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* What internal and external conflicts:seem to be revealed:heré? What con-
flict does Wheatley herself seem aware of? Why might Hayden have chosen
both this particular moment in Wheatley's life and this partlcular addressee
{Obour Tanner)?

* How does Hayden’s portrayal of both Wheatley's feelmgs and others views
of her compare to Wheatley's own characterlzatlon of these in ON BEING
BROUGHT FROM AFRICA T0 AMERICA?

RESPONDING TO POETRY o L

Not all poems are as readlly accessﬂ)le as those in this chapter, and even, those that

"are take on additional meanings if we. approach them systernatrcally, bringing to

bear specific reading habits and skills and some knowledge of poetic genres and
traditions. Experience will give you a.sense of what to expeet, but knowing what
to expect isn't everything. As a reader of poetry, you should always be open—to new
experiences, new feelings, new ideas, new forms of expression. Every poem is a
potential new experience, and you will often discover somethmg new with every
re-reading, o

Steps to Follow, Questions to. Ask and N ‘
Sample Reading Notes e

No one can give you a method that will offer you total expenence of all poems.
But because individual poems share charactenstms w1th ‘other poems takmg cer-
tain steps can prompt you both to ask the nght questlons and to deVlSe compelling
answers. If you are relatively new to poetry,. encounter a poern that seems espe-
cially difficult, or plan to write about a poem, you may need to tackle these steps
one at a time, pausing to write even as you read and respond W]th further experi-
ence, you will often find that you ean sklp steps or run through them qulckly and
almost automatically, though your experience and understandmg of any. poem will
be enriched if you slow down and take your time. _

Try the first step on your own, then we Wlll both detall and demonstrate the
others. w

rren by e BRIy I LTSRN S T i

1. Listen to a poem first. When you ericounter al new poem;'try reading it
through once without thinking too much about what it means. Tty to sim-
ply listen to the poem, even if you read silently; and much as you might a
song on the radio. Or better yet, read it aloud.:Doing so will help you hear
the poem’s sound qualities, get a clearer impression of its tone; and start
making sense of its syntax, the way words combine'into sentences.

APHRA BEHN .
~_On Her Loving Two Equally

o~ —
. ..

How strongly does my passion flow,
Divided equally twixt® two?
.-Damon had ne'er subdued my heart .

6. Between.

'
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"~ Had not Alexis took his part; ) ‘
5 Nor could Alexis powerful prove, o
Without my Damon’s aid, to gain my love.
: 11 '
o When my Alex1s present is, L -
Then I for Damon sigh and mourn; . ...
But when Alexis I do miss,
10 Damon gains nothing but my scorn.
But if it chance they both are by,
For both. a_like I langu_ish, sigh, and .dj.e_.

‘ 11 o :
Cire then, thou mlghty w1nged god)
This restless fever in my blood: ~ .
15 One golden- pomted dart take back:
“But which, O GCupid, wilt thou take? *
" If Damon’s, all my “hopes are crossed
Or that of my Alexis, ] am lost.

1684 J

' Now that you 've read Behns poem, read through the remamlng steps and see
how one reader used them as a guide for respondlng Later,. return to these steps
asg you read and respond to other poems. :

2. Artleulate your expectatlons, startmg w1th the title. Poets often try
to surprise readers, but you can appreciate such surprises only if you first
define your expectations. As you read a poem, take note of what you expect
and where, when, and how the poem, fulﬁlls, or perhaps frustrates, your
expectations.

The title of Aphra Behn s “On Her Lovmg Two Equa]ly makes me think the
poern will be about a woman. But can someone really * love two equally 9
Maybe thlS is the questmn the poem will ask If 8o, I expeet its answer to be

0" because I don't think this is poss:ble If so, maybe the titleis a sort of
pun,—' Qn Her Loving Too Equally.”

3. Read the syntax literally. What the sentences literally say is only a start-
ing pomt ‘but it is vital. You cannot begln to eprore what a poem means
unless you first know what it says. Though poets arrange words into lines
and stanzas, they usually write in complete sentences, just as writers in
other genres do. At the same time and partly in order to create the sort of

. aural and vrsuaI patterns dlscussed earlier in this _chapter, poets make
. much more frequent use of inversion (a change in ‘normal word order or
syntax). To ensure you don’t misread, first “translate” the poem rather than
fixing on certain words and free-associating or leaping to conclusions. To
translate accurately, especially with poems written before the twentieth

7.-Cupid, who, accordmg to myth, shot darts of lead and of gold at the heirts of lovers, corresponding
to false love and true love, respectively. - = .. coro e :
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century, you may need to break this step down into the following smaller
steps: ’ . o

a.

