasosge of time,

Merton ig coming back into balance on this paint. He strosses

1 Virginia M. Shaddy, "hooas Merton and g Man Is an Isiand, *
Ihe Catholic soxld, 184 (octobar, 1956), 54.

2 Idenm,
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the fact that mystical contesplation is purely a divine gift,
and that men, if they will live as Christians, must live as
"contanplatives® in theiy astate,

™e second criticisn matintains that a good daal of
Msrton‘s prose is bogoed down in self~analysis. Comenting
on his No Man Is an Island, Miss Shaddy remarks that “it is
not the kind of book that will awaken or inspire devotion ox
an eagernes to serve Gad, But it vy, as a matter of fact,
easily plunge those whe have had no expoerience in the spiri-
tual life---=into confusion, discowragument, and the endless,

inwvard whiirl of gself~contenplation, ult—mmlysiu."‘

she
maintains that Herton's dlscussion of prayer “is a clinical
analysnis of the subcanscious rather thon enlichtening and
simple directions as how O pray mu.'z Merton, it is true,
is a writar in an age of introspection, but the reason for
his tendency to self-analysis is rooted in hie own pexson~
ality. If tha mental gymnaatics he wderuwsnt before and
sftar his conversicn and before and after his entrance into
the Trappists indicate anything of importance, they show that
here is a man who is deaply concernsd with the workings of
his mind and heart. what made him resist the grace of Gody

iy was he up, then down, in the spiritual life? These ave

1 Virginis Shaddy, pp. 5i~52.
2 'Ioide, po 52.
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typicel of questions that have perplexed Merton., Such quoes~
tiongs concern gsveryono--all man have similar problems--but
they are soul-perplexing and keenly 8o to Merton.

The third criticism holds that some of Mexton's con-
cepts are too poatic to be of mny practical use for epiritual
advancamgnt. Such & criticism nay demongtrate & lack of undexr-
standing, both of poetry and of apiritual practicslity. lerton
writes principally about contemplatian, which has nothing to
do with a concrete materisl practicality. Contexmplation is
the suwernatural analogue of the poetic supra~rational intu-
ition. If practicality means utility brought about by the
rational process, then contemplation has nothing to do with
practicality. BSut a spiritual practicality must be of beno~
fi¢ to the entire soul, and by this lino of thinking, a po-
etic intarpretation of conteuplative principles is dy no
means impractical. It is possible that such an interpretation
nay be of more value than mere discursive digscussion to the
pore sensitive Christian mind, 1. 6., the nind vhich is cap~

able of utilizing an esthatic experionce,

mMerton‘'s intellectual environment, as fax as his
poetry is concarned, has consisted of two main groupss poets,
principally in the go-called "modorn” traditiony anid the
great spiritual wwiters of the chuxch, espoecially those who

doalt in nystical contexplation,
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As a modern poet, Merton has certainly fallen undex
the influence of T. 6. Eliot; Gerard Hanley Hopkins and the
French symbolists Baudelaire and Rimbaud would recognize some
of their own devices in Mexton's work. Certainly every con-
teporary poet and many a contemporary thinker has felt ths
woight of T. 8. Eliot, Soma have acknowledged his humanistic
vision of what the world must become if it is to survive;
there are others vho refuse him admittance into their thinking,
Eliot, of course, is a Christian; many of the contamporary
poets and thinkers are not, or at least do not profess to be,
Neverthaless, nearly every modern thinker admits half of
Eliot's main contention: the world, and especially Western -
civilization, is drowning in natter, The other half of
Eliot's contention is that Christianity is society's sole
bulwark in the tempest of dissociate myth and mastaphysic.
tpon this point, as was suggestad in the previows chq_uur,
the moderns are not in agreement. To cnfn two other y;tu
Yeats possessad his own ideas on vhat would save the world,
and, for that matter, ha had his own ideas on just what the
world i8. Pound proposed a solution for the disumity which
engendared a great dsal of excitement, and his proposal seams
to have created a confusion that may have further burdened a
troubled mind.

Eliot is a Christian humanist: his ideal is &
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Buropean socioty walded togethex by the bonds of Christian
love. His poetry is his intuitive weapon, his criticism his
digoursive tool toward that end. Eliot's main theme has wo-
van itself into Merton's thinking, except that MNerton, as »
priest and monk, has mnade some modificationa., Merton is a
true humanist, but of a different stamp than Eliot. Mexton
is not so much concernad with the whole organism of an earthly
sociely, perfected by Christisnity, and living out its span
toward God. Merton is vitally concerned with the individual,
the state of his soul, and the effects that eoxistence in a
material world will bring about in the -om.." His ideal is»
the apostolate of withdrawal. It is on this congideration -
of withdrawal from the world that Merton can be dangerously
miginterpreted. It seems evident now that Merton is refer-
ring to a withdrawal which is ideally matsrial and spirxitual)
realistically, only spiritual. BSuch a withdrawal may ba
undertaken by anyone in any state of life. S8oume w&thdrm
of self from life in and with mattaer, sven only in spirit,
KHerton contends, is necessary for Christ to be heard in the
soul.

Hoxe evidant to the reader of Mextoa's poems, perhaps,

1 In other worde, Merton deals more with man and his porsonal
sanctification; Eliot more with man's "social goodnass, "
i. @., his afficacy as & contributing mamber to the good of
& Chixistian society.
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is his debt to the French symbolists, a Gebt shared by Elfiot
and again, by nearly all the moderns. It has been pointed
cut nany times that the task of the symbolist--the quest of
an innexr xeality beyond their symbois, worldly things--is a
task that is natural to the modern poet who must live and work
in a "Wasts Land.® N
Symbolism itself is an instruwment which is native to

tha structure of language, 8 requisite for everyday communi-~
cation of ideas. VWords e tarms for thinga. This state-
ment siaply means that the words men speak are aymbals of
thair ideas. Arthur Symons, in his pioneering work on the
Prench symbolists, begins with these words of Thomas Carlylé:

It is in and through Symbols that man, consciously or

unconsciously. lives. worke. and has his beings those

ages, morxeover, are accounted the noblest which can

the best recogniie symbolical worth, and prize it

highest.d

It is the second part of Carlyle's sentence tha?

Symons considers to s the yardstick of the Prench symbol-
ists. They were =men who realized the value of the synbol as
a means of expressing the innexness of things. As Symons
aays, "what distinguishes the Symbolisi of ocur day from the

Symbolism of the past is that it has now becoms conscious of

1 aArthur Symons, Zhe Svmboliat Movement ip Literatuxe, (New
Yoxk, 19%8), p. 1.
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im.l!...n'l Symona wrote these words in 1895, Bince that

ting symbolism seems to have become t£9o conscious of itself,
and this not only in literature. There are numercus obvious
exmupleos of this confusion of symbal with reality on the
American scene today. The logical conclusion of the identi~
£ication of symbol and reality could be the poem “Howl," by
Allan Ginsberg, supposodly the best of the “beatnik” tradi-
tian of poets. "Howl" im the final outory of disorientad

man who finds himself at the extremes of material satisfaction,
of sensual pleasure. A distorted "realisn” has becoms synony~
mous with sense experiencs. Ginsberg gives voice to a man
who clings to the last outpost of self, a man who cannot let
hineelf sink into a final, thorough materialism without a
pronounced mataphysical shudder.

Many of the Prench symbolists wers guilty of a re-
lated fault, but were by no means as profoundly in arror as
80 nany of the modern citizens, What the symdolists had done
was to equate Christianity with the mid-19th century European
bourgeoigie, and as a result

The fabric of their Christian beliefs had been mutilated
or undermined, and fealing a need for a gospsl to take
its place they found in the Beautiful something which
unified thair activities and gave a goal to their work.

To this belief, thay clung with a conviction vhich can
only bs called mystical because of its intensity, itcs

Pe 2
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i irxxationality, its disregard for other beliefs and ite
reliance on a world beyond the sanses.

Actually, nmuwmmrous aynbolists made a close, if
obligque, approach to Christisnity. Baudelaire's chsession
with diabolismm--“mn inverted form of cathaueim":-md
Ricbaud's twisting of poetry into a religios prompts Mexton
to call them °Christians turnod inside out.®  Their bisarre
aoun-adjective combinations, their strange snd staxtling
metaphors, give evidence of their struggle to make unwieldy
idiom express the “"coamic®™ unity of all physical and spiritual
reality. Eliot has admitted his dedbt to Symon's book.
Through it he first zealized the affinity between the French
syudolists of the 19th century and the English metaphysicals
of the 17¢h, thus assisting him in beginning the "new postry”
which has touched so many modern minds.

As a further infiuence, the sense-gtress rhythme and
the concentration upon the individuality of partlculu." things
come into Merton's poatry from the theories of Gerard Hanley
Hopkins. Too, the ellipais and the inverted word order in
sone examples of Merton's work are definitely Hopkinsian.

The first of Mexrton's posms the writaer will attespt to

—

i C. M. Bowra, Zhe Hexitage of Svmboligm (London, 1954}, p.3.
3 Idem,

3 Merton, "Poetry and Contsmplations A Resppraisal,” 90,



analyse in the next chaptex is Hopkinsian., Harton remarks in
2he Seven Storev Mountain that he had nevexr heard of Hopkins
until he opensd a book of the Jesuit's poams at Owitham, begin-
ning a long acquaintance. It will be recalled that Merton
wasy reading a life of Mopking at the tinme he made tha f£inal
decision to entar the Church,

Marton discoveraed Jacques Maritain through At and
Scholgaticism. Foxr Mexton, Maritain provided a solid philos~-
cphy of esthetice which oxiginally sided him in the writing
of his master's thesis. Merton's subsequent povms, his writ~
ings on the nature of the Christian poet, his contesplative
thinking have been indelibly colored by Maritain's synthetical,

epochal works on Thomistic esthetica: Axt and Scholasticism
and Creat

Bt, John of the Cross and 8t. Augustine have probably
been the two men who have produced the greatest meact.:ﬁpou
Thomas Merton as & contemplative. Doth men have figured
proazinently in his writing. He has devoted ona book to the
axposition and application of St. John's theories on contem-
pllu.m.l 8t. Augustine‘'s thoughts, too, form much of the
subatratun of Morton's writing.

It may be wwll to digress here in order to clarify an

i Thomas Merton, Ihe Ascent to Truth (New York, 19351).



important point. We can ba fairly certain that Merton has a
vocation to the life of the mystical contamplative. Only God
and Merton himself know shethexr or not he has been gifted with
true mystical contemplation. We kKnow that Merton disposes
himself for the gift insofar as he is able-—-this can be de-
duced from his prose, Howevex, this thag:}.s is concerned with
Herton's growth in the contesplative life gnly as it 1 made
aanifest in his poams. These poems ahow the developwent of a
Christian poetxy only insofar as thay xeflect such gxowth.

It would be rash indeed to claim that Mexrton possesses infused
contenplation because of some manifestation in his poetry.

His poens arxe Christian becauss they try to expresa the beauty
of the contemplative vision. As such, they are indications,
not attestations, of Merton's conterplative lifa.

How that this distinction has been made, & discussion
of Maxrton's contemplative thought can begin. He has d-ﬂ.nod
contemplation as “cquasi-experinental Wedm of God, .
clasely spproximating the words of 8t., Joian of the Cross
hinselfs

This knowledge consists in a certain contact of the soul
with the Divinity, and it is God Himself who ia then felt
and tasted, though not manifestly and distinctly, as it
will be in glory. But this touch of knowledge and sweet-
ness is 0o deep and so pxofound that it penetrates into

the inmost substance of the soul. This knowledge savors
in some measure of the Livine Essence and of everlasting
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life.t

St. John also remarks:
the end X have in view is the divine Enmbracing, the union
of the soul with the divine Subatance, In this loving,
cbscure knowiledge God unites Hizself with the soul emin-
oently and dxw.nely.z

Here, again, Merton almost paraphrases 8t. Johna

Infused contemplation is a quni-oapérimnm knowlodge
of God's goodness “"tastaed® and "possossed” by a vital
contact in the depths of the soul. 3y infused love, w8
are given an immediate grasp of God's own substance, and
rest in the obscuxe and profound sense of His presence
and transcendent actions within our inmost selves, yield-
ing curgolvus altogather to the work of His transforming
Spirit.

