
delmore schwartz in dreams begin
responsibilities
Delmore Schwartz: In Dreams Begin Responsibilities

Delmore Schwartz: In Dreams Begin Responsibilities delves into the profound and often
disquieting world of one of America's most significant mid-20th-century poets and critics.
This exploration unpacks the seminal title poem, "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities,"
examining its thematic complexity, its influence on subsequent literature, and the broader
philosophical underpinnings of Schwartz's oeuvre. We will navigate the intricate relationship
between dreams and waking life, the burden of consciousness, and the search for meaning
in a rapidly changing world, all central to Schwartz's enduring legacy. This article will
illuminate the enduring relevance of his work, particularly how his exploration of the human
condition continues to resonate with contemporary readers grappling with similar
existential questions.

Understanding Delmore Schwartz and "In Dreams
Begin Responsibilities"

Delmore Schwartz, a figure of immense intellectual and creative power, left an indelible
mark on American literature. Born in 1913, his life was as turbulent and complex as the
themes he explored in his writing. "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities," first published in
1938, is arguably his most famous and influential work. It's a prose poem that captures a
raw, visceral experience of self-awareness and the overwhelming nature of existence. The
poem is not merely a literary artifact; it's a profound meditation on consciousness, identity,
and the inescapable weight of our actions and heritage. Understanding this seminal piece
requires delving into Schwartz's personal struggles, his philosophical leanings, and the
historical context in which he wrote.

The Genesis and Impact of "In Dreams Begin
Responsibilities"

The title poem itself is a powerful narrative, presented as a dream, or rather, a dream
within a dream, where the speaker is forced to watch a film of his parents' lives before he
can truly live his own. This framing device immediately establishes a sense of inherited
legacy and the predetermined nature of life that the individual must confront. The poem's
reception was significant, marking Schwartz as a major new voice in American poetry and
prose. Its innovative structure and deeply personal, yet universally relatable, themes
resonated with a generation seeking new modes of expression and understanding. The
work's title phrase, "In dreams begin responsibilities," has become a poignant aphorism,
frequently quoted and analyzed for its layered meaning. It suggests that even in the
unconscious realm of dreams, where we might seek escape, the fundamental
responsibilities of life, of self-creation, and of confronting our past, are already taking root.



Schwartz's Literary and Philosophical Context

Delmore Schwartz was deeply influenced by a confluence of intellectual currents. His
engagement with psychoanalysis, particularly Freudian theory, is evident in his exploration
of the subconscious and the impact of early life experiences. Furthermore, his philosophical
inquiries often touched upon existentialism, grappling with themes of freedom,
responsibility, and the search for meaning in a seemingly absurd universe. Writers like T.S.
Eliot, with his exploration of spiritual emptiness and fragmented modern consciousness,
also provided a backdrop against which Schwartz’s own unique voice emerged. His work
often stands in dialogue with these traditions, offering a distinctively American perspective
on perennial human concerns. He was also a keen observer of the anxieties and triumphs of
American life in the mid-20th century, weaving these societal observations into his deeply
personal explorations.

Deconstructing the Core Themes in Delmore
Schwartz's Work

Schwartz's literary output is characterized by a consistent engagement with a set of
profound human concerns. His ability to articulate the complexities of the inner life, often
through a lens of both intellectual rigor and emotional intensity, is what makes his work so
compelling. The title poem, "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities," serves as a powerful
gateway to understanding these recurring thematic preoccupations. He explored the very
nature of selfhood, the often-unseen forces that shape our identities, and the struggle to
assert agency in a world that can feel both overwhelming and indifferent. His poetry and
prose often grapple with the paradox of consciousness itself – its capacity for both profound
insight and debilitating self-doubt.

