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90 North

“90 North” is a poem of pained disillusion, one of Jarrell's early poems which makes vividly real the distance
between the imagined world and the real one. The poem has two settings, the past, in which the child dreamed
of discovering the North Pole, his dreams perhaps based on reading of Admiral Richard Byrd and his
adventures. However, as an adult, he realizes that the child's dreams of conquest were meaningless. He
revisits his child self arriving there at the imagined summit, surrounded by his dogs and the corpses of his
frozen companions. Sheltered from the ice by his furs, he can only ask, “And now what? Why, go back.” His
steps now must always be “to the south,” toward bitter awareness of the emptiness of his life. Only in the
“Cloud-Cuckoo-Land” of dreams could he make a meaningful discovery; where he is in reality there is only
darkness, ignorance, and pain. The last four lines have the word “darkness” repeated four times, and what
comes from the darkness, according to the poem, is not enlightenment but pain. “And we call it wisdom. It is
pain.” All dreams fail; all effort comes to nothing. This is one of the starkest of Jarrell's disillusionment
poems, in which the reality of pain and darkness is contrasted not with what might have been but what he
once dreamed might be.
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