. b.

o ‘whatéver element they modify.)

_iar or unexpected way. Add any implied words necessary to link the.parts

."Replace each pronoun with the antecedent noun it replaces; if the ante-
" cédent is ambigiious, indicate all the possibilities. " -

o

SO @i

' Translate Sentences into modern prose. Use a dictionary to define unfa-

Identify sentences. For now, ignore the line breaks and look for sentences
or independent clauses (word groups that can function as complete sen-
tences). These will typically be preceded and followed by ‘a period (), a
semicolon (3), a colon (), or a dash (=)." : L

The eighteen lines of Behn's posin can be broken'down into fine’ -
sentences. R R e FEE
How strongly does my passion flow, Divided equally orixet to? |
Damon had ne'er subdued my heart, Had not Alexis took his part,
Nor could Alexis powerful prove, Without my Damon's aid, to gain my love.
When my Aléxis present is, Thén Ifor Damor. sigh ahd_ﬁibﬁr%n-‘; .
But when Alexis | do miss, Damoh-éélir_isrncifhing but My scorn,
But if it chance they both are by, For both alike I lénghish, sigh, and die.
Cure then, thou mighty wingéd god, This téSﬁIéss féver in my blood;
One golden-pointed dart take Back: But which, O Cubid, wilt thou teke?
If Damon’s, all my hopes are crossed: Of that of my-Alexis; I am lost.

©®NOo R WD e

Reorder sentences. qunf;ify: the main e_lements—-subject(s), verb(s),
.()bjec;t_(s)‘—:i—of each sentence or independent clause, and if neééssary rear-
range thém in normative word order. {In English, this order tends to be
subject-verb-object except in the case of a question; iii either case, depen-
dent clauses come at the beginning or end of the main clause and next to

5

lIn the following sentencss, the reordered words appear in italics, nouns
substituted for pronouns appear in parentheses: a N

1. How strong does my passion flow, Divided equally tWixt two? ©
" 2. Darvion Kad ne'er sibdued iy heart Had hot Alexis took (Alexis’s or
Damon's) part; L -
3. Nor could Alexis prove powerful to gain my love Without my Damon's
- aid. o . I T E o
4. 'When my Alexis is'preént, Ther 1 sigh and mourn for Damon;
But when I do miss Alexis, Déiﬁbﬁ:'géins’ndﬁhing' put my scorn. -
“But if it chance bqtﬁ'(Da_ﬁibr‘l nd Alexis) aré by, [ languisk; sigh, and die
For both (Damon anq'Aléxis) alike. il
_ ;hqu_giig};ty wingeéd god, Cure then This '_i'esiglesls fever in‘my blood:
“take back One ‘golden-pointed dart: But which ‘wilt thou take, O Cupid?
' Jf Damon's, &l my Hopes are clossed; Or that (dart) of miy Alexis, Tam
'ldst, Sl e ter s A - R O

@

L CE . .. Vot
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miliar or ambiguous words or words that seem to be used in an unfamil-

of a sentence to each other and one sentence logically to the next. At

POETRY: READING, RESPONDING, WRITING 715

- this stage, don’t move to outright paraphrase;’instead, stick closely to the
- original, ) o RN o S :

