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Weddoes to his Critic

“Tell the students I obsess,

Tell them something’s wrong with me.
That medicine will help. Impress
Them with your sage psychiatry.

“Tell them that I’'m manic, that
These phases alternate with gloom.
When others stood for Life, I sat.
Let these statements fill the room.

‘And if perhaps you find one doubt,
Resist your observations, then,

Let the final clincher out:

Tell them that I favored men.

‘But when you’ve thus disposed of me,
And kept yourself from facing death,
Do not think we’re finished. See,

I await your dying breath.’

Richard Geyer
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Welcome to Newsletter 14. It’s two years since the last issue —
poor form for an annual! — but here’s evidence that something’s
still astir on the Ship of Fools.

Members will know that following John Beddoes’ resignation
as chairman the Society is in a period of transition. The meeting
on 13th March resolved that we will continue to pursue our
original aim to publicise and promote the work of Thomas Lovell
Beddoes. But there are still difficulties to overcome, the most
urgent being to appoint a new chairman and secretary. This must
be done at the AGM on 25th September (1 pm at The Devereux,
20 Devereux Court, Essex Street, The Strand, London WC2R
3]]). We hope that by holding the meeting in London as many
members as possible will be able to attend and join the discussion:
the Society needs you.

After the AGM John will become a Patron of the Society.
Without John there wouldn’t be a Thomas Lovell Beddoes
Society. Its growth and development over 16 years has been in
great part due to his enthusiasm, dedication and plain good will
and humour. And nerve — who else would dare knock on a person’s
door two hours before the crack of noon just to ask if a
slumbering Beddoes fan happened to be somewhere in the house?
You’ve been thanked before, John, but thanks again.

We hope you will enjoy this issue. Honor Hewett opens new
perspectives on the relation between Beddoes’ poetry and that of
his contemporary Thomas Hood. Richard Geyer’s spent many an
hour in the Beddoes cellar and come up with more inviting ale,
wine and Moét than most of us could drink on a lost weekend.
The late Muriel Maby reminds us of the remarkable John King
while Hugh Parry’s out hunting with his blunderbuss again. We
also reprint an extract from one of Dr Beddoes’ scarcer works, the
long poem Alexander’s Expedition Down the Hydaspes & the Indus to
the Indian Ocean.

We are and will be grateful to all members (and others) who
offer contributions — articles, poems, news items, proposals — or
alert us to texts we’d be interested to reprint. So long as we receive
enough of those the Newsletter will in future be an annual.

Alan Halsey and Stephen Davies
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Thomas Togell Beddoes and Thomas Hood:

Death and the Body as Represented in their Poetry

Honor Hewett

Introduction

intriguing writers of the late Romantic era. They appear at first to be vastly different
characters, not obviously lending themselves to comparison, but my hope is that through
showing the cultural forces that link them this study will demonstrate otherwise and provide an
insight into these enthralling figures.
Beddoes was the son of a politically-active chemist and physician who can be credited for his
part in investigating the use of gases in medicine, famously leading to his assistant Humphry

T HOMAS LOVELL BEDDOES and Thomas Hood are arguably two of the most

Davy’s championing of nitrous oxide as an anaesthetic.' Thomas Lovell followed his father’s
example by studying physiology, surgery and chemistry at Gottingen. A lifelong engagement
with radical politics and those associated with it can perhaps also be attributed to his father’s
influence. It has been suggested that before his death in 1808 Thomas Beddoes’ passion for
anatomy was such that in order to educate his children in the discipline he would ‘perform
dissections on animals as well as humans, even going so far as to force his five-year-old son to
pull out egg sacks from fertile fish.”* Although somewhat unusual, Beddoes’s background was
wealthy enough that he lived, in many ways, the life of a gentleman. He was avidly committed to
his studies, as the following quotation from one of his letters demonstrates:

Up at 5, Anatomical reading till 6—translation from English into German till 7—
Prepare for Blumenbach’s lecture on comp. Anat” & breakfast till 8—Blumenbach’s
lecture till 9—Stromeyer’s lecture on Chemistry till 10. 10 to 1/2 p. 12, Practical
Zootomy—1/2 p. 12 to 1 English into German or German literary reading with a
pipe—1 to 2 Anatomical lecture. 2 to 3 anatomical reading. 3 to 4 Osteology...’