Another major texture in Merton's contemplative
thought 48 his wse of St. Augustine's concept of the human
soul,. Marton maintains, with the Bishop of Hippo, that the
soul is composed of two parts, the infexior and the guperior.
Faturally, this is no denial of the soul's simplicity; the
tWo parts aro considered as logically distinct principles
of different types of activity. Thus the DAXs inferxioy is

the principle for the soul's vital and sensitive powscas; the

paxs guperigr is the principle of ita rational ox intellectual

1 §t. John of the Cross, Agcant of Mount Caxmel, IX, <. 26,
quoted by Dom Cuthbert Butler, Hestewn Mysticigm (Loodon,
1951), p. 0.

& Xdem,

3 merton, "Poatry and Contemplacion: A iwappraisal,.” p 88,



activities.! merton says that "the ‘*superior' soul is the
ssme soul, but now considered as the principle or AQhtus PERimug
of these other diwerse and multiple acts of the faculties which
as it were flow from this innex princi.ple."z

Marton cantinuegs

only the superior soul is strxigtly the image of God within
us. And if we are to contemplate God at all, this inter-
nal image must be reformed by grace, and then we must enter
into this imner sanctuary which is ths substance of the
soul 1teelf....it is herc that mystical contauplation bow
gins.«..w are unitsd to Him in the aystexy of love and

its transcendent subjectivity, and seo Him curselves by

It is here that Merton gives a positive demonstration
of the analogy axisting between ssthetic exparience and mys—

tical contemplation.

Contamplation is & transit from objectivization to know-
ledge by intuition and connaturality....yet, even in the
natural ordex....ths esthetic experience introduces us
into the interior sanctuary of the soul and to its inex-
pressible sinmplicity. Foxr the esthetic intultion is also
beyond objectivity--it "sees” by Ldantiiying itselsf
spiritually with what it contemplates. ¥

Esthatic exporience and mystical contomplation, then,
arc alike in that they are both species of connatural know-

ledge~-one in the natural oxder, tha other in the supernatural.

1 wilitem ». O‘Connor, Aggargiog
Lo St. Augugtine (published Fh.D. dissertation, Catholic
University of Amexica, 1521), p. 38,

3 Nexton, "Fostry and Contesplations A Reappraisal,” %0.
3 Idem. 4 Idem,
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Connatural knowledge is knowledge of self-ldentification: it
is subjective, not objective, and the wnicn of subject and
objaect (knower and known) Which characterizes rational know-
lsdge is abeent. Poets, some of the Romantics and a symbolist
like Rimbaud, had ooted before that man's grasp of poatic
knowiedge was rooted in his jidentificatign with the abject of

his nowledge--which nade the object object no longer, but
subjm.l
Haritain has explained connatural nowledge as

8 rather than knowledge, By its very anature, it is

a creative experiencey the nind doss not tand to bacorme othex

thinga, but to produce a thing in being.

™hae poet cannot express his own subastance in a work
axcept an condition that things strike their resonance
in him and that in him, in the samc revalation, they
and he are gtirred from theirxr slumber. ISverything that
he discerna and divines in things is thua perceived as
ingeparable from himself--and mowe precisely, as iggn~-
tical with himself., And all this he perceives in oxdex
to greap his own being darkly within himself, by &
knowledge which adhieves itself only in baing creative
«eesfils intuliion, the creative intuition or emotion,
ips an cbscure grasping of self and things togethsx in a
Knowledge by union of connaturality ... iare is a know-
].e&ya differant indead from which wd comaonly call
Rroviedgar & Knowlodge....which Ls rachex gxpexrioence
than knowledga, and creative eperience, for 1.&: aeaks
to axpress itmelf and is axpressible onuly in a work,
This knowledge is not preliminary to or presupposed
by the cxeative activity but ie intimately one with it¢,
congubstantial with the movement toward the worky and

1 Rimbacd remarked in a letber Lo G. Izambards "It is wronyg
to say: I think. One ahould says I am thouwht....X i
soneone else,"
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its properly this that I call W-l

S8igne and symbols are the stuff of which modern poetry
is nade, Certainly, as merton pointed out, Christian pootry
must use its “signs and gymdolsp" otherwise therm would be no
medium through vhich to depict the Divine. In Mexton's idea
of the sacramental nature of reality there is an echo of 8t.
Augustine's concept of sign. St. Augustine wes 8 mystic and
thereby not overly concerned with things as symbols; yet, he
was a bishop and realized that the worship of those not
gifted like himaalf is necessarily closely related to symbols.
Speaking of the instruction of candidates for Baptism, 8.
Augustine says:

As to the sacrmnant of salt which he receives, when it
has been well explained to him that the symbols of divine
things are, it is true, visidble, but that invisible

things arxe tharein honored....he should likewise e told
vhat is meant Ly the form of words which he has heard, and
what the seasoning slepeant in 4t is of which this gpecies

Although 8t. Augustine is referring expressly to
Baptism here, an echo vital to the Christian poet can be heard:
*that the symbols of divine things are, it is true, visible,

but that invisible things are therain hobored...." A fow

1l Jacques Maritain, "Fostic Rxperiance,
kolitics. VI (October, 1944), 395,

2 8t. Bugustine De _Catechlzandis Rudibus, trans. Joseph P.
istopher in Catholic University of Assrica Patristic
ﬂm VIII (wWashington, D.C., 1926), p. 113,
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gsentences later he renarks: "....lf he hears anything even in

the scripturea that has a carnal ring, he should balieve, even
if he docs not understand, that something spiritual iz therxuin
signified that has reference to hely living and the life to

CORIR 'l

Augustine's words gaxpalitaer gojet dixectly refer to
anything in Scripture or in spirxitual writing that amight hint
at fleshly pleasurea, The statement, howaver, may well be
pointed toward all material reality--~if it doos have & "carmnal
ring, ® porhaps even becausa of it, there is sasething splr-
itual *therein signified.® In his Enarrstio in Psalmusn XKI,

8t. Augustine sxys again: “....wishing %0 see the invigibls -

poured forth my soul above mwyselfeses”
Speaking in this vein, Merton compents on the rela-
tion between poct and mystics

sesatho true poet is alweys akin to the aystic because
of the "prophetic™ intuition by which hw sees the spir-
itual reality, tho innor meaning of the object he con-
tesplates, which makes that concrete reality not only a
thing worthy of admiration in itself, but also and ahove
all makes 1t 8 8ign Of GOGe. s CHELABLLAEN POBLSB. ¢« cBXD
contemplatives in the sense that theyasoe God everywhere
in hie Creation and His mysteries,...

1 8t. Augustine, De Catechizandis Rudibugs, trans. Joseph P.
¢hristopher in Catholdc Univexsitv of America Patxistic

Studieg, VIXI (wWmshington D.C., 1926), p. 113.

2 5t. Augustine, Enarzatio in Pealmue XLI. Ratg 8., quoted by
Dutler in gptern Mysticism, p. 22 {(not my italics).

3 Merton, “Poetry and Contemplation: A Reappraisal,® 8%,



T™hoe matter quoted from St. Augustine above is meant
to show the lgportance of gyambal in the attainmaent of higher
reality. The symbolisis grasped this importanco--a realiza~
tion gained largely from deep introaspection, and from tha
subsagquent relating of what they discoversd within thanselves
to the rest of reality. It anay be wise to point out here
that the nost iumportant symbols in the Chyistian tradition,
the geven Socxaments, do not possess their sole dignity as
signs. ‘They are vital realities in thomselves, giving grace
merely by their act of pignifying. Merton underlines thins
fact in guoting Dom Voniars "'....they [t_:hc Sacrsonants | are
conplete realitics in themeelves....it would be a great dis-
paragemsnt to their character to loak upoch them as nare
veils of more substantial spiritual mmuw.'"l

With the exception of the Sacramsnts, then, & sign
is an entity that reprosents another entity. In this -yegard,

it is & aymbol, “& representation which does not aim at be~

ing a xeyrodmt.im."z

3t. Augustine expresses the poet's quest fox the
harmony that lios belhind the symbol: "It is & wretched
slavery of the eoul, indeed to be satisfied with aigne in=

atead of realitiss, and not be able to elavate the eya of

1 Merton, Ihe Livinag Bread. (New York, 1956), p. 65.

2 Conte Goblst 4'Alviella, Tk mhola, gquoted
by Symcns in The Symbolist mwmt m ;,; ‘b&mi‘& : D La
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the mind above sensible creation to drink in eternal light;*d
and again, “he who produces or worships any symbol, unhaware
of wvhat it means, is onslaved to a liqn."a

Beginning with the l9%th century symbolists, the poots
of the madern era have been striving to avoid their enslave~
ment to signs., If they would ever aspire to the sventual
reloocation of myth and metaphysic to a proper oxder, they
cannot ffoxd to ignore what may lie behind extended creation.
Extended bsings, for the Christian poet, should "tand to be
sacraments~-gigna of God, signs of His love working in the
world.*?

The next chapters of this theeis will attempt to
show how these concepts of poetry and contemplation have

been woven by Thomps Merton into a product vhich is the

wapestry of Christian poetry.

1 5t. Augustine, De Doctrina Christiang,c. 5, trans. John J.
Gavigan in Ihe Pathers of the Church, II (Wew York, 1950},
pp. 124-125,

2 Ibid., Cu gg Pe 128,

3 Marton, "Poetry and contenplation: A Reappraisal,® 83,



CHAPTER IIX
PURGATION AMD ILLUMIHATION

It wvas remarked at the outset ot'i:hn previous chap-
texr that Merton is a good illustration of his own thesis on
the true nature of the Christian poet, Whan Merton first
bagan wiung.pmtry, he wvas, for all practical purposas,
nothing moxe than a materialist. He has been convarted to
Catholiciam, and is now at the opposite end of the pendulum
fxom vhance he begans he now pursues tho vocation of the
myatical contenplative, which can yemove a willing subject
as far from the world and the flesh a= is possible in thig
Jife.

Because Morton is one of the few Christian pmt.l who

follow the mystical vocation, any lpptoa;ch to his poctry must

include some discussion of this vocation, in its three traii-

tional steps of purgation, illumination and union. Ey virtue

of his voocation, his life is committed to progress in these

staps, though, to be sure, the final union dopends entirely

on the grace of God. The important fact to note in the three

poens to bse analyzed in Chapters Three and Four is that in

each poam the material world and the self progressively
36
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dissppear. 7The poet lecomas loss and lags concerned with self
and more and more absorbed in God. The Spirxrit, only & thread
in the first poem, widens to & broad stream in the third. Any
Christian poetry has the entire world at its disposal, but it
cannot be Christian poetsy unieas its inspiration is of the
Spirxit. -

The orowth of the Spirig, and thus the growth of
christian poetry, is fairly evident in Merton's work herein
quotsd. The poams progress fron matter, to the self, to the
gpirit, and thus roughly correspond to the three degrees oOf
the mystical life. It must bo strassed now that a poetxy
nsed not concarn itasell solely with the mystical to be
Christians it needs only to have at its roots Christ in His
Bpirit.