Below, added words appearl in'brackets, substituted definitionsin -
- parentheses:” o T ‘ : S L
;1. How strongly does my ipassion flow [when It ig] divided equally between
. two [people]? S T :
-+ Damon would never have (conquered ot tamed) My Heart if Alexis had not
taken (Damon or Alexis's) (portion) [of my heart]. * : '
3. Nor could Alexis thave] proveln) powerful [enm_lgh] to gain my love
without ty Damon’s aid. " - S
“ 4/ When my Alexis is present; then I'sigh and mourn for Damon; =~ *
5. But when I miss Alexis, Damon doesn’t'gain'anythingi {except) my
Cowogeorn. . el R i
g. :But if it:(so happens) that both (Damorn and Alexis) are {nedr]by ime],
Tlanguish, sigh,'and die for both (Damon and Alexis) alike. - SFEH
7. [Cupid], (you) mighty god (with wings), cure then this restless feve¥ inmy
blood; ] ‘ ‘ , e
8. Take back one [of your two] darts [with] pointed-gold [tips]: But which [of
these darts] will you fake, O Cupid? * - ‘ i e _;' )
g If [on the one hand, you take away) Demen's [dart], allmy hopes are
{oppossad, invalidated, spoiled); Or {if, on the other hand, you take away]
- Alexig's [arrowl; 1 am (desperale, ruined, destroyed; no longer claimed or
-+« possesséd by anyone; helpless or unable to fndmywayl. " -

e. Note any-ambiguitiesin the original language that you might have ignored
i your translation. For example; look for madifiers that might modify more
than one thing; verbs that might have multiple subjects or objects; words
that have multiple relevant meanings. .
In the second sentence, “his” could refer sither to Damon or Alexis since
hoth names appear i the first part 6f this sentence, inother words, this could
say either "Alexis took Damon's part” or “Aléxis took his ownrpart.” ‘But-what
abous the word part? 1 translated this as portion, and I assumed it referred
‘pack to "heart,” partly bétause the two words come at the ends.of lines 3
(“heart”) and 4 {"part”) and algo thyrae: But two other definitions of part might
make'sense here: “therole of a character iva play” or "one's . .. allotted task
{as in an action), and "one of the opposing sides in a‘conflict ordispute;,”
which in this case couldbe the “aapflict” over the speaker's love. On the'one
héind, then, Tould translate this either “Alexis took his own pertion of my
heart™: "Alexis played his own role in my life or in this three-way courtship
drama™, or "Alexis defended his own side in the battle for my love. On t}ge
other hand, I could translate it as plexis took Damon's part of my heart";
"Alexis played Damon's role”; or even "Alexis defendéd Damon’s side in the

PR

. Dattle for-my lover
4, Consult reference works. In addition to using a dictionary to define unfa-
. miliar or ambiguous words, lookup anything else to which the poern refers
. that you either don’t undestand or that you suspect might be ambiguous: a

. place, a person, a myth, a quotation, an idea, etcy o .
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According to Britannica.com, Cupid was the."ancient Roman god of love”
and “often appeared as a winged infant carrying a bow and a quiver of arrows
whose wounds inspired love or passion in his every victim." It makes sense,
then, thatthe speaker of this poem would think that she might stop loving one
of these men if Cupid took back the arrow that made her love him. But the poemn
wasn't written in ancient Rome (it's dated 1684}, so is the speaker just kidding
or being deliberately "poetic” when she calls on Cupid? And what about the
names “Damon” and "Alexis"? Were those common in the seventeenth century?
Maybe 30, if a poet dould be-named “Aphra Behn."

5. Figure out who, where, when, and what happens. Once you have got-

ten a sense of the literal meaning of each sentence, ask.the following
very general factual questions about the whole poem. Remember that not
all of the questions will suit every poem. (Which questions apply will
depend in part on whether the poem is narrative, dramatic, or lyric.) At
this point, stick to the facts. What do you know for sure?

Who?

'» Who is,-or who are, the poem’s speaker(s)? ...

« Who is, or who are, the auditor(s), if any?. .. ; -

. Who are the other characters, if any, that appear in the poem?

i The tltle suggests that the speaker is'a woman Who 1oves two people Tn the

poem, she identifies these as two men—Damon and Alexis. The speaker doesn’t

seern to address anyone in particular (certainly not the two men she talks about)

except in the third stahza, when she addresses Cupid—first through the epithet
“mighty wingéd god" (liné 13) and theri by name (lme 16) (Because Cupld isn't

- present, this is an apostrophe.) -

Where? When? - | e
» Where is the speaker? '

-+ Where and when do any.actions descrlbed in the poem take place? That

is, what is the poem 's setting?
No place or time is specified in Behn's poem. The poem is dated 1684, and

-.the antiquated diction (“twixt,” line 2; "wilt," line 16) seems appropriate to that

time. But nothing in the poem makes the situation or feelings it describes -

specific to a time or place. The speaker doesn't say things like “Last Thursday,

when Damen and I were hanging out in.the garden .....-* for example. She seems

to describe situations that keep happemng repeatedly rather than specuﬂc

incidents, [ e :

