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Striking the right balance

Take off the title of “Behind the Horseman Sits Black Care,” and Thomas Lux’s poem becomes a 20 line single stanza work. But you can’t take off the title. It’s the first line of the poem. As such, it throws the poem’s total line count off-kilter. The irregular count is just one of poetic tools Lux manipulates to play with the reader’s sense of balance.

The title line is iambic tetrameter. The first line, however, contains 11 syllables—two anapests (“and behind” and “with a whip”) book ending an iamb (“Black Care”) that joins the unaccented, intermediary locator of “sits”, and the spondee snap of “Slit Throat.” Anapests continue to mark the beginning and ending of the lines through line three. Lux lulls the reader into the line, jostles them about in the middle and then eases the reader on to the next line, like the unbalanced gait of a horse. 

I toyed with the idea of considering the poem from the perspective of sprung verse as Mary Kinzie says in A Poet’s Guide to Poetry “that is . . .indulgent to the effect of seemingly random non stresses intervening between the stresses nor able to equalize the interval between the stresses as either binary meters (iambs or trochees) or triple meters (strictly anapestic or dactylic or amphibrachic) would do. ..” (448). Sprung verse might fit, I thought, as I struggled with the poem’s scansion but particularly as Kinzie states that sprung verse is “indulgent” and “random” and unable “to equalize”. What better way to keep the reader off balance in a poem essentially about the precarious balance between life and death. 

However, John Hollander says in Rhyme’s Reason that purely accentual meter stems from nursery rhyme and oral traditions and measures only stressed syllables. 

“[O]nly definite downbeats were counted dim, unstressed upbeats in a line mattered not much; motion was measured with low legs of alliteration handily harping on heavy accents (echoing equally all vowels, consonant cousins coming together.)” (22). This poem does not contain such alliteration.

By returning to scansion of meter and rhythm, we see some interesting things emerge in line four. The tone ominous before, now becomes a whisper “no one rides”. The anapest expected at the start of the line moves center stage, thrust between two spondees. The two full stops add to the line’s weight, dropping like stones. 
In line five, the rhythm changes again as a trochees now mark the start and end of the line. Stuck in the middle, three anapests balance. By line six, the whisper become more conversational, with the phrase “everyone knows not to try that,” (5), a dactyl followed by four iambic feet. The movement of the words feels like falling to the reader the equilibrium thrown in this 11-syllable line. The four commas in this sentence that runs over lines five and six slows the reader down, to evoke a sense of reverence and to further enunciate the undertone Lux began in line four. Lux further jostles the reader at the conclusion of the sentence. The poet doesn’t give us the expected ending everyone who wants to stay alive, because everyone dies eventually. That’s not what Lux’s after here. Instead, he writes “everyone, that is, who want to get older.” (emphasis added).  It’s the fourth end stopped line of the poem. 

Most lines teeter between 10 and 11 syllables except lines eight, nine, 10, 11, 12, 13, 12, 16, 18, 20. . . (If you add lines eight and nine together you get 11 syllables and if you add lines 10 and 11 together you get 11 syllables.) While hardly a pattern of the poetic totality, it’s certainly worth noting as tool Lux uses build rhythmic tension and evoke in the reader a resonance of horses’ hooves. 

Lines one through seven follow this back and forth between the 10, 11 syllable balance. But such an interpretation breaks down in line eight. Here “Even Pee Stain”, a more earthly creature than the characters who appear in the opening lines, nevertheless has a name equal in punctuation and rhythm to those who might be seen as a cast of characters representing death. 
Symbolically, the reader understands the Horseman as the bringer of death. Black Care equals heartache, worry, perhaps even a natural death of old age. The reader may recognize Slit Throat as murder or see Nipple Cancer as premature, unexpected, death. Thumbscrew represents torture or other vile form of death. Everyone avoids that fellow Thumbscrew, he’s trouble. (4) Thumbscrew and Horseman are the only two characters in the poem without two proper names. It’s almost as if they are at equal, but opposite, ends of the spectrum (specter) of death. 

