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E. E. Cummings at Harvard:

Verse, Friends, Rebellion
Richard S. Kennedy

PROFOUND CHANGE. took place in Estlin Cummings’ personality
during the five-year period, 1911~1916, that he spent at Har-
vard.” If we look at a long introspective statement which he
set down in a notcbook midway through his freshman vear,

we will sce that it shows him clearly as a dutiful youngster (he was still
anly seventeen), devored to his parents, inclined toward Unitarian
piety, proud of his friendship with the decorous Dory Miller, the
graduate student who had taught him Greek, and hopeful about his
future social conduct and achievement. Ile was living at home in
Cambridge, not in 2 Harvard dormitory. Even the prose style of the
passage suggests a ninetcenth-century New England ethos:

I am a young man living in an advanced and coltivated era, surrounded by
things lovely and of good report. [ have a strong mind, a healthy body, resulting
from years of careful and devoted watching by father and mother, and a high
reputation, everywhere I go, as a gentleman. My friends are pure, high-minded
girls and clean, manly fellows. My father is a man who has worked out his own
success by toil and pluck, who has maintained as a lasting gift to his son a pable
soul and well-developed body. He js a man who never allowed the faintest sug-
gestions of temptation to grip him, and expects the high and pure of his son.
My mother is a woman who has kept herself strong and pure for me alone,
who has built npon me, her firse child, a wonderful frame of utter jove and end-

* Al] previonsly unpublished poems and other writings of E. E. Cummings, inclnd-
ing carly versions of already published poems, quoted in this article are copyright ®
to77 by Nancy T. Andrews. 1 should like to express my gratitude to her literary
representative, Mr. George Firmage, for permission to quote from thesc materials
in the Harvard Library and in the University of Texas Library, I also wish to thaok
W. . Rond, Librerian of the Houghton Library at Harvard University, and
Williany R. Holman, Librarian of the Humanities Research Center, University of
Texas Library, for permission to quote from the manuscript materials held by their
respeetive libraries.

All other material in the article is copyright ©® 1997 by Richard S. Kennedy. 1
owe a speeial debe of gradtude to Dr. and Mrs, James Sibley Watson for a critical
reading of my manuscript.
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less aspiration, whole [sic] lives only as I live, hopes as I hope, and falls only
when I fall. I worship a God unutterably merciful and vitally human, 2nd who
embodies all the good that Y have not won and all the vast strengch 1 have not
attained. He is within as well as without, and his voice is all too small for my
soul as 1 wrte, I thank him when I do right, pray for help when I err, and
ask forgiveness when I sin. I avow myself to be His son ag well as my parents’
son; He is my first and primal Parent. When I sin he suffers; when I do right
action, speak the right word, and think the right thoughts, he grows and is
great over me. Yet is He unthinkably beyond my ken; unspeakably close to my
heart. . . .

One friend have I of whom I speak out lovingly from my heart at all times.
He is 2 man at college with me, older, wiscr, and of perfect chivalry toward
woman and man. 1 love him as I love no other friend; T worship him for good,
and imitatc him for worthiness, His life, also, has grown inte mine. The honor
of his friendship he has placed with perfect confidence in my trembling hands;
if } do wrong, 1 commit an unfaithfulncss to him who I admire most of my
friends. If I do right, his the glory equally with the deed’s.

It 1s important that I should realize this fact: I am of the aristocracy of this
carth. All the advantages that any boy should bave are in my hands. I am a
king over my opportunitics. No one can take away frum me the possibilities
of growth founded on the firm rock of inhcrent advantage and power.?

By the time he was five ycars older, Cummings was in full rebellion
against his father, he hated Cambridge, he scorned the prevailing
American attitudes and tastes, and he associated with a lively, spree-
drinking, girl-chasing group of young men who were apprentices in
the new artistic movement of the twenteth century. He also had
begun to develop a distinctive poetic style and was well on his way
to becaming an iconoclastic modern poet. The story of that change
is a fascinating one which combines the ordinary patvern of a young
man’s rcjection of his father’s dominance and the unique course of one
young American who became a follower of the new artistic tendencies
of his era.

