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Beginnings That Recolor Closures: Artistic Partnership, Multimodality,
and Autobiographical Echoes in The Death of Cock Robin
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ABSTRACT

This paper centers on the poetry and painting collection entitled The Death of Cock Robin, a collaboration
between the poet W. D. Snodgrass and the painter DeLoss McGraw, based on the nursery rhyme “Who Killed Cock
Robin?” On a more tangible level, it examines the intersection of text and image, outlining specific multimodal
models, and discusses the formal experimentation in the poems. Attending to a more intricate layer, the analysis
delves into the autobiographical dimension of Snodgrass’s poetry. It argues that through his rendition of and play
on the nursery rhyme, the poet tells his own story, framing death as a symbolic closure to his eatlier career and
‘confessional” reputation. The paper therefore not only addresses a gap in scholarship on Snodgrass’s later work
but also offers a novel perspective on his oeuvre as a whole.
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“Out of the Rain”: Toward an Interartistic Creative Rebirth

As a collaborative effort, The Death of Cock Robin, notably, marks a birth. On the one hand, it
represents a breath of fresh air for the poet W. D. Snodgrass, helping him overcome a creative slump
after his previous work and its reception. For the painter DeLoss McGraw, however, a budding artist
and an art teacher at the time, this joint creation can be seen as the fulfillment of his artistic hopes,
since it was his very letter to Snodgrass that incentivized the collaboration. Written on December
17 in 1981, the letter reads: “Mr. Snodgrass, I have enjoyed your poetry since a college freshman,
and at 34 years of age I would like to pay tribute to your work in a couple of lithos.”* McGraw then
inquires about the possibility of using the poet’s initials for his paintings, and Snodgrass grants
his approval—with the request that he eventually see the works himself. Not long after a package
arrived at Snodgrass’s door containing two color lithographs with titles just as memorable as the
initial idea: “W. D. Snodgrass, You Sentimental Fool” and “W. D. Snodgrass, You Silly Man, Come
in out of the Rain.”?

Whether or not it was the painter’s intention, at the time of the correspondence the appeal
for the poet to come “out of the rain” seemed particularly pertinent. The preceding publication
of Snodgrass’s cycle of poems in progress The Fiihrer Bunker (1977) stirred, as might have been
expected, some heated debates. Once he deemed the cycle complete, Snodgrass could, in his words,
“do some light things”® The two artists would subsequently exchange their respective works; it

1 “DeLoss McGraw to W. D. Snodgrass,” autograph letter, December 17, 1981, from W. D. Snodgrass Papers, <https://
exhibitions.lib.udel.edu/from-thought-into-print/exhibition-item/deloss-mcgraw-to-w-d-snodgrass-autograph-letter-
december-17-1981-from-the-w-d-snodgrass-papers/>.

2 W.D. Snodgrass, “DeLoss McGraw and the Snodgrass Lithographs (62/99),” interview by William B. Patrick, Web of
Stories — Life Stories of Remarkable People, YouTube, September 22, 2017, 2:19 to 2:28, <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=NFIvyHrZ2eM>.

3 Snodgrass, “Lithographs,” 0:47.
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was the lithograph “W. D. Attempts to Save Cock Robin” that became the main impetus for a more
sustained and extensive collaboration. Upon first seeing it, Snodgrass recounts being struck by
the image of a man struggling under the weight of an enormous, surreal bird, which had “not
only wings, but arms” and appeared “either dead or injured” Amused, he felt compelled to join
in the creative process, “get in this game”—joking that “[McGraw] can’t have all the fun out of
this”—and began writing poems inspired by McGraw’s artwork.* In one of his own letters to the
painter, Snodgrass eventually articulates the intention more explicitly, conveying his hope that the
project might expand into a full cycle “on the Death of Cock Robin.” While acknowledging the
uncertainty (“one poem or ten”), the poet affirmed his dedication to McGraw and expressed his
gratitude for the idea that had sparked the collaboration.®

