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Three Poems: Death Comes in Many Different Forms

Death is inevitable.  It can inspire, it can cause sadness, and it can cause grief.  The poets Langston Hughes, Edmund Spenser and Czelsaw Milosz are able to describe death so beautifully that the reader is consumed by each poem and almost forgets the dark nature of each poem, which is death.  The poems by these three poets explore different aspects of death and how it makes one feel.  Hughes’ “Young Gal’s Blues” (910) is about a young girl contemplating death, and the fact that she would rather die young than grow old, therefore, the idea of death is explored from the perspective of a young girl.  This concept may seem odd, but the way it is presented makes the reader feel at peace with the thought.  Spenser’s poem, “One Day I Wrote Her Name Upon the Strand” (985), depicts the way a man feels after losing his loved one and the fact that his love for her is still strong even after her death.  In Milosz’s poem, “A Song on The End of the World” (1124-1125), he discusses the end of the world.  This concept is also about death, except it deals with the demise of all things through the end of the world.  Although all of the poems explore the idea of death, it is easy to see that the three poets come from different cultural backgrounds which make the poems unique and effective in their ability to convey their perspectives and their individual motives for writing each piece of poetry.


First, in Hughes’ poem, “Young Gal’s Blues,” he strikes out on a note that immediately makes the reader think about death, “I’m gonna walk to the graveyard,” (line 1).  This beginning for the poem lets the reader know the subject matter, death.  Hughes’ poem is in the perspective of a young girl who is telling the story of going to visit a grave where her “dear friend Cora Lee” (4) is buried.  She then goes “to the po’ house/To see ma old Aunt Chew” (7-8).  She describes her Aunt Chew as being old and the young girl would prefer dying to being old and decrepit like her Aunt Chew.  In the last stanza, it seems that the young girl is questioning her own father’s love.  She seems to feel that her friend Cora Lee’s death is due to a lack of love and her Aunt Chew has grown old and ugly because she is no longer loved.  So, she feels that as long as she is loved she will never have to experience the pain in life or death, “Keep on a-lovin’ me, daddy/Cause I don’t want to be blue” (23-24).  


The way that Hughes writes allows the reader to feel at ease because he uses a great deal of slang in his poetry, such as, “po’ house,” (13).  The reader is also able to get the feeling that the girl is extremely immature because she places vanity over her life.  She would rather die than live a life as an elderly, unattractive woman “[. . .] I’d rather be dead than/To be ugly an’ old,” (17-18).  It is clear that music and rhythm have had a profound influence on Hughes’ writing.  In fact, there is a great deal of rhythm with repetition within his writing, which causes the reader to have a beat going in his or her head while reading this piece of Hughes’ poetry, such as in “When love is gone what/Can a young gal do?/When love is gone O” (19-21).  Through a combination of repetition of some lines and a unique rhyming scheme, one is able to see the influence which the musical style of blues has had on the writer.  

Although death is slightly explored in “Young Gal’s Blues,” it does not really go into the feelings which one experiences when a loved one is lost.  It is in Edmund Spenser’s poem, “One Day I Wrote Her Name Upon the Strand,” that the concept of death and the feelings which it evokes are much more clearly expressed.  The speaker is saddened by the loss of his significant other.  He is constantly attempting to write her name in the sand, but the ocean keeps washing it away.  It is almost like the ocean is a constant reminder of the fact that she is gone.  The water stands as a symbol of attempting to wipe his sadness away, but he cannot forget her, just as he cannot keep the ocean from wiping her name away from the sand on the beach.  “One day I wrote her name upon the strand,/But came the waves and washed it away:/Agayne I wrote it with a second hand,/But came the tyde, and made my paynes his pray” (1-4).  No matter how many times he will write her name on the beach, which is represented by the word, “strand,” in this poem, it is only washed away.  He feels that it is an attempt to wash away his pain, but that is not happening because he has experienced such a strong love that he is unable to let it go.  “To die in dust, but you shall live by fame” (10); this shows that he is planning to make her name last forever, which he is doing by writing this poem.  “My verse your vertues rare shall eternize” (11) shows that he is planning to make her immortal after her death through his writing.  He feels that she is an angel, living in heaven, looking down upon him.  He also feels that they will be together again in the afterlife, “Where whenas death shall all the world subdew,/ Our love shall live, and later life renew” (13-14).  This is definitely a more serious and mature poem than Hughes’ in terms of the outpouring of emotions and inevitability of death.

