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Abstract

The idea of regeneration is central to Hart Crane’s major themes, which include
death, quest, sacrifice, love, and creation. The majority of critics acknowledge that
Crane’s poems encourage the possibility of ‘man’ transfiguration, and there is a
sizable body of scholarly criticism addressing Crane’s poems both specifically
and generally, but no thorough examination of regeneration as it manifests itself
in Crane’s poetry has been conducted. Therefore, the goal of this study is to
investigate, step-by-step, Crane’s theory of how a man can find a sense of renewal
from traumatic and chaotic experiences; these experiences typically take place in
the twentieth century, but they assert a fundamental universality. In contrast, Crane
portrays a picture of man on a quest, always looking for and attempting to create
new love and beauty in order to overcome his experiences. Suffering. The study will
show that Crane’s poems contain significant acts of sacrifice as well as numerous
instances of sacrificial diction and imagery because a man must frequently be willing
to submit himself to whatever forms of destruction he may encounter in the quest.
Keywords: Regeneration, Experience, Quest, American, Failure.

The weight of Crane’s fundamentally upbeat and hopeful poetic
message is lightened and validated by the widespread perception of
a man in pain. In fact, Crane’s portrayal of the potential for complete
degradation is so striking that it occasionally leaves the reader with a
strong impression of the unpleasant experiences that men go through.
Thus, expressing death, meaninglessness, and creative despair; the
ugliness of commercialism, industrialisation, and man’s lust for
power; our pitiful incapacity to even communicate with one another;
and our incapacity to find or sustain love are all essential components
of Crane’s poetic gift.

Since its publication in 1930, Hart Crane’s poem “The Bridge™ has
been the most discussed and a constant source of debate among all
of his works. Many critics, particularly those of Crane’s generation,
initially viewed this lengthy epic poem as a failure of its author, but
others saw it as a huge success and a noteworthy accomplishment
of Crane. To mention a few of their charges, critics who believed
the poem was a failure claimed that it only captured the erratic and
ambitious nature of the author and the era in which it was composed.
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The Bridge as a whole, as well as many of its individual songs, were regarded as some of the
greatest American poetry of the twentieth century by the same critics and Crane’s supporters, who
also showed admiration for his artistic endeavour.

Despite his windy and psychologically depressing life, Crane, a legendary character in
American poetry, has a startling optimism in his poems. In his work The Bridge, Crane aims to
depict the American experience, drawing inspiration from the Brooklyn Bridge, which represents
the creative power of man combining the present and the past. In this lengthy poem, he attempts to
paint a picture of what he referred to as “the American experience” (Crane, 1930: 20). Crane uses
the Brooklyn Bridge as the poem’s enduring icon and makes reference to and honours a number
of individuals and locations, including Christopher Columbus, the fabled Rip Van Winkle, the
modern New England countryside, and the East River tunnel. According to Coffman, “the bridge
serves as the structure which unites and represents all that is America as a source of inspiration and
patriotic devotion while it functions as the embodiment of American optimism as well.” According
to Crane (1930: 135), the poem is an epic synthesis of America and its structural character.

The poem retains coherence and unity despite having many drastically different sections
because the sections are connected in various ways and some of its integrating devices have certain
connections to works like “The Waste Land,” Mauberley poems, “Passage to India,” “Ulysses,”
and Blake’s prophetic books in the tradition in which Crane was writing. The poem’s storyline, for
instance, is strikingly similar to Joyce’s “Ulysses.” The poem features a character who awakens
at the crack of dawn, surveys the city, wanders the streets for a day, and eventually becomes
embroiled in its corruption. After agonizing himself with disillusionment and drunkenness, the
hero of the poem comes to an illuminating vision of order in which he can accept himself and his
world at the very end of the poem (Unterecker, 1982: 83).