There was obviously no shortage of activity in his days, as the letter continues in the same vein,
but the importance of his busy life lies in the fact that he had the financial security to enable him
firstly to study at all, but also to devote what free time he had to writing. He published The
Improvisatore in 1821 and The Brides’ Tragedy a year later, but the majority of his work was
published posthumously, fuelling the possibility that, although he loved it dearly, writing for
Beddoes was a passion and not a viable career choice. Herein lies the main point of difference

! Michael Neve, ‘Beddoes, Thomas’ (1760-1808)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford
University Press, 2004 http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article1919.

* Diane Long Hoeveler ‘Dying with a Vengeance: Dead Brides and the Death-fetish in T.L.Beddoes’ in
The Ashgate Research Companion to Thomas Lovell Beddoes ed. Ute Berns and Michael Bradshaw (Aldershot
and Burlington, VT Ashgate, 2007) pp.207-228 (p.225).

? Letter to Thomas Forbes Kelsall in H.W. Donner, ed., The Works of Thomas Lovell Beddoes (London:
Oxford University Press, 1935) pp. 608-609.



Neuwsletter of the Thomas Lobell Beddoes Soriety 2010 volume 14

with Hood, and this is something that is covered in more detail in my final chapter. Beddoes’s
major work is considered to be Death’s Jest-Book, which he began in 1825 and worked on for the
rest of his life, although he never brought it to a final form.* Much of what is now published as
his ‘poetry’ was written with the intention to include it in this work. Beddoes committed suicide
by drinking poison in 1849, but a previous attempt had involved him opening an artery in his leg,
which Susan J. Wolfson and Peter J. Manning note ‘soon required amputation below the knee.”

Thomas Hood came from distinctly more humble beginnings: his father, Thomas Hood
senior, was a bookseller but died in 1811 (followed shortly by one of his sons) before the young
Thomas reached the age of twelve.® Following this event, Hood changed schools, and then began
work as a clerk in a counting-house, although he was later forced to leave this position due to ill
health. His ‘fragility’ limited potential opportunities, but he took up an apprenticeship to an
engraver, which he completed despite a two year gap for rest when his health once again became
precarious.” While still practising his trade several years later, in 1821, Hood received an
invitation from John Taylor to become editorial assistant on The London Magazine and as Joy
Flint notes, ‘from this time onwards he was a professional author, earning his living by writing
and editing.”® Walter Jerrold records how Hood’s position at the magazine came about following
an incident which I feel can only be described as macabre, for while tragic, one cannot fail to see
the humour in it (Beddoes would certainly have approved). The man whom Hood replaced,
John Scott — some time prior to 1821 — had begun a rivalry between his own magazine, The
London, and rival publication Blackwood’s, which eventually led to a duel between himself and a
friend of John Gibson Lockhart, the editor of Blackwood’s Magazine. Scott was killed in this
contest and consequently his position was offered to Hood.” Scott lost his life over the arguably
trivial matter of his magazine’s reputation, but had the outcome been otherwise it is impossible
to know if Hood would ever have achieved such recognition as he did. He was incredibly
popular in his time, and although it could be argued that writing was just as much a passion for
him as it was for Beddoes (indeed Joy Flint states that there is ‘no call to doubt his own assertion
that he never wrote anything that did not please himself’) one cannot escape the fact that their
impetuses were vastly different.'” Beddoes wrote for pleasure, utilising the gentleman’s luxury of
waiting for the descent of the muse, but his contemporary was forced — in his own words — ‘to
be a lively Hood for a livelihood”.™*

These brief summaries of biographical information provide us with an introduction to these
two writers. During the course of this essay I hope to investigate their respective representations
of the subjects of death and (due to the intrinsic connection between the two) anatomy, and the
ways in which they may be linked to their specific cultural positions.

An inescapable observation for any scholar of Beddoes is that almost no study of this
fascinating figure can proceed without making reference to his death-fetish. As Michael
Bradshaw writes, ‘Beddoes’s subject as a writer was always death.””? It prevails as a topic

* Thomas Lovell Beddoes, Death’s Jest-Book: The 1829 Text, ed. by Michael Bradshaw (Manchester:
Carcanet/Routledge, 2003) p.xii.