Pee Stain is an external character. He neither rides with the Horseman nor is he part of the dialogue with the speaker of the poem. The word “pee” recalls childish language, and Pee Stain also being a insult of childhood. It twists the surrealist nature of the poem—obscure creatures, various bringers of death galloping through the countryside—to invoke the power of humanity on the scene. Lux makes Pee Stain, the one whom death is thrust upon, as its equal. He gives Pee Stain two proper names and equal weight in the poem’s scansion as a spondee. Pee Stain meet Black Care. It is Pee Stain’s awareness of the situation (in lines seven through nine, the reader learns that Pee Stain has it pretty tough. Even gets forced to eat his own lunch money, which is pretty bad, but not as bad as what Thumbscrew could do. And even Pee Stain knows it.) that eventually throws off that galloping horse rhythm—10/11, 10/11.

The Horseman prefers none of this, the speaker explains in line 12. It is as if the Horseman simply performs duty, blindly follows his dharma, carting around this motley crew as they wreck havoc. The entrance of Pee Stain, the action of Pee Stain swallowing his own lunch money comes too close to the Thumbscrew nature and torture of existence. 
Lux begins to afford a tenderness and humanity to the Horseman in the falling 10 lines of the poem. The speaker becomes omniscient confiding in the reader, expounding on the emotions of the Horseman “(and, presumably,/his horse),” in line 12 and 13. 

From the litany of characters who ride with the Horseman in the first 10 lines, Lux only brings back Black Care in the poem’s last 10 lines. Black Care sits behind the Horseman with his arms “around his waist as if he’s his girlfriend” (15) tenderly. Lux doesn’t say that Black Care sits tenderly. Black Care is not tender. Black Care is presuming, dominating, essentially erroneous. He is not the Horseman’s girlfriend. And, in fact, the Horseman wants nothing to do with any of this (13, 14).
The poet heightens the sense of animosity the Horseman feels toward this riders. The power the reader felt in the galloping horse and the charge of the Horseman, the innate power of death, is dismissed in line 16, as poet replaces their proper names and calls them “others”. Those “others” who sit on top of us an weigh us down (“and those others stacked atop him”); those “others” who do things we cannot control; those others who affect our lives by their mere existence. 
Line 17, in iambic pentameter, “like a troupe of acrobats, unbalanced.”, hinges on punctuation of the final foot. The placement of the comma before the last iamb stops the reader, then pushes the reader over the proverbial edge. The word “unbalanced” is nonetheless balanced precariously on the end of the line forced there by the power of punctuation over meter. 

In line 18 Lux writes, “The Horseman desires a doorway,/ a cave’s mouth, a clothesline—or best: a low, hard,/garrotey branch.” Death’s own death wish. The Horseman’s own murder/suicide. 

“The lyric poem is basically about you dying,” says Billy Collins (Poets & Writers, Sept./Oct., p. 31). “Here I am, I am looking at a tree, and I am going to die. You could take 83% of lyric poems and put them under that heading, with variations on that observation.” 

Despite, Collins’ tone, consider the nature of the statement in context of Lux’s poem. The artist (poet) as observer, or cosmic tool, carries the weight of the all the various deaths and tortures of humanity. The artist is forced day after day to examine the nuance of life (Pee Stain) and death. The artist like the Horseman, wants to be rid of this need to understand and describe the basic nature of this balance and therefore longs to cast them all, himself included, off the back of the galloping horse. 

Behind the Horseman Sits Black Care
1 and behind Black Care sits Slit Throat with a whip

2 and on Slit Throat’s shoulders, heels in his ribs

3 there, there rides Nipple Cancer, and on her back

4 rides Thumbscrew. No one rides Thumbscrew’s shoulders. 

5 Certain suicide, everyone knows not to try that,

6 everyone, that is, who wants to get older.

7 Even Pee Stain, the kid whose lunch money,

8 instead of being stolen,

9 he’s forced to swallow,

10 even Pee Stain

11 knows not to ride Thumbscrew’s shoulders. 

12 The Horseman (and presumably,

13 his horse) prefers none

14 of this—Black Care with his arms

15 around his waist as if he’s his girlfriend

16 and those others stacked atop him

17 like a troupe of acrobats unbalanced.

18 The Horseman desires a doorway,

19 a cave’s mouth, a clothesline—or best: a low, hard,

20 garrotey branch.  


- 1 -