I

Estlin Cummings had comc to Harvard with good literary habits.
He wrote poems as often as he had time frec from his studics. Some
were dreadful. Others had only a few worthwhile lines. But wich
continving practice and experiment he could not help but grow as a

* Cammings, Workbook, dated 1 February 191z, in the Humanities Research
Center, University of Texas. All further references to the Cummings materials at
the Center will be referred to as UT, HRC.
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poet. From time to time during the year he was able to produce suc-
cessful poems which exhibited firm contrel, For instance, “Semi-
Spring,” which he turned out in April or May 1912, shows new inter-
est in the expressive effects of allitcration and an attempt, not tricd be-
fore, to render shifts of mood by having the sounds of the words echo
the sense of what is being said. The first stanza of the poem speaks of
the springtime scene with harshness, using a predominance of short
vowcls and a number of consonant-stops, in words like “scrawny,”
“scattering,” “grim, grey,” “grins,” and “broken.” It is followed by
a stanza wiich basks in the pleasantness of springtime sunlight. Tr
uscs, chicfly, long vowels and a great many sitilants, ghdes, and nasal

sonants — words like “warm,” “serene,” “dreamy,” “coos,” and “rosy

castern glow.” The same pattern of contrast divides the next two
stanzas, but the effect of movement toward an emergent spring js
carried cffectively by the stanza lengths themsclves, which build from
four to five to six and finally to seven lines.

A thin, foul scattering of grim, grey snow,
Reaching out serawny limbs, decp digs its nails
Into the bleeding face of suppliant earth,

And grins with all its broken, yellow teeth,

A warm, screne, soft heaven gazes down

With dreamy eyes upon the fiend-cramped world.
The rosy eastern glow, the sun’s [ Come,

Patters about the sky, and coos, and similes —
Sweet habe with tender, rose-begetting feet.

From a black corpse of tree, the hidcous rasp
Of staring grackles, clucking and bowing cach
In drivelling salute, splits the soft air

To inharmenious fragments; everywhere

A nervous, endless, hoarse, incessant chirp

Of sparrows telling all the evil news.

Ah, God —for the flower-air of Spring! To see
Thic world in bud! To press with cager feet

The dear, soft, thrilling green again! To be

Once more 1n tonch with heaven upon carth!

One soul-toned thrush’s perfect harmony,

Cne little warbler’s huge felicity,

QOne buttercup! Onc perfect burterfly! @

*bAS Am 1892.¢ (21). Call numbers will be given for all references to the Cum-
mings materials in the Houghton Library. The Cummings papers were purchased
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It is a good example of his ability in handling language at this point of
his development, but he had a number of styles and influences to pass
through before he would find his own way of expression.

The big change during his freshman year came with the discovery of
Keats, and when the leisure of summer arrived, Cummings began to
study the poems closely. A surviving diary-entry for g July 1912 con-
tains page upon page of commentary on images or lines from Lawiia,
For instance, on the passage, “‘a mouraful voice/ Such as once heard in
gentle hearr, destroys/ All pam but pity”, Cummmgs wrotc the fol-
lowing consideration: “Pity is made a kind of pain, not a concrete
fecling. By this subscrvience of the key word to a minor noun preceed-
ing [sic] it, the thought of the reader is made to hark back, and he in-
stinctively realizes the quality of the phrase, its alliterativeness and at
the same time the truth of the description lying inside the frame of
the purpose, -— 1.e., that pity is a kind of pain.” His notes the next day,
10 July, offer a series of “Impressions Which Various Vowels Give
The Ear” — such as

1. o long - fargeness

Ex., “robe” 55 ampler than “garment.”
2. ow (as in “how") — heaviness

Ex. “round weight” outweighs “circular weight.”
3. Two short vowels in succession,

i.e., in two succeeding words, give the idea of strained, compressed. Ex,
“hid scent” and “held breath” (Lamia).3

During the summer, he compiled lists of images either to hoard away
for the future or merely to siretch his capacities for metaphor. “Slowly
the mountain climbs into the sky.” *“A little warbler writes his twitch-
ing flight/ Across yon parchment sky.” “huge logs sleep, bearded with
their own decay.” * So on he goes, filling the pages of his workbook.

Hec attcmpts to draw upon imaginative depths by trials of frec asso-
ciation in resSponse to 4 summer scene:

A litcle pensive smoke — the robins, like dcad lcaves, go flying southward —
the shelldrake harrows the lake — sce where with outstretched lips the trunks
cmbrace — around his brows the hzlo of divine unhappiness —the panting

in 1964 by the Harvard College Library with funds from a bcquest by Amy
Lowell.

*UT, HRC, Commings, Works, “A World of Men and Women.”