What7 ‘
» What is the situation descrlbed in the poem?
» What, if anything, literally happens over the course of it; or what action,
if any, does it describe?
» Or; if the poem doesn't have a plot, then how would you describe its.inter-
-.nal structure? Even when a poem seems less, interested in telling. a story
than in simply capturing a feeling or describing somethirg or someone,
you can still usually read in it some kind of progression or development or

- "took;" line 4), the second:sticks to the present tense ('is
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even an argument. When and how does the. subject matter or focus or
address shlft over the course of the poem? :

The basic 'situation is that the speaker loves twoe men equally: In the second
stanza she describes recurring situations—being with one of the men and nét
the other or being with both of them at once—and the feelings that result, Then,

-In thethird stanza, she imagines.what would happen if she stopped loving cne

of them. The tepic orsubject essentially remains the same throughout, but there
are two subtle shifts. First is the shift from addressing anyone in stanzas one
and two to addressing Cupid in stanza three. Second, there are shifts in verb
tense and timne: The firgt, stanza floats among various tenses ("does,” line 1;

$," *sigh,” "“mourn,” etc.), .
and the third shifts to future (“wilt,” line 16). As a result, I would say that the
poem has two parts: in ong, the speaker characterizes her situation in the

» o,

. present.and recent past; in the other she explores a poss:ble alternative future -

(that she ends up notliking any better)..-

:

. Formulate tentative answers to the questlons, Wh‘y does it matter’ ;

What does it ull mean’
» Why should the poem matter to anyone other than the poet, or what
might the poem show and say to readers? ‘
- What problems, issues, questions, or conflicts does the poem explore
-that might be relevant to people. other than the speaker(s) or the
poet—to humanity in general, to the poet’s contemporaries, to people of
a certain type.or in a certain situation, and so forth?

« How is each problem or conflict develeped and resolved over the course

“of the poem, or how is.each question answered? What conclusions does
the poem seem to reach about these, or what are its themes?

The title and first two lines pose a question: How strong is our love if we
love two people instead of one? We tend to assume that anything that is -
“divided” is less strong than something unified. The use of the word flow in'the
first line reinforces that assumption because it implicitly compares love to.

' something that flows; A river, for example, “flows," and when a river divides

inte two streams, sach is smaller and its flow less strong than the river's. So
the way the speaker articulates.the question implies an answer: Love, like a
river, isn't strong and sure when divided.

But the rest of the poem undermines that answer. In the first stanza, the
speaker points out that each lover and his love has “aided” and added to the
“power” of the other: Neither man would have "gainfed her| love™if the other’

" hadn't. The second stanza gives a more concrete sense of why: Since we tend to

yearn for what we don't have at the moment, being with-one of these'men -

" makes her miss the other one. But if both men are present, she feels the same

about both and perhaps even feels more ‘complete and satisfied. -~ -
As if realizing shie can’t solve the problem herself, she turns in the third™

. stanza to Cupid and asks him to help by taking away her love for either Damon

or Alexis. As soon as she asks for this; though,.she indicates that the result -

~would be unhappiness. In the end, the poem seems to say (or its theme is) that

love doesn't flow or work like a Tiver because love can actually be stronger -
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. when we love more than one person, as if it's rnult1p11ed instead of lessened by

division. . : ;
Clearly, this is the opposite of what I expected Wh]Ch was that the poem

. would ask whether it was possible to love two people and conclude it wasn't.

The conflict is.also different than I expected—ithough there's an external

~conflict between the two.men {maybe), the focus is on the speaker's internal

-conflict, bt that conflict isn't:over which guy to choose but about how this is

.. actually working (I Jove both of them equally; each love reinforces the other) :

vérsus how she thinks thmgs should work (I'm not supposed to.love two.
equally). - .. . ‘ C R .

. ‘Consider how the poem’s form contributes to its effect and meaning,

- How is the poem organized .on. the page, into lines and/or stanzas;-for
example? (What are the lines and stanzas like in terms of length; shape,
and so on? Are they all alike, or do they vary? Are lines enjambed or end-

" stopped?)

