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Introduction
Galway Kinnell’s poetry repeatedly turns ordinary physical experience into a way of thinking about
memory, mortality, intimacy, and spiritual uncertainty. “The Lackawanna Elegy” is especially
demanding because it does not unfold as a straightforward narrative. A child, a bedroom, the distant
sound of a train, bodily sensation, touch, pressure, and cosmic imagery appear through associative
movement rather than a continuous story. The recurring “Lackawanna” sound gives the poem an
acoustic center, but the railroad should not be treated primarily as a celebration of industrial
progress. Its greater importance lies in the way a distant mechanical sound enters private memory
and returns across separate scenes. The poem suggests that formative or painful experiences are not
always understood when they occur. A child may register fear, loneliness, confusing touch, or tension
first as bodily sensation, with interpretation arriving much later. Kinnell’s fragmented form enacts this
delayed recognition by allowing images to recur before their relationship becomes fully explainable.
The elegy therefore explores how memory can remain active even after the event itself has
disappeared.

The Train Sound, the Title, and Elegiac Memory
The title combines a specific American place-name with the literary tradition of elegy, immediately
joining landscape, sound, and mourning. “Lackawanna” evokes the Delaware, Lackawanna and
Western Railroad and also works rhythmically, its syllables resembling the repeated movement of
wheels along track. For a child listening in darkness, the train can be both ordinary and enormous:
physically distant yet psychologically present inside the bedroom. Its movement becomes useful
because a train passes according to an external schedule and remains indifferent to the private life it
crosses. That indifference gives the sound unusual emotional force. It arrives, produces vibration and
expectation, and recedes without explaining itself. The elegiac quality therefore reaches beyond
nostalgia for an older railroad culture. What is mourned may include the security associated with
childhood, the possibility of remembering the past as innocent, or the confidence that experience can
be divided neatly into harmless and harmful events. The train links public machinery to private
memory, demonstrating how an external sound can become an internal refrain long after its physical
source has passed.
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Childhood Perception and Delayed Recognition
Kinnell’s treatment of childhood depends on the difference between experiencing an event and
possessing the language needed to interpret it. Adults can understand distance, intention, routine,
and social meaning in ways a child may not. A parent may regard putting a child to bed as an
ordinary act, while the child experiences darkness, separation, or an unexplained sound with much
greater intensity. The poem’s suggestion that damage may reveal itself later does not require a
clinical diagnosis or a single reconstructed incident. Its force comes from the uncertainty of memory.
Sensation can precede narrative: a room, a noise, a gesture, or a bodily reaction may remain
emotionally charged before the person knows how to describe why. Years later, another experience
can reactivate that material and give it a different meaning. Kinnell’s refusal to provide a complete
case history is therefore important. The poem does not authorize the reader to invent a biography for
the speaker. It instead dramatizes how delayed understanding complicates causation, because
ordinary life can continue while an experience remains unresolved and returns through association.

Touch, the Body, and Ethical Ambiguity
The poem becomes most unsettling when bodily contact and sexual response enter its field of
images. Kinnell’s broader work often treats the body as a source of knowledge rather than something
poetry must transcend, but here bodily knowledge is unstable. A physical response can occur without
proving desire, consent, intention, or emotional safety, and the poem’s ambiguity makes that
distinction essential. Touch may comfort, confuse, awaken, or threaten depending on context, power,
memory, and the person’s ability to understand what is happening. The body can also preserve
reactions that do not fit the story a person consciously tells. Kinnell does not reduce sexuality itself to
corruption; elsewhere his poems can present intimacy as tender, comic, or life-affirming. The darker
issue in “The Lackawanna Elegy” is the uncertain relation between sensation and meaning. By placing
bodily reaction near childhood vulnerability and delayed recognition, the poem resists the assumption
that physiology offers a simple moral explanation. It asks the reader to recognize that bodily fact and
emotional interpretation may diverge, especially when experience occurs before a person has
adequate language or power.

Fragmentation, Recurrence, and the Cosmic Scale
The poem’s discontinuity functions as a method rather than as careless organization. Memory rarely
arrives as a perfectly ordered record, and Kinnell reproduces that instability through fragments linked
by sound, sensation, pressure, and recurring images. The train’s return is especially important
because repetition changes its meaning. What first appears to be background noise becomes
connected with childhood perception, then with bodily memory, and finally with a larger meditation on
force and time. Kinnell also moves from domestic scenes toward natural and cosmic processes,
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enlarging private experience through images of waves, energy, flesh, spirit, and the universe. This
expansion does not solve the personal problem. Nature is not automatically comforting, because
pressure accumulates, bodies decay, and large forces can be indifferent to individual suffering. The
cosmic scale can therefore work in two directions: it situates private pain within a world larger than
the self, yet it also shows how little that world guarantees protection or explanation. The poem
repeatedly returns to the body so that abstraction cannot become an easy escape from lived
experience.

Material Spirituality and the Search for Meaning
Kinnell is often associated with Walt Whitman because both poets grant dignity to the body and
search for spiritual significance in ordinary material life. Kinnell’s work, however, is frequently more
willing to remain with shame, decay, injury, and mortality rather than resolve them through
celebratory transcendence. In “The Lackawanna Elegy,” spirit and flesh do not occupy separate
realms. A bodily experience can alter memory and language, while an apparently mental recollection
can produce physical sensation. Poetry becomes a form of inquiry capable of holding those levels
together without pretending that every question has a final answer. This makes the poem exploratory
rather than diagnostic. Its images probe how memory is stored, why some sensations return, and how
a person makes meaning when certainty is unavailable. Curiosity is necessary, but inquiry does not
guarantee complete reconstruction. The adult mind may revisit the same scenes repeatedly and still
remain unsure what occurred or why it mattered. Kinnell’s ethical seriousness lies partly in preserving
that uncertainty while refusing to dismiss the emotional truth carried by recurrence, bodily response,
and unresolved memory.

Conclusion
“The Lackawanna Elegy” uses the sound and movement of a train to explore much more than
railways or American industrial history. Its deepest concerns are childhood perception, delayed
recognition, embodied memory, ambiguous touch, and the difficulty of giving a coherent narrative to
experiences whose meaning emerges over time. The recurring train sound connects the public world
outside the house with an interior life that remains vulnerable to memory. Fragmentation allows the
poem to imitate the associative way in which sensations and images can return without providing a
complete chronology, while movement toward cosmic imagery tests whether private suffering can be
understood within a larger pattern of force, mortality, and transformation. Kinnell never lets
abstraction erase the body, because the body is where memory, pleasure, fear, and uncertainty meet.
The elegy ultimately mourns more than a lost historical soundscape. It mourns the possibility of a past
that can be remembered as uncomplicated or wholly innocent. An event may end, but its
interpretation can continue changing inside the person who experienced it.
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