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DEATH BEFORE DEATH0

Are mine the empty eyes
That stare toward the little new grave on the beautiful burial-hill?
Was mine the last wet kiss that lies
Shut up in his coffin, kissing him still,
Kissing him stiil?
Is mine the hollow room?
Was it not cruel to take all the pretty small furniture, say?
The fairy pictures and heaps of bloom,
And music of mock-harps—so far away,
So far away?

Is mine the hidden face
That. one night’s sudden dread watching has thinned and faded so much?
Mine the lonesome hands through bitter space,
Yearning for something they never can touch,
Never can touch?

Is mine the passionate pain
That will hearken the trembling wind and feel the wide still SNow,
And sob at night with the sobbing rain,
And only feel that I cannot know,
"~ Icannot know?

Was mine that lovely child?
Did he drop from my heart and go where the Powers of the Dust can destroy?
Can I see the very way he smiled—
“Let God keep his angels”? Do I want my boy—
I want my boy?

Is he gone from his air,
From his sun, from his voice, his motion, his mother, his world, and his skies,
From the unshorn light in his sweet hair,
¥rom the elusion of his butterflies,
His.butterflies?

If not, why let me go .
Where another sorrow is watching a small, cold bed alone,
And whisper how I have loved her so,
That to save her darling I gave my own,
I gave my own?

14

Ah! if I learned her part,

If such dark Fancies can play in despair like tragedy queens,

Then my only audience was my heart,
And my tears, that were tears, were behind the scenes,
Behind the scenes.

Text from Hearth and Home, 1870

OUR OLD AND NEW LANDLORDS—1869/70"

“Perhaps,” one kindly said, through his gray smile,
“I've been a generous Landlord, on the whole;
My tenants will remember me a while,
And pay for some sweet masses for my soul.

“They have had warm-dyed wool and linens fine;
My fair wide harvests gave them daily bread;

I sent them, for their weddings, fruits and wine,
And—flowers, too, for. the coffins of their dead.

“For Travel I have done some handsome things;
The old East has her grand Canal at last,

Whose plan winds vaguely to her spice-sealed kings;
The West on her new Railway journeys fast.

“There has been trouble that I could not reach:
God pity this—to Him I leave the rest,

And Church and State but I'll not make a speech!
For Church and State are bitter at the best.

“Now as for Spain and all her castles—well,
Ive advertised her royal residence,
Which for good reasons was to let, or sell:
* An Occupant will come—no matter whence.

“Then, Rome—why should I worry about Rome?,
The Holy Father is—infirm, I say,

And needs grave Council at 5t. Peter’s dome,
Where let him keep his Chamber while he may.

“Make ready now for greeting and good cheer—
(And let your tears for me be few, at most);
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NOTES TO PAGES 8—15

ically he has given her a flower and he dies of a chest wound in the war, Also see “The
Memorials,” in the appendix.

6. This could be Piatt’s response to J. 1.’s “The Birthdays™: “My fancy, love-created,
goes / Lightly from passing year to year: / My little fairy maiden grows / To tender girl-
hood dear./ A dreaming girl, as shy as dew / In dells of Fairyland apart, / Within your
sow alily grew—/ A rose within your heart” (NWa 94). Piatt’s last-stanza allusion to
Psalm 23:2—"He leadeth me beside the still waters”™—suggests that the interlocutor
will get what he wants (an “Angel” wife) only when she dies. Variants: line 3: For] At;
line 21: viler] darker (WF, P1).

7. Like Norma, Cleopatra also chose alover, the Roman general Mare Antony, from
among the enemy. After Octavius Caesar defeated their combined forces in the naval
battle at Actium (31 B.c.E.), Antony committed suicide by falling on his sword, and
Cleopatra committed suicide notlong thereafter. Piatt’s view of the tragic pair reflects
the influence of Shakespeare’s Tragedy of Antony and Cleopatra (1606}, a drama that
strongly appealed to many nineteenth-century women writers, Dickinson included.
Varlants: line 4: The blossoms you brought me to-day] The vase with the flowers which
you gather'd to-day; line 21: broken into two half lines (WF, S8 P1).

8. Most of the key components of Piatt’s emerging poetic of dramatic realism are
at worl in this poem: her use of words actually heard in conversation, her rootedness
in experience, her individualized metrics, and her tendency to build her poems as
dramatic situations rather than rely on apostrophe or dramatic monologue. Variants:
title: The Little Puzzler (HerH); subtitle: Marian, 6 years old (PCC, P2); line 12: clear]
clean (P2); line 16: Who does He pray to-—when He has to pray?] Who does he pray
to, and what does he say? line 17: drops are in] drops are there in (HerH).