= What are the poem’s other formal features? (Is there rhyme or another

form of aural patterning such as alliteration? What:is the poem’s base
meter, and are there interesting variations? If not, how else m1ght you
. describe the poems thythm?) . . :

« How do the poem’s overall form and its various formal features contrlb
ute to its méaning and effect? In other.words, what gets.lost when you
translate the poem into.modern- prose? o ‘

The stanza orgahizat'ion .underscores.shifts in the speaker's approach to her

-gituation. But organization reinforces megiving in.other ways as well. On the
..one hand, the division into three stanzas and the choice to number them, plus-

the fact that each stanza has three sentences, mirror the three-way struggle or
“love triangle” described in the poem, On the other hand because the poem |
has 18 lines and 9 sentences, every sentence is “divided equally twixt two"
Iines. Sound and especially rhyme reinfcrce this pattern since the two lines .

.: that make up one sentence usually thyme with each other {to form a.couplet).

The only lines that aren't couplets are those that begin the second stanza,
where we instead have alternating rhyme-—is (line 7) rhymes with miss {line ),
mourn {line 8) thymes with-scorn (line 10}, But these lines describe how the
speaker "missles]” one man when the other is "by," a sensation she arguably

reproduces in readers by ensuring that we twice “miss” the thyme that the rest,

of the poem leads us 1o expect:

. Investigate and consider-the ways the poem both uses and departs
~from poetic conventions, especially those related to forni and sub-

genre, Does the poem use a traditional verse form (such as blank verse) or
a traditional stanza form (such:as ballad stanza)? Is it a specific subgenre
or kind of poem—a sonnet, an ode, a ballad, for example? If so, how does
that affect its meaning? Over time, stanza and verse forms have been used

- in certain waysand.to certain ends, and particular subgenres have observed

certain conventions. As a tesult, they generate particular expectations for

- readers. familiar with such traditions, and poems gain additional meaning

by both fulfilling and defying those expectations: For example, anapestic
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meter (two unstressed syllables followed by a stressed one, as in Tennessee)
is usually used for comic poems, so when poets use it in a serious poem
they are probably making a point.

9, Argue. Discussion with others—both out loud and in writing—usually
results in clarification and keeps you from being too dependent on per-
sonal biases and preoccupations that sometimes mislead even the best
readers. Discussing a poem with someone élse (especially someond who'
thinks very differently) or sharing what you've written about the poem can
expand your perspectlve and enrlch your expenence

WRITING ABOUT POETRY

If you follow the steps outlmed above and keep notes on your personal résponses
to the poems you read, you will have a]ready begun writing 1nformally You have
also generated ideas and material you can use in more formal writing. To demon-
strate how, we conclude this chapter with two examples of such writing, Both grow
out of the notes earlier in this chapter. Yet each is quite different in form and
content. The first example is a relatively informal response paper that investigates
the allusions in Aphra Behn’s ON HER Loving Two EQuaLLy, following up on thé
discoveries and questlons generated by consultmg reference works (as in step 4
above). The second example is an essay on the poem that ‘defends and develops asa
thesis one answer to the questions, Why does it matter’ What does it all meanj (as
in step 6 above) by drawing on discoveries’ made in ‘éarlier and later steps. - i
As these examples illustrate, there aré many differérit ways to write about poems;
just as'there are many different things to say abotit any one. But all' such writing
begins with a'clear sense of the poem itself and ‘your responses to it. Effective writ-
ing also depends on a'willingness to listen 'caiefully to the poem and to ask genuine
questions about how it works; what it says and means, and how!it both fulfills and
challenges your expectations about lifé, as'well as poetry. -~ - -7+ oo o

e e b g ey b o ‘
From bardlc chromcles to 1mag1nary letters, brief mtrospectlve lyrlcs to action:
packed epics, “poetry” comes in many sizes,, shapes, and varieties; serves: myriad
purposes for many diverse audiences; and offers pleasures and.rewards both like
‘and unlike those we. get from fiction, drama, music, or any other art form In part,
though, that's because poetry is something of a tnckster and a,trespasser, crossing
in and out of those other generic domains and trying on theu' clothes, even as it
inhabits and wears very special ones all its own, Poetry speaks to head .as well as
heart cars, as well as eyes. If you keep yours open it just might speak to you in ways

you never expected. ok e e



SAMPLE WRITING: RESPONSE PAPER

The following response paper investigates the allusions in Aphra Behn's On Her
Loving Two EquaLLy by drawing upon information from reference works. Not all
response papers involve research, but we have included onie that' does in‘ order to
demonstrate both how you can use information from credible secondary sources to
test and deepen your personal response to a poem and, how you can develop reading
notes mto a thoughtful 1nformal Tesponse paper. .

