Explication of “Elegy I” by John Manifold

“Elegy I” is a poem written by John Manifold that upon vested review, conjures a scandalous preview of a rude, sleazy man taking sexual advantage of a powerless, nubile, female while her parents, though still in the same room, are either too oblivious or time-honored to apprehend him. Upon further re-readings of the poem, one starts to realise how scandalous the entire poem and its depiction really is, especially for 20th Century standards, as more details become apparent. 


He plays the role of narrator, and we start off with him beginning to 'undress' her in the 1st and 2nd lines (using 'undress' is interesting, suggesting elegance and patience for he did not 'strip' her) while 'wondering' if her mother will mind. 'Wonder' is a word that I find usually associated with child-like qualities; naïvete, curiosity, and unsuspecting of backlash. To wonder, is to be inquisitive of the unknown, and I believe that it would be a renowned given for any mother to indeed, very much, mind regardless of the time period (20th Century). This comes off to me as very cheeky, mischievous and playful. He also calls her 'darling'; signifying utmost endearment. This poses the idea of betrothal between the two, explaining his right to be in such close vicinity of her. It was easy to picture a heterosexual couple as the poem's tone leans towards masculine, and 'daughter' was indeed mentioned in line 2. As indicated at the end of the 3rd line, they both are sitting down in a chair. He carefully removes each piece of her clothing with dextrous expertise, implying that he has experience in such. 


Ensuingly, Line 5 continues down into line 6 with enjambment as he 'detaches her jersey, then her chaste || Blouse'. The superior language projects an image of historical decadence, and girdle-donning (6) confirms its datedness. Her clothes say plenty, for she seemingly owns the full set, which lower-class folk could not have afforded; especially  when made of fine materials like 'silk' (8). Furthermore, she wears 'trousers' (6), indicating a practical or fashionable personality.


Subsequently, I discerned that with his use of  combining 'Mosaic' and 'exultation' in line 7, he must have bombarded himself with a multi-miscellany of delights as he got closer to bare skin. It is in line 9 that we finally see a sign of disapproval from his 'darling'. With 'her bent-back wrist protested', it clearly shows physical force and debilitation, as he continues to poach. There is another show of enjambment as 'mine' bustles into 'Mapped' in line 10. Next, we continue from 'spine' (10) to 'Shoulders and nape' (11) as he advances; with soothing choices of delicate words. Interestingly, in lines 10, 11, 12, and 14 that Manifold makes unsubtle references to navigating the ground, perhaps telling of his time and role in the army during the Second World War (Hatherell, 2014), which I am about to explain.


In lines 10 and 11 as he 'Mapped the declivities of charming spine, Shoulders and nape' referring to them as '—reconnaissance of ground', he describes his 'darling's' spine, shoulders and nape as having or being declivities—“referring to a downward slope as of ground” (Dictionary.com, 2014). The word 'ground' appears again in line 11, accompanied by 'reconnaissance', which in militarily means “a search for information by examining the ground” (Dictionary.com, 2014). Presumably, the writer means to say that his traversing of her upper back is uniform to his duties as a former soldier; to investigate every inch of proximal dirt, or in this case, her skin. He wishes to possess her ('To take and hold') when 'zero-hour comes round' (12). Again, there is another symbolic military term, of which “climax” and “pivotal” (Dictionary.com, 2014) attest to. At this point, Manifold shows us even more tenderness by using the flat of one intruding hand instead of the palm or fingertips, to assumingly caress her vulnerability (13, 14). Noting the use of 'contested' and 'promised land' in line 14, Manifold announces perception of a bare-skinned 'darling' as a coveted prize; with heaven waiting at the finish line. Alas, as revealed in lines 15 and 16, parallel to real life, the way to victory isn't without difficulty. He and her maintain uncomfortable positions to attain an unshared goal (15).  
Furthermore, he refers to her face as 'innocent' (16), supplementing the chasteness first intimated in lines 5 and 6. The presence of a lamp (16) further sanctions the image of a roomed setting. 

Finally, someone unintentionally intervenes (17). This could not be, but is never clarified. Minimally, 'darling's' ordeal ends (17). Though, because Manifold's character knew immediately that her father was now unoccupied, he was probably reading aloud (“Then father ceased to read...”, 17), thus stopping him (“...I to explore;”, 17). Additionally, 'darling's' 'Blouse' (6) is relegated simply to 'shirt' (18). Potentially, the reason could be as mentioned earlier: part of the character's juvenileness that jades him once he attains a materialistic goal, as he nonchalantly 'tucks' it back into 'her belt once more' (18); using 'tucked' instead of a more genteel word as he consistently had. He compares her body and its exploration to a grand adventure. Indeed, a reader could feel transported from a stuffy room filled with things too precious to touch, to the freedoms and comforts of moving across wide, green plains to paradise (10-14). Correspondingly, he uses 'explore' twice (13, 17), solidifying the theory of a heroic crusade. Moreover, it is as though the character sees pride in his acts, taking it as a fun game (19, 20). 


As expressed in the final lines of 19 and 20, we discover that we have also been accompanied by her mother all along. Amusingly and shockingly, she seems to either be  heedless or indifferent throughout the event. Indifferent especially, when line 20 is read without its bracketed sentence (brackets usually denote inner or afterthoughts). With this sentiment, mother might have chosen apathy out of a desire for early grandchildren, impending riches or status (from her son-in-law's happiness) or to prevent shame. Shame might also be why 'darling' maintained muteness. Social norms of the time (20th Century) were not in their feminine favor. Conspicuously, Manifold's character can multi-task; simultaneously keeping aware of mother's attentions throughout ('all the while', 20).


Additionally, aliteration is back-seated in the poem, but lends a heavily in its velvet diction. Present, in the following lines of, 'did my darling's, 'mother mind' (1), 'undressed her daughter' (2), 'silken singlet' (8), 'bent-back' (9), 'face forward' (16) and 'sat with unsuspecting smile' (19). 


Notably, “Elegy I” is a single, sizable stanza with very controlled specifics, yet sounds carefree. The poem consists of 20 lines written in iambic pentameter, each containing 10 syllables ending with perfect rhymes patterned in a a-a-b-b-c-c-d-d-a-a-e-e-f-f-g-g-h-h-i-i. Such consistency exudes an air of harmony and orderliness, suggesting the writer or character's partiality towards perfection, and aids the poem's atmosphere. Moreover, he only makes proper effort to grammatically stop at the ends of lines 12, 16 and 20. According to Dictionary.com LLC, 'elegy' conveys a poem written in elegiac meter which is mournful and melancholic. However, due to the subject matter, tone, language, consistent rhyming and lyric scheme, I discerned “Elegy I” to actually be a ballad. Further evidence is blatant in its volume of publication, titled '100 Australian Poems of Love and Loss' (Grant, 2011). Dubious; a poem titled 'loss', and of 'love'. 


Nevertheless, I am sound in my apprehension of the poem as sinister and dark, and if it must be of love, then it is forced, dissonant and patronising. I felt not just his need to satisfy carnal desires, but to overpower and possess something; reducing his beloved to a mere object of ownership (3, 9, 12, 15, 16). Akin to a hunter and his prize (11-16). He is good with his hands, seeing as he can effectively reduce and restore women's clothing, and seems to be a pompous man who likes pretty things. Disclosingly, Manifold's character is clearly highly educated, elegant and articulate, but also selfish, rough and impulsive. While “Elegy I” was a delight to the ears and eyes, it surprises and has a underlying story that contains more than what most would like to think about.
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