Published in 1989, The Death of Cock Robin consists of 33 poems—a number that far exceeds
Snodgrass’s original estimate—and bears prominent symbolism both as a cohesive, self-contained
collection and in its broader context. Guided by this perspective, the present paper considers the
collection beyond the immediate quality of “amusement,” initially stemming from the paintings,
as Snodgrass himself noted,® and further amplified by the genre and formal experimentation
characteristic of its poetry. Instead, it is concerned with the symbolic complexity of the collection
as well as the nuanced interplay between the verbal and the visual, which renders the work
a conceptually layered and inventive fusion of arts rather than merely a daring retelling of the old
English nursery rhyme. This analysis centers on the concept of death in the collection and deems
it indicative of a closure as regards the purely “confessional” practice for which Snodgrass became
known. Furthermore, the character of Cock Robin is viewed as a facet of the poet grappling with his
own legacy. In this sense, the present reading aligns with Paul de Man’s principle of “tropological
substitution™ as well as Jacques Derrida’s concept of the “heterothanatographical” in connection
with the aspect of death in (autobiographical) writing. Ultimately, the main aim of the analysis
is to trace the intricate process in which Snodgrass steps beyond the confines of the textual, and,
more importantly, presents his post-confessional rendition of the confessional motif through his
collaboration with McGraw. Notably, the painter’s own work—despite its seeming rough-hewn,
or even “naive,” appearance—is marked by distinct pictorial storytelling.

The Philosophy Underpinning the Artistic Collaboration

Both in the very budding stage of the artists’ collaboration and in their ensuing firm friendship, one
constant remained: their respective works always served as complements to and enhancements of
each other, with each retaining its independence and full interpretative potential. In the “Afterword”

Snodgrass, “Lithographs,” 3:17 to 4:09.

“W. D. Snodgrass to DeLoss McGraw;” autograph letter, December 22, 1983, from W. D. Snodgrass Papers, <https://
exhibitions.lib.udel.edu/from-thought-into-print/exhibition-item/w-d-snodgrass-to-deloss-mcgraw-autograph-letter-
december-22-1983-from-the-w-d-snodgrass-papers/>.

6 “When Two Arts Interact: Poet W. D. Snodgrass, Artist DeLoss McGraw;” The Christian Science Monitor, December
17, 1987, <https://www.csmonitor.com/1987/1217/udel.html>.

Paul de Man, “Autobiography as De-Facement,” MLN 94, no. 5 (1979): 922, <https://doi.org/10.2307/2906560>.

Jacques Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, trans. Alan Bass (University of Chicago Press,
1987), 273.
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to the collection, William Chace outlines the underlying tenet behind this union and the synergy
of both arts, emphasizing that “neither illustrates the other;” as “[n]either artist nor art takes the
upper hand in this relationship”® One of the major benefits of such a tandem, Chace continues, is
that “each of [the authors] gets to see ways in which the limitations of his art can be pushed back
and opened up.”*

Snodgrass himself attests to this in an interview with William B. Partick, mentioning that
McGraw did not want to be “reduc[ed] to” (or “thought of as being”) an illustrator." The poet
respected this stance, but his own convictions were less rigid: neither the word nor its implication
troubled him. The principal concern for Snodgrass was the very act of reading a poem, reading
it “as a map,” “a set of instructions,” even when taken as an illustration of a painting.'> Ultimately,
the essence of their partnership is most clearly reflected in the contents section, which introduces
what follows as a “Coordination of Poems and Paintings”"* Chace also notes that this type of
collaboration grants each artist “an ultimate privilege” of “misreading the work of the other” He
quotes Snodgrass, who, while admitting that such misunderstandings were frequent, stresses that
they “nearly always prove[d] fertile”** One prominent example of this creative misinterpretation—
or, rather, a dialogic response—will be explored in the section addressing the experimental scope
of the collection.

In the same interview, discussing the experience of working with McGraw, Snodgrass
recounts the painter’s resolve “to teach himself to unteach himself all the things he had learned
and [...] paint the way a child paints,” adding that McGraw “admire[d] children and [thought]
of them as innocent”*® This perspective helps solidify the conceptual grounding of The Death
of Cock Robin, linking its aesthetic to a deliberate return to childlike perception and expression.
The collection originates in the nursery rhyme—a form whose predictability, afforded by the
tixed structure and sound patterns, evokes a sense of security in children. The paradox here
lies in the fact that Snodgrass’s confessional legacy, too, demanded certain predictability, which
proved restrictive to his other endeavors, including this very collaboration with the painter. The
intersection of these two distinct modalities of information, the textual and the visual, serves as
the focal point of the following section, where the models of their interaction and the ways they
shape meaning are examined in detail.

9 William Chace, “Afterword: How Is a Poem Like a Picture? The Art(s) of W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw;” in
The Death of Cock Robin, by W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 87-88.