Prom hore on, however, the discussion will congern
itselsf with the Christian postry of one in the vocatian of a
mystical contamplative for the simple rosson that Mextoan's
postry can now be discussed against no other frameworit, One
advantage of a demonstration of this ¢ype is that it can, by
its cophasis on the mystichl life, highlight the importance
of the "fall Christian life” for poatry in general,

The quest of the unitive vision must bogin in mattern.
It is into a material world that a man is boxn, and he liwes

and will dle in that world, His sternal status will be
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deternined by the degree of his alienation fxom the lower
dogires of his world, his flesh, and his aspirxit. 7The process
of this alienation is termad purgauon-.l Everyone desirous

of etarnal salvation must be commltted to the purgative strug-
gle., 7The gtrygcle is what matters in the eyes of God, for
the soul possasses the advantage as long s it perseveres in
its atruggle to control its contrary desires. St. Paul could
say with a world of msaning that “"I have fought the good
£.'qu-'n*l:."2 o who has besn given the contanplatiwe gift must
pass through the purgative stage--what St. Augustine called
“the purification of the aoul."3 when hwe hac arrived at a
paoint where, by constant vigilsnce, hig soul can contyol
world, flesh and spirit, the second stage of miystic progres-
sion can begins that of recolliection and introversion, the
Adduainative wiye. B8t. Gregory the Great descrides ite begin-
ningss "The first step is that the mind recollect itsalfe-

o

gather itself to itself, The seacand step towards illumine~

-

ation ie ilntroversion: “Ihat it Ehe uou.l] shhould see itselfl

1 Purgation, then, conosrns itself with three slementsi the
puritying of the soul from the bamse desires occasioned by
the world, thae flesh, and the apirit itself, The fault of
the epirit is spiritual pride, which iz a far greatexr ob-
stacle to sanctity than that interposed by the world and by
the flesh.

2 I Tim. 417, 3 Butler, Western Mysticism, p. 27.

* Mdnc P @u
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as it is when recollscted, wl what these two points mean is

that the soul should first “pull itsslf togeiher” after
emerging fram the dominion of the body, and then should take
a sharp inward look at itself. #ere, it can become "illumi-
nated"-~-the light of the Holy Spirit brichtens it as it con~
siders itsslf az the base of its ultimate earthly act, the
act of infused contenplation. Both the purgative and illumie
native stages are vital in any pursuit of infusad contamplan
tion,. The iflluminated soul withdrawe within itself in prep-
aration for the aot of undon, which Dom Cuthibert Butler
axplaing in this mannex: "That what is accepted by Christian
belisf as realities »f faith in tho case of all soules in the
state of grace, becomes consciously realized in the systic
v.i.tli«:m.":g onee the scoul has withdrawn into its own “centex,®
or asssonca, 4t is disposed to recoive the gift of mystical
conteplation,
The essence of the soul, the soul itself, iz what the
mystics mean when they apeak of the center of the soul,
or its apex, or grouwnd, or the fund of the spirit, or
the synterxesis. It hag been called aloo in mxiern terme
inology the core of personality, and the transcendontal
self. Por the Catholic mystics it is this cssance of
the soul that entsrs into union wth God. This we
learned from 8t. Gregoxys he says that the nind must

£irst clear itself of all sense perxceptions and of all
images of things bodily and spiritual, so that AL aay

1 Butlex, viegtern jaticism. p. 27.
2 Ibid., p. 136,



be able to find and consider itseltf it is in itsels,

id. ©,, ite cgsencey and then, hy scans of this realization
of itaelf thus stxipt of all, it risesa to the contenxpla-
tion of Gad.o.ol

Jacques Maritain, in Creative Intuition in Art and
Faetsy. has related the almost ineffable concept of the

*center" of the soul to his theory of the cource of poetic
knowledge, !He regards the soul, foxr practical reasons, as &
aoxrt of logical triangle, with senge and intellectual powers
bansath the apex, whidch rupresents the centexr or the essence
of the soul. In Maritain's concept, also, enter the considex-
ation of the preconscious of the spirit and the sutomatic
unconscious, but they neéd not be treated here,

Here it is, in this free life of the intellect which
involves a free lifo of the imagination, at the single
root of the soul's powers, and in the unconscious of
the spirit, that poetxy, I think, has its 80UYCB..es
And because poetry is born in this root iife vhere the
powars of the soul are active in common, poetry implies
an essantial requiremant of totality or integrity. Fro-
etry is the fruit neither of the intallect alone, norx
of imagination alone. Nay mora, it proceads from the
totality of man, sense, iwmagination, intellect, love,
desire, instinct, blood and spirit togethex. And the
first obligation imposed an thw poet is to consent to
be brought back to the hidden place, near the center of
the soul, whare 9:45 totality exists in tho stats of a
creative source.

With some background set forth, then, on purgation

3.J&cqm Fmitnn. AN i i k1 L 4 & OO0 Ll
Bollingen Saries XXXV+l (Kingsport, Tean., 1933), p. 1il.
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and illlwaination, and on the relationship of the substance
of the soul to poatic knowledge, the analysis of two of
Merton's poead Can comsence. These posms are entitled “the
Sponge Full of Vinogar® and "Song.” The former, to he snalysed
first, oxiginally appeared in Merton's first volume of poems,
Shirty Poame (Hew York, 1944}, It is an #m&n of the poetry
written prior to his eatxance into the Trappista, and for the
purposes of thies thesls, iz meant to illustrate the begin~
aings of the mystic progreéesaion in the purgative level.
Before beginning any snalysis, anothcer basic coneid-
exation should be strxessed: it is practically impoessible to
divide the spiritual life into the several compartments of -
purgation, illwuination, and union. The woxd ‘practically’
is usod bocause the division can bs made logiceily, but in
the real oxdex, the huwman soul does not gktain to perfection
in this way. T7The soul may begin its spiritual life at the
bottom of the laddex--—in matterx, as hag ‘m aud-»-vhut;?m
the ladder is ascended there is no soul cspable of abandoning
the previous stepa. A2 the soul ncars its £inal disposition
for the act of union, it will aimost certainly fail &f it has
not constantly considered the importancs of what has gone
befoxe, namely, the eamptying of self, or purgation, and the
racollection and realization of self, or illumination, Only

the greatest mysticas have achieved a paxmanent control of all
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theiy inoxdinate desires and lasting recollection and intro-
version of the spirit. If they had not previously secured
these two stages, they would probably never have been mystics,
With that point made, then, the analysis of "The
ponge Full of Vinegar"” begins. The posm is here quoteds

When Romans gasblod in the clash of lancelight,
Dicing maid the lightnings for the wnsewn mantle,
Thirst burned crimson, like a crosswisc firebirxd
Even in the eyes of dying Christ,
But the world's gall, and all its rotten vinegar
poeked in the sponge, flamed on His swollen mouth,
And all was paid in palson, in the taste of our
foasts!

0 Iord! vwhen I lis breathless in Thy churches

Knowing 4t is Thy glory goes again

Torn fron the wise world in the daily thun&texmk
of Massbells,

I drink now foar from the !om.' clean prayers I over
gave Thee!

For seven the Worxrd of Thy #mmwe, caught from Thy
grace,

And offered wp out of sy deepest taxror,

Goes back galisavored of flesh.

Even thse ona good sacrifice,

The thirst of heaven, comes to Thee: vinegax!

Reeks of the death-thirst fomd in the
forbi

™he poem itself is & sonnet with cme ooda, and is
modeled atter some of uoﬁun-' variations on the Petrarchan
sonnat, 6.9., "That Xature is a Hersclitean Pire and of the
Comfort of the Resswrrection,” which is a sonnet with three
codas. Merton's sonnet is roughly Petraxrchan in structure,

with a septet in place of the octave and a decet replacing

1 rerton, A Jan in She Rivided Sea (New York, 1946), p. 155.
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the sestet. Without consulting Merton hinmwelf, it is inpos-
sible to ascertain the poen's exact date of composition,
though ita tone, which ia of the sudden realization of man's
material bondage, seams to indicate that “The Sponge Pull of
Vinegar® wane wwitten shortly after Herton's convarsion to

the Faith. It is important to realize that any post is more
lilody to write about concopts that £ill his soul at a pag-
Licular time. The poet creoates the poem from the contents of
his soul. If the mind of the poet wore dseply invalved, to an
almost PFlatonic degree, with the fleah's ignobling of the soul,
then that concept could reasonably be expectsed to becams
thamatically concernsd in his poetry. The period of Marton’s
conversion appoears to be timo when he was dseply concerned
with the effect his submorasion in a material world had had
gpon hlm.'l' fils refercnce to "four clean prayers“ in the poen
will be discussed later in relation to the time of hig con~
version. Merton says himgelf that “I had never been able to
write verse bafore I bocame a Cathalic, -2 He mentions at-
tepts at Oakham, Candridge, and Columbia. "The only othex
veorsé I had ever been able to turn out before my Beptism was

an occasional iine for the M.'J 8o "tha Sponge PFull of

———

1 cf. Jhe Seven Stopev Eouwntain. pp. 169-216.
2 Ihid., p« 235,

3 Idon., (The Jepter wae the Colurkia magasina of student humor},



Vinoegar® sgems to have bsen csrtainly composed after Merton's
Baptisn,

The theme of the posnm 410 a statoment of fact and a
roalization, “"Por oven the Word of Thy Name....Goes back
gallsavored of £leah.” The vinegax~£filled sponge is all the
woxld has to offer to the dying Christmabv_apmga reaking of
the repeatsd denials of the FPather by men, Even the prayers
ran uttor from the depths of terror are tinged by the draught
of the forbidden spple——this is the realization contained in
the decet. Thw septet is principally the statamsnt of fact
priox to the soul-shattering realization. The poem L8 not
about purgationy thexe is no note of perseversnce present. -
Rather, it reats of the realization which must precaede the
intention of purification. The poen ends on an extreme note
shich nearly borders despair-—and the poet's disgust with
corporeal reality is almost irrational. Merton's lm;s
"sven the one good sacrifice, the thirst of Heaven, comes to
Thea: wvinegarl® is the czy of a man who has swidenly had the
vaalization of man's self-degredation burst upon him like a
thundarbolt. 7The poet, rovolted Ly what he sses in himsslf
a8 well a5 in others, momentarily loses his rational balance.
He gins to slip to the left, intoc the morass of near-despair.,
His sind, nunbed by his realization, seems unable to considsr

the naed fox purificatian. If the poem had continued (41f it
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had done 80 it would be less a poem) there would probably be
the cooling-down, the graduwal return to the knife-edge of hope
botwean presusption and despalr, shiich is rational falth,

The post is the criex of catastrophe, tha reader of
disastexr. HDe is 8 reporter, depicting in the first seven
lines vhat casual cbgarvation talls him of the Sacrifioe of
the Crows. In the last ten lines, he is grippad wiith horrox,
bacause he sees hinself, the representative of the world's
individuals, as pach a villain as the soldiers who threw dice
for the closk. The terror that must grip mem in prison death
oalls is his, as the significanca of man's smallneas in God's
sight makes itself falt, and the monstrosity of the willful
bargain with the flesh is brought howe.

he "Loxd” hecomes the old Teatanent God of Fear as
the poot "lies breathleas,” fearing that he will be reduced
to nothingness for his transgressions. The infinite ryeight
of man's snmallisst offense against God is upon m:tm'é'
shoulders only briefly, but it is enough to tilt his mind
covard dsapaiz, in a burst of panic. The poem 18 an outory
and a dasperats plea in its fearful acknovdedgment of guilt.
The poet can go no furthery dud honkoe ig all that remains
foxr him, with a silent prayver of thanksgiving that God is the
Loxrd of Love and Mexcy. That realization is the ingredient

of which fatth and hope are nade,
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The poem will fit in no standard classical metrical
axrangemant. Sense-stress rhythm is used throughout, and the
work i@ rich in assonance and alliterxation, T7These factors,
coupled with the poet's almost exciusive use of Anglo~Saxuon
diction and imagery, lnverted word crder and clevey jJweta~
position are a clear indication of his interest in the wathod
of Hopiddns, The lingas themsolwves for the most part approximatse
the standard Petrarchan ll-syllable line, though thexe axe
variations.