> Susan J. Wolfson and Peter J. Manning, ed., Selected Poems of Thomas Hood, Winthrop Mackworth Praed and
Thomas Lovell Beddoes (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000) p.251.

® Walter Jerrold, Thomas Hood: His Life and Times (1907; New York: Greenwood Press, 1969) p.10.
’1bid., p.31.

¥ Joy Flint, ed., Thomas Hood: Selected Poems (Manchester: Carcanet, 1992) p.9.

? Jerrold, p.93.

' Flint, p.13.

" Ibid., p.14.

'> Michael Bradshaw, Resurrection Songs: The Poetry of Thomas Lovell Beddoes (Aldershot, Burlington, VT:
Ashgate, 2001) p.6.
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throughout this poet’s work, and thus it is impossible to ignore. But what of Hood? His
obsession is predominantly with puns and wordplay, he has no professional medical knowledge
and doesn’t seem to be quite as absorbed in or transfixed by the subject of death as Beddoes, and
yet there is certainly no shortage of material to draw upon, if one wishes to investigate his
representations of it. Flint notes that ‘an atmosphere of death and foreboding clings to much of

Hood’s writing, comic as well as serious’,” and James Reeves suggests that ‘a concern, already

214

traceable in Beddoes, amounting at times to an obsession, with death and decay’* might be
something which Hood procured through his admiration of Keats. In any case, the interest exists,
and underlies what is often picked up on in writing on Hood; he is very much a split personality,
a divided character. While his poetry was intended for the genteel, family-based, middle-class
readership of annuals, it is often grotesque and macabre, and the laughter it produces may often
be darker than it at first seems. Hood as a man seems very closely linked to the topic of death
(albeit in a different way to Beddoes) by virtue of his childhood experiences, lifelong fragility and
frequent money problems. For Hood, death always loomed near, in the form of memory, but
more crucially as a very real possibility for the near future. This ever-present force is perceptible

throughout much of his work, leading Wolfson and Manning to comment:

Thackeray gives a telling portrait. He recalled seeing Hood ‘once as a young man, at a
dinner ... I quite remember his pale face; he was thin and deaf, and very silent; he
scarcely opened his lips during the dinner, and he made one pun’. That a pun is the sole
issue of this near death-in-life aptly indicates a body of work that might, as much as
Beddoes’s, be called ‘Death’s Jest-Book.”"

It is possible to see then that Beddoes’s fascination with mortality and anatomy and Hood’s
acute awareness of the human body’s frailty can be attributed in some way to their personal
experiences. Both writers struggled with the concept of death throughout their lives and the first
aim of this discussion will be to investigate the ways in which this struggle manifests itself in
their writing.

My second aim is born of another link between these two ‘late Romantic’ poets.'® This
connection is fairly complex, and shall be expanded presently, but in short, Hood and Beddoes
are associated by the possibility that they were not ‘late Romantics’ at all. I would contend that
the time at which they wrote, and the sensibility of their work isn’t quite Romantic — although
it obviously has reference points there — but nor is it what would come to be known as
Victorian.

I propose then that this discussion will examine two main themes: the representation of
anatomy and death in the works of Thomas Lovell Beddoes and Thomas Hood; and the ways in
which their outlooks can be attributed to the curious period in which they found themselves
writing.

" Flint, p.16.

1“James Reeves, ed., Five Late Romantic Poets (London: Heinemann, 1974) p.148.

> Wolfson and Manning, p.4.

'® Hood and Beddoes are included in Reeves’s anthology entitled Five Late Romantic Poets.
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“The Undiscovered Country’: Representing the Unknowable

Death stands above me, whispering low
I know not what into my ear:
Of his strange language all I know
Is, there is not a word of fear.
Walter Savage Landor

Nor dread nor hope attend
A dying animal;
A man awaits his end
Dreading and hoping all;
Many times he died,
Many times rose again.
A great man in his pride
Confronting murderous men
Casts derision upon
Supersession of breath;
He knows death to the bone —
Man has created death.