10 Chace, “Afterword,” 88.

11 W. D. Snodgrass, “A Working Partnership with DeLoss McGraw (63/99),” interview by William B. Patrick, Web of
Stories — Life Stories of Remarkable People, YouTube. September 22, 2017, 4:23 to 4:32, <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=70Yv87IE5z4>.

12 Snodgrass, “A Working Partnership,” 5:21 to 5:27.
13 W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 9.

14 William Chace, “Afterword: How Is a Poem Like a Picture? The Art(s) of W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw;” in
The Death of Cock Robin, by W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 87-88.

15 W. D. Snodgrass, “A Working Partnership with DeLoss McGraw (63/99),” interview by William B. Patrick, Web of
Stories — Life Stories of Remarkable People, YouTube. September 22, 2017, 0:29 to 0:49, <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=70Yv87IE5z4>.
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Text-Image Interplay: Multimodality Paradigm in the Collection

With the authors’ conceptualization and the described creative principles in mind, this part of
the analysis focuses on the aspect of the text-image interplay in the collection, viewing it through
the lens of Jay Lemke’s idea of “meaning multiplication”'¢ Elaborating on the concept, John A.
Bateman writes:

The idea is that, under the right conditions, the value of a combination of different modes of meaning
can be worth more than the information (whatever that might be) that we get from the modes when
used alone. In other words, text ‘multiplied by’ images is more than text simply occurring with or
alongside images."

The collection is curated primarily with poems and paintings that share corresponding titles,
although there are instances when the strict alignment is not maintained. For example, alongside
the poem entitled “The Charges against Cock Robin” is the painting “The Poet Ridiculed by
Hysterical Academics;”*® the poem “W. D’s Blues: A Ghazal for Cock Robin” contrasts with the
painting’s laconic title “Blue Label””® The fact that both worlds—creativity and academia—are
made explicit and collide in the collection, further marked by the language associated with acts of
attacking or tagging somebody, highlights a far more intricate layer of the work and the interpretative
inferences that stem from it. In contrast, the poem “Credo” diverges from the elaborate title of
the painting “W. D. in Early Morning Contemplates the Qualities of Cock Robin—after Giotto,*
a work of particular significance, as it depicts the characters of W. D. and the bird merging into
a single kaleidoscopic figure.

Each painting-poem pairing in the collection follows characteristic patterns, allowing the
identification of specific types of such artistic symbiosis. Their delineation in this study is grounded
in the three messages Roland Barthes outlines in his analysis of an advertising photograph in
“Rhetoric of the Image,” together constituting what he considers a “satisfactory”*' reading of the
image. The first message is a “linguistic” one—the linguistic/textual content or data present in the
image—while the other two are the “uncoded iconic message,” referring to the literal or denotative
content, and the “coded iconic message,” which conveys connotation, or interpreted meaning.”2
Based on this typology, the painting-poem pairs in The Death of Cock Robin can be categorized
as the verbal-conceptual, visual, and contextual models respectively.

An example of the first model occurs immediately at the outset of the collection—the
opening painting and the poem, both entitled “W. D. Picks a Bouquet for Cock Robin but Cannot

16 J. L. Lemke, “Multiplying Meaning: Visual and Verbal Semiotics in Scientific Text,” in Reading Science: Critical and
Functional Perspectives on Discourses of Science, eds J. Martin and R. Veel (Routledge, 1998), 87.

17 John A. Bateman, Text and Image: A Critical Introduction to the Visual-Verbal Divide (Routledge, 2014), 6.
18 W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 16-17.
19 Snodgrass and McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin, 54-56.

20 Snodgrass and McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin, 69-72.

21 Roland Barthes, “Rhetoric of the Image,” in Image, Music, Text, ed. and trans. Stephen Heath (Hill and Wang, 1977),
36.

22 Barthes, “Rhetoric of the Image,” 36.
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Separate the Thorns from the Flowers”” The painting portrays a bouquet of geometric shapes
in a vase, while the poem reveals that it consists “[o]f blossom, thistleflower and thorn” and has
been gathered “[t]o lend some honor to the place [Cock Robin rests] / or to be worn”* Since the
linguistic data—the word “bouquet”—appears both in the title and in the visual depiction, this
verbal-conceptual model aligns closely with Barthes’ linguistic message. The opening poem is
already marked by prominent symbolism, most notably the thorn “to be worn,” establishing the
collection’s tone through the funerary imagery and atmosphere.