In the opening lines of the poea, the poat, as re-
porteyr, sets the stage. [2 is attending the oxmcution of &
crindnal. The imagery of the first line points up the metsl~
lic pallox of the guards as they stand gambling behind the
Crosa. The assonance on the letter *a' im the first line
(gambled, clash, lancelight), and on the letter ‘i’ in the
second (dicing, lighthings), hring out this effect. 3Ihe
word lancelight 18 a typical Hopkingian invexsion and brings
to mind this lins fram “"That Hature is a Beraclitasn Pive and
of tha Comfort of the Aaswrrection:® "Shivwelights and abadone~
tackle in long lashes laco, lance, and pairx.® The eémecution
continuas and the thirst of the condemnnd fan burns “corimson.®
Twn follows one of the post powegful inmages in thes poemn,
ik a exosswise fivebhird," which expresses not only the

infinite thirxst of Christ, but also thes mublimtity of the



47

Sacxifice of the Crods. Christ Himself is the "crosswise
Ziraebird,™ & Victim for the glory of His Father. A world of
allugion is opened here., The f£irvebird, ar phoanix, was the
many-hued bird of ancient mythology which was sacred o the
sun. At the end of 300 yearxs, according to ons agcount, the
bigd, heretofors tha only one of its kind; built a nest and
then set £ire to it, and was consuned in the flauwes, From the
ashos arose a small grud, wiich grew into an adult f£irebizd.
cne of ite first tasks was to carxy the ashes of its dead
parent to Heligpolis, there placing then on the altar of the
sun god.

Thua the wowd ‘crosewise’ in this context is mothni:
Hopkinsian inversion, and means “atitached to a arcas.” A
aost unusual parallel beiwean the respective sacrifices of
christ and of tho firsbixd has ween drawn by the poet. OIne
sacrifice is mythological, and the other swupernatural, but the
inage of the firebird Las lLxsasurably enrichad the linsg by
its rosultant emphasis on Christ's sacrifice. The burning
coimnotes love, a8 the sacrifics of the Croes iz a sacrifioce of
lofe. The cantinuation of the sacred life of the phoenix by
means of the grub‘s birth from sshes parallels the rise of the
Church fxom the paraiox of Calvary, as ths offering of ashos
to the sun god is a parallel of the renewal of Calvary in the

KaBo .



T™he final three lines of the septet conclude with the
burden of rxealization imainent. The alliterative "pald in
poigson”® expresses the irony of the gift man has given to the
thiraty Carist: a sponge £illsd with the leavings of feasts,
"our” feasts. It is in the final ten lines that the most con-
vincing evidence of the poan's composition shawtly following
Merton's conversion agpears. bEven the "wige world,* wise as
the "children of this generstion” axe wise, must gloxifly cGod,
and this gloxry is torn f£rom it “in the daily thundercrack of
Massbells.” Hopkinasian ellipais in the preceding linge-
"qloxy goes again“~-set the contrast for the poet's own con-
fession of terrors "I drink now fear fron the four clean .
prayers I ever gave Thee!® that are these “"four clean
prayars® vhich stand 80 small alongside the Hass, & sacrifice
in which even a “wise world® participates? The inference
soaxs to be that thoss ware the only prayors Marton aver
T T TR ——
Mmptmnmmmmmdmdomm.
It is sufficient to know that the poot is now acknowledging
his amalliness before the altaxr. 7he tone of the lines would
indicate that they describe an sctual occurrenco--perhsps one
of the firat Massos Merton attanded as a Catholic, and poa~
sibly the Mass on the day of his baptism, Noveuber 16, 1938,

I was kneeling at the altar rail. Ths bright sanctuaxy
was all nine, I could hear the murmur of the priest's



voice, and the responses of the sarver, and it 4did not
nattor that I had no and to look at, so0 that I could tell
when to stand W and neel down again, for @ was etill
not very sure of these ordinary ceramonies. But when the
litctle bells were rung I khew what was happening. And I
saw the raised Hogt--‘he silence and gisplicity with which
Christ onos agaln triumphed, railsed up, drawing all things
to illmsel f~=drawind

Even the uttoaring of the namne of Christ is poisoned
by the materisl instrument the poet)s mind must utilize in
the uttoerance~-- “"galisavored of f£lesh,.” Those three words
almoat conclude the sonnet. The post adalts that his soall-
est act of w:nhip is soured by the flesh with the striking
Hopkinsian inmage “gallsavored.™
putting down the pen by the geglization that "even the one

good sacrifice” is tainted by nan's matariasl lot. Before,

in the septet, he stated thia fact, but it is not until the
coda that Harton fully grispe its isport. The coda, which
utilizes a disruypted word ordar, is a two-pronged sentence.
In the first part, the sacrifice is the “thirst of hesaven,*
the intense desire of the beloved Son to glorify the Father.
The thirst is slaked, with cosmic irony, by & sponge of vina-
gar, which reprosents tha sins of man. The final line can
aeithor be regarded as a now predicoation of "one good sacyi~
fice*=={the more startiingj--oxr as a omtil;unuon of tha line

imvediately preceding it. Even the Sacrifice of Calvary

1 Mexton, ihe Seven Gtoxey ounflin, P. 324.
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racks of man's search for case and softness) were not men 8o
inolined, there would have been no Calvary. ™o antithesis
batwoen “death-thirst” and "manlife” (both Hopkinsian cotr-
astructions) pointa out that "manlife” is really a “daathe-
thirst” if that life is uncontrolled by the will. iere again
ocours the implication that men are unbalanced, sliding to-
waxd perdition, by virtue of the fact that they are isprisoned
in a raterial body. The se

cond view of the £final line, as &
continuation of the line deforxe it, bringe into play “"vinegsxr®
in its close pamological relationship to "forbidden apple.”

It is bocause of the initial discbedience in =den that hunans
are in their presant astate.

"the Spange Pall of Vinegar," then, begins the trilogy
of cutposts on the way to union: self and matter, self and
self, and self and God. Cod exists in all thyree, but it i
anly in the last that He becomes the sole consideratian. In
actual mystical contamplation, the self disasppears, but this
cannot be ao in poetyy, As wos oentionod eariier, This poem
is not precisely purgativa: it treats of the realization
which must precede purgstion, but insofaxr a8 it is concerned
with nan and his relationship with matter as the firet step
toward eventual completa union with God, it is the beginning
of a Christian postry which is rooted in mystical contomplo~

tion,
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A reflection of Miss Shaddy's sssertion that larton
idmplies those vho 4o not sesk myntical contexplation (as a
vocation) are "outside the kingdom® can he seen in this poon.
The work's Flatonic view of soul and body has already bean
mentioned: the echo of the arrant star-soul imprisoned in
fleah nay be heard in the closing lines of the sonnet proper.
The most powarful indication of any lspse f£rom balance can
bo perceived in the £inal line, the "death~thirst manlife”
sogquence Yefarred to above, Hare the poet's disgust with a
worldly life and his tacit determination to flee its confine-
ments are shown. Harton was so repelled by what he had been
that

wesoBiffiter the spiritunl sangle I have gona through, it
will never be passible for me to dn without the sacra-
mantes datly, and without muchlprm: and penance and
maditation and maxrtification.

A man of mcuts sensibility, Merton could clearly seo
that his only separation, his only true worship, could ‘be
given in a Trappist monastery. He has orred only in his
inclusion of all or most of the members of the Mystical Rody
of Christ in this mandate. Ihe fleah which he must floe ae
conpietaly as he ¢an 48 not evil, Thowsh prone to evil, it
is good. Marton's subjective despaix of the flesh almost
leads him to an abandorment of hope for those who must live

in andd with flesh in the world. 7This distaste for the {flessh

3 merton, The Sqven Stosev Nouataln, p. 232.
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could be part of the reason that his earlier spiritual writ-
ings caused alarm in less sensitive and therefore to a deyreo
better balanced ninds. In all probability, Mexton's secular
dife was in actual fact no better ox no worss than any of his
fellows. It was bad enough, howover, for his own sharp in~
aigat Co parceive just how far he had m&itmd hingelf to
subnarsion in matter, It wvas this insicht that sent him,

wth the grace of cod, to Gethsemani.
b § §

The concluding section of this chapter will he devoted
to the snalysis of a poen written considezadly later than "The
Bponga FPull of Vinegar." The poem ig entitled *Song,”™ and

appears in 1@ Teags of the BMind Liops. That "Song® does

not appear in 2ig (Now York, 1948), is

not an indication that it was writtan betwoen 1948 and 1949,
the yoar Ihe Teaxs of fhe Biind Lions sppeared. All that can
safely ke sald about "Song* is that it wes probably conposed

after 1945 and certainly prior to its publication in Ze

s The £inal poom of the collection

a8 18 entitled "La Salette” and

baging

It is a hundred years since your shy Zeet
Ventured to stand wpon the pasture grasa of the

high Alpa,
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which would indicate this poen's composition during 1946, the
centanayy of the La @alette spparition, and the copyright year
of A Man in the Divided Seas.t

“Bong” prascinds from the relation of self to the
worid and the fleah, and concezrns the eelf regaxding itself
& 8 part of its ultimate relationship with God. The onaly-
8is of "Song" will denonstyate that the poem axpresgses certain
concapts which are native to the illuminative astege of the
purawit of mystical costaemplation. 2dgain, in discusaing the
spiritual progress of a soul, there is & oonsidexahle inci-

dance of errorx. The commentator nust depend

mani festations to detormine the degree of a soul's ulmmﬂan
from mattex, and those remain manlfestationz, as in the case
of Marton's poetry. Iiet it be stressed, however, that by the
tize "Song" was written, Herton had bean in the Trappists at
least five yoars. He wa8 & gtuisnt of theology; moradwer,

he was more or less comultted to his new life, At the end of
£4ive yearas in the monastery he had completed postulancy, the
novitiate, and the threeo-year period of temporary simple vows,
In 1947, shen he nade his solewn profeasion; he was two years
from oxdination to the priesthood, It can be assunsd that
during thase years his soul was bant moxs and mnore toward the

pursuit of the mystical union. On the othar hand, his soul

Pe 108,
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was not without resiliency: Jhe Sien of Jopas (New York, 1953),
part of & journal Merton kept between 1946 and 1952 at Ceth-
semand, refars to some of the difficulties he awperiencad in
the spiritual life.