William Butler Yeats

Understanding that death is very much in the foreground for both Beddoes and Hood, it is
important to assess the idea of its representation in general before moving on to engage with
specific examples. This chapter will serve to introduce the problem of representing death, and
the plethora of reactions that the subject can — and does — induce. It will look to poems such as
Beddoes’s ‘Death Sweet’ and Hood’s ‘Stanzas (Farewell, Life!)’ to serve as examples of both
poets’ indecisiveness over what it really means to die, and of how they as individuals may feel
about their own mortality.

Death has long been, and continues to be, a problematic but popular concept for
consideration, particularly in literature. I would propose that this is due to the fact that it is — as
Shakespeare famously wrote in Hamlet — ‘the undiscovered country’. In their introduction to a
collection of essays entitled Death and Representation Sarah Webster Goodwin and Elisabeth
Bronfen point out that ... the most obvious thing about death is that it can only be represented.
There is no knowing death and then returning to write about it’."” This is crucial to note, most
predominantly because it plays to the nature of the poet. The representation of such an intangible
subject provides a challenge, and the opportunity to exercise the imagination almost without
limit. It is poetically accessible by virtue of being realistically unreachable; one cannot be proved
wrong in one’s depiction. The way in which we perceive death is entirely created from its
representation — that is not to say it is entirely imagined, but it cannot exist to us in any real
sense, therefore, as stated by Yeats at the beginning of this chapter, ‘Man has created death’ or to
use the slightly more technical words of Goodwin and Bronfen: ‘Death is ... necessarily
constructed by a culture; it grounds the many ways a culture stabilizes and represents itself ..."."

'7 Sarah Webster Goodwin and Elisabeth Bronfen, Death and Representation: Essays on Subjection (Baltimore
and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 1993) p.4.
' Goodwin and Bronfen, p.6.
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The construction of death by culture has some implications for its flexibility, meaning that it
would not be correct to think of death as a completely blank slate: for of course, that which already
exists will influence new creation, and over time culture agrees that certain motifs are common
to certain situations. It is as a consequence of this that particular rituals and images are often to be
found within representation of death. Ruth Richardson has produced a detailed examination of
the meaning of death in the nineteenth century entitled Death, Dissection and the Destitute. Within
it she details how folklore and the oral tradition have been key factors in the persistence of
certain rituals and superstitions — for example the holding of a wake (to ensure that the deceased
was definitely dead) or the washing of the corpse as ‘a kind of baptism for the next life’"” — many
of which still exist in some form to this day.”

The fact that there are recognised approaches to death is significant, but does not greatly
impair the scope for experimentation that it allows, meaning that one does not really question
too seriously the fact that Hood and Beddoes seem to change their opinions on the subject
depending on which specific works one chooses to read: they are merely exercising their right as
poets to manipulate subjects as they wish. There is of course the possibility that there is
something a little more profound at work here however, and that is that they are experimenting
with these different viewpoints in an attempt to better understand — and therefore come to
terms with — their own mortality: an idea that I would ask the reader to keep in mind until the
next chapter when I will refer to it in detail.

Beddoes’s fragment ‘Death Sweet’ is a poem which presents death in a positive light, as a
beautiful experience to be eagerly anticipated:

Is it not sweet to die? for, what is death,

But sighing that we ne’er may sigh again,

Getting a length beyond our tedious selves;

But trampling the last tear from poisonous sorrow,
Spilling our woes, crushing our frozen hopes,

And passing like an incense out of man?

Then, if the body felt, what were its sense,
Turning to daisies gently in the grave,

If not the soul’s most delicate delight

When it does filtrate, through the pores of thought,
In love and the enamelled flowers of song?*!

In the main, this poem depicts the act of dying as a kind of gentle escape from the turmoil of
life and all its sorrows and tediousness. The soul separates from the body almost imperceptibly,
‘like an incense’ (1.6), floating inoftensively away. I am particularly intrigued by this simile, for
incense is a substance that has little effect aside from inducing a brief olfactory pleasure to those
that come near, and this is not immediately comparable to death, the impact of which can have
long-lasting and greatly distressing effects to those left behind. Interestingly however, incense is
also a substance with a long historical connection to death, having been used since pre-biblical
times to cover the smell of corpses (hence the gifts of frankincense and myrrh presented to Jesus
at his birth were omens of his forthcoming death).

' Ruth Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute (London, New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987)
p-19.