9. An Irish reviewer praising this poem in the pro-Parnell The Nation (December 5,
1885) says it exhibits a “sarcasm to rival Swift’s.” The stereotypic “Jew” in stanza 3 may
be meant to indicate one more way in which the children are corrupted by their soci-
ety or, closer at hand, by the prejudices of their parents, or it may be evidence of Pi-
att’s own anti-Semitism. If Piatt was anti-Semitic, it is the only negative social attitude
she possessed that she never interrogates, suggesting that it was either very superficial
or very deeply entrenched. In the last days of the war, Grant ordered the siege of Rich-
mond, blocking all avenues of access into the Confederate capital. General Lee ordered
the evacuation of the city on April 3, 1865. As they left, Confederate forces set fire to
the city. Nine hundred buildings were burnt out and hundreds more were damaged.
The poem exploits the children’s confusion in order to blame Grant, against whom
Piatt harbored a lifelong dislike, for the devastation of Richmond.

10. Variants: line 35: my own?] my own!; line 37: If such dark Fancies can play in
despair like tragedy queens] And my dark fancies but play’d in despair like tragedy
queens (WP). .

11. Platt summarizes 1869°s major political events (all of them written up in HW):
the opening of the Suez Canal; the completion of the transcontinental railread in the
United States; Spain’s brief experiment with elective monarchy; the First Vatican Coun-
cil, called to ratify the doctrine of papal infallibility; and—representing women’s on-
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NOTES TO PAGES 16—27

going struggle for the franchise—the 1869 woman’s rights convention in Saratoga, New
Yorl. The “Other” in stanza 10 is 1870; Louis Napeleon (1808-73) was emperor of
France, 1852—70, and Sultan Abd-al-Aziz ruled the Ottornan empire, 1861—76. “|Ejarth’s
beautiful Oppressed” (line 40) received gallant support from two influential male
figures. George Francis Train (1829-1904), ardent advocate of Trish home rule, finan-
cier, eccentric, and racist, “chivalrously” floated the first issue of The Revolution, Sus-
an B. Anthony and Blizabeth Cady Stanton’s woman's rights newspaper, in 1868, and
John Stuart Mill (18a6-73), British philosopher-cconomist, published one of the cen-
tury’s strongest feminist tracts, On the Subjection of Women, in 1869, Despite this, Pi-
att is not especially sanguine that 1870 would bring much inprovement in women’s
sitnation.

12. On January 28,1871, after months of siege and famine, Paris fell to Prussian forces,
bringing the Franco-Prussian war (1870-71) to an end. Piatt’s passionate response to
Paris’s fall may have been conditioned by her response to the fall of Richmond (1865).

13. Grant is Piatt’s primary target in this otherwise very cryptic poem. However;
along with Grant, a formidable number of other West Pointers zlso served as generals
in the Civil War, on both sides: Robert B. Lee (1807—70), William Tecumseh Sherman
(1820—91), Pierre G. T. Beauregard (1818—93), George Brinton McClellan (1826—85), and
James (Jeb) Stuart (1835—64). Jefferson Davis {1808—80), president of the Confedera-
oy, also graduated from West Point. Piatt seems to have had a consistent distaste for
book-generals. '

14. Variants: line 2: And] But; line 22: will] shall (Cap, VEI).

15. This is among Piatt’s most complex poems, turning ona quadraple reference to
“Beatrice Cenci”: {1) Beatrice Cenci {1577-99), the historical personage, daughter of
Francesco Cenci (1549—98). She, her brothers, and possibly a lover murdered her fa-
ther after he imprisoned her and her stepmother in a tower. Although it was widely
believed that Francesco committed incest with his daughter, she and her fellow con-
spirators were put to death; (2) the famed portrai, attributed to Guido Reni, said to
be of Beatrice Cendi, which hangs in the Barberini Palace and was much copied in the
nineteenth century. It is one of these copies that the speaker presumably views in the
store window; (3) Beatrice Cenci, the heroine of Shelley’s verse drama The Cenci (1819);
and (4) an imagined actress who plays Beatrice Cenci’s role in the drama. The speak-
er identifies so strongly with the latter that she begins hallucinating her own presence
on the stage. Only her child’s question recalls her to “reality.” Variants: subtitle add-
ed: [Seen in a City Shop-Window]; line 19: a] her; line 20 is not split (VEL, Pz).

" 16. This poem provides stunning evidence of Piatt’s sometimes uncanmy ability to
capture the visual effects of bourgeois emotional life, as the accompanying illustration
demonstrates.

17. Unsigned, This is a companion piece to “A Lily of the Nile.” Both exhibit Piatt’s
tendency to locate sites of romance (and self-destruction) in the south, suggesting they
can be read allegorically. In Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra, the beset queen uses
an asp or horned North African adder to poison herself.

18. By 1860, Daniel Boone’s grave in Frankfort, Kentucky, was already a tourist site
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