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Three Elegies – Final Part II.

O Captain! My Captain! –Walt Whitman

Elegy for My Father, Who is Not Dead –Andrew Hudgins

Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night –Dylan Thomas


Elegies are not poems written in fair-weather. Based very often upon the death of a loved one, they are morose and often heart-breaking. In regards to “O Captain! My Captain!,” “Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night,” and “Elegy for My Father, Who is Not Dead,” the death of a father or father-figure is eulogized—to these poets, Whitman, Thomas, and Hudgins,  the death of this man integral to their life is earth shattering. Reading from elegies written before the death of their fathers, Thomas and Hudgins watch the final moments of their fathers’ lives from a vantage point which does not afford them any comfort. Whitman’s poem is the only one of the three written post-humously, and written not about the death of his own father, but instead after the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, considered as president to be the father of the nation.

The subject of these elegies is that of the father or father-figure. In the case of the death of a father-figure, although not directly blood-related has no less impact than the death of one's own father. Whitman, who perceives Abraham Lincoln as the father of the nation, understands himself, and all Americans, as the children of Lincoln. Assuredly one of the most humanitarian presidents, Whitman has no problem referring to him twice as "father," first in line 13, and then again in line 18. He even refers to him as "My father," implying a very personal relationship with his President. "O Captain! My Captain!" is only one of two well-known poems elegizing the death of Abraham Lincoln written by Whitman, the other being “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloomed.” Considered an occasional poem, “Here Captain! dear father!” (13), cries out for a man considered most necessary to the state of the nation. This poem was created not just to remember the man it is elegizing, but created for posterity to become an American classic. To Whitman, the death of Lincoln is a severe loss to society, while for Dylan it's considerably more of a personal loss of stability as well as an abrupt realization of one's own mortality. "Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray" (17) cries Thomas--as his father willingly dies a large part of Thomas is lost; he does not just mourn for his father, but for the death of himself as well. Thomas requests a final hurrah, a war-cry against the enveloping night that represents the finality of death. Hudgins follows in a similar suit to Thomas as he does not want to let go of his father. Hudgins, unconstrained by the stylistic requirements of the villanelle, speaks with a voice that comes off as more selfless—Hudgins seems more concerned as to his father's fate in the afterlife than the effects of his immediate death, "He thinks that when I follow him \ he'll wrap me in his arms and laugh, \ the way he did when I arrived \ on earth. I do not think he's right" (10-13). Hudgins appears more morosely sentimental and religiously doubtful comparatively to Thomas' aggressive attitude towards his father's death. Each father represents to their sons the virtues of being wise, good, wild and grave men as Thomas suggests throughout his villanelle.


Following the structure of the villanelle is quite a task, but it adds a sense of solidarity to Thomas’ poem that would not necessarily otherwise be possible. Probably the most memorable part of this poem—its incredible staying power aside—is the fact that it is written as a villanelle, a style made famous in the medieval France as a reproduction of Italian folk song (Kennedy 709). Consisting of nineteen lines of four tercets and a finishing quatrain, the last lines of the four tercets alternate between two different lines which become the final two lines of the quatrain. The repetition of certain concepts required by the style of the villanelle is persuasive to the point of being argumentative. Lines such as, “Do not to gentle into that good night.” and “Rage, rage against the dying of the light.” remind the reader, and more importantly, Thomas’ father, that “Old age should burn and rave at close of day” (2), instead of sputtering out into oblivion.


Within these poems, there are also reoccurring elements of traveling symbols, specifically involving water and in boats. Water is typically recognized as symbolic of the mind’s unconscious thought, as per Jungian theory. Therefore the journey across water, specifically highlighted by Hudgins in lines 14-17, "I can't \ just say good-bye as cheerfully \ as if he were embarking on a trip \ to make my later trip go well" is not just the journey to the afterlife, but a journey for the writer to accept his father's fate as well. Drawing upon the classical mythology, the river Styx is brought to mind by the lines "I see myself on deck, convinced \ his ship's gone down, while he's convinced \ I'll see him standing on the dock" (18-20) as he crosses to the other side, that of the world of the dead where his father lives. Avoiding mixed metaphors, the captain/crew theme is also prevalent in this larger theme of boats and water. Using conceit, Whitman writes Abraham Lincoln’s metaphorical assassination through the end of a battle scene upon a ship. Using conceit, Whitman writes Abraham Lincoln’s metaphorical assassination through a scene containing the final moments before return of a battleship to the harbor. The speaker, deducibly a member of the crew, notices that his captain lies upon the deck of the ship; the journey which Lincoln has taken is not at the end quite yet—he has still the little distance to go from water to admiring countrymen, unfortunately the last leg of the journey for Lincoln is a funeral march. 