*UT, HRC, Cummings, Workbook.
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stars (like a dog) — How good to see the sun; Even through the rain — Married
to memory — And all the trees painted a vivid green by rich rain — Would
every man were Plato to his God — Old saints Robed in the untransparent garb
of prayer — Sun, moon, earth— God, God, God!! — Nature with hoary eye
starcs at us from the dark as we intrude (Phosphorescent wood) — Her cyes
knelt there in prayer before him —ashes of roses, ashes of angels. Sunset:
shades of vivid color change and rise and fall — as if the day writhed alive upen
his pyre.®

The words pour out for threc more pages.

This increased awarencss of imagery accompanicd a new phase of
Cummings’ poetic expression that can best be called Keatsian because
he displayed a linguistic exuberance reminiscent of Kcats's descriptive
style (although hc was also prone to lapse into Rossetti-like lushness).
During the summer he wrote a series of descriptive poems, most of
which he published during the next year in the Harvard Advocate,
among them, “Mist” (“Earth is becomc the scat of a new sea”),
“Water Lilies” (“Behold — a mere bke a madonna’s head”), “Sum-
mer Silence” (“Eruptive lightnings flutter to and fro”), and “Sunset”
(“Great carnal mountains crouching in the cloud”). Most of them
were sonnets but two were exercises In one of Keats’s favorite forms,
Spenserian stanzas.

The presence of Dory Miller helped. Not only did he visit Silver
Lake in July and loak over Cummings’ work but the two also carried
on a correspondence about some of the pocms, including some that
Cummings never published. Onc, entitled “The Paper Palace,” was
an unusual piecc about a colony of wasps, beginning “A clan of imps —
morose and ugly things” * and going on to sct up In contrast a descrip-
tion of the delicate nest they build. Some of the poems fell inro the
Pre-Raphaelite style. Miller was tactful in his criticism but warned
Cummings that he found toe many of the poems “forced — over-
claborated.” His favorite, however, was a sonnct cntitled “Tlame
Speaks,” a tributc to the poet whom he and Cummings admired most:

Stand forth,John Keats! On earth thoun knew’st me not;
Steadfast through all the storms of passion,thou,

True to thy muse,and virgin to thy vow;

Resigned,if name with ashes were forgot,

So thou enc arrow in the gold had’st shot!

¢ {bid.
"bMS Am 18pz.5 (3}
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I never piaced my laurel on thy brow,

But on thy name [ come to lay it now,

Whea thy bones withcr in the earthly plot.

Fame is miy name. I dwcll among the clouds,

Being immartal,and the wreath I bring

Ieself is Tmmartality. The sweets

OF carth § know not,nar the pains,but wing

In minc own cther,with the crowned crowds

Rorn of the centurics. — Stand forth,John Keats! #

The only phrase he questioned was “virgin to thy vow,” which madc
him uncomioreable.

The peak achievement resulting from the combination of Milier’s
friendship and the influence of Keats came about when Cummings
worked out a free translation of the sequence in Awusassiz et Nicolette
in which Nicolcite descends from her prison tower. The obvious
model for the style is “The Eve of St. Agnes.” The richness of the
poem consists not only in the Iangum ous dlcnon appropriate to the
romantic moonlight scene or in the echomg allitcrative consonants
among the waves of assonance but alse in the complexity of images
that grow one out of the other in surprising intricacy. For instancc,
the nightame scene in which Nicolette appears ac the tower window
to drop down the rope of twisted cloth for her cscape, is introduced
in terms of the epening of a lily, which is furcher likened to 2 maiden
awaking at dawn as the sun touches her (it). Yet, the light is really
moonlight scen as fire burning to a snow-like whitencss when ic falls
upon the figurc of Nicolette, whose harmony of movement is likened
to delicate musical vibration when she lets the rope fall and slides down
it ~— as silently as one of the dew-drops which the opening lily had
revealed.

And as an opening lily, milky-fair,

When from her couch of poppy petals peers
The sleepy marning, gently draws apart

Its curtains to reveal the golden heart

With beads of dew made jewels by the sun,

So one fair, shining tower, whicl, like a glass,
Turned light to flame, and blazed with silver fire,
Unclosing, gave the moon a nymph-like face,

*bMS Am 1Bgz.5 {so05), dated Avgust 1grz. Miller’s letter, bBMS Am 1892, 27
August [1912].
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A form whose snowy symmetry of grace
Haunted the limbs as music haunts the lyre,
A creature of white hands, who, letting fall
A thread of Justre from the opened wall
Ghided, a drap of radiance, to the grass.®

Brilliant in its way, but alongside this, the clarity and precision of his
Horatian translations during the same year seem lost. Was it the
medicvalism of Awcassin et Nicolette or the medievalism of Keats that
sponsored this Juxuriance? Keats, more likely. After this, there scented
nowhere to go except down thc Prc-Raphaclite path. Cummings
needed some new models. But the time he had spent drilling himsclf
in imagery was not wasted.