The essence of the second, visual model rests on the principle of mirroring. In the
collection, it is found in the central section, in the case of the painting and the poem entitled
“W. D. Assists in Supporting Cock Robins Roost”? The painting depicts a vertically oriented,
rectangular house balancing on a small ball and supported on one side by a staff and on the other
by a human figure holding a similar object. The corresponding visual poem takes the shape of
a house, aptly reflecting its subject:

that this 8-storey bird house
stands, or 8-bird story house
was

founded

on a small

round

ball.>®

The small dot beneath the poem’s final word mirrors the painting’s balancing trope, and the house-
shaped poem aligns visually with the structure it describes.

The contextual model relies on both background knowledge as well as thorough explication.
In the collection, this is evident in the previously mentioned poem “The Charges Against Cock
Robin?” Viewed through the lens of meaning multiplication, the accompanying painting, “The Poet
Ridiculed by Hysterical Academics, proves especially rich in interpretative potential. Depicting
three human-like figures—one of them balancing, again, on a round object—this painting is the
second entry in the collection and the first instance where the titles of the poem and painting do
not match. Moreover, it could be read as alluding to the criticism directed at Snodgrass’s post-
confessional body of work. A later section addressing the autobiographical implications will provide
a more detailed analysis of this poem.

Additionally, an interesting hybrid of the three messages appears as a mixed model in the
collection, particularly in its central section, exemplified by the poem entitled “Cock Robin’s Roost
Protects W. D. From Mr. Evil”*® There is a clear visual divide between “W. D” and “Mr. Evil,” with
the stanzas arranged beneath each character accordingly. The first and the last letters of each line

23 W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 14-15.
24 Snodgrass and McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin, 14-15.

25 Snodgrass and McGraw, 39.

26 Snodgrass and McGraw, 39.

27 Snodgrass and McGraw, 16.

28 Snodgrass and McGraw, 48.
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in the poem together spell out the phrase “Cock Robin’s Magical Barricade® In this context, the
“barricade” is represented by the roost, with the painting depicting a tall building located between
the two characters.” Interestingly, the figures’ positions differ between the poem and the painting:
while the title and the poem itself place W. D. first, the painting puts Mr. Evil on the left, in the
initial position. The verbal-conceptual aspect is accounted for by the word “roost,” present in the
title and visually rendered in the painting. The contextual element of the explication-dependent
model relies on the reader’s prior knowledge of a “bird house” as well as the discrepancy in the
characters’ positioning, which blurs the lines of the duality.

In this acrostic poem, the phrase separates W. D. and Mr. Evil, mirroring the position
(and function) of the roost in the painting—without the “barricade,” the two would be directly
facing each other. In his article on the collection, Peter Makuck argues that this “shaped poem”
presents an “en face reflection, an alter ego.”*! In the poem, notably, Mr. Evil declares, “Many a man
condemns me, and some / Are far more like me than they know* Ironically, this mirrors the
hidden message in The Fiihrer Bunker poems—an “unwelcome truth” that, as Snodgrass writes in
his autobiographical After-Images, “[one’s] enemies’ evils [are], at least in part, at least potentially,
[one’s] own** Thus, the interplay of hidden meanings and structural ingenuity exemplifies the
experimental nature of Snodgrass’s work.

Experimental Underpinnings, Forms, and Interpretations

With the exception of the verbal-conceptual model, the poems in the collection demonstrate
a markedly experimental approach. Apart from the already mentioned examples of acrostic and
visual poetry, Snodgrass innovates within specific genres across lyric poetry. The collection features
a ghazal entitled “W. D’s Blues: A Ghazal for Cock Robin,”** consisting of eleven tercets rather
than the traditional couplets. It also contains poems rich in allusion and reference—for example,
the dialogic “W. D. Consults with Kafka and Dostoevski Concerning the Whereabouts of Cock
Robin,”* written in the form of a conversation where both authors take turns advising W. D. on
how to continue his search for Cock Robin. The poem “Charges against Cock Robin™” incorporates
choral utterances that respond to the main stanza’s statements (including interjections such as
“Deplorable!”, “Good Grief!” or “What effrontery!”).”® In addition, Snodgrass employs a range of

29 Snodgrass and McGraw, 48.
30 Snodgrass and McGraw, 49.

31 Peter Makuck, “Dangerous Difference: W. D. Snodgrass’s The Death of Cock Robin,” in Tuned and Under Tension: The
Recent Poetry of W. D. Snodgrass, ed. Philip Raisor (University of Delaware Press, 1998), 32.

