“There sat down, once, a thing on Henry's heart".
On Mourning and Melancholia in John Berryman's Dream Songs.
In his 1917 essay, Freud distinguishes between the
“normal” state of mourning and the “pathological”
condition of a melancholic. Both mourning [Trauer]
and melancholia [Melancholie] result from a sense of
lack but melancholia is viewed as a failure of mourning,
or an inability to get over absence: “In mourning the
world has become poor and empty, in melancholia, it
is the ego that has become so.” With time, the melancholic is unable to tell what exactly had
been lost: Freud relates melancholia to the loss of an object that is “withdrawn from
consciousness.” (204-205)
Several Freudian characteristics of melancholia mirror the symptoms displayed by John
Berryman’s hero throughout The Dream Songs. Revealing the patterns which regulate Henry’s
expressions of unspeakable loss, I propose to approach melancholia as inevitably tied to his
narrative as a subject. I will talk about the constitutive power of loss in Berryman’s poem and
posit that the pervasive absence haunting the volume in the form of his dead father and
departed friends points to a loss of a different, larger order. Consequently, the complex
relationship of loss and language in Berryman will be identified as a necessary condition for
the existence of both the speaking subject and the culture that produced it.
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