2 Ibid., p.8.

! The Works, p.243.
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‘Death Sweet’ implores its reader not to be afraid of dying. Christopher Ricks feels that in
this poem ‘Beddoes hankers for oblivion’*
convince us to joyfully anticipate the ‘soul’s most delicate delight’ (1.9). The idea is almost sexual,

and it would certainly appear that the intention is to

as so often in Beddoes’s writing. The term suggests a kind of spiritual orgasm, and yet this
delight at the moment of release may not be confined only to the soul. Bradshaw points out that
there is an ambiguity to the final question of the poem when he writes

Does the body really partake ‘selflessly’ and vicariously of the soul’s ecstasy, which
derives from having cast the body off? or is the speaker suggesting a parallel bliss
experienced by the body at the point of chemical dissolution into elements and
daisies?”

The answers to these questions are not easily obtained from the poem, and open up an
entirely different topic of discussion that this study is too short to go into, but I make reference
to these questions in order to introduce themes of ambiguity and confusion that often arise in
representations of death. In his book Death and the Future Life in Victorian Literature and Theology,
Michael Wheeler notes that ‘... writing on death is frequently ambiguous, and in deathbed
scenes and graveyard scenes — key sites of communication and interpretation — alternative
discourses are often either conflated or confused.”* Although we cannot be sure — for the nature
of fragmentary poetry is that it leaves certain things unsaid, and questions unanswered — it is
entirely plausible that Beddoes intended this ambiguity to be present in order to highlight the
fact that we cannot truly know death.

While ‘Death Sweet’ took place in a graveyard ‘Stanzas (Farewell, Life!)’, the last poem to be
written by Thomas Hood, was born in Wheeler’s alternative setting for ambiguity in death: the
bed. Wolfson records that Hood wrote this in January 1845, and died in May of the same year
‘after nearly five months of confinement to his bed’.* That it was penned so closely to the time
of the poet’s death — around a month into his experience of being bedridden — adds an extra
level of poignancy to the poem. Its very existence suggests that soon after taking to his bed Hood
realised he wasn’t going to leave it again, and so crafted his ‘last words’. Although not literally his
final utterances, it seems fitting that a man who had spent so much of his life at the centre of his
country’s popular literary scene should leave such an artefact but in doing so he demonstrated his
status as a kind of ‘premature’ Victorian. As Wheeler notes, ‘the last words of the dying ... had a
special significance for the Victorians, and became something of a literary convention in their
own right’.”* Hood was not, strictly speaking, a Victorian poet: he is a little too early for this. His
place in literary history will be considered more fully in the chapters that follow, but for now it is
enough to consider that he was a writer above all else, up until the very end of his life.

‘Stanzas (Farewell, Life!)” could be seen to present both a positive and a negative side to
death within the same poem.

Farewell, Life! My senses swim;
And the world is growing dimy;

*2 Christopher Ricks, The Force of Poetry (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press: 1987) p.139.

» Bradshaw, pp.17-18.

* Michael Wheeler, Death and the Future Life in Victorian Literature and Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990) p.28.

» Wolfson and Manning, p.343.

* Wheeler p.30.
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Thronging shadows cloud the light,
Like the advent of the night, —
Colder, colder, colder still

Upward steals a vapour chill —
Strong the earthy odour grows —

I smell the Mould above the Rose!”’

This first stanza articulates a certain amount of fear, and although there is no overriding
sense of blind, flailing panic here, one certainly gets the impression that the speaker finds these
sensations unpleasant, and thus we have a stark contrast within this stanza to the ‘soul’s most
delicate delight’ articulated in Beddoes’s ‘Death Sweet’. The ‘thronging shadows’ (1.3), the ‘cold’
(1.5) and the ‘earthy odour’ (1.7) are all images that evoke a sense of claustrophobia, and through
them the reader is offered the possibility that the speaker is being buried. The speaker may of
course be mistaken due to the waning senses, but burial and a feeling of being ‘closed in’ are
certainly implied. By the last line of the stanza it seems that all is lost and that death is a dark and
certain prospect, but suddenly we are presented with:

Welcome, Life! The Spirit strives!
Strength returns, and hope revives;
Cloudy fears and shapes forlorn