I

When Cummings began to publish his work in the two literary
magazinces, the edirorial staff of cach rival group hoped to enlist this
new talent n the service of 1ts own periadical. The rules were such
that nno one could be elected to an editorial board until he had published
three rems in its Issues. So eager werce the men of the Harvard Advo-
cate to have Cammings join them that they accepted and published
three of his poems (including “OF Nicalette™) in onc month. In spite
of this opportunity he really wanted to join the Harvard Aonthly,
which had the superior reputation for the quality of its verse. Founded
in 1885 by (George Santayana and others, the Montbly had published
the early verse of such figures as William Vaughn Moody, Bliss Car-
man, John Hall Wheelock, and IEdwin Arlington Robinson. Itsaspira-
tions were quietly asserted on its masthead, “The aim of the Monthly is
to publish the best literary work produced by students of the Univer-
sity.” In the spring of his sophomore year, Commings was pleased to
get a lecter fram the secretary, Scofield Thayer, telling him that he had
been elected to the board of editors of the Alonthiy.*®

Becausc Cummings lived at home, he had taken very little part in the
varied social life of the Harvard Yard during his first two years. He
was not 4 joiner: he stayed away from the special-interest groups and

* Published in Harvard Advocate, XCV (21 March 1913), 25-26. Cummings made
a few changes in pheasing, such as "drowsy-fair” for “milky-fair,”” when he incloded
it in T'ulips and Chimneys,

" bMNS Am 189z, 16 May 1913,
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certainly he was roo unsophisticated to be part of the poshocracy of
the waiting clubs and final clubs. He is remembered as someone who
occasionally appearcd at a smoker which his class held at the Harvard
Union — a straw-hatred youth, quiet but friendly, with an engaging
smile, rather preferring to remain on the fringe of the {estivities. But
when he began his association with the Afonthiy, he gradually made
new friends and he began to be draywn into a very different armosphcere
from that surrounding Dory Mitler.

S. Foster Damon, a handsome, blond-haircd cnthusiast of the arts
from Newton, Massachusetts, who was two years older than Cum-
mings, became his guide to all chat was modern in the arts. Damon
seemed interested in everything, He was 2 musician, president of the
Harvard Music Society, and editor of the Harvard Music Review,
which was a first-rate periodical, z real testimony to the good tastc,
maturity, and cutiosity of the Harvard acsthetes. He raught Cummings
to play the piano (Estlin could already play ragtime by ear) and to
write music. He introduced him to Dcebussy, to Stravinsky, and to the
delightful satiric piano sketches of Krik Satie. He took him to the El
Gireco exhibit at the Fogg Muscum, for he considered El Greco “mod-
ern.” "* He made him acquainted with the French Impressionists, with
Cézannc, and with Les Fauves, all of whom made decided mmpact on
Cummings’ later poetry. He took him to the Armory Show when it
traveled to Boston, and Cummings was cestatic over Brancusi. He took
him ro New York afcer a Harvard-Yalc boat-race and Cummings was
overwhelmed by the “modern Babylon,” 2 diffcrent kind of visit from
the one he had made years before with his father. IDamon was an editor
of the Afonthly, he wrote poetry, he wrote an article on the history of
free verse and reccived a leteer from Amy Lowell about it. He took an
interest in Wilde, Shaw, Maerterlinck, Whistler, Pirandello. He sub-
scribed to Peetry magazine and read Sandburg, Masters, and Lindsay.
Hec owned a rare copy of Gertrude Stein’s Tender Butions, which de-
lighted and bewildered Cummings. He owned a copy of Pound’s an-
thology Des humagistes (H.D., Aldington, Flint, Joyce, Hueffer) and
therewith brought the Imagist Movement into Cummings’™ ken. He
organized the Ilarvard Poctry Socicty in 1915, Besides providing all
this cultural cxcitement, he opened the way to some cld-fashioned col-
lege activities too: he took Cummings out drinking for the first time

2 1n his term japer for Fine Arts ¢b, “The Significance of El Greco,” Cummings
¢laborated an the “modernism.”
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in his life. Estlin consumed scveral scidels of dark beer in Jake Wirch's
sawdust-strewn restaurant on Stuart Strect and cnded the evening,
much to Damen’s mirthful scorn, hanging over 2 bridge and puking
into the Charles River. In his senior year, Cummings wrote a hexam-
cter sonnet for Damon, a rather precious piece, celebrating their mueual
intoxication with the music of Debussy,

S.E.ID.