The Burden of Consciousness and Self-Awareness

A central pillar of Schwartz's writing is the often-onerous burden of consciousness and self-
awareness. His characters, and by extension, his readers, are frequently depicted as hyper-
aware, acutely sensitive to the nuances of their existence. This heightened awareness,
while capable of leading to profound understanding, also carries the weight of anxiety and
the realization of one's own limitations and mortality. The dream sequence in "In Dreams
Begin Responsibilities" exemplifies this; the act of "watching" one's life unfold, rather than
actively living it, underscores a paralyzing introspection. This theme is not simply about
thinking too much, but about the fundamental human condition of being aware of oneself
as a being, capable of both creation and destruction, and the inherent responsibility that
accompanies this awareness. This introspective quality is a hallmark of his literary style,
forcing readers to confront their own inner landscapes.



The Interplay Between Dreams and Reality

Schwartz masterfully explored the blurred lines between dreams and reality, suggesting
that the unconscious mind is not a separate entity but deeply interwoven with our waking
lives. The very title, "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities," implies that the realms we often
consider escapes from our duties are, in fact, where the seeds of our obligations are sown.
This concept challenges the traditional dichotomy between the rational and the irrational,
proposing a more fluid and integrated understanding of human experience. His work
suggests that our dreams and aspirations, however fantastical, carry real-world
consequences and shape our present actions. The dream in the poem acts as a catalyst,
forcing a reckoning with the past and the future, demonstrating that even in sleep, the
work of living begins.

The Search for Meaning and Identity

Throughout his oeuvre, Delmore Schwartz grappled with the fundamental human quest for
meaning and identity. In an era marked by rapid social and technological change, and in
the shadow of global conflict, the question of "who am I?" and "what is the purpose of it
all?" became increasingly urgent. His characters often find themselves adrift, struggling to
forge a coherent sense of self amidst the fragmentation of modern life. The poem's
narrative, where the speaker's life is presented as a film, highlights this struggle; the
individual is confronted with a pre-packaged narrative, a perceived destiny, and the
challenge lies in how to assert an authentic self within or against these given parameters.
This search is often arduous, marked by introspection, doubt, and the constant re-
evaluation of one's place in the world.

Analyzing the Poetic and Narrative Techniques

Delmore Schwartz was a craftsman of language, employing a range of techniques to
convey the depth and complexity of his themes. His prose, while often dense with
intellectual and emotional weight, possesses a lyrical quality that draws readers into the
experience of his characters. The structure of "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities" is
particularly noteworthy, mirroring the associative and often illogical flow of a dream while
simultaneously conveying a profound psychological truth. His mastery of imagery,
metaphor, and internal monologue allowed him to articulate the ineffable aspects of human
consciousness.

The Use of the Dream as a Literary Device

The dream in "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities" is far more than a mere narrative conceit;
it serves as the central metaphor through which Schwartz interrogates the nature of
existence. By framing the story within a dream, he is able to bypass the conventions of
linear storytelling and delve into the subconscious, revealing truths that might be



inaccessible in waking consciousness. The dream allows for symbolic representation, for the
projection of anxieties and desires, and for a critique of societal expectations and personal
histories. The surreal and often fragmented nature of the dream experience mirrors the
fragmented self that many modern individuals experience, making the poem incredibly
resonant. The very act of dreaming becomes a responsibility because it is where the raw
material of our lives is processed and where the unconscious mind begins to shape our
understanding of our obligations.

Symbolism and Imagery in Schwartz's Writing

Schwartz's work is rich with symbolism, with images that resonate on multiple levels. The
film reel in "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities" represents not just a literal recording of his
parents' lives but also the inherited narratives, the societal pressures, and the
predetermined paths that individuals may feel bound by. Other recurring motifs in his
broader work often touch upon themes of memory, loss, the urban landscape, and the
search for spiritual or intellectual solace. His ability to imbue everyday objects and
experiences with profound symbolic meaning is a testament to his skill as a poet. The
imagery is often stark and unflinching, reflecting the often-unvarnished realities of the
human condition that he sought to explore.

The Voice and Tone of Delmore Schwartz

The distinct voice and tone of Delmore Schwartz are crucial to understanding his impact. He
often employs an introspective, confessional tone, drawing the reader into a deeply
personal psychological landscape. Yet, this intimacy is balanced by a keen intellectual
detachment, allowing for critical analysis of the very emotions and experiences being
described. There is often a sense of urgency, a wrestling with profound existential
questions, and a profound melancholy that permeates his work. This unique blend of the
personal and the philosophical, the emotional and the intellectual, creates a powerful and
enduring literary voice that continues to captivate readers.