T

sl . . i Pt
' . . Hoeogot

o Names in “On Her L'oving Twe E&'uelly"

] Aphra Behn's “On Her L0v1ng Two Equally" is dated 1684 but refere toan
’ 'an01ent pagan god That seerms werrd and rnade me cunous about what he was
domg in the boem. Accordmg to the Encycloped:a Bntanmca Oﬂ]me Cupld was
., the’ anc1ent Roman god of love,! “often appeared as a wmged mfant carryinga’
.- how and a quiver of arrows.whoee. wounds inspired love or passion in his every
-victim,” and "was sometimes.portrayed-wearing armour like that of Mars, the God
.+ of war, perhaps to suggest ironic parallels between warfare and romance” .
. {"Cupid"}. It makes senss, ther, that the speaker of this posm would think that she
might stop loving one of these guys'if Cupid.took back the arrow:that made her
love him. And the reference to Cupid also reinforces the associaticon in the poem
between "warfare” or at least conflict "and romance.” (The speaker is internally 4
conflicted, and there is also an external conflict between the two male lovers.)
I'm still ot sure whethier the speaker is kidding or being clehberately poetic
by talkmg io an ancient Roman'god. But either way, this reinforces the idealhad
! when Iwas reading, that the poem isn* it very specific about tifhe or place. The :
" poem makes the- speaker s sitilation seem like somethmg that has happened or
" 'could happen anytune anywhere ‘ Co :
" But what about the names Damon and A]exrs'? Were thesé real names in~ B
'_ . seventeenth—century England which is apparently where Behri was from? _:
" According to the Oxford Drcnonary of First Namés, “Darmon” is "a classrcal N
Greek name” that was
made famous in antiquity by the story of Damon and Pythias. In the
early 4th century BC Pythias was condemned to death by Dionysius,
ruler of Syracuse. His friend Damon offered to stand surety for him, and
took his place in the condemned cell while Pythias put his affairs in
order. When Pythias duly returned to be executed rather than abscond-
ing and leaving his friend to his fate, Dionysius was so impressed by the

720
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.. matter that the name comes from a word meamng “!tg tame, subdue’ (often a
- euphernism for, kill')" (“Damon")? ‘

trust and friendship of the two young men that he pardoned both of
them. (“Damon"}

This doesn't tell me for sure whether there were really men named “Damon” in
seventeenth-century England, but it's now clear that using the name "Damon” is
another way of alluding to “antiquity” and maybe making this situation and poem
seem “antique.” But the story of Damon and Pythias seems even more relevant,
When I was translating this poem, I noticed that it could nnply that Damen'and
Alexis were actually helping each other, not just fighting over the speaker

© (especially because *his,” in.line.4, could refer to either,man). Does the fact that
. - ‘the most famous Damon was-willing.to sit:in prison and even be executed to help

his best friend.give me more.evidence that I'm right? On the cther hand, does it

I couldn't find anything nearly this 1ntereet1ng about "Alexis," except that itis -

* aLatih form of a Greek name that or1g1nally came from a word that means+to

defend” ("Aléxis™: :
To sum up, I think two thing's' afé important: {1) by refe'rr'ing toCupidand -
naming her boyfriends Damon and Alexis, Behn makes her poem and her

. speaker's situation seem “antique,” even for the seventeenth century, and implies

her situation could happen anytime anywhere; and (2) the fact that the men's
namies mean. to tame, subdue,” even "kill" and "to defend” makes the conflict in
the poem more intense, but the fact that the world’s most famous Damon sacri-
ficed himself for his friend might add fuel to-the idea that these rivals are also
friends who are helping each other. Maybe there's even more “loving two equally”
going on here than I thought at first? If the speaker loves each of these guys more
because she loves the other one, is that true of them, too? This poem is crazy!