In Memory of Claude ¢’Dreams
Behold, I have taken at thy hands immortal wine,
The fume whercof is ecstasy of perfect pain,
Which is more sweet than unknewn flowers uttered of rain,
More potent than the fumbling might of the brute brinc.
Lo, my pale soul is blown upon far peaks with thine,
Stceped in star-terrible silence, at whose feet the plain
Murmurs of thought and time illimitable refrain,
Upon whose brows cternity sctteth high sign.

This thing hath been, by grace: one music in our souls,
One fane beyond the world, whence riseth sacrifice
Unto that god whom gilts invisible appease.

So be it when sunset’s golden diapaison yolls

Over our life, — then shalt thov, smiling, touch the keys,
And draw me softly with thee into Paradisc.’?

Anothier new friend was amiable, shy, genercus John IJos Passos,
dark as a gypsy, with thick-Jensed glasses and a slight stutter, Yike
Cummings, he stressed Janguage study — Latim, Greek, French, Ger-
man, Spanish -— and he specialized 1in English and Comparative J.itera-
rire. Like Cummings, he tried his hand at drawing and painting and
he carnestly worked out verses, both traditional and modern in their
manncr, which he published in the Adenthiy. His social consciousness
was not yct awakened. Immersed in Henry James and French Sym-
boliste pocts, he was in his acsthetic period and still had no thought to
tell his professors “to go take a flying Rimband at the moon.” ** In these
college years, Dos Passos and Cummings formed a friendship swhich
overrode all their later differences 1n social views and lasted the rest
of their lives,

2HMS Am 1892.5 (71).

* Cf. Dos Passos’” “Camcra Eye (25)” tn The g2nd Parellel, in which he offers 4
sardonic summary of his studies ac Harvard, The best pieture of young Dos Passos
is found in Townsend Ludington, ed., The Fourteenth Chranicle, Letters and Diaries
of John Dos Passos {Boston; Gambit Inc., 1973).
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More assertive and opinionated was Scofield Thayer, a student of
philosophy and literature three years ahead of Cummings, who was
secretary to the editorial board of the AMenthly. A narive of Worces-
ter, Massachusctts, he had attended Milron Academy, where he had
becen remotely acquainted with T. S. Eliot. He had traveled exten-
sively in Europe with a tutor before coming to Harvard. Alchough he
left [darvard in 1913 to spend two years at Magdalen College, Oxford,
he returned for graduate work in 1915-1916 and was again an active
member of the Aonthly staff. Whereas Damon and Dos Passos had
met Cummings in the Idarvard classroom (seated alphabetically, the last
of the C’s and the beginning of the D’s), Thayer sought Cummings out
becausc he admired his poetry. Although he did not see Comiings
during the 1913-1914 college year, he invited him to his mother’s
“cotrage” at Edgartown, Martha’s Vineyard, in the summer of 1914
(the ficst of many such invitatons) in order to renew their acquain-
tance and he corresponded with him during the following year, Thayer
was an extremely handsome man, very pale, with carefully groomed
black hair and dark eyes sparkling wich irony. He dressed elegantly,
he spoke with precision and wit, a little suppressed smile flickering
around his full, curving lips, and he moved and gestured as if powered
by a heavy charge of nervous energy. He was equally interested in
literature, painting, and aesthetic criticism. He was as fully acquainted
as Damon with the new trends in the arts, especially with Wilde,
Beardsley (he later built an extensive collection of his prints}, Symons,
Lautrec, Picasso, Brancusi, the Post-Impressionists and Cubists i gen-
eral, Joycc, and Eliot. Although he himself wrote verse, he was more
of an arbiter of tastc than a genuinely creative person. As Cummings
put it, “He lived for the honor of act.”” ** He had inherited a fortunc at
an carly age, and hoped to use his money in the world of publishing to
make an impact upon the aesthetic values of the American public.
Meanwhile, he was a cultural force in Cummings’ development. He
presented him with a copy of Willard Huntington Wright's Meders
Art in Spring 1913, a study of painting from the Impressionists to the
Cubists, which Cummings marked and annotated like a textbaok.™ Tt
‘was Thayer who was to bring the major works of Joycc and Eliot to
Cummings’ attention. Cummings, in flattering joke, called Thayer
Willard Huntington Wright, Jr., and in his graduvare year av Harvard

*hMS Am 1892.7 (9o}, Notes for non-lectures.
* Houghton Library, 6gc—312 {New York: John Lane, 1015).