32 W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 48.

33 Peter Makuck, “Dangerous Difference: W. D. Snodgrass’s The Death of Cock Robin,” in Tuned and Under Tension: The
Recent Poetry of W. D. Snodgrass, ed. Philip Raisor (University of Delaware Press, 1998), 32.

34 W. D. Snodgrass, After-Images: Autobiographical Sketches (BOA Editions, Ltd., 1999), 150.

35 W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 54.
36 Snodgrass and McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin, 42.

37 Snodgrass and McGraw, 16.

38 Snodgrass and McGraw, 16.

—_
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formal devices, such as repetition, spacing, indentation, wordplay, and refrains that retain their
structure while the wording shifts from stanza to stanza. Commenting on the collection’s inventive
qualities, Makuck observes:

The Death of Cock Robin is a fine tour de force, not just a literary stunt, for it is really more of a reverie
upon the original rather than a deconstruction or subversion of it. Indeed, his book—thick with
historical implication and literary allusion, bilingual puns, acrostics, anagrams—seems not to have
been written so much under the influence as under a fully conscious joy of it [...]*

What further attests to the “fully conscious” nature of this creative rendition is Snodgrass’s deliberate
handling of the nursery rhyme—its rhythm and structure carefully preserved, as if to reinforce
a sense of security and stability against the backdrop of weighty and unsettling themes.
Furthermore, the “conscious joy” in this process can be understood as stemming from
and amplified by the cooperation principles discussed earlier, allowing both artists the freedom to
pursue their own creative vision while engaging with one another’s work. The clearest case in point
is linked to the painting “W. D. Attempts to Save Cock Robin,” which, as previously noted, originally
sparked Snodgrass’s enthusiasm for collaboration. Describing the exchange to William B. Partick,
Snodgrass recalls how he and McGraw often debated the meanings of each other’s pieces. He had
once interpreted the imagery of one of the paintings as evoking Renaissance depictions of Christ
carrying the cross, whereas McGraw denied any such intent, explaining instead that it was inspired
by a friend’s experience in the Vietnam War—carrying a wounded companion for miles, only to
find him dead upon arrival. Snodgrass concluded that these unconscious associations (informed
by McGraw’s extensive study of iconography), although unrecognized by the painter, continued to
profoundly impact his work.* This instance serves as a particularly apt example of how pervasive
the personal remains—whether explicitly or, as in McGraw’s case, on a subtler, more intuitive
level. Crucially, neither the highly specific personal imagery nor the broader, more recognizable
iconography limit the work’s interpretative potential; instead, both foster rich and varied readings.
The corresponding poem, which shares its title with the painting, includes allusions and
intertextual references—for example, it mentions “rembrandt [sic] with the small dog™*" and the
“napoleonic [sic] code”).*” Snodgrass maintains the religious thread, ending the poem with the
lines: “i [sic] was practicing for / oberammergau [sic] and in this country / wood is too expensive
for a cross”** Oberammergau, a town in Bavaria, southern Germany, is known for its woodcarving
tradition as well as the Passion plays,* which Merriam-Webster dictionary defines as “dramatic
representation[s] of the scenes connected with the passion and crucifixion of Jesus.”* Similarly, W.
D’s act of carrying the bird on his back evokes the symbolic image of a man bearing his own cross.

39 Peter Makuck, “Dangerous Difference: W. D. Snodgrass’s The Death of Cock Robin,” in Tuned and Under Tension: The
Recent Poetry of W. D. Snodgrass, ed. Philip Raisor (University of Delaware Press, 1998), 29.

40 W. D. Snodgrass, “A Working Partnership with DeLoss McGraw (63/99),” interview by William B. Patrick, Web of
Stories — Life Stories of Remarkable People, YouTube. September 22, 2017, 1:11 to 2:13, <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=70Yv87IE524>.

41 W.D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 56.
42 Snodgrass and McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin, 57.

43 Snodgrass and McGraw, 57.

44 Encyclopedia Britannica, s. v. “Oberammergau,” <https://www.britannica.com/place/Oberammergau>.

45 Merriam Webster Dictionary, s. v. “Passion play,” <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/passion%20play>.
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Just a few pages earlier, in the poem “W. D. Finds Cock Robin,” W. D. pleads:

[...] just help me

heist this bleeder over my
left shoulder, here, 7’1l
show you how i couldn’t
carry it ...*

Beyond the literal sense of a creature that “bleeds easily;” Collins Dictionary notes that, in American
English, a “bleeder” can also denote someone “who draws blood [or resources in general] from
another,” functioning metaphorically as a parasite.*” From a broader perspective, then, the bird
can be seen as representing a key facet of Snodgrass’s career: his primary identity as a confessional
poet. In this context, death may be interpreted as a process of liberation for the author (perhaps
also evoking Jesus™ death as granting freedom). The following section of the paper studies this
autobiographical dimension in greater depth.

