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Lust versus Love

“Down Wanton Down” by Robert Graves is a poem that captures the reader’s attention with it’s hidden sexual meanings and symbols.  The poem is about the contrast between lust and love and how it makes an individual question one’s sexuality.  The persona is facing his sexual feelings and is trying to make sense of his own urges and desires.  As we read the poem a feeling of enigma and question arises, it is clear that the persona has questioned his thoughts and is critical of physical versus emotional response to beauty.  

The poem’s first stanza offers critical insight into the mind of the persona.  “Down, Wanton, Down! Have you no shame/ That at the whisper of love’s name,/ Or beauty’s, presto! Up you raise/ Your angry head and stand at gaze?”  He is feeling very puzzled about himself and whether his feelings are based on strong affection, or strong sexual desire.  The persona believes, when he say’s “Down Wanton Down! Have you no shame/ That at the whisper of love’s name” (1-2) that his desire is purely based on lust and his sexual desires need to be satisfied before his feelings go away.  The words of the persona also reflect embarrassment, as he seems to be surprised by his sudden feelings.  The persona’s ambivalence here is reflected in the first two lines of the poem.  Then the persona says “Or beauty’s, presto! Up you raise/ Your angry head and stand at gaze?” (3-4).  To this point the persona is feeling like his sexual feelings are acting on a level of lust, and lust only.  

The poem’s second stanza is a reflection of the persona’s belief that his penis is still acting and behaving lustfully.  The strong sexual desire the persona is feeling is evident again as he says “Poor bombard-captain, sworn to reach/ The ravelin and effect a breach--/ Indifferent what you storm or why,/ So be in the breach you die!” (5-8) At this point frustration and emotion have overtaken the persona.  The seventh line says that he is fed up and impatient and has come to the conclusion that his feelings are not acceptable.  A sudden feeling of resolve arises, as he say’s “So be in the breach you die” (8) and his conclusion is simple, he wishes his sexual desires would diminish as quickly as they came.  

Then the persona’s attitude changes, as he say’s “Love may be blind, but love at least/ knows what is man and what is beast;” (9-10).  The persona is saying that love is at least real and that it will outlast lustfulness.  The voice in the poem continues to question his feelings when he says “Tell me, my witless, whose one to boast/ Could be your staunchness at the post,/ When were you made a man of parts/ To think fine and profess the arts?”  (13-16).  The voice in the poem is asking himself what he has to offer woman because he knows he is able to have sex with them, but offers little else.     As the persona continues to express his feelings, “Will many-gifted Beauty come/ Bowing to your bald rule of thumb” (17-18), he comes to the conclusion that he wants his lustful feelings to stop so he can enable himself to have a loving and caring relationship.  His final two lines, “Or love swear loyalty to your crown?/ Be gone, have done! Down wanton down!” (19-20), indicate that he doesn’t want to accept his feelings of lust and that he wants his desires to go away.  

I certainly empathize with the persona, as he appears to question and fear his feelings.  Men in general are lustful creatures and often our body’s physical response to beauty betrays the gentle man within.  I have questioned lust for love and recognized that sexual desire may color the picture, making it difficult to differentiate between what is love and what is lust.  It appears in the end that the author has conquered his philanderous emotions and is finally gaining control.  