Fly like shadows at the morn, —

O’er the earth there comes a bloom —
Sunny light for sullen gloom,

Warm perfume for vapour cold —

I smell the Rose above the Mould!™

This second stanza is a complete antithesis to the first: everything becomes immediately
brighter and we are told that there is hope, and yet we are once again — as was the case with
‘Death Sweet’ — left with ambiguities. There are three possibilities regarding what has actually
befallen the speaker: firstly, he could merely have drifted out of consciousness and then regained
it (delirium brought on by severe sickness might impair the judgement enough to make one
believe oneself dying in this instance); or he could actually have died, and been somehow
resurrected; but the third option is most interesting because of the parallels with Beddoes’s
poem. Could ‘Farewell, Life!” also be a depiction of the soul leaving the material body? I believe
so. The darkness of the first stanza creates the mood for those moments in which the body is
dying and the second stanza articulates the bliss brought about by the departure of the soul.
Although not explicitly stated within the poem, I feel that the dispersing clouds and shadows
scatter as the spirit rises. The inversion of the final line seems to add weight to this idea, for when
the speaker was ‘falling’ into death he was closer to the Mould, or soil, being able to smell it most
predominantly, but in the second stanza this is reversed, as if he were emerging from it. Of
particular note are the ‘bloom’ (1.13) and ‘perfume’ (1.15) analogies for they correspond
marvellously with Beddoes’s ‘daisies’ and incense, and allow us to add flowers to our list of
common death analogies.

This can be related to Act V Scene III of Death’s Jest-Book, the scene in which Sibylla tells her
friends that her death is imminent, but that she is not afraid:

*” Thomas Hood, The Poetical Works of Thomas Hood (London: Little Brown, 1857) p.172 11.1-8.
#Ibid., p.172, 11.9-16.
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... when old age or sorrow brings us nearer

To spirits and their interests, we see

Few features of mankind in outward nature;
But rather signs inviting us to heaven.

I love flowers too; not for a young girl’s reason,
But because these brief visitors to us

Rise yearly from the neighbourhood of the dead,
To show us how far fairer and more lovely
Their world is; and return thither again,

Like parting friends that beckon us to follow,
And lead the way silent and smilingly.”

To consider nature as a metaphor for mankind is a typically Romantic idea, but here
Beddoes turns this somewhat on its head by suggesting that one cannot really find the image of
living man within it. Instead nature is a call to the more serene world of the dead. Flowers appear
in this passage almost as a pathway to this place, and Sibylla is not frightened of her demise
because the flowers put her at ease, reminding her of the comparative beauty of the place that the
dead inhabit compared to our mortal lives. Once again we see death as peaceful and a release
from the pain of life, and Diane Long Hoeveler provides her own highly interesting (although
very gruesome) flower analogy in her essay ‘Dying With a Vengeance: Dead Brides and the
Death-Fetish in Thomas Lovell Beddoes’ and in so doing, gives us a potential insight into why

Hood, Beddoes and others like them may have felt such a desperate need to fantasise over a
blissful death:

From the 1780s and continuing through the 1830s, throughout the parishes of Paris,
dead bodies began floating to the surface of the graveyards that encircled a number of
city churches. In the marshy grounds along the Seine, bodies of the poor, who had been
buried without coftins, simply appeared in spring as if in full bloom, like perennials that
no one remembered having planted.”

As we shall see in the course of this discussion, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries were not, in general, a conducive environment to enable the dead to lie quietly, and
this fact would certainly not have escaped Hood and Beddoes, thus accounting for these
beauteous but idealised representations of death.

‘We Murder to Dissect’: Poetry and Anxieties Concerning the Body

Sweet is the lore which Nature brings;
Our meddling intellect
Mis-shapes the beauteous form of things:
We murder to dissect.

William Wordsworth

* Beddoes, Death’s Jest-Book: The 1829 Text, ed. Michael Bradshaw. V.iii.11.30- 40.
* Hoeveler, p.209.

8



Newsletter of the Thomas Lobell Beddoes Society 2010 volume 14

Within this chapter I hope to briefly investigate the ways in which the practice of dissection
relates to poetry and to assess ideas about perception of the body, in order to account further for
Hood and Beddoes’s shared love of dark themes.