Identifying the Confession: Autobiographical Hints and Lyricism

In the introduction to his book on Snodgrass’s later poetry, Philip Raisor points out that the
poet’s “reputation rests on his place in the confessional movement” and that “most critical work
on Snodgrass concentrates on his early period.”*® The issue is further complicated by the negative
reaction that the poet’s previous—and that is, post-confessional—collection received. Entitled The
Fiihrer Bunker: A Cycle of Poems in Progress (1977), it consists of dramatic monologues spoken by
Hitler and his closest associates before their final surrender. Raisor contextualizes the reception of
“Snodgrass’s monologues,” explaining that they have caused accusations that the poet humanized
the Nazis, even “sympathized with their emotional traumas,” and made them altogether “appealing”
More recent critical reaction, while acknowledging that the poet does not “compromise with the
Nazis,” urged Snodgrass, “with his task finished, [to] get out of the bunker as fast as he can.” Raisor
highlights the fact that such comments do “perpetuate the view that Snodgrass should get back
to the persona of Heart’s Needle*

Owing to this prevailing expectation, critics largely dismissed the poet’s later work. Raisor
mentions J. D. McClatchy, “an admirer of the early work,” who considered Snodgrass’s most recent
poems “not only a disappointment but a puzzle,” wondering why “a poet with such gifts, even in his
search for diversity and new ‘voices, [would] deliberately parody those gifts and wreck a career?”
According to Raisor, Snodgrass’s “post-confessional collaborations with the painter McGraw and
the dramatic monologues of the Bunker are seen as anomalies and misdirections”* Ironically,

with its leitmotif centered on crime, the nursery rhyme “Who Killed Cock Robin?” embeds the

46 W.D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 52.
47 Collins Dictionary, s. v. “Bleeder,” <https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/bleeder>.

48 Philip Raisor, “Introduction,” in Tuned and Under Tension: The Recent Poetry of W. D. Snodgrass, ed. Philip Raisor
(University of Delaware Press, 1998), 19.

49 Raisor, “Introduction,” 18.
50 Raisor, 18.
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rudimentary concepts associated with the poetic school most closely tied to Snodgrass—confession,
revelation (of the killer), and sin (homicide). Viewed in this light, the poet’s collaboration with
McGraw can be interpreted as a kind of confessional comeback in a post-confessional rendition.
It hinges on the imagined confession of a bird killer, staged simultaneously against the narrative
canvas of the well-known story and the literal canvas of McGraw’s paintings.

As mentioned in the introduction, the criticism surrounding The Fiihrer Bunker cycle—
together with the gravity of its subject matter—created a need for a less intense, less emotionally
demanding project. Despite the collection’s preoccupation with finality, The Death of Cock Robin’s
may ultimately be considered an act of inner release for Snodgrass: not only escaping the metaphorical
“bunker;” as critics eagerly advised, but also symbolically “unstitching” himself from the Hearts
Needle framework—as Makuck observes, “the world of this first book features a number of real
and imaginary prisons.”' Snodgrass, moreover, directly engages with the notion of weight in the
poems. In “W. D. Lifts Ten Times the Weight of His Body;” he claims that it is “essential to weigh
less,”** elaborating: “Myself, I uphold every day / The selfsame load, but meanwhile weigh / less
than I did the day before”>® The poem’s oxymoronic and humorous undertones gradually unfold
into a more philosophical reflection:

Snodgrass’s Second Theorem states: You're
Stronger when bending to things’ nature.
Don't lift; release things toward the skies—
Release what’s meant, or means, to rise.*

The aspects of release and elevation once again invite a more symbolic consideration of death.
Additionally, the author introduces a self-referential dimension in the poem. It is the only instance
in the collection where his surname appears alongside the protagonist W. D., a character originally
created by the painter and only subsequently given voice by the poet.