*gong“, in sny case, is concerned with that withdrawal
2f the gpizit which 8t. Gregoxy the Great mailntaine as so
vital for the illuninative way. At the outset of this chapter,
it wvas mentioned that recollection and introversion axe the
two primary conditions of the illuminative stage. &t. Gregoxy
echoess 8t. Augustine here, although Dom Butler remaxks that
8t. Gregory's passacge on introversion is of “greatly inferior
pmr."" FPoxr the most part allegorical, St. Gregory’s die=
cusaion relates the doors and windows of Ezschiel's Temple
to the spiritual life, thus presenting difficult problems of
interpretation. In Chaptor Eight of the liomilies on Exechiel.
8t. Gregoxy speaks of the soul's ascansion of Mm ita
attalmsant of the various degrees of the spiritual life,

T™he soul “makes of itself a ladder for itself” as the result
of ites introversion, reaiying Lteelf for actual infused cone
tnq)hum.z Batler says that most of St. Gregory's teachinga
o comtamplation are found in the jjoxals on Job, and one pas~

sage vhich he cites is an cxoellent illustration of the soul's

i putler, Hestern Mvaticliss, p. 69.
2 Idem,



Sradual ascent to the actual vision of Gods

vhen with auxrvelous efforts 1t strives to rise p from
corporeal things and isages, it is a2 great thing indoed
if the sonl, thrusting aside the bodily furm, be bDrought
to the knowiedge of itself, so as to think of itsslf
without bodily figure, and by thus thinking of itself,
to praparxe a pathwey to contasplate the subsiance of
etornity. In this way it axhiibits Ltself to itself as

a kind of ladder, wheredy in ascending from outward

things it may Pi" into itself, and from itself nxy tend
unto its Makaer,

It can be sean, then, that a Withdrmeal of the snivit
is vital to an achievement of Allumination. The soul, as it
ware, ascunds by masns of itself to the centar of itself. and
once arrived there, it is considerxed LJLILUnIRALRE. or flooded
ummuwtefmmthmmmuhunmw'
poned, This concept of withdrawal can be carried too fars
it can lead to a dangsrous guietism and to mexe selfish
introversion. Would-bs contemplatives can become 80 an~
groased in the paychalogical aachinery of mystical contea-
plation that they achisve a sort of negative mmlnuom
8 self-contemplation which may nullify theixr disposition for
the receipt of the gift of infused contemplation.

Hexton's more recent writings seem to give faull weight
to the fact that the entire pursuit of holiness is centered

in the will. Thus the recollection and introversian of the

1 8t. Gregoxy the Great, Moxals on Job. V. 61, 62, quoted dy
Butier, p. 71,
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spirit necessary for illunination can be realizad, though
with proportionate difficulty, in the midst of worldly occu-
pations and material cards. In "Song”", the priocipal with-
drawal is that of tha souly howsver, the corporeal withdrawal,
though secondary, is definitely implied.

"Song" is here quoted:

when rain (sings light) rain has devoured my house
And wind wades through my trees,

The cedars fawn won the storm with their huge paws,
Silence is louder than a cyclow

In the ruds door, my sheltar.

And thexre 1 eat my alr alonas

¥With pure and solitary songs

While others sit in conference.

heir windows griaeve, and soon frown

And glass beging to wrinkle with & multituds of water
Till I oo longer ses their speech

And they no longer know my theoater.

Rivers clothe their houses

And hide their naked wisdos.

Their converxsations

Go down into the deep liks submarines:

Submerge them, with their pale expressions, in my storm,

But I drxink rain, drink wind

Distinguish poenw

boiling up out of the cold forest:

Lift to the wind my eyes full of water,

By face and mind, to take their free refreshuent.

Thus I live oh =y owa land, on my own island
And speak to Gad, my God, under tha doorway

And rain (sings light) rain has gevoured my house
And winds wads through my trees,*

1 Merton, Ihe Teaxp of the Blind Lions, p. 5.
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"Song, " firet of all, is a lyric, like the othasx
poems analyzed in this thesis. It coprises five irxregulax
stanzas, unrhymed. 7The three middle stanzas are five lines
onchiy the firxst, seven, and the last, four, a total of 26 lines.
Ao was the case with “The Sponge Full of Vinegar,* there ie
no consistent metric pattern. A casual scaning of the poem
fuxniehes a scracble of classical rhythms which stretch the
quantitative metric far beyond its breaking point., Three or
four typos of classical feet appear in one line; syllabic
length is irregulary in several lines a classical scanning
produces a dangling sylisble. Tha sevidence shows, then, that
Merton has here utilized a typs of free verse, with sense- -
stress rhythm. The rhythn, however, Jdoes not seem to be
Hopkinsian, as ropkins used more rigid formsy that is, his
senso-streas lines gensrally had a regular nunber of feet,
as in his variations on the Petrarchan sonnet; ox, with the
"sutriders™ or slack asylliables reagved, tha streossed ﬁeﬁ
would often present one classical pattern, FPor example, in
Bo. 1 of his “"Terridle Sonnets,” the metrics would be prin-
cipally isasbic pentanaeter 1f the “"outriders” were removed.
In "Song® there are seversl lines which seen to lack slack
ayllables sntirely. They incluwie stressed fragmentary lines,
and at least one ox twd othexr lines cooposed maminly of

stresses.



“Song” is a capsule commentary which strikes at the
root of the disease afflicting swdern man--a faithless materi-~
alism. Its thems of the withdrjwal of the spirit conveys the
poserful message that the vaice of Christ is not audible over
the noise and discord of a life centered in the material. To
be heaxd, Christ must bs at the center of life, at the center
of the soul. 7The work is a nature poemy it is allegorical
and exhibits more of the influence of the French symbolists
then do the other two poems of thie thesis. The poet has made
a double withdrawal, a retreat of both body and mind, into a
stormy woodland, which appears to symbolisze the center of the
poet's soul. In a previous snalysis of thie poem, the writer
passed over the recurrent phrase *{sings light)*®", which ap~-
pears in the first and last stanzas. It was palnted out to
the writer that the employmant of this phrase wvas reminiscent
of the first-person lyrice of Charles Psguy. Two of these
lyrics, “Somneil™ and *Vision da Priexe,” are prefaced by
the sontence “Dieu rarle:" or "God Speaka:®. The first line
of “Sommeil" is
Je n'aime pas oelul gquli ne dort pas, dit l:od..u.1
The opening lins of *Vision de Priere®” reads

~ ~ A
Je suls leur pere, dit Dieu. HNotxe Pere. oul etes

1 "I don't like the man whio doessn't sleap, says God."
Charles Feguy, Bagic Verities, trans. Ann and Julian Green
{ew Yoxrk, 1943), p. 208.
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1
Aaux Cloux.

By this device, than, "light" is the sépesier of the poem, the
singer of the lyric. In itself, the phrase "(mings light)"
qualifies the entire poam;p it syuper-elevatas it to the level
of grace. “Light® can be nothing slse than the illuminated
soul, personified. It is certainly and primaxily the soul of
Marton, but “light" also ro-creataes tie substance of the re-
lationship existing between the souls of those, who, after
the purgative struggle, have achisved a neasure of the canter
of their souls, and the soula of thomse, who, through self-will,
are still enmsshed in the matexial, in the limitations of
extended being,

This re~creaticn is asccomplishod by imagary that is
both allegorical and synbolistic, The poan seand to move
on two levels; tihe first, that of a corporeal withdrawal
into natural surroundings, and the sacond, that of c.h_c;‘_}aaul‘s
spiritual withdrawal into its own center, where its nuiromd-
ings are allegoricelly similar to those of the body withdrawn
into a place free of the manufacture and traffic of nen.
Thus "Song® would seem to reflsct the sycboliastic influonce
on the first lewvel, and to be a manifestation of the poet’s

confiction of the sacramentality of naterial reality. On the

i "I mm their fathax, says God. | Pathes )
Chadas Feguy, Basic Vexdties. trms. .&nn and .muan f.;mm
{(Haw Yoxk, 1943), p. 254 (not my italice).
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second level, then, the poem is the expression of the illun~
inated soul considerine itgelf as the receptor of the contem-
plative expuerience. The digtinction botwesn "Song” and the
poex to fallow, “A Psalnm,” would appesr to be this: in

"Song® the poot is more soul-orianted~~he resaains wore or less
within himself, singing the praises of Ged through a lyrical
doclaxation of his actions under the influcnce of grace;
howovex, in "A Fsali,” the poet is rendarad nocarly speechless
as he ppproaches the actual conteuplative experisnce, Here,
in rapturocus imagery, he tries to describe what he expsriences
after "the bottowm drops out of wy sSoul.” Thus "A Pealu" is
nore God~oxientad, as illustrative of the sffect of zystical
union dtself.

A principal symbol in “Soag” is "rain,” which in this
intexprotation is grice. Rain is the rafreshment for the
soul of the poet~-it is the life~-giver, ths agent m;.h lifts
the ascul out of iteeli. The fact that rain sosas to bn two
diffarent things for the poet and for the wen of the world
whom he cbaarves is the paradox that ie wrought by man's
subnarsion in mattex, The first stanza begins with tho ainger,
*light®, the illuvainated soul, lyricising sn its state. On
the first level, "rain haz devoured wy house” may mean that
the outdoor habitat of the solitary singer has bean rendered

too wat-=-thue ha has retreatsd to the sholter of a dooxr to
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watch the storm. Throughout the poem, such references to an
extaxnal episode which may or may not have occurred are fairly
obvious, When "rain® is considered as grace. the image telle
the stoxy of grace's dissclving of the poet's {("light's”)
paterial component. Thus “wind” is the effect aof grace upon
the soul. The poet here allesgorically dsmonstratss what is
the function of grace. His self, his “"house,” LHas boesh deos-
troyed by the influx of grace., %The third iine paints a beau-
tiful image: in nature, the cedare bow in dusb adoration, so
to speak, of the wind and the storm. When the storm of grace
strikes, so too the soul must humblie itself in sdoration.
*Trees” and "cedars® may ryefer to the substance of the soul.
The alliteration in the second line (wind wadesa) connotes
the penstyation of the soul by grace, and tie assonance in
"dGovoured”® and “house" is emphatic of the ased for a spiritual
wi. thdrawal « o

The quiet that must reign near the ceater of the soul
is the “silence....louder than a cyclone,” because it is at
this point that the digsonance of materiality is muted, and
the supersonic power of grace has rooted the soul's attention
to itself. It is interasting to note how freguent is the oo~
currence of words like ‘light,® ‘wingd,* 'air,’® "sound,?
‘song,* 'fire,’ in thio poss and 4in “A Pesalm.” it would seen

that the poet can find only some of the slamantary componants
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of beautiful things to describe the Almighty.

*The rude door"” is ths soul, more or lass stripped of
self, vwhich now becomes its own entrances to tha act of mystical
contenplation. Solitude, withdrawal, are dominant in the next
Rimbaudian lines “And there I eat wy air alons.®* The sense
derangensnt here, an attampt Lo expross the magniiude and omn-
nipotance af God, affords an unusual and striking image. 8t.

John of the Croes, in Spizitual Canticle, speaks of

The xeathing of the air,
Mamgotﬁmmtm.lml.

shich may be parsphrased in the last tw lines of the first
stanza. If 20, "8ir" again neans grace, or the Holy ap.tttt,
Herton, in Jhe Agcent to Txuth, says that the “breathing of
the air® is the spiration of the Holy Spirit in the soul,
cocmnicated to 4t by the Pather thyough the mystary of
chriot.’

The ironical runeon line which begins the next stanza
daclares thes antithesis botween nmen orisnted in thexselves
and smen oriented in God. The spirit in men cannot be absorbed
in matter indiscriminately without suffering grave harm. This

reality muet be recognized by & spiritual solitude, a withdrawal,

1 st. John of the Cross, Spixitusl Canticle, stanza 39,
quoted by Mexton in Iho Ascent tO Txuth.p. 313.

2 Mezton, Idem,
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from the limitations of extended matter, The second stanza
dascribes what happens to men who buxy thesselves in their
material surroundings: their souls, dy nature favorable to
the rece ption of spivitual gifts, becone self-contained,
encrusted with the sheall of the world. “Their windows,®
theixr souls, designed to transmit light, to illuminate within,
indeed “grieve® and “frown". The imagery have suggests tha
distortion that ocours when rain £loods a windowpane., Men
who look at life through such an instrument (herxe the clased
soul) must be dissatisfied, uwnhappy. The sssonical thirzd
iine construse the actual image of the raln-otreaked glass.
The glass in the souls of the man of the world should not ba
there--the window whiich is therady covered should be apen,
“The multitude of watar® which is grace does not penetrate
the soul which matter has ssaled off. It is insvitable that
these men soon become mmounm«umwgd
their own lJevel: they do not realize their spiritual nature,
and they remove thamselves from the ken of those truly human.
This is the buxdan of the final two lines of the stanza. The
alliterative “"see thoir speech” and the alliteration on
*theator” and “"water” dspicts the lack of commmication bew
tween the positivist and the theist 0f todey, shether or not
this was intanded by the poat. “"Theater” is again the centex

of the soul, the spot from which man views God, This area



is obe mevaer entared by the men "in conference."