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXV, Number 3 (July
1977)



E. E. Cummings at Harvard 263

he wrote a sonnet to Thayer (with reference to a picce of Wilde’s
poctic prose which Thayer had introduced him to). The tone of the
pocm reveals Cammings’ adulation of Thayer, who was soon to replace
Dameon as hts mentor.

WITLW,, Jr

In Meunrory of “A House of Pomegranates”
Speak to me, fricnd! Or is the world so wide
That souls may casily forget their specch,
And the strong love that binds us cach to each
Who have stood together watching GGod’s white tide
Pouring, and those bright shapes of drcam which ride
Through darkness; we whe have walked the silent heach
Strown with strange wonders out of ocean’s reach,
Which the next flood in her great heart shall hide?

Do not forget me, though the sands should fall,
And many things be swept away in deep,

And a new vision uttered to the shore, —

If afrer days bespeak me not at all,

Nor other’s praisc awake my song from slcep,
Nor Poetry remember, anymore.18

Another friend from Rochester, New York, who had come to know
Cummings through Dory Miller, was tall, quiet, shy J. Sibley Watson,
a Captain Dobbin of a man who was to become the friend who re-
mained most loyal to Cummings during his lifetime. He wrote short
stories, criticismy, and verse translations from the French, all of which
were published in the Aonthly. But his self-effacing personality made
him difficult to know, He was “anonymous,” Cummings said, “mono-
syllabic,” cven “mysterious™; yet for all the otherworldly detachment
he cxhibited, he had a decper understanding of the world and of human
beings than Cummings’ other friends. And he did participate in the
litcrary life of the Harvard Yard and in occastonal nighttime gambols.
Late in his Harvard career, Cuammings scribbled out a sonnet to Watson
— in a light and not entirely sober moment:

Softly from its still lair in Plympton Strect
It stole on silent pads, and, raping space,
Shot onward in a ficrce infernal race,

» Harvard Mownthly, LX1I (June 19163, 123. The best account of Thayer is
Nicholas Jaost, Scofietd Thayer and T'he Dial {Carbondale: Southern THinpis Uni-
versity Press, 1064).
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And shivered townward on revolving feet[,]
Skidded, fortuitously indiscreet;

And now a fady doth its bosom grace

And now the 'phone, tingling its wild disgrace
Teclleth that hearts be broke and cime is fleet,
O Watson, born beneath a generous star,

Oft have ] seen thee draped upon a bar[;]
Thou might’st have slain us with a bloody coutcau
And

O Watson, moriturus te saluto,

Infinite in thy fair beatitude;

But you could not do anything so rude.!?

Although he was the same age as Cummings, he was two classes behind
him. Yert, it was Watson who introduced Cummings to modern French
poctry —to Verlaine, and Rimbaud — and who extended his acquain-
tance with Mallarmé; these were three poets whose attitudes and whose
experiments with form were to make their impact on Cummings’ work
a few years later. Like Thayer, Wartson inhcrited great wealth, and
in the 19208 he and Thayer became owners of the Digl magazine in
New York and thus were in the future to provide a new center and an
international audience for the Harvard Monthly group.*

Long-faced Stewart Mitchell, “The Great Auk,” as he was called,
came to know his classmate, Cummings, when he was editor-in-chief
of the Harvard Mombly in 1915~1916. He was a charming, witty
young man from Cleveland, of somewhat more scholarly inclination
and orderliness and cfficiéncy than most of the AMfonthly editorial board.
In 1920 he joined Watson and Thayer as managing editor of the Dial.

Arthur Wilson, a classmate of Cammings from Junction, a tiny town
in Texas, was anothér editor of the Monthly. At the time Cummings
was elected to the board, Wilson sent him a note telling him he was
mightily disappointed that the Advocare had the privilege of publish-
ing “Of Nicoletre.” ** He and Cummings became closc friends during
the following year when they both were enrolled in Dean Brigos's
English Composition course. He painted and wrote fiction, He is
chicfly remembered at Harvard for a minor scandal. When his short
story, “The Girl Who Advertised,” was published in the Monthly,

TbAIS Am 1892.5 (395).

“Warson later became a physician and head of the Radiology Department, Strong
Memorial Hospital, Rochester, New Yorlk.