Paul de Man’s principle of “tropological substitution™® proves crucial in this analysis, as it
facilitates a more nuanced interpretation of the collection, i.e., one in which the autobiographical
realm emerges through the “figure of reading or of understanding”* In his study of autobiographical
”37 as occurring “when the self can be

represented only through the performance of symbolic action”*® In the context of the collection, the

forms, William Spengemann identifies “poetic autobiography

bird’s death exemplifies precisely this kind of allegorical gesture. Furthermore, this act can be argued

5

—

Peter Makuck, “Dangerous Difference: W. D. Snodgrass’s The Death of Cock Robin,” in Tuned and Under Tension: The
Recent Poetry of W. D. Snodgrass, ed. Philip Raisor (University of Delaware Press, 1998), 30.

52 W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 20.

53 Snodgrass and McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin, 21.

54 Snodgrass and McGraw, 21.

55 Paul de Man, “Autobiography as De-Facement,” MLN 94, no. 5 (1979): 922, <https://doi.org/10.2307/2906560>.
56 Man, “Autobiography as De-Facement,” 921.

57 William Spengemann, The Forms of Autobiography: Episodes in the History of a Literary Genre (Yale University Press,
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to have elevated the narrative to what Jacques Derrida terms the “heterothanatographical”**—that
is, the opposite of the autobiographical “life of the self;” focusing instead on the death of the other.

W. D’s identification with Cock Robin becomes evident in the middle section of the
collection, marking it as a pivotal part of the book. The poem “W. D. Becomes Entangled in the
Nest of His Thought” concludes with the lines:

where did i begin? .... until
you meet your own self
coming out the other side and,
unsure of welcome, hold

your hand out to inquire:
Cock Robin, i presume?®

This moment simultaneously redirects attention to the very beginning—whether of life or of career,
leaving the reader to ponder—and stages an encounter with the “own self” approaching from “the
other side” In this sense, the scene can be viewed as depicting personal closure, a resolution both
in terms of life and the poet’s oeuvre.

The parallels crystalize in the second poem of the collection, “The Charges Against Cock
Robin,”. The poem may be argued to mirror the critics’ “charges against” the poet. It includes the
accusations alongside the communal reaction to them as reflected in lines such as “We find it far
more injurious / That he sings beyond other birds’ range,” with the collective voice responding,

“He’s strange!” or:

Moreover, he dresses in a fashion

(Far too dashing!)
Neither generic nor respectable—

(Get expectable!)
All sorts of bright shreds and patches

(Nothing matches!)
That make no more sense than cuneiform.

(Get a uniform!)*

» o«

The “get expectable”-“nothing matches” opposition is particularly striking here. The predictable
rhythmic pattern of the nursery rhyme, which conveys a sense of comfort, stands in contrast not
only to the visual opacity and resulting incongruity elicited by McGraw’s paintings but also to
Snodgrass’s later, far more experimental, poetic output. The critical response to the collection
seems to be echoed by the choral injunction “Get duller!”—calling on the poet to “cease these
lyrics” and “[k]eep it quiet!”®* Ironically, the phrase “neither generic nor respectable” is reminiscent
of the earliest reactions to the poems of the confessional mode itself. In The Modern Poets, M. L.

59 Jacques Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, trans. Alan Bass (University of Chicago Press,
1987), 273.

60 W. D. Snodgrass and DeLoss McGraw, The Death of Cock Robin (University of Delaware Press, 1989), 41-42.
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Rosenthal first characterized such writings as “personal confidences, rather shameful, that one is
honor-bound not to reveal”** The “charges” thus reflect and trace a trajectory of Snodgrasss literary
career within a broader context. The very next poem immediately addresses W. D. with an appeal
to release fear and concludes with his resolute declaration: “I've got to try”®®

Ultimately, the recurring motif in the poems—W. D. being forced to succumb to external
pressure—reaches its culmination in the middle of the collection where the concept of confession
is most explicit: “Say this: Just sign a full confession / That you’ve been killed, then all's forgiven.s
Importantly, these lines appear in the poem directly following “W. D. Becomes Entangled in the
Nest of His Thought,” previously defined as the pivotal moment of (self-)identification. Running
parallel to this is the pervasive theme of interrogation. In “W. D. in All Humility ‘Comes Clean’
Concerning Cock Robin While Trying to Read Mr. Evil's (the Interrogator’s) Thoughts,” W. D.
declares:

I could confess I have this tendency

To grow enraged at the least slight

Or, when the moons in the ascendancy,

To prowl through the deep woods all night®”

The painting of the same title depicts W. D. and Mr. Evil, along with an inscription in Italian at
the top®®*—a quote from the eleventh canto of Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy: “Perché tanto
delira; disse ‘lo ‘ngegno tuo da quel che sole?.” (“Why does your reason wander so far from its
accustomed course?”).® W. Ds “prowl[ing] through the deep woods” can be read as both echoing
his earlier “entangl[ing] in the nest of his thought™”° and reflecting his reason’s deviation from “its
accustomed course” This, in turn, recalls Snodgrass’s earlier work and his departure from the
Heart’s Needle’s persona.