13
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SAMPLE WRITING: ESSAY: "
The following samplé essay-develops the observations about Aphra Behn's ON Heg
‘Loving Two EQuaLLy in this chapter, demonstrating how you can‘turn notes ‘about
a poem into a coherent, well-structured essay. Asthis essay also shows, however, you
will often discover mew ways of looking:at a poem {or any literary text) in the very
process of writing about it. (For guidelines on correctly quotrng and. c1t1ng poetry,
see “Writing about Literature,” chapter 31.) ; S

The writer begins by.considering why she is drawn o the poem, even. though it

does not express her ideal of love. She then uses her personal response to the poem
as a starting point for analyzing it in. greater depth...- . ... 4 '

ENTRIEIF

Mu]tzlp]ymg by D1V1d1ng in Aphra Behn's “On Her Lovmg Two: Equal]y"

My favonte poemin "Readmg, Respondmg, Wntmg is Aphra Behn s! "On
Her Loving Two Equally’™—not because it-expresses my ideal of love, but -
becauseit challenges-conventional ideals, The main ideal or agsumption ; +
explored in the poem is that true love is exclusive and monogamous, as the very
titles of poems like "How Do I [singular] Love Thes [singuiar]?” or “To My Dear
and Loving [and One and Only] Husband” insist (emphasis added). The mere
‘title of Behn's poem upsets that idea by insisting that at least one woman is
capable of “Loving Two Equally.” In fact, ohe thing that is immediately interesting
about Behn's poem is that, though it poses and explores a question, its question
is not “Can a woman love two equally'?" ‘The title and the poem take it for
granted that she can. Instead the poem asks whether equally loving two people

.lessens the power or quahty of love—or as the speaker puts itinthe ﬂrst two -
lines, "How strongly doss my passion flow, / Divided equally twixt two‘?" Every
aspect of this poem suggests that when it comes to love, as opposed to math
division leads to mu1t1p]10at10n . . . -

This answer grabs attention because 1t is S0 counter1ntu1t1ve and unconven-
tional. Forget love for ]ust a minute: It's common sense that anythmg that is
divided is smaller and weaker than sormething unified. In math, for example

} ‘dl\usron 1s the opp051te of mu1t1phcat10n if we divide one number by another
we get a number smaller than the first number if not the second. Although
Behn's use of the word flow to frame her question compares love to a river
instead. of a number, the implication is the same: When a river divides into two
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strzeams, each of them is smaller than the river, and its floiv less strong; as‘a -
result, each stream is more easily dammed up or diverted thanithe undivided:
river. So'the way the speaker initially poses her:question seems to support the
conventional view::Love is stronger when it “flows"” toward one person weaker
when divided between two.:- SV PV A Lot ez
‘However conventicnal and comforting that implied answez, however it's -
one the poem immediately rejects. Inthe remaining lines of the first stanza; .
‘the speaker insists that each of her two lovers and the love she feels for him-:
has notlessened the strength of her feelings for the other, but the reverse, Each
lover and each love has “aidled]” (line 6)the other; making hifn and it more- .. .
“powerful".(6). Indeed, she says, neither man'would have “subdued [her] .
heart” (3)-or "gainled her| love™ (6) at all'if the othér hadn't done.s6 as well;:
-Inthe:second stanza, the speaker gives us asomewhst more concrete.sense:.of
why this might be the case..On theone hand, being with either one of these men
{*When-Alexis present is," 7) actually. mékes her both-*scorn” him-(10) and -
“miss” (9) the man who's not there ("I for.Damion sigh and mourn,” 8). This isn't..:
really & paradox; we often yearn mote for the personor thing we don't have (the
grass is-always greener on the other side of the fence); and we often lose-our: -
appreciation for nearby; familiar things and people; What'is far away and inacces-
sible isioften dearer to us because its absence either makes ‘us aware of what it
means to us or allows us to forget its flaws and idealize it..
Perhaps because all of this makes the speaker feel that she can't posszbly golve
- the problem by herself, the speaker turns in the third stanza to Cupid—the deity
whoiis supposed to control thesé things by shooting a "golden-pointed dart” {15)
into'the heart of each lover.She asks him to solve her dilemma for her by “takling]
back™herilove for either Damon or-Alexis (15). As with her question inthe first
stanza, however, this plea-is taken back-as soon as it's formulated; for if -
she loseS'Damon; "all [her] hop’es are crossed”,:fif she loses A]exis, she'is ‘flost'!v .
(17118).... ST Yo ‘ St . R
Hete and throughout the poem, the speaker s main preoccupation seems:-
to be what she feels and what this situation is like for her—"my passion™ (1),
“my heart™ (3), 'my Damon's aid, , . . my love! {6)i. "my Alexis"{7),"T .. sigh.and
mourn” (8), “I do miss" (), “my scorn” (10}, “Tlanguish, sigh, and die" (12), “This
testless fever in my blood” (14}, “my hopes” (17); “my-Alexis”and “I am lost” {18).
Yet the poem implies that the payoff here is-not hers alone-and that her feelings
are not-purely selfishi-Both times the word gain appears in the poem, for
example, her lovers' gains and feelings are the focus—the fact that Alexis is
able."to gain:[her] love’ thanks to-*Damen's-aid” (6) and that*Damen-gains...
“nothing but my scorn’ when she is missing-Alexis (10}, Moreover; ambiguous:
wording in the first stanza suggests that the men here may be actively, inten--
tionally helping to-create this situation and even acting in contradictary, selfish
and unselfish, ways. When the speaker says that "Damon had ne'er subdued :
my heart / Had not Alexis took-his part" (3-4), lis could refer to Alexisor Damon
and part could mean “a portion” {of her "heart," presumably), “a role” (in her life
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or in this courtship drama), or-a “side in a dispute -or conflict” {over her love). - -
Thus; she could be saving that Alexis (unselfishly) defended Damon's suit;. -
(selfishly) fought against Damon or took-a share or role that propetly belonged to
Ddmon; and/or (neutrally} taok his (Alexis's)}own share or role oz defended his
{Alexis's) own cause. Perhaps all of this has been the case at various times;: ..
pecple do behave in contiadictory ways when they are in love, especially:-when
they perceive that they have a rival. It's also true that men and women alike. ..
often mere highly prize something orsomeone that someone else prizes, tco..So
pertiaps each lover's “passion” for her also “ﬂow[sl more strongly than _it'wou]d'
ctherwise precisely because he has a rival.: : : CE