Thedir naked wisdom, ™ a wisdom uhich @xpcees its own
onallnoss, is covared by the grace which £lows, spurned,
sbout them,. Unable to entar these closad souls, the grace
manages, through its acceptance by soma, to cbviate the
pouthings of the worldling. The antire stanza, obh thoe sur-
face, io the description of the gradual shliteration of bulld-
ings and man in an actual stoarm,. T™he zen in question here,
by “"their conversations® (hWinting that talk is theiy sole
activity of mind), are sulxerged deep within thenselves by
*their pale oxpressions,” & mild pun an their countanances
and their thoughts. The storm of grace rages ouwkside, but
thosa Whio do not withdraw f£rom thelr saterial sslives nover
smargs outside into the storm, the rain of graow,

The absolute necessity of spiritual solitude is
forcefully brought home hexe. If this solitude, this with-
draval, is the basis for the contenplative life, then it is
the duty of ovexy man to strive to ses God hbeyond the mortal
sphore., The sysbolist canviction of the inner reality in
saterial things is thus a most praoper device for this poem.
he very materialities in which men £ind themeelves should
be indications of their spiritual makeuwp. Therefore, a ro-
fusal to recognize the beauties in asture~-by rempining “in

confarauce® throughout a storm of atriking sffect--can construc
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only an inordinate involvenant with self, as far as the men
in the poem are conoernsd. Hature is of God, a8 is manhg
nature, too, is a raflaction of the Divine Lssence, if a
leaserxr likeness. MNen concarned with the spirit will nacea~
sarily practice solitude of spirit; they will not be duped
into a rojection of all save themsolves and their surxround-
ings.

In one of his latest works, Thoudhts in Solitude.
Marton makes this cousssnt on solitude and its relation to nen's

lives:
When society is nade up of man who kaow no interior soli-
tude it can no longer be held together by love: and con=
scquantly it is held together by a violent and abusive -
sathority. But when men are violently dsprived of the
solitudes and freadon wWhich are their due, the society in
which they live becomgs putrid, it featexrs with servility,
resontment, and hate.>
Merton goos on to say that this hatred is like a spiritual
cancery it "eats away the vitals of materialistic socioty.”
The cuxre is spiritual, buttha:ounomgumngtom
about God and love if they cannot listen. “The cars with
which ons hears the message of the Goepel are hidden in a
man's heart, and those sars do not hear anything unlsss they
are favored with a certaln interior solitude and uumwe."z

The final two stanzas of "Song” contiave the first

1 mexton, Thoushts in Solitude (wew Yoxrk, 1959), p. 13.
2 Idem,



stanza and ars the contradiction of the widdle stanzas. On
the symbolistic lewsl, “light,” the illuninated soul, recog-
niges the instrumentality oi nature--the reality behind the
synbol. As was sald in Chspter Two, modarns seem O make an
end and & way of life out of symbols which are only & modns.
™he lyricist is reminiscent of Rimbaud with his “drinking® of
the rain, his finding of posns in a wet forest. iHis soul ie
apens bhe has thrown wids the corporsal gates, exposing a soul
thizsting for the grace of God, The tone is one of almost
ecstatic joy. 1The poet's eyes, face and mind all share in the
“fxee refreshaent” of grace. The soul lives “"on my own land,
on oy oun island,” expressing its percaption of its own ocan-
texr. It “speaks to God....under the doorwamy," thrusting
beyond itself, to a degree gyperiencing what it has hereto-
forxe only beiieved. But £irst, the grace of God must "devoax"
-=the inage Llsplies a violant dissalution--the bhase influsnoe
wielded by the flesh upon the spirit.

In a sense, than, "Song® unites all three degrees of
the spiritual lifer "raim,” or grace, has, with the soul's
cooparation, helped it win out in the struggle to attain its
centex. By virtue of thie attalnment, the soul bescomes “il~
luminated” in ita "ruds door®. ite center. The "drinking®
depicts the first tasts of the expsrisncing of the God=-life,

ox union,
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“sSong® is primarily illustrative of the illuminative
wy, however, because it conoerns itself with the withdrawal
of the spirit so necessary in the eventusl achievement of the

canter of the souwl,

The two poems trxeated in this chapter dealt with the
gradual £reeing of the spirit of man, his soul, from a mate-
rial preoccuypation. The freeing agent, especially to he

noted in the poen just analyzed, was the Holy Spirit. The

of the poets his soul
becomes conscious, slmost to an oxtrems, of its material en-
slavemsnt in the f£irat posn, and in the second poam, he hu_.
with the aid of the spirit, abrogated his material selif until
all that remains is the centar of himself, his substance. He
i thus conscious only of his owa 3oul as a being which ew~
perisnces the God~life. Merton's poetry becomds moxe Christian
in "Song” becauss the material world and the naterial séif are
made to dissppear. It ia the spirit and only the spirit that
is important.

Thie myaticel progression will reach its conclusion
in Chapter Pour with tie disappearance of the entire self in
the mystical union. Christian poetrxy Las Md its apex
hare: it can go no farthor, as anothex step wward would

banish the croative salf,



CHAFTER IV
UNIoH

Several problems arise for the cuumentacor when he
begins the discussion of the unitive Wiy, the mystical union
itaalf. The most basic difficulty is perhaps one of communli~
cation: the concept of union is so intimate with the concept
of spirit that it ia discouraging to attampt its description
in words. Yoxds, however, ars the only altsrnative to com- -
plota ignorance, svon though the picture of nmystical conten-
plation that they paint is as inadeguais as can ba a depiction
of the supernatural by the aatural, the supra~rational by the
rational. Union, a2 has boan said, is basically the actual
Sazienging of the realities of the Palth tlutm:mz;m
before only through the virtue of faith. Infused contemplation
is an absolute gift of Gody mmn’s activities, even in cooper-
ation with grace, will avail him nothing if Cod does not
choose to grant him the gift. The kbhowledas of God gained
through mystical contemplation is the sypernatural analogus
of the connatural knowledge of which Maritain speaks in reip-
tion to the poety however, the connatural knowledge of the

68
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poet, on the natural level, differs in tihat it tends to
Sroate an external work of beauty. In the case of the true
RAggive. or mystical, contemplative, there camnot be the deo-
sire to return to the world, to create) for at this point the
soul has attached itsalf to the one Being Who can satisfy its
degire for happiness,

Just what can be undsrstood by the phrase "connatural
knowledge of God?z* It will be yecailed that connatural koow-
ledge ie subatantially a knowledge of self~identificatione-
rather gapexience than mowledge, as Maritain says.

Everything that hoe discorns and divines in thince is
thus perceived as inseparable from himself--and more
procisely, as identicfl with hinmself, And all this he -’
pazceives in order to grasp his own being darkly within
hingelt, by & k!omdge which achieves itselif only by
baing creative.
Here, MHaxitain is discussing the poet, stressing that the
poet’s intuition, his grasp of his connatural relationship
with external things, is “emprossible only in a mk."z POy
maritain, this nacessity of creation 48 basic to all of ths
#ine Arts because they are zooted in comnatural knowledge,
knowliedge by intuition. It is for this reason that Maritain
considers all of the Pine Arts as "FPostry" An the hroad senses

all £ind their bheginnings in this cbscure act of connatural

1 Maritain, "Fostic Expevience,” Ihe Revigw of Folitics,
October, 1944, 395.

2 Idam,
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knowledge, driving men to creation. The necessity of creatiom
exenplifies the gulf betusen the conngtural knowledge of mys~
tical contemplation and its poetic analogus. ATt is the ex-
pression of the complets man striving to depict his intimate
nan~cantered, and creatiom,
ax 2 functian of man; makea eonnatural knowladce on this lewvel
wvholly man's; man's crestion puts his stamp of cwnarship upon
his intuitiony and so, without creation, artistic andeavor a8
uan-gt~work would not be., Self-identificative knowledge would
not de of man without crestion, because xan has no other moans
tor its empression,

Gn the other hand, a connatural knowledge of God is
not man~cantered--it £inds its orientation in Gogd. The true
mystical contemplative has no nesd of the Pine Arts or of any
art. Art is null and vald for him, because it, on the natural
Jevel, cannot reach the platesu of infusad contemplation,
Contasplation has no need of man‘s creation, for man is hin-
salf suserged completely in this new union. It is God whoe
works. iho creates in nan's soul., and thus man nay merely
give his consent a3 & RAAALVY instrument of God 1f he is

favored with the contemplative gift. As MNerton cays,

mxmn anf.tm Mt. {in gomxu:\.)

{Bot my italice) .
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ses=in this contact w eamwxm&m’]m are no
langer faging God as an “object™ of ewmpsrisnce or & a
conospt which wa appyehend. We ars united #5 Him in the
nystery of love and its transcendant aubj-cuviq. and
sas im in owrselvas by losing ourselves in fHim,

It muet be renembared that this knowledge of God is
rather axperisngs: “eporimental contact with Himeelf without
the aediun of sense mcm.‘z The individuality of the husan
ocepses to be of importance in oystical contemplation. Thus
the contezplative doss not asek 3 precise self-identification
with GCod, as the post does with materiml things. His act, if
thus motivatad, would be futile and based on human prida, The
‘self" of the contemplative must not be his conaideration, but
his £iight from self dous not imply that the human loses hie
individuality in God. Such a conglusiaon is as erronsous as
its opposite touched ypon immediataly sibove,

To "lose owrselves” in God, then, must nean the
stilling of all of the faculties of man by this experinsntal
knowledge of God. The root of “self.” the substance of the
soul, &8 abacrbed in its contact with God. The result is
that the self is not Be
in 8 manner incomprobensible throwgh a rational concept, bo-

cause “cbject,” by nature mecessary to a concaptual grasping,

is not present in this experiencs. “The aystexy of love and

1 Mazrton, "Poetry and Contenplation: A Reappraisal.® 80,

2 Iden,
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its transcsndent subjectivity”, vhich is God Hismelf, is the
s8ubject which can have no abjoctivity for the mystical contom-
plative. Subject remeines “self,"” in a sease “object,™ ie
mite. Treating of this nature of contesplation itsealf, MNaxi-
tain discussss the raspactive doctzines of St. Thonas Agquinas
and St. John of the Cross and finds them in “stxict accord.”
«seacharity, a8 it incxeases, transforms us in God, whom
it attains immediately mnd in HimselZ, and since this
increasingly persfect spiritualisation cannot be achieved
wichout ite repercussions in knowledge, becsuse spivit is
intexior to itself, thoe Holy Gpirit uses this very loving
transformaiion in cod, thiz syperaatural cormaturality,
az the proper mtana to dalectablo and peanetrating know-
ledge, which, in turn, renders the love of charity as
possassive and frultful as is possiblie here below,*

In ahovt, {(and in inadvertent averalmplification), -
mystical union is, first of all, & pure gift of Godr 4t is
knowledge of God, but a inowledge omplstaly beyond the
familiar Kaower-knoun framework. It is a knowledge in which
aan loses his self-consciocusnoss. and becones consclous only
of God, by means of & spiritual experience., God is never tho
okiagk of man's inowledge--ie is the Subject, the Xower,
HMan, in other words, partially experionces God g jg 3g. "the
myetary of love and its transcendent subjectivity." Charity
is basic tc mystical contagplation. This charity is aleo
nanifested in a purification 9f the sensos and a withdrawal

of the spirit, touched upon in Chaptor Three. As lMaritalin
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gtates in the a-ve guotation, thale charity in nan is xecip-
rocated by a correapanding infusion of knowledge by the Holy
spx-:u., which, in turn, brings about an iacraase of charity
in the soul, and thus yet furxther aspiritualiczation. "To know
ood is to love Himg €0 love God is to know Him.”™

vhat wvas said above about the self in its relation to
postcy and contemplation can be applisd to the difference be-
twean lllunisetion and union, though with 2 distincticn instead
of a dichotomy. The natural self is rightfully the primg con-
eidoration in Art; it camnot be so in systical contezplation,
a8 has been shown. However, on the supernacural levels of
illunination and union, the difference consists in a change
of amphiasiss it is teken for granted that conaciousnsse of
sslf will ultimately disappear oncs the unitive level has
been reached., The illuminated scul considers 1igelf insofar
as it is the stage, the “theater® of the act of union, In
this regard it was remmcked in Chapter Three that the illu

ad. in that it is conocernad with

itsnlf a8 the imstrunent of wnion, In actual union, then,
all consideration of self dissppearsy it is godearisnted

The dissppesxancs of eslf in God ie the dominant ime
preasion conveyed by the poew now undex snalysia, “A Psalm, ”

the third and f£inal posm to be tyeated in this thesis.