Delmore Schwartz's Enduring Legacy and
Influence

Despite his relatively short and often troubled life, Delmore Schwartz's influence on
American literature is undeniable. His willingness to explore the darkest corners of the
human psyche, coupled with his formidable intellectual gifts, paved the way for subsequent
generations of writers. His work continues to be studied, anthologized, and debated, a
testament to its lasting power and relevance. The themes he introduced and the stylistic
innovations he pioneered have left an indelible mark on the literary landscape, influencing
poets, novelists, and critics alike.



The Impact on American Poetry and Prose

Schwartz's innovative approach to form and content had a significant impact on the
development of American poetry and prose in the mid-20th century. He was part of a
generation of writers who sought to break away from traditional constraints, exploring new
ways of representing the complexities of modern life. His willingness to integrate
philosophical inquiry with deeply personal experience influenced many who followed,
encouraging a more intellectually rigorous and emotionally candid approach to writing. The
intellectual ferment of the post-war era saw writers like Schwartz pushing boundaries, and
their efforts helped to shape the literary canon we recognize today.

Schwartz's Critical Reception and Scholarly Interest

Throughout his career and in the decades following his death, Delmore Schwartz has been
the subject of considerable critical attention and scholarly interest. While his personal
struggles sometimes overshadowed his literary achievements in popular perception, critics
and academics have consistently recognized the profound merit and lasting importance of
his work. His poems and prose continue to be analyzed for their thematic depth, their
stylistic innovations, and their contribution to understanding the American literary tradition.
The phrase "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities" itself has become a touchstone for
discussions on consciousness, fate, and free will.

The Relevance of "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities"
Today

The themes explored in "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities" and across Delmore Schwartz's
body of work remain remarkably relevant to contemporary readers. In an age of constant
digital immersion, where the lines between our curated online selves and our inner realities
can blur, Schwartz's exploration of consciousness, identity, and the weight of our choices
offers a valuable perspective. The anxieties he articulated about self-creation, the search
for authenticity, and the confrontation with inherited legacies are as potent today as they
were in his time. His work serves as a reminder that even in our moments of perceived
escape or introspection, the fundamental work of understanding ourselves and our place in
the world must begin.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Delmore Schwartz's 'In
Dreams Begin Responsibilities'?
The central theme is the artist's struggle with the blurring lines between reality and
imagination, and the difficulty of translating personal experience into meaningful art,



particularly in the face of life's inevitable disappointments and the overwhelming nature of
memory.

How does the narrator in 'In Dreams Begin
Responsibilities' grapple with his own life and the film
he's watching?
The narrator uses the film of his parents' life as a catalyst to confront his own feelings of
inadequacy and disillusionment. He attempts to re-evaluate his past and find a sense of
purpose, but the film's idealized portrayal of his parents' love contrasts sharply with his own
perceived failures.

What is the significance of the film within the story?
The film serves as a fictionalized, perhaps idealized, representation of the narrator's
parents' life and their meeting. It acts as a mirror for the narrator, reflecting his own past
and present, and forcing him to confront his own responsibilities and artistic aspirations.

How does 'In Dreams Begin Responsibilities' explore the
concept of the artist and their relationship to their
subject matter?
The story highlights the inherent conflict for the artist in trying to capture truth and
meaning. The narrator feels pressured to create something profound from his parents'
story, but his personal biases and emotional baggage interfere with his ability to do so
objectively.

What is the overall tone of the story, and how is it
achieved?
The tone is largely introspective, melancholic, and tinged with a sense of existential dread.
This is achieved through the narrator's stream-of-consciousness narration, his self-
deprecating humor, and his exploration of profound themes like love, death, and the search
for meaning.

What does the title 'In Dreams Begin Responsibilities'
suggest about the story's meaning?
The title implies that our understanding of our duties and commitments often originates in
our subjective inner world, our dreams and aspirations. However, it also hints at the
potential for these internal desires to become burdensome or even impossible to fulfill in
reality.