Through his poem, the reader is able to infer a lot of things about cultural and religious values of Spenser’s time.  Since “One Day I Wrote Her Name Upon the Strand,” was written in 1595, the year alone tells the reader a lot.  The year shows that the language is old English, and that is why it is different from the language used by Hughes, because the word “strand” actually means beach, and “agayne” (3) and “paynes” (4) are not words that are commonly used in English today.  Though their spellings have changed, their meanings can be inferred from their pronunciation.  The poem is a sonnet written in the English sonnet style of his time. This poem also reveals that Spenser has a strong foundation in religion, because he believes in the after life, in heaven, and in God.  Therefore, these are the major differences between Hughes’ and Spenser’s poems, though the subject matter of both of them is death.


While Spenser’s poem discusses the feelings which he experiences after his significant other has died, Milosz does the complete opposite by expressing the way that many people feel when the world comes to an end, “No one believes it is happening now” (21).  One would think that a poem about the ending of the world would be extremely dreary and sad, but Milosz’s poem, “A Song on the End of the World,” is quite upbeat.  He talks about how happy the world is before its ending, and how cheerful the people within it are, “On the day the world ends/A bee circles a clover,/A fisherman mends a glimmering net” (1-3).  He seems to be implying that the end of the world will come on a normal day, which people will not expect.  His explanations of the day in the first two stanzas are so peaceful, which enforce the fact that the end of the world will happen unexpectedly.  Milosz also discusses the fact that people have notions in their heads of what the end of the world will be like, “[. . .] those who expected lightning and thunder/Are disappointed/And those who expected signs and archangels’ trumps/Do not believe it is happening now” (14-17).  The main message that is conveyed from “A Song on the End of the World” is that life or its end is unpredictable, and therefore people must stop living so vicariously and start paying attention to the little things, such as “a white-haired old man, who would be a prophet/ Yet is not a prophet, for he’s much too busy” (22-23).  By this, he is saying that people are too caught up with their lives, and when their death is upon them, they will regret living the way they have done.   His message, therefore, is that people should stop caring about the insignificant things and live life to the fullest, because nobody knows when the end is coming.  

In addition, “A Song on the End of the World,” suggests that Milosz feels that living one’s life to the fullest is an extremely crucial part of living.  Surprisingly, his poem about the end of the world is not sad in any way, yet it makes people question death.  It can almost be taken as a forewarning before death.  He is telling people to be prepared at any moment to die, because death could come at any time; it is unexpected.  Though Milosz is a Polish writer, this fact does not come through in his writing.  The poem has a universal appeal which is unique and allows for more people to personally connect with it.  There is no real set rhythm to the poem; it is more of a free verse explanation of the steps which will occur as the world ends.   In fact, Hughes’ and Spenser’s poems are more of poetic style than Milosz’s.

On the whole, I feel that the best poem is Edmund Spencer’s “One Day I Wrote Her Name Upon the Strand,” because it has a lot of meaning and heart in it.  “My verse your virtues rare shall eternize” (11) shows that this poem is more than his writing.  He is immortalizing his love and that alone makes the reader feel touched by his emotions.  He has lost a loved one and it is so beautifully conveyed in this sonnet.  His love is apparent and there is so much that is left to be interpreted.  I also enjoy the rhythm and rhyming scheme.  

Finally, all the poems are unique and although all of them discuss death, they still remain beautiful.  While, Hughes discusses the immature view of death and aging from the eyes of a young girl, Spenser conveys death from the viewpoint of a man that has lost the love of his life, and Milosz demonstrates death or the ending of the world in a peaceful manner.  Since all of the writers are from different periods of time and from different cultures, their poetic styles and points of view on death vary.  Although all the poems touch on aspects of death that many people should contemplate, and easily relate to, they are unique, which makes them all more striking, because they are all about a similar subject, yet they all have different perspectives. 
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