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It seems that no one has ever questioned one of Hyatt
Waggoner's judgments about Emerson's "Hamatreya," that nei
ther its first nor its third line "can be scamied by any traditional
prosodic system."^ Emerson as Poet did, however, devote con
siderable attention to "Hamatreya." The poem has remained to
a suqjrising degree uinead, even by those few commentators
who interest themselves in Emerson's veise.^ It still deserves
more study, especially now when recent critical investigations
have been de-emphasizing Emerson's "Transcendentalism,"
stressing instead his post-idealism, pragmatism, or Existential
ism.^ "Hamatreya," no celebration of the Transcendental self,
but rather a chilling evocation of the self's angst confronting
mortality, merits by now an appreciation of its strength as a
poem, before we can begin to appraise its value as a philosoph
ical poem. Rather than a curiosity, a hodgepodge of botched
verses, "Hamatreya" can be read, even metrically, as a power
fully imaginative poem using a perfectly traditional scansion. Its
prosody would have seemed nonnal to Emerson's ear, given
some of the best English poetry that tutored it. The metrics of
"Hamatreya" have models in the practice of John Milton.''

The difficulty that Waggoner and others have had with the
poem's arrestingly dramatic first few lines suggests a failure to
recognize technical sophistication: Emerson's learned exploita
tion of the possible variations playable upon the standard iambic
pentameter. The two metrical variations relevant to "Hamatreya,"
ones honored by Milton's practice, are that of the number of
stresses within the line, and, secondly, the substitution of some
non-iambic feet within the five-iamb structure, the latter change
sometimes creating additional syllables for these decasyllabics.
Such variations create a rich rhythmic counterpoint, and the
skillful prosodist will be sure to follow irregular lines with strictly
regular ones, to keep the reader's ear appreciative of the variation
by re-enforcing the norm. Thus the very first line ofParadiseLost
is dramatically irregular, a clustered tush of stresses, the second
a perfectly orthodox iambic pentameter. Tbe second line of
"Hamatreya" is completely regular for the same reason.

This note suggests the following scansion of line 1:

/  u /  u / u /  uu /
Bulkeley, Hunt, Willard, Hosmer, Merriam, Flint,

a trochee, a spondee, two iambs, and an anapest. Many lines
in Milton offer close parallels, but an almost identical pro
sodic model can be heard in Paradise Lost, TV, 248:

Groves whose rich Trees wept odorous Gums and Balm[.]®

This line, like many in Milton, suggests metrical ambigu
ities, but however it is scanned it will appear to be very close to
Emerson's line quoted above. One may hear either

/  u / / / / u u / u /

Groves whose rich Trees wept odorous Gums and Balm,

a trochee, a spondee, another spondee, an anapest, and an
iamb, or

/  u / / u / u u / u /

Groves whose rich Trees wept odorous Gums and Balm,

a trochee, a spondee, an iamb, an anapest, and an iamb. If one
hears the line in the latter way, it becomes almost identical to
Emerson's, the only metrical difference being the position of
the anapest, which occurs in the fourth foot in Milton but in
the fifth foot in Emerson.

The third line of "Hamatreya" has an even more exact
precedent. If we scan it (and there is very little metrical ambiguity
here) as

I I / / / / u / u /

Hay, corn, roots, hemp, flax, apples, wool and wood[,]

we get three spondees followed by two iambs. Milton's
metrical practice offers a precise equivalent:

/  / / I I / u / u /
Rocks, Caves, Lakes, Feus, Bogs, Dens, and shades of death,

in Paradise Lost, II, 621.^ The first and third lines of "Ham
atreya" are indeed scannable in a tradition graced by the
highest authority, by no less a poet than John Milton.
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