Although it is clear that Crane relied on Joyce or Whitman, this does not imply that he copied
these authors exactly. Like any writer, Crane takes inspiration from other authors, yet he skilfully
incorporates these ideas into a poem that is all his own. Second-hand imagery or ideas are not
new in literature, and what Crane ultimately discovered in the authors he was borrowing from was
content that could be modified to fit the mythic framework he was developing.

Crane employs language for multifaceted purposes in his poetry, so it is necessary to read the
poem with more senses than just the eye. Numerous misunderstandings resulted from the critics’
inability to comprehend Crane’s style and explain the poem. Yvor Winters, Brom Weber, and Allen
Tate were among the critics who concurred that the poem was a failure. Despite the differences in
their objections, they eventually agreed on one aspect of the poem. Even though Crane praises some
passages for their lyrical excellence, Tate believes that the poem is a failure of its author because
Crane cannot handle a theme that goes beyond isolated moments in the stream of consciousness.

Hart Crane is on a quest to discover the true American past and the traits of the current America
that will shape her destiny. He equates his quest with seekers of the past and present, for example,
by assuming the identities of Columbus, Rip Van Winkle, railroad tramps, and abandoned sailors
by travelling westward and backward in time. The poem also depicts the poet’s attempt to build
an apocalyptic vision for America’s future by synthesising the competing forces present in the
country. The poem depicts America in a way that is specific to one individual rather than merely
one that is shared by all. It is significant as the poet’s testament.

The bridge, which connects the shores of the temporal world to the invisible shores of the spiritual
one, serves as the poem’s primary emblem. The bridge’s significance as the poem’s main symbol
is that it implies a multifaceted meaning. For Crane, it represents the victory of human vision. The
Brooklyn Bridge was erected in the twentieth century thanks to the innovation of contemporary
people, just as the ancient people built the pyramids as a testament and the mediaeval people

64 https://www.shanlaxjournals.com



attempted to realise their vision in the great cathedrals. In addition to its metaphorical meaning
of everything that unites or joins, the bridge has architectural significance and is an expression of
man’s need to use the tangible world for his objectives, according to Crane. It serves as a symbol
of the reach of humanity throughout time and space. Aspiration, hope, and trust all allude to the
bridge’s transcending quality. Crane elevates the bridge to the level of religion while treating it as
a symbol of vitality, liberty, and permanence (Piculin, 1982: 185).

Since its publication, The Bridge has been the focus of extensive criticism, both positive and
negative. While critics’ interpretations have provided insightful information about the poem and
its author, they have also distorted readers’ and the literary community’s perception of the work.
A sizable portion of readers and commentators rejected the poem as a cohesive whole. Rather,
they would rather read it piece by piece until it was fully anthologised. Furthermore, the majority
of critics argued that the poem should be read without reference to its creator. One of Winters’
criticisms of the poem was based in part on his assessment of Crane.

He believed that the industrial and contemporary American era would propel humanity toward
a better future. He claimed that the poem’s goal was to connect both the poet and the reader to their
own past, present, and future. Therefore, every human accomplishment that is referenced in the
poem such as Columbus’s exploration journey and the advances in industrial science demonstrated
by the construction of roads, railroads, and airplanes may be metaphorically represented by bridges.

According to Crane, the poem embodies the pinnacle of his writing career. The Bridge’s success
and worth are largely due to Crane’s ability to write in a different way than his predecessors. He
did, in a sense, deviate from the literary fad of his day. Crane stated that The Bridge “concerns a
mystical synthesis of ‘America’” in a 1923 letter to Gorham Munson. In order to reach the bridge’s
climax, which represents our constructive future and distinct identity and includes our scientific
aspirations and future accomplishments, history, facts, location, etc. must all be gathered (qtd. by
Quinn, 1963: 77).

The poem invokes Brooklyn Bridge at the beginning. This opening section, ‘“Proem: To
Brooklyn Bridge,” honours the bridge as a representation of man’s aspiration to transcend the
mundane in pursuit of spiritual achievement. It implies that because people are dissatisfied with the
current state of time, they yearn for a spiritual elevation and strive for permanence and purity. In
order to free himself from the mundane slavery of his existence, man is constantly searching for an
appearance or a sign of his higher fulfilment.