“bMS Am 1892, z April 1913.
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December 1914, it stisred the wrath of the parietal authorities at Har-
vard, for it employed a few realistic refercnces they disapproved of
Wilson, as well as Damon, helped Cummings to explore Boston night
Jife and to move beyond a little beer ju a restaurant to something
stronger at the Woodcock Hotel or Healy’s Palace.™

"T'he Jiterary influence of the new friendships and the familiarity with
modern art and literature do not seem to crop up much in Cummings’
writing during his senior year. For Briges's course in English Com-
position, he submitted a number of poems but he held himself within
established forms, sonnets, haiku, ballads, couplets, or stanzaic patterns,
One exception, and the one real triumply, was the haunting ballad, “All
in green went my love riding/ On a great horse of gold/ Into the silver
dawn.” In its irregularicy of line, it showed the greatest freedom from
discipline that he had allowed himself. Six well-scratched-up pages in
his working notebook attest to the care which Commings devoted. to
this piece.” When it was published in the Adonthly the following year,
it met with praise from professors and fcllow-students alike.® The
first display of sympathy with the modern sensibility that appears in
his writing came in the long paper he subiitted to Briggs in the spring
term cntitled “The New Arc.” As we might cxpect, it is a critically
naive piccc of work. It is descriptive and impressionistic, indicating
familiarity with the actistic works rather than ability to discourse
maturely about them. But what is surprising is the range of the discus-
sion into the areas of paipting, sculpture, dance, music, and poctry; and
what is remarkable is the fact that an undergraduate in 1915 would have

® Published in Harvard Monthly, LIX (December 1914}, 86-99. It is likely that
they objected to the fact that the Radcliffe girl in the story was the mistress of a
middle-aged man and also that she wook off her dress, a theatrical costume, while she
talked to a young Harvard student.

? I perhaps should add another item of information that has literary significance.
He was the central figure in a tragic accident that formed the basis for “The Camera
Eye (20)” in Dos Passos’ The gznd Paralfel. e and his classmate, Merle Brit-
ten, became strike-breaking motormen during a street-car strike in Boston. On
4 July 1912, while Wilson was moving his car in the City Point carbarn, he ac-
cidentally killed Britten, whase head was crushed between two cars (Boston Daily
Globe, 5 July 1912). T am indebted to Ruth Marshall of the Boston Public Library
for help in gathering the details of this terrible story.,

In later years Wilson became 2 painter in Rockport, Massachusetts, and changed
his name to A. Winslow Wilson.

*UT, HRC, Cummings, Workbook.

“ Harvard Monthly, LXII (March 1916), 8—¢. Later published in Tulips and
Chinneys.,
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such a comfortably discursive acquaintance with so much of the avant
garde acuvity it the arts,

In the essay, he undertook to point out “the continuous development
from Rcalism to Monet and from Monet to Duchamp-Villon” and
the Cubists, and to show the mterconnections among the new tenden-
cies m the visual ares, music, and literature.” He begins with a con-
sideration of Moner and the “broken color” technique, moves on to
Cézanne and the Post-Impressionist emphasis on form, to the primitives
Van Gogh and Gauguin, to Mausse’s handling ot Iine as a logical con-
tinuation of impressionism, and on to “that peculiar phasc of modern
art called indiscriminately ‘cubism’ and *futurism,” ” at which point he
offers a detailed discussion of Brancusi’s “Mlle. Pogany™ and “The
Kiss” and of Duchamp-Villon’s “Nudc Descending a Staircase.” ** For
conncctions between art and theatre and between act, music, and dance,
he describes the Gordon Craig production of *“Cacsar and Cleopatra™
and Anna Paviova and company in the performance of “Les Preludes”
with “futuristic” sets and costumes by Bakst. When he came to music,
he demonstrated chat Foster Damon had taught him to illustrace a dis-
cussion by setting down the musical notation, because elaborate themes
and passages dot the pages that he wrote about the Sibclius Fourth
Symphony, Straviusky’s “J.e Sacre de Printemps,” the works of De-
bussy and Satic, and finally Schoenberg’s “Five Orchestral Pieces.”
For the discussion of the connection between art and music in the new
milieu, he focused on Scriabin’s “Poem of Firc” and the usc of the
“chromola”™ or color organ to accompany, visually, the recent per-
formance by the Russian Symphony Society, and he set down a com-
parison of Scriabin’s chromatic scale and Rimington’s scientific color
scale as their vibrations correspond to those of musical notcs.