It is Ricks’ opinion that for Beddoes ‘not only was much poetry — most of his own poetry
— about murder ..., but poetry itself was often a kind of murder’ and that Beddoes ‘might have
agreed with Wordsworth that “We murder to dissect” but not have thought it so bad a thing.”'
concur, and believe that his position as an anatomist accounts for this. However, I note the point
primarily because I want to consider the idea of ‘murdering to dissect’ more closely, and how this
may apply to Hood and Beddoes’s poetry. If we murder to dissect, and poetry is murder, then
accordingly we must — in a sense — write poetry to dissect. For what is poetry, if not a means of
close contemplation and analysis of a given topic? Bradshaw’s comment that ‘dissection,
physiological or literary, may be the attempt to consider the whole by breaking it down into
parts’ would appear to confirm the validity of this idea.”

With this in mind we would do well to think also about the relevance of dissection to Hood
and Beddoes in a historical sense. The fact that Beddoes was an anatomist can be assumed almost
unquestionably to influence his feelings, and I feel that broader ideas are perhaps better
considered here. I want to assess the way in which the threat of dissection permeated the entire
public consciousness and was not just something to be considered by medical minds, for I feel
this demonstrates how ‘of its time’ much of the writing of Hood and Beddoes really was.
Accordingly, Flint notes that ‘more and more Hood’s subject-matter was taken from “incidents
and situations from common life” and his writing, humorous and serious, related to the actual
world in which he lived™” — and as I shall explain, the body and its fate (particularly if that fate
happened to be dissection) were definitely widespread contemporary concerns.

In Murdering to Dissect Tim Marshall informs us that ‘throughout the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries the Anatomy Act imposed upon the world of poverty a punishment which
previously had been reserved for murderers.”** The punishment to which Marshall refers is
dissection. Prior to 1832 the only legal corpses which anatomy schools could obtain for
dissection were those of criminals who had been put to death. The introduction of the Anatomy
Act enabled the schools to procure the bodies of workhouse inmates who had died, or people too
poor to afford funerals. Richardson agrees with Marshall, explaining that although this saved the
government money it added a criminal element to poverty.” Even the word ‘dissection’ was
‘familiar to everyone as the murderer’s fate’ and started to be replaced and avoided™ but people
were well aware what their fate would be if they died poor. The apparent purpose of the law was
to limit the number of bodies obtained by illegal means. Grave-robbers, resurrectionists, body
snatchers — they go by many names — stole corpses to sell to the anatomy schools. While this
practice is abhorrent, Richardson points out that it was at least a little less socially discriminating,
for almost everyone was a potential target of the body snatchers. Only the very, very wealthy
escaped the possibility by being buried in deep graves and ‘double coffins’.”” The Anatomy Act
did not successfully serve its purpose, and bodies continued to be stolen; like the floating corpses

’! Ricks, p.137.

*2 Bradshaw, p.116.

* Flint, p.19.

** Tim Marshall, Murdering to Dissect: Grave-robbing, Frankenstein and the Anatomy Literature (Manchester and
New York: Manchester University Press, 1995).

% Richardson, p.128.

% Ibid,, p.129.

¥ Ibid., p.80.
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noted by Hoeveler in the previous chapter, this can be seen as a further reason for the nineteenth
century dread of dying.

I should explain at this point that anxieties over the material body were not just confined to
the post-mortem arena. Hood’s preoccupation with the vulnerability of the human body —
particularly his own — is well documented, and similarly Bradshaw says of Beddoes that ‘there is
a fascination with the fact that however frail it may be, this material [the body] is where and how
all people exist’.”® These corresponding worries lead us to an interesting point: the body may be
the location and means in which and by which everyone is alive, but I would like to consider that
its weakness is also the reason we die: whether it be from illness, injury or age every cause of
death is due in some way to the body being unable to function any longer, and thus to be wary of
this seems a natural reaction.