Shedding white wings of tumult, building high

Over the chained bay waters Liberty

(qtd. by Quinn, 1963: 80).

In a way, the entire poem’s purpose is revealed. It is implied that man requires an idealistic
faith, which the bridge’s strength enables him to attain. There is undoubtedly a gap between the
timeless and time. This section contains a number of ideas that the poet will discuss in the sections
to follow.

Christopher Columbus’s poem “Ave Maria” begins with a soliloquy. Crane utilises the notion
that Columbus has been connected to exploration and search in the conventional sense. In addition
to introducing the idea of the journey in The Bridge, it also symbolically embodies the poet’s
objectives as a seeker, making it a perfect fit for the entire poem. By doing this, Columbus represents
the poet’s own sense of quest and becomes the first of the searchers. This suggests taking a poetic
trip back in time to discover the true American past by delving into the realm of myth and fact.

In terms of his own rediscovery of America, Crane selects his equivalents from various eras of
American history who share his feeling of journey. The fundamental idea of quest is intertwined
across the opening and closing pictures in this section. However, Columbus’s quest is similar to

65

https://www.shanlaxjournals.com



1% SHANLAX

both the poet’s and the common man’s. Because Columbus built a bridge across the Atlantic from
the Spanish to the American beaches and the New World, Crane’s goal of rediscovery, has been
discovered, the conclusion of “Ave Maria” sets the scene for the poems that follow. Cathay is
more than just a location since it symbolises the human spirit’s limitless possibilities and its wealth
should be utilised for love rather than greed. He screams because he is well aware of his customers’
greed:
-Yet no delirium of jewels! O Fernando,
Take of that eastern shore, this western sea,
Yet yield thy God’s, thy Virgin’s charity!
-Rush down the plenitude, and you shall see
Isaiah counting famine on this lee! (Quinn, 1963: 82).
“Columbus’s route traced from the old world to the new one is the symbol of the passage of
the soul to God. So, the passage of Columbus stands for the ascension of the spirit from time to
eternity”
(Brunner, 1973: 120).
There are five subsections in “Powhatan’s Daughter.” For Crane, Pocahontas, Powhatan’s
daughter, represents the splendour of the American continent. One region of the American continent
or a period of American history is examined in each of the subsections. The poet has the chance
to find the body of Pocahontas that is, the American continent by travelling westward from New
York and backward in time from the present. Pocahontas, who is a metamorphosis of Mary in
“Ave Maria,” carries on the bridge symbol as a woman. When the poet eventually finds her, she is
destined to win his affection and attention, just as the woman in the Manhattan apartment.
And you beside me, blessed now while sirens
Sing to us, stealthily weave us into day
Serenely now, before day claims our eyes
Your cool arms murmurously about me lay.
While myriad snowy hands are clustering at the panes
your hands within my hands are deeds;
my tongue upon your throat-singing
arms close; eyes wide, undoubtful
dark
drink the dawn-
a forest shudders in your hair!
(qtd. by Hazo, 1963: 84).
As he states in the poem, “400 years and more...or is it from the soundless shore of sleep that
time...” Crane places “The Harbour Dawn” in the present. (Crane 17). The virgin continent, which
was first discovered by Columbus, is assaulted by industry now. In the midst of the challenging
modern world, the poet attempts to remain true to his spiritual goal while confronting the realities
of contemporary city life.
And then a truck will lumber past the wharves
As winch engines begin throbbing on some deck;
Or a drunken stevedore’s howl and thud below
Comes echoing alley-upward through dim snow
(Crane, 1930: 17).
Rip Van Winkle himself serves as Crane’s representation of the link between the present and
the past in “Van Winkle,” the poem’s second subsection. A twentieth-century searcher, spurred on
by a moment of self-discovery, sets out from “Far Rockaway to Golden Gate” in pursuit of his own
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Cathay, just as Columbus did when he sailed for it in the fifteenth century (Hazo, 1963: 86). The
poet’s struggle between the freedom and excitement of his youth and the limitations of adulthood
is evident. He applies this distinction to the nation’s early and more recent years. He makes
connections between his own and the country’s experiences, which are essential to the poem’s
structure. His day, starting from the morning and going up to evening, resembles the history of the
country from its discovery to the present time. He remembers the hopes and ambitions of his youth
in images of the early explorers and settlers he learned in school.