The consideration of visval images and sounds leads naturally to a
look at the new poetry. Several of Amy Lowell’s poems from Sword
Blades anrd Poppy Seeds are set down and admired {or their “overleap-
ing the barriers of convention™: their grotesquery, their “bruarality,”
their symaesthesia, or their “childish spontaneity and fearlessness.” Onc
of Donald Ivans’ Sonwets from the Patagonian is quotcd as an illustra-
tion of “sound painting.” Finally Gertrude Stein and some quotations

“bAMS 18¢2.6.

* The essay reflects not only his reading of Wright's Medern Are but also Arthur
Jerome Iiddy’s Cubisne and Post-lmpressionism (Chicago: McClurg, 1p14), from
which he took profuse notes.

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXV, Number 3 (July
1977)



E. E. Cummings at Harvard 267

from Tender Ruttons are trotted out as the uldmate triumph over real-
1sm, the “subordination of .the meaning of words to the esthetic sig-
nificance (1.e,, beauty) inherent in the words themselves.” A recurrent
motif throughout the essay is the hosulity which Boston audiences had
displayed toward the new art, But it is countered with the assumption
that this is the fate of the artistic leader: “It is a commonplace that the
normal attitude of the world is to regard any deviation from tradition
as unpleasant, as much in art as in morals. It is the privilege of great
originators to be resented.”

Cummings was pleascd with his achicvement and with Briggs’s in-
explicable but approving grade, and he decided to carry the battle for
the new art inta the camp of the Philistines. He revised his essay, cnt
it drastically, and submitted it to the class marshals in competition for
a “‘commencement part,”’ an oral presentation at the commencement
ccremonies, along with the Latin oration and the valedictorjan’s ad-
dress. It is testimony to the enterprising spirit of the class of 1915 that
this unusual commencement part was chosen, for it reached far over
the heads and beyond the tastes of the usual andience of parents and
alumni who packed Sanders Theatre every year ar this time.™® Thus,
on z24. June rg1 5, Estlin Cammings stood on the platform at graduation
time, fully enjoying the uncenventionality of his subject. He had
ptanued to refer to Duchamp-Villon’s “Nude” as a “phallic fantasy,”
but his father forbadc it. Still, he took his presentation seriously, de-
livering it earnestly 1n his rather high voice. The spirit of mischicf was
there, nopetheless, President Lowell had continuously been embar-
rassed by his sister’s poetry. Now he “turned to brick” ** when Cum-
mings rcad the lines:

Why do the lilies goggle their tongues at me
When T pluck themy

And writhe, and twist,

And strangle themselves against my fingers,
So that I can hardly weave the garland

For your hair? .

Why do they shrick your name

And spit at me

When I would cluster them?

¥ The text of the commencement part is published in George Firmage (ed.), A
Miscellany Revised (New York: October House, 1965), pp. s-11.
"hMS Am 1892.7 {g0).
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Must T kill them

To make them lie stll,

And send you a wreath of lolling corpscs
To turn putrid and soft

Onp your forehead

While you dance?

The audience, hitherto somewhat bored i)y all the aesthetic palaver,

took amused interest at the President’s discomforr. Cummings looked

rather startled by the sounds of suppressed laughter. “But,” as he later

recalled, “what really brought down the house was Gertrade Stein’s

Tender Buitons.” He had recognized already that Stein stood at the

outer [imits of literary cxpression, and his speech even posed the ques-
- 2]

tion, “Flow much of this is really Art?” But in a note written later,
Cummings confessed that such Steinian topics as

SALAD DRESSING AND AN ARTICHOKE.
Please pale hot, please cover rose, please acre in the red stranger, please butter
all the beef-steak with regular fecl faces.

had been provided merely as “ ‘comic relief” for a long and learned 3
act treatise.” It worked. Uncontrolled Jaughter swept over the hall.
What must have been regarded as a tedious presentation was grected
at the end with “flattering applause.” * Cummings wras learning carly
how to handle audiences.

[

It had taken Lstlin Cummings a long time to become a member of
his Harvard class, and in a2 way he never did. Hc was two years
younger than most of his classmates, and since he lived at home and
much under the surveillance of his parents, he scemed less mature than
the other college men and rather outside the social scene. As a result,
scarcely anyone in the class of 1915 remembers him at college.”
During his first two years he was shy and retiring in all social situations.
When he did make friends his acquaintance was limited to the group

“HMS A 18¢2.7, Note to an unidentified correspondent, probably Dcan Driggs.

“T wish to c¢xpress iy thanks to the many members of the Class of 1915 who
replicd to my letter giving me informatien about Harvard or about Cummings. 1
am cspecially prateful to those alumni who granted me interviews: Dr. J. Sibley