In the end, the poem thus seems to say that love doesn t flow or work 11ke a

" river because love isn't a tangible or quantifiable thing.:As aresult, love is alse

different from the sort of battle implied by the martial language of the first stanza
in.which somecne wins only if someone else loses. The poem attributes this to the
perversity of the human heart—especially our tendency to yearn for what we can't
have and what we think other people want, too.. o .

~Through its form, the poem demonstiates that d1v1s1on can increase -
instead of lessen meaning, as well as love: On the one.hand,just as the:
posm’s content stresses the power of the:love among three people,; so the. .y
poem's form also stresses “threeness” as well as “twoness." It is after all - -
divided into three distinctly numbered stanzas, and each stanza consists of

- three sentences. On the other hand, every sentence is "divided equally. twixt

two" lines, just as the speaker's "passion” is divided equally between two men.
Formally, then, the poem mirrors the kinds of division-it-describes. Sound and

‘especially rhyme reinforce this pattern since the two lines that make'up one

sentence usually rhyme with each other to form a couplet. The only lines that
don't conform to-this pattern come at the beginning of the second stanza
where we instead have alternating.rhyme-—is (7) thymes with miss (),

mourn (8) thymes with scorn (10). But here, again, form reinforces content’ i
since these lines describe how the speaker “missles]" one man when the-
cther is "by,” & sensation that she arguably reproduces in us as we read

by ensuring we iwice "miss” the rhymesthat the rest-of the poem leads us to
expect, : ‘ O ST
.Because of the way it challenges our: expectatmns and cur convent1ona1
ideas about romantic love, the poem might well make us uncomfortable,..perhaps
all the more so because the speaker and poet here are female. For though we .
tend tothink all true lovers should be loyal and menogamous, this has been - -
expected even more of womeri than of men. What the pdem says.about love: -
might make more sense and seem less strange and even objectionable, however,
if we think of other, nonromantic kinds of love: After all, do we really think that
out mother and father love us less if their love is-“divided equally twixt”
ourselves and our siblings, or do we love each of our parents less because there
are-two of themn?If we think of these familial kinds of love, it becomés much

oy,
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.. easier to accept Behn's suggestlon that love multiplies when we spread 11:
around.
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