The former came to be the definitive work of Whitman although it cannot be considered descriptive of any of his other works. Structured, atypical of Whitman, it consists of a three stanzas, each with eight lines, consisting of a rhyme scheme of aabbcded. These can be divided into two couplets each of iambic heptameter and a following ballad stanza, implying alternating iambic tetrameter and trimeter. These rules are not strictly followed throughout, but by implementing them in certain areas, Whitman gives his poem an outline to which the rest follows, albeit somewhat haphazardly. 

The perception of sense, particularly that of light and sound, within these poems seems to be an integral part of the death experience. Each writer associates at least one specific sound with their father--for Whitman it is bugles and bells. The bugle, written as though a celebratory instrument "Rise up—for you the flag is flung—for you the bugle trills" (10) is in actuality, an instrument associated with Taps, a death march, which became famous during the Civil War. Bells, referred to on three separate occasions, that of lines 3, 9 and 21, are perhaps evoking of the poem "For whom the bell tolls" by John Donne. In Donne's poem, Whitman's sense of Lincoln's far-stretching effects on America and its people can be eloquently summed up by the lines, "Each man's death diminishes me, \ For I am involved in mankind" (10-11). Less dramatically interpretable, Thomas' poem amalgamates the senses of sound and sight as good men are "crying ... bright[ly]" (7) while wild men "[sing] the sun in flight" (10). Death imagery plays an integral role in these poems, as do the sounds that these men associate with their fathers’ deaths. These are surely not silent nor dark men. Hudgins also combines sensory images, as he finishes his poem with the lines “I’ll see him standing on the dock \ and waving, shouting, Welcome back” (20-21).

Pleading with his father as well, Hudgins contemplates his father’s desire for death. Addressing his soon-coming death as his father readies for departure, Hudgins, like Thomas, cannot fathom as to why his father is prepared to pass on, “I think he wants to go, \ a little bit—a new desire \ to travel building up, an itch \ to see fresh worlds. Or older ones” (6-9). The tension between Hudgins and his father is very tangible, something that isn’t apparent in the other two works, “I can’t \ just say good-bye as cheerfully \ as if he were embarking on a trip to make my later trip go well” (14-17). Hudgins remarks, “In the sureness of his faith, he talks \ about the world beyond this world \ as though his reservations have \ been made” (3-6) and it is apparent that Hudgins does not feel the same way as his father. Hudgins, unlike his father, does not have the same level of faith in his father’s religious beliefs of an afterlife, and presumably a God. This is a generational gap in a unique sense—it is not so much a cultural difference as a religious or faith-based difference that divides father and son. Hudgins’ father expects to, “wrap [Hudgins] in his arms and laugh, \ the way he did when [Hudgins] arrived \ on earth,” to which Hudgins replies, “I do not think he’s right” (11-13). Written in iambic tetrameter, Hudgins deviates rarely with few metrical variations to the poem, but his poem does not follow any sort of rhyme scheme.


Creating a poetic requiem for some of the most important men of American history is no small task, nor can it be shoddily done. Yet this is not meant to just imply elegizing the death of Abraham Lincoln—all three men eulogized in these poems have intensely impacted the stars of poetic history. These fathers, whether to a singular man or a country itself, are such a loss, in the eyes of the poet, as to make worth memorializing. The father-figure, a stronghold in a tumultuous world, cannot die without a fight—instead he must be, until the end, the powerful figure he symbolizes for his son. Thomas seems to sum up the sentiments of all three poets the best in the last two repetitive lines of his villanelle, “Do not go gentle into that good night. \ Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”