James Robert Allard’s intriguing observations concerning ownership of the body can further
account for anxieties over it. He notes that ‘one’s “own” body seems to become less one’s own
with each medical-scientific advance and medical-juridical proceeding’ and explains that as
medical professionals became more expert they were given control over the patients’ bodies.”
And if the slipping grasp on one’s already substantially unpredictable and incontrollable material
form, coupled with inevitable death, was not enough to warrant unease amongst those of Hood
and Beddoes’s generation then we might also consider that a key idea for the first Romantics had
been that of revolution. By the time Hood and Beddoes began their writing careers the hope for
an uprising felt by their predecessors had started to wane severely. While it may not seem
immediately connected to issues of the body the link becomes clearer as we consider this more
closely: David Wright notes that ‘one reason why the French Revolution of 1789 was a central
experience to Romantic poets is that they saw it as essentially a revolution to emancipate the
individual.”* This revolution failed, and subsequent optimism for similar concerns was proved
unfounded, which surely means that the ‘individual’ remained enslaved. If we couple this with
my earlier points we are left with a rather bleak image of imprisoned minds inhabiting vulnerable
husks that they cannot even lay claim to, being carried to inevitable death. I propose then that we
are beginning to build up a further understanding of the contemporary anxieties that I have
previously commented on, as well as the many reasons that subjects such as the body and death
were so significant for Beddoes and Hood.

There are four poems that I would like to look at closely in light of the information I have
just related. The first of these is ‘Resurrection Song’ by Beddoes, because although it doesn’t deal
overtly with dissection, it is associated with the idea. As it is another short fragment I shall quote
it in full:

Thread the nerves through the right holes,
Get out of my bones, you wormy souls.

Shut up my stomach, the ribs are full:
Muscles be steady and ready to pull.

Heart and artery merrily shake

And eyelid go up, for we’re going to wake. —
His eye must be brighter — one more rub!
And pull up the nostrils! his nose was snub.*

% Bradshaw, p.121.

%’ James Robert Allard, Romanticism, Medicine, and the Poet’s Body (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007) p.7.
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! The Works, p.90.
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I chose this as an example related to dissection because although it actually depicts the
putting together of a body it calls to mind images of a kind of reverse post-mortem. All the pieces
are being put together, bit by bit, in order to resurrect a body. The action in this poem is
generally depicted as clumsy and haphazard; Bradshaw writes that it is ‘less a miraculous
transformation than an unconvincing, somewhat incompetent repair-job’.* Especially important
in relation to the chapter that follows is the fact that for the singers of the song — those
performing the dissection — the job of getting the dead body to resemble itself as it was when
living is not an easy one. ‘“The ribs are full’ (1. 3) and so, we can assume, must be forced together;
the eyes are too dull, and his nostrils are wrong; all of which works to suggest the sentiment that
something resurrected can never be a true likeness of its living counterpart.

In ‘Dream of Dying’ Beddoes uses the idea of a kind of dismemberment as opposed to
dissection. Dissection implies a more clinical and structured taking apart of a body, but what
happens to the speaker in ‘Dream of Dying’ is far from neat and clinical. The speaker finds
himself unattached from his corpse as

My ears, those entrances of word-dressed thoughts,
My pictured eyes, and my assuring touch,
Fell from me [...]

[...] one by one, by snakes
My limbs were swallowed; and, at last, I sat
With only one, blue-eyed, curled round my ribs,
Eating the last remainder of my heart *

The ears, eyes, limbs and heart are all now separate pieces, and the last two lines quoted here
are fantastically grotesque, giving the reader a horrifying image of this dismembered corpse being
devoured. There is still a sense here that the soul and the body are separate entities and that the
speaker’s identity is held within his soul. This is suggested by the lines ‘my body turned me forth
/ From its beloved abode: then I was dead; / And in my grave beside my corpse I sat’.* The key
idea in this poem is that the protagonist has no control over what is happening to him: he can
only observe while all command of that which should be his alone (his body) is taken from him.
This ‘dream’ is closer to a nightmare, and — if my previous observations on ideas of control are
called into play here — it is one that would have been resting in the subconscious of many
people during Beddoes and Hood’s lifetimes.

‘Jack Hall’ by Thomas Hood is in many ways the antithesis of the idea that control over the
body was being slowly prised away from the public. It documents the practice that Richardson
describes, of people selling their bodies while still alive.* In the poem a man who has sold his
body several times is taken by death after meeting him in a graveyard but he is not well received,
due to the ‘bargain’ that he has made several times during his life. The following stanzas are key
in terms of this:

* Bradshaw, p.144.

# The Works, p.248, 11.2-4, 10-13.
* ‘Dream of Dying’, 11.4-6.
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