There was Priscilla’s check close in the wind,

And Captain Smith, all beard and certainty,

And Rip Van Winkle bowing by the way,-

‘Is this Sleepy Hollow, friend-?" And he-

(Crane, 1930: 19)

His friends during the thrilling and promising times will include Pizarro, Cortez, Priscilla,
Captain Smith, and Rip Van Winkle. People now rush to work, and America’s opportunities
are focused on business and commerce (Quinn, 1963: 85). The Mississippi River, which Crane
transforms into a more profound symbol the river of time itself in the third poem in the sequence
“The River,” progresses the poet’s quest. The idea of the entire poem is established in this section,
which is especially important. The river implies that man’s spiritual involvement in the ideal has
a purpose, and that his only goal is to accompany everything as it passes through time. America’s
seas combine all of its experiences; differences and divisions are blended together. The poem’s last
stanzas reveal the river’s complete meaning as a representation of time as it flows endlessly toward
the gulf.

And flows within itself, heaps itself free.

All fades but one thin skyline 'round...ahead

No embrace opens but the stinging sea;

The River lifts itself from its long bed

(Crane, 1930: 27).

At this point, the stanzas become rhymed quatrains. The regularity of the meter and rhyme
schemes suggests the unruffied flow of the river. The river of time flows forever into the gulf of
eternity. In the final poems of The Bridge, Crane suggests that only the poet can restore our culture
to its proper path and keep it there. Crane’s assertion that “only the man of poetic imagination can
direct man’s timeless impulse for discovery toward truly human achievement” is the fundamental
component of comprehending “Cape Hatteras” (Vogler, 1965: 390). It is not necessary for modern
man to believe that technological advancements are advancements. Therefore, the poet’s insight
should be advantageous to modern man. In order to avoid moving further toward his eventual
downfall, he ought to heed the poet’s cautions.

Crane implies in The Bridge’s concluding poems that the only person who can put our civilisation
back on its right track and maintain it there is the poet. The key to understanding “Cape Hatteras”
is Crane’s claim that “only the man of poetic imagination can direct man’s timeless impulse for
discovery toward truly human achievement” (Vogler, 1965: 390). Modern man does not necessarily
have to accept technological progress as such. Thus, modern man should benefit from the poet’s
understanding. He should take the poet’s advice to heart in order to prevent himself from going any
closer to his ultimate demise. The symbol of the man of poetic imagination is Whitman for Crane.
He seems to dedicate himself and his poem to Whitman’s transcendentalism, a mysticism inclusive
of both science, the machine and intuition. So, Crane expresses his indebtedness:
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Our Meistersinger, thou set breath in steel;

And it was thou who on the boldest heel

Stood up and flung the span on even wing

Of that great Bridge, our Myth, whereof I sing!

(qtd. by Quinn, 1963: 93).

The part “Three Songs” is naturally connected to the symbol of the bridge as a woman, although
being brutally criticised for lacking any thematic reason in the context of the overall poem. The
fact that Pocahontas is no longer the lovely lover from the earlier poems dramatises the symbol’s
disintegration in the contemporary world. Pocahontas is now portrayed as a woman who betrays; in
the subsections of “Three Songs,” she is personified as a prostitute, a stripteaser, and an apparently
modest secretary.