How does the story comment on the nature of memory



and its reliability?
The story suggests that memory is not a neutral archive but is shaped by emotion, desire,
and the present state of the rememberer. The narrator's re-interpretation of his parents'
story, influenced by his own anxieties, demonstrates how memory is a reconstructive and
often unreliable process.

What makes 'In Dreams Begin Responsibilities' a
significant work in American literature?
It's considered a seminal piece of modernist literature, particularly for its experimental
narrative techniques and its exploration of the alienated modern consciousness. Its
introspective depth and philosophical questions about art and life continue to resonate with
readers.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Delmore Schwartz's "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities," all
starting with :

1. Illuminated Pathways of the Subconscious
This collection delves into the psychological landscape where dreams bleed into waking life,
mirroring Schwartz's exploration of the subconscious as a fertile ground for both creativity
and anxiety. It examines how our nocturnal visions can inform our understanding of
ourselves and the responsibilities we carry in the daylight hours. The essays explore the
interconnectedness of imagination, memory, and the existential weight of existence.

2. The Mirror of Unfulfilled Futures
This novel explores the theme of unrealized potential and the haunting specter of what
might have been, a sentiment deeply resonant with Schwartz's own grappling with his
artistic legacy and personal choices. Characters find themselves confronting the choices
they didn't make and the dreams they abandoned, leading to a profound meditation on
regret and the passage of time. It questions whether responsibility can be truly met when
the paths not taken still exert a powerful influence.

3. Echoes from the Dreaming City
This poetic anthology captures the surreal and often disorienting experience of navigating a
world where the boundaries between fantasy and reality are blurred. The poems evoke a
sense of urban alienation and the search for meaning in a fragmented modern existence,
much like Schwartz's depiction of a dream-like cityscape. It speaks to the internal
landscapes that shape our external actions and the enduring power of memory.

4. In Search of the Sleeping God
This philosophical treatise investigates the nature of consciousness and the divine,
exploring how our subconscious perceptions can lead us to higher truths or profound
disillusionment. It draws parallels between the internal quest for meaning and the external
world's demands, echoing Schwartz's struggle to reconcile his visionary insights with the
practicalities of life. The book examines the responsibility of the individual to uncover their
own spiritual truths.



5. The Weight of Unspoken Words
This literary critique analyzes the power of silence and the unspoken in shaping human
relationships and internal narratives, a theme prevalent in Schwartz's work where
characters often struggle with expressing their deepest feelings. It dissects how suppressed
emotions and unacknowledged truths can create significant internal conflict and impact our
sense of responsibility. The essays highlight the profound consequences of what remains
unsaid.

6. Where the Nightingales Still Sing of Loss
This collection of short stories explores themes of memory, nostalgia, and the lingering
sorrow of past experiences, mirroring Schwartz's own elegiac tone in many of his writings.
Each narrative grapples with the indelible imprint of loss on the human psyche and the
ongoing effort to find beauty and meaning amidst it. The stories illuminate how past
responsibilities, fulfilled or not, continue to resonate.

7. The Architecture of Memory
This historical analysis examines how collective and individual memories are constructed
and how these structures influence our understanding of history and our present-day
responsibilities. It draws connections between the subjective experience of memory, as
portrayed in Schwartz's work, and the broader societal narratives that define us. The book
questions the reliability of memory and its role in shaping our identities.

8. Between the Wake and the Dream
This collection of essays and personal reflections navigates the liminal space between
consciousness and unconsciousness, exploring the blurred lines that define our reality. It
delves into the creative impulse that arises from this often-unstable territory, reflecting
Schwartz's own groundbreaking explorations of the psyche. The writings consider the
ethical and existential responsibilities that emerge from this dual existence.

9. The Cartographer of Inner Worlds
This biographical study focuses on artists and thinkers who have charted the terrain of the
human mind, with particular attention paid to those who experienced a profound interplay
between their inner lives and external responsibilities. It examines how figures like
Schwartz used their creative output to map the complex emotional and intellectual
landscapes they inhabited. The book highlights the courage required to explore and
articulate these internal territories.
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