Through the gradual dissppearmice of self, an ever~widening
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thread of spirit is produced, 7The fact that, in poetry, this
thread cen widen only so far becommg evident., The poet's

Sxeative aglf is vital to poetyyr hence, poetry must stop
short of the total absence of self-conacicusiwes, which, vhen

slcvated by God's grace, bocxaes unioi. If the creative self
disappears in the height of nystical moq:__:iunm. pootry is
randared ivpossible--unliess God wills otherwise. The will of
God is the heart of the rasolution of the postry-contarplation
conflict discussed in Chaptex One.

*A Paaln” is & lyric posm of 29 irpegulsr linas and
seven unbalancod stansas. It followss

When psalne swprise me with their susic
And antiphons tarn to rum
The Spirit singss the bottom drops out of ay soul

And fxom the center of my callar. Love, louder
than thundex
opens a haaven of pawd aix,.

Hew eyes awalken, R
X sand Love's nass into the world with wnge
And sohgs grow up arcound me like a jungle,
Choirs of all creatures sing the tunecs

Your sSpirit pluyed in Eden.

Zabras and antelopas and birde of paradise
Shine on the face of the alyss

And I anm drunk wth the grast wilderncas

0f the sixth day in Geneais.

But sxnd is never half so fair
As vhen that music turneg to air
And the universa dies of excsllence,

sSun, wmoon and stars
Pall from their hasvenly towaxs.
Joya walk no loager dosm the blue world's shore.
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Though £ires loitex, iights still fly on the aix
of the g‘nlﬂ.

1l fear another wind, another thunders

one nors voica

fs all their flaraes in ons gust,

g

&

I go forth with no move wine mxi 00 more stars
no nore buds and no aoxrs BEden

NoO moxe mimals and RO DOYe S8
haoda&nqahym‘tnmsotntghf
walls fall dowm, that guarded Faradise.

EEEEE

he composition of "A Psala” can De placed between the years
1946~1948 with some certainty. It has bean noted that 3 Man
4n the Divided Sea sppeaxed in 1946, and Pigupes Pox a5
Anocalypge in 1948:. “A Pealm” was printed in 1he Commanyas’
fox Nay 14, 1948, 80 it seems xeasonsble to assume that it
was weitten duving the sane period that the poams collected
in Figures For on ADOcalypEe were composed.

Heretofore, the wwitar has heesn utilizing the passage
of tims in his demonstration of the widenino af the =pizit
in exmples of Mexton's postry) not, &8 he has esphasized,
to prove that Thonas Merton had besn graced with a particular
degree of the Spirit, but mepely to demonstrate that the pos~
aibility for the attainwrent of such a degree would be moxe
1ikely aftsr & certain ssount of time had been spent in Geth
semani. With A Psaln, * howaver, this chronological davice,

if it can be 80 called, breaks down. “A Pesala” appoars in

the same volume of verse a8 “Song”, Ihe Toars of the Blind

i merton, Zhe Tesrs of the nlind Liong, pp. 30-31.
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bions., Thus it must be placed in the saw period as "Song,*
namoly 1946-1949, since it also diQ not appear in §

B ARoCRLYRRs. The fact that “"A Psalm™ can be ocantered in the
1946~1948 pariod is & styonger indication of the fallure of
dwmulogy here. If "A Psalm” ha first sppoared in 1953,
for exwaple, the writer could posit & further growth in the
epirit with the passage of time. Waat should now be cbvious
is that the passage of time has little to do with the spizritusl
life in the priuary sonse; its growth is strictly dependant
on the grace of God, which knows no time, 7o denonstrate
that "a Psaln” nanifests the wnitive way, at the last outpoat
of Christian poetry, self and God, is the next task of the-
writex.

All of the conwantional metrical feet can be reocog-
alzed in & rudimentary scaming of "A pPsaln®, Sponidsss by
far predominate in the medley of metrical forms. As 153
“Sang,.* there aye several instances of dangling syxlahiea.
Coupled with the fact that scarcely two of the lines posasss
the same numbor of feet, the bBavy use of spondeas and the
pregence of the dangling syllables again points to a sense-
stress rhytha, “A Psalm” soeme to be mn emmuple of free
Yoxsa, in that it utilises imagery gapy definite form. The
nane of the poom is an indication that it was inspired by the

chaiy=singing of the Gethsomani monks., 7The two opening
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stanzas are the imagic description of what lies before the
cyss of the illiuminated soul, The rapture, the sudden sel-
zure of the soul by the infusion of gracs ig expressed in the
entive poem by the use of stressed syllables, assonance, al-
literation and hers and there direct rhyme. Acoordingly, in
the firet line of the posm, the two stresses “peslus surprisa®
axe allitsrative snd convey the sudden force and the oimple
beaunty that is Gregorian chant. “Antiphons turn to rum“ ie
A calorful imege. Through the chanting of the antiphons the
spixrit of the poet {8 intoxicated, it is removed, as it were,
from self, and it L3 enmbled ¢o hear the singing voics of the
Spirit. The colon following "sings:* is of importance. It-
means that what follows, the remainder of the first stanca
and the egqually bhrief second stanza (actually & logical paxt
of the first) is the Airect result of the singing of the
spirit,

he rapidity and the suddenneas oz the Lnﬂ\u&on'ot
grace i@ liks the apringing of a trap-door: "the bottawm
deops out of my soul” and the poat enters "the centoer of wmy
collar®, which is the centexr of hinseld, the substance of his
soul, The alliterative "center” and “callar” exghasise the
poniatration to the core of sslf, The £irst half of "A Psalm“
stresses this spproach to the scul's essence, and the resulting

choxrds struck in the soul by Cod's creation through the medium
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of thoe “"nev eyes” apenad by grace. "Love, loudsxr than thundar,®
reveals an entivre heaven of Spirit to the post. "Love” is
Bubjectivity, the gpirit, God; and "aix” seoms to develop an
image which comss as ¢lose as the poot can approach to the
impensity, majesty and infianitudes of o is God.

The tone of the thixd stanza, the lomgest of the poem,
is musical and Bdan-iike. ALl is prolific, herbiferous, ans
in the £irxet days of creation. The psalms sung by the poet
mand fast the Subject, Love, and thsy are carried into the
world by the permeating rise and f£all of the chant., The next
line, "ADG SODGE OXoW Up.eee” bagines a train of thought which
conclwise deep in metsphysics. The poet inplies that his -
suwroundings aprout hymms of praise to God., “Like & jungle®
conveys lush greenery, abwmdant life, 7he line is symbol-
istic, almost an acho of the posms from the "cold forest®
of "Song.® The imsgery of Genesis, which ip abz.m.u_:an
beginning, is apt for the effect of the proximity of Love on
the illuminated soul, because here the soul begins a new phase
of its supernatural lifs., The tune the Spirit played in Bden
was the harmony of the Divine ERssence, lilened to croatures
and imaged in man. 7Hore &Ye nss” Sonnotations in the two
iines begimning *cChoirs of all creatured....", and principal
amotyy thenm is the fact that the being and the Andividuality

of all God's creatuwras i ae of the most vociferous signa
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bring their graceful beauty to & dark land.

The line ending with “abyss" rhymes with the two con-
cluding lines of the stansza. These two final lines, by means
of a8 contrasted uee of pyhrric and spondalc feet, give the
true erxratic effect of drunitennsss, and again express the
post'’s actual intoxication with creation, Moses tells of the
*sixth day in Genesis:*

Arnd god said, let us nake man, wearing our own inage and
likenessy leot us put him in command of the fishes in the
sea, and all that flies through ths aix, and the cattle,
and the whole emrth. and all the creeping thincs that
move on the earth. 8o God made man in his own inmage,
made him in the image of God. Man and woman both, he
creatsd them. And God pronouncsd his blessing on then,
Increass and multiply and £ill the earth, and make it
yoursy take comnand of the fishes in the sea, and all
that f£lies through the airx, and all the living things
that move on the sarth. lere ars all the horbs, Cod told
them, that ased on sarth, and all the trees, that carry
in than the soeds of theixr own life, to be your £o0dp
food for all the beasts on the eaxth, all that flies in
the air, all that crseps along tha grouidy here all that
iives shall f£ind its mtﬂmt.

The next short stanza is & statement of the thesm of
the poem and charvacterizes the abrupt transition shich occurs
wien the illuminated soul receives the grace of union. “"Music
turns to alr*~-the sounds of men venish and are replaced by
the “ayclonic* silence of the grace of God., As a result, all
that is matter is left far belows there is t.oo much spirit

hare for it to survive, and it “dies,” it is foxgotten.

3 Gan. 1326=30.



Oon the external leovel of the thxes final stancas of
“A Psalm,” the post dasonatrates the true sublimity of the
psalnsg theamselves. It was their purpose to make the “unhi-
verse die of excasllsnce.® Substantially, however, these linas
are an attenpt to depict just what occurs when the soul sp-
proaches actual union.
The buzden of the three stanzas is the classic "Dark
Hight of the Soul,* which &5 the primaxy sifect of the act of
union upan the soul, 7he concept was trested by &t, Johm of
the Craes in his Daxk Fight of the Soul. It may be casier
to grasp the significance of the “Dark NHight" in tha light
of the threa final stanzae of "A Peslm." Maxitain says thni
seesCONtenpliation is a night vharsin the aoul foregoes
the use of distinct ideas and all formulatad khowledge,
passos beyoixki and adbove the human wmode of concepts to
undergo divine things in the infused light of faith by
means of love and all ths effects God produces in the
soul united to Him by love., And this is, as DL us
axys, like a ray of darkness for the intallect.,” ..
By “ray of daxkness” Maritain ssane that ths infused light
of faith i3 absolutaly mnintelligibles to the intellect.
The intallect is frustrated and sometiumes filled with feelings
bordering on despair at ita inadequacy ¢o grasp the new
knowledge which £ills the soul, Since Antellect and will

work so clossly together, it can be seen that thse unitive

1 maritain, The Dpgrges of inowladoe, p. 339.



vy can bring great distrass of the mind, which is capable

of considering L{tpelf thwarted of its dus knowledge of the
truth. 7he lives of all true mystics have this chapter of
great tribulation: the battle waged by the natural intellect
againet the influx of the spirit. The human is positive that
he cannot perceive the new mystical knowledge because his in-
tollect is incapable of grasping it. The direct result in
many minds is despalr, which spparently can bhe overcome only
by continued prayer and persoverance.