W. D. continues to ruminate on his fraught relationship with Mr. Evil, revealing both
tension and self-awareness in the process:

I might claim that we two had grown up
Bitter enemies since our youth;

He’s bound to think someone whod own up
To such things, tells the whole, blunt truth.

Still, hed not ask unless he knew
The answer; he’s just testing me.
There’s nothing left for me to do
Except admit it: “W. D7
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This passage illustrates W. D’s precarious position under scrutiny, where confession functions both
as a defensive strategy and a performative act. The ambiguity of Mr. Evil’s questioning—the poem
never reveals the precise inquiry—invites the reader to assume the role of a detective as well,
unraveling the layers of the seemingly straightforward concept of interrogation that the collection
puts forth. In the subsequent poem, “W. D. Sits in Kafka’s Chair and Is Interrogated Concerning
the Assumed Death of Cock Robin,” W. D. is once again asked whether he “signed a confession,”
followed by the probing “Why are we holding you? If you / Don’t know, then why ask you this
question?””? If the “we” is understood to refer to literary critics, the collection’s ceaseless, haunting
question of who killed Cock Robin ultimately morphs into the query posed by McClatchy—why
“wreck a career?””

It is worth underscoring at the close of this section that in addition to the poems discussed
above, the collection includes a direct rewriting of the nursery rhyme “Who Killed Cock Robin?”
Appearing under the title “Coroner’s Inquest,” it provides further textual support for the auto-
biographical interpretation advanced here. The poem references “low songs,””* for example,
reflecting hostility toward the explicitness of confessional poetry. Additionally, “all adamant”
critics demand that the poet recant “each lewd song and surreal chant,””® echoing the reception of
The Fiihrer Bunker and the collection currently under scrutiny. It also mentions “outsider[s]” and
“untraditional fore-slider[s]” (cohort of poets of the confessional tradition, of which Snodgrass
was a founding member), “who rejected every guide or guideline”’® Seeking liberation from “any
social, prefixed role,””” the poem concludes that “[t]hose that sing strange songs inherit / faint
praise—few and fast words””® It should be emphasized that these formulations resonate not only
within the context of the present analysis, concerned with Snodgrass’s life and career, but also
provide a basis for a broader discussion about artists and their craft, as well as the challenges
inherent in negotiating personal expressive ambitions with external expectations.

Conclusion

What makes The Death of Cock Robin particularly amendable to such extensive analysis is the
authentic and harmonious nature of the collaboration from which it sprang—granting both
artists not only complete freedom but also a shared sense of safety. The result of their union,
in William Chace’s words, is the fusion of their respective creative outputs, mutually “enlivened
and strengthened,” where both Snodgrass and McGraw achieve remarkable parity despite the
twenty-year age difference,” with their contributions standing on equal footing. Furthermore, the
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dynamism underpinning the collection enhances its ultimate message—a warning against getting
“buried in self-important sounds,”** as Snodgrass writes in one of the poems.

The combinations of poems and paintings both reflect and are guided by a high degree of
experimentation, which, in turn, provides ample room for interpretation. Beyond the principles of
collaboration, models of text-image interplay, and experimental techniques—a more tangible side
of this artistic synergy—this paper also examined the autobiographical implications within the
poems. The visual and verbal elements created a space in which Snodgrass could project aspects
of the criticism and tensions surrounding his poetic oeuvre and his legacy. The earlier lines about
the “bleeder” prompted the paper’s reflection on the aspect of weight—whether professional
or critical—that the poet had long borne. McGraw’s creation of the character of W. D. enabled
Snodgrass, in propria persona, to develop these autobiographical echoes on a larger scale, with
the painting and poem mutually reinforcing each other’s expressive and interpretative potential.
Ultimately, The Death of Cock Robin can be read as a personal and creative reset: despite its pervasive
contemplation of death, the collection, crucially, leaves the reader with a singular, vital, “imperative
verb: live”®! Blending personal reflection, poetic experimentation, and even confession itself with
the surreal world of the nursery rhyme, Snodgrass managed to transform his experiences into
a vivid lithograph of its own—a whimsical yet purposeful inscription of poetic vigor and creative
engagement with life as it is.
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