He compares his suffering to Poe’s because, like Crane, Poe was a poet who pursued the ideal
and endured hardship. According to Crane, “an ideal must be pursued despite the strongest obstacles
to it and if there is a heaven, evidence must be found even in hell” (quoted by Quinn, 1963: 99). The
poet is given hope when the train changes course and moves toward the surface.

And yet, like Lazarus, to feel the slope,

The sod and billow breaking, -lifting ground,

-A sound of waters bending astride the sky Unceasing with some Word that will not die...!

(Crane, 1930: 75).

The bridge is viewed by the poet in “Atlantis™ as the single arc that spans both the countless
journeys and the river of time beneath it. As a contemporary explorer, the poet sets out to find
the lost land of Atlantis. For Crane, Atlantis represents lyrical truth and beauty. He wants to use
the poetic imagination as a bridge to get to Atlantis. Crane might be arguing that the process of
seeking, rather than the object sought, is what gives a search its actual value if we interpret the
poem as a dramatisation of a search.

Man will always search for the truth and beauty in the universe of his own mind, just as Cathay
and Atlantis always invite those with the guts to venture. Because the author experiences ecstasy
upon seeing the Brooklyn Bridge as a sign of his spiritual faith, this particular verse gives the key
image of the entire poem. Plato’s epigraph, “Music is then the knowledge of that which relates
to love in harmony and system,” alludes to the transfigured bridge’s key characteristics because
the passage has numerous musical allusions (quoted by Quinn, 1963: 100). The bridge serves as
both the instrument and the harmony played upon it. The cables of the bridge echo like harp to the
spiritual thythms of nature and society responding to the impulses of creation (Quinn, 1963: 100).

Through the bound cable strands, the arching path

upward, veering with light, the flight of strings,-

The whispered rush, telepathy of wires.

Sibylline voices flicker, waveringly stream

As though a god were issue of the strings...

(Crane, 1930: 79).

The poem may also be the fulfillment of the quest and the end of tragedy. Even though the poem
seems to have a hymnal form it is not a declamation of a dream but rather a proposition. The Word
has been revealed to the poet, and now his task is to announce it to the world (Dembo, 1960: 130).

So to thine Ever presence, beyond time,

Like spears ensanguined of one tolling star

That bleeds infinity-the orphic strings,

-One Song, one Bridge of Fire!

Whispers antiphonal in azure swing

(Crane, 1930: 82).
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In the years following his passing, the significance of Hart Crane’s poetry has been amply
demonstrated. He is undoubtedly one of the greatest American lyric poets of the 20th century.
He has often been researched in academic courses, debated in literary histories, and included in
anthologies. As time goes on, more and more readers find him and his poetry to be compelling, but
despite his widespread reputation among readers and critics, his work continues to be confusing.
One particularly significant event in American literature was the appearance of The Bridge.
Numerous critical responses show that academics and critics understood the poem’s significance
and impact. The Bridge is undoubtedly a Romantic lyric poem with epic overtones as a quest in its
totality. As Crane stated, “The poem, as a whole, is, | think, an affirmation of experience, and to
that extent is ‘positive’ rather than ‘negative’ in the sense that ‘The Waste Land’ is negative,” it is
affirmative in its ultimate assessment of society (quoted by Dembo, 1960: 11).

The poem’s beautiful evocation of mood makes it one of Crane’s greatest achievements. It
is not a set or symbolic portrayal of a vision in the poet’s mind, but rather a search for a mythic
vision. The vision, which the poet searches, is based upon the glorious knowledge of the past
and provides a bridge to the hopeful future of America despite the absence of hopeful signs in
the present. The poem’s language and substance are subjective since the poet is searching for
something that will meet his own wants. If Eliot’s “The Waste Land,” Pound’s “Cantos,” and
William Carlos Williams’s “Patterson” are regarded as some of the greatest and most significant
poems in modernist literature, then Crane’s “The Bridge” should be considered one of the most
significant and exquisite Romantic lyric poems in American modernist literature.
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