Frocoeding with the analysis of “A Psalnm,” then, ths
firpt stanza of the final trilogy is & simple statement.
“Sun, wmooh and starxe” refar to the material creation, and
algso include the intellectusl activity of man. Thers can be
o joy in the "blue world,” it is =sterial, and because of
this materiality, it 40ea not satisfy even the intellect of
man. TO carry the train of thought to the individual -geeking
God, the natural intellect is incapable of alleviating man's
thizrat for the "mymstery of love and {ts transcendent sub~-
Jactivity." The final twn stanzas of the posm are yeminie-
cent of some of Rimbaud'’s fragmentary prosa poems. The
language is simple, and the symbol common, but like Rimbaud's
work, it is hare the sanse dorangement and the jurxtaposition
of usually disparate tems which dslivers the impact of the

postic insight. In the first of the final pair of stanzas,
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men are gathered wpon a shoxe vhich boxrdexs a vast gulf of
darknees, sn iasge of the soul poised at its center, 7The
atorm loagery expresses the swidenness of the soul'’s seizure
by the infusion of Jrece. The loitaring fives are ths ves~
tiges of nen's selves, their anaterial lives, their intellsctual
activitios, At the lightning on the "alr® of the gulf, which
is the arace of God. men fear that their last cherished bits
of salf will e lost. Their feeble clingings and protests
are not enoughy the volce, the Word, Love itaelf overpowars
tham,. The stoyrm imagery, *"snuff,” *fiaresn,” “gust,” imply
that a great silence falls a8 salf disappoars. 7This isgpres-
Bion is continued in the concluding stansa of *A Psalm.”
™he first three lines, with the iteration of “no move,* give
suphasis O the reality that man now sets forth without hine-
salZ. The vast universe, the perfections of material creation
that propexly give joy to nan, the satisfaction of oraﬂ.vn
activity, all have vanished, |

In their place is God, Who sings a8 he loves and loves
as ho exigts~-by iimself, in Himself, unintolligible %o the
mind of man, MNly & phrase like “acres of alght™ can bagin
to convey the immensity of tho subject of union. Likenesd to
the walls of Joricho and Josua's trugpets, the wall that
blocks the aoul's cantsr Lfrom union is breached by grace. A

poxtion of Paradise bacomus the soul'a to sypariance.



Three exmples of the poetry af Thomas Merton have
bean analysed in Chapters Three and Four of this thesis.
Merton's oun dascription of Christisn postry a8 "“contesplative”
poctyy has beon used in sstablishing thess poems as Christian
poom. It was shoun that “contawplation® is closoly related
to the spirit, and that sy 'cmbwlnuya“ postry must neseds
be cantercd in the spirit, and give itas syrbols foundation
in & reality beyond the satarial. It has bean noted that in
each poam the emphasie on spiyit has beconme progressively
greater, while the esphiasis on the material has been propox-
tionately lessenad., AS far as Ferton's postxy is concernsd,
the widening of the geixit has besn fllustrative of the ao
called “three degrees” of the nystical progression: purges
tion, illumination, and union. This illustration has been
caused by the fact that Mertoh sesks the gift of mystical
contemplation, a factor that has already heen pointed _cfut..
Marton's poetry is Christisn because the rsvelation of Christ
regarding Himself, RBis Pathay and the iialy Spirit is the
focal paint vhich ia the reason for his life as a poet and
a8 a maak.

If contenplation in the gwnexal sanse, mmaning a
spiritual withdrawal from worldly things and a detsrnination
to parform the will of God sbove all else, is at the heart

of Christisnity, than it mst logically de at the heaxrt of



Chxietian poetry. Another manner of expragainc “spiritusl
withdrawal from worldly things® is to say that the Christian
post must becows more and more concernsd with the .np.tr.i.t-
moaning the icnateriality of his own soul 44 all its isplice~
tions. This concorn will zesult in the egoism of Rimbaud
unlens it is Christ Who i3 recognised as the foundation of
any immsteriality, and its logical conclusion. If the spirxit
is placed in its proper light, the light of the Holy Spirit,
the poet's work will graduslly becoms ventered in the spirit,
though material things will rightfully remain as the building
blocks of the poemm. Secaugse the poet deals with particulars,
he can never divoroe himself completaly from the world., He
must be 8 symbolist, & seor and & creator--an active workar
in the apostolate of the intuition.

The sesunption here is that the Christian poet must
desire o communicato. This desire need not be, mdlho\nd
not be, primary to the act of creation whiich produces the
work of baauty, the posn. But men have souls, and thay have
the intuitive faculty, if it can be se called, at ths xoot
of their souls, even though, as Morton says, it can beoowe
"atrophieds ... through neglect and nisuse.® The poet goes &
long stap bayond the philosopher and two loang steps beyond
the scientist: his grasp is not of dimensions or concepts,

but of particular wholes. o is as conocerned with bheing as
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is the setaphysician, but for the poet being is not a concept,
it is a totality, and a particular totality. He works at the
spox” of the soul, and his tool is the whole soul, "blood snd
spizit together,”

The cChristian post will be unable to considsr his
grasp of a particular wvhols as beautiful in relstion to any-
thing but some vague ideal Deauty unlaes Chriest is, as Merton
says, A&t the centex of hias life and his inspiration. The
besutiful particulars which he creates are beautiful bocause
they are reflactions of the bDivine Essence which he also
parceives within himself. e strives to croste this relation-
ship in a poem, fis work is beautiful becauss it cannot e
otherwise; the integrity and the proportion of created things
are highlights of the caors of the beautiful: the anlgpdos
fornas, the intangible shining forth of the latent pexfection
of the thing, vhich stamps it @8 boing of God. Unless the
poet is in the Christian tradition, ho will miss these fac-
tors. The soul, instesd of an immgrtal creature destined
for union with God, can become the centexr of the created uni.~
varse, and thus be a8 naYyrow an itselef.

Vary few poests, of courese, write mystical poetry as
Herton does, or did (again, whether or not he has given wp
his art is open to speculation). Howsver, the esshasis on

mystical poetyxy in this thesis is illustrative of the noet



idnportant fact £for the Christian poet: that Christ in the
Holy Spirit must be the goal and the lifeblcod of Christian
postzy. It was mentioned above that the Christian poet has
an apostolate to glorify God thxoughhise ark and intuition,
In & world in which scciety has lost contact with ths xeality
bahind symbols, the Christian poet, who works in symbols,
oust furnish the ahesive to oncs more attach material symbol
to spiritual reality. This he can 4o 4if he sets out to re-
vivity the dead esthetic faculty of soatety with a postry
leavenad and inspived by Christ in the Holy Spirit, In con-
crete terms, this sinply means that the poet must live as &
true Christian if he is ©o write true Christian poetry. :
Chrigtian poetry utilizes nan's instinct for the
boautiful to pressent the whaole Christ to the shole man, The
assence of the position a Christisn poetry ahould hold in the
Church nay well be delivered in the words of Charles daudelaire:
‘it is that iamortal instinet for the beautiful which makes
us consider the world and its pageants 88 & glivpas of, a
corzeavondance with, Heaven. 7The insatisble thirxst for evexy-
thing beyond, which life reveals, is the liveliest proof of
our immortality. It is at once by poetry and throunh poetxy,

by music and ghygugh music, that the soul perceives what
splendours shine behind the t.anb....""

3 Charles Baudslaire, L 'art romantigue, quoted by Naritain in
Act and Scholasticigm. P. 26



AFFREDIX
HERTON"S POBTRY «= 80ME CRITICAL EVALUATION

saach critical commsnt £ollowed the sppearance of all
of Merton's volumss of postry. It wuas difficult, however,
for ths witar of this thesis to £find critical remaris on the
thres poas analyzed in Chapters Threo and Pour. It will be
renmbored that the posm "The Sponce Full of Vinegar' appesz-
od originally in THIXTY Raspe and then io A iap AN the Rivided
Sanr both “"song” and “A Poalm* appeared in Ihe Tagxp of tha

By and largo, the waight of oritical opinion seens
to have heen in Merton's favor. 7The consensus soeaed to
follow Robert Lowell’s lead

Merton is a modest, not altogether sasiefactory minor

writer, But he is, alen, a8 far & ny Syperiance goas,
ocasily the momt promising of cur American Catholic posts

and, possibly, the aost conseguentisl Catholic poet t.g
writs in English since the death of Francis Thompaon.

John Predsrick Nime, revieuwlny 2

said of Mexton‘'s so-called "roligicus” powtry:

1 Robert lowell, "The Vexses of Thomas Merton, “Ihe Coumon-
IBAak. XLIT (Cund 32, 1945}, 240 (Lowell was reviewing
o
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the direct statenant of these poenms has beon achievad at
the owponse of pootic gquality: teclinically, everything
i too hland and oany....perhaps his poetic shortocomings
(thera is 0o doubt of his gpiritusl success) are dus to
tha rarefied ether of his love: ths inneffability of
much religious exporience maites it poor watter for poetxy
» asiiovearthaless, lorton's adnirers sre almost right in
asaexting him the best Cathalic poat since Francis
Thorpaon (himself no giant amount English Poet®)esee

his mild but ganuine talent is of ilmportance: Like his
£avorite saint Wis is lpn:mrm B voice cpying in what
has bean too louy a vilderness.”

Robert Gorham Davie, in & xeview of The Pagep of the

BAind Jdane, says that

the pooms ars all relicicus. and jowvously so, but not
nystical...«there 48 not much lyvic melody of thoughtful
and self-concernc: contamplation....it is far diffesent,
fox instance, in tons and phifts of mood £rom REliot's
WW“wbutth‘munwmdowvxwmd
sroht pictorial bemuty.

The writer doss not agree with this review, as £ar a» Davis'
denial of mmything "aystical"” or “ocomteplative" is concexnad.
It is the writer's opinion that the two pooms fror “Ihe TOLKE
" analyzed in this thesis are on thelr ule
timnte levels nothing chort of "mystical® oxr "contamplative.”
Davis sppavently conelidears Mdarton to be another nature poot

in the wain of iizbmud, which bhe certainly is. But MHeytoa

a8 & poat-ponk is striving for something more than Rimbauwdi's

1 John Foederick lims, *A Poat of Gonuine Talent,* Safuxday
Baview, XXIX (october 26, 1946), 36,

F W Gcrhm Davis, "Whare silence Is a Minlstry,”™
ZaGarda G, XRXIIZI (Febzuary 11, 1950), 3.




20

vague goal--and Hercon's way to his goal is through the mystic
pPrOGression.

b Hew Xoxigx review of Ihg
bhad this to anys

Raliglous feeling expressed, a8 it is here, in images
that combine the extravagance of Surrealisa with that
of the barogque reguires a strong underiying sincerity.
That sinoarity exists, but the verse often bscones
dangerously strained and overcharged.

Again speaking of A Han in the Divided Ssa, John
Harber remarieds
It ig not until Maxrton has entered fully into Catholio-
ism a8 a direct spirxitual exporisnce, until, in fact,
he has felt ita tradition in terms of his own mystic
necosgities, that his poetry changes its character. The
barogqus elesant USKOPEArs tO & gYeat QULANL. .. princi-
pally, he has gained in m&gm in spiyxitual insight,
and in lyric progentititf.cee
™he only remarks available whilch were directad at
ane of the posme of this thesis wers Lowsll's, wihw was not
too inpressed with the final line of "tha Spomges Full of
Vinegar, * "Reeks of the death-thirst nanlife found in the
forhidden spple.” s considered this to be qaErying HDopsing
too far. Howaver, he thought the opening line, "when ionens
ganbied tn the clash of lancalight,” to ba a vory effective

3
use of a Hopkins davioe.

1 The New Yorkex. XXVI (Mmrch 11, 1950}, 93.
2 John Nerber, koetry. WIX (Deacsmbar, 18456), 165.

3 owell, "Mhs Versss of Thoaas Mexrton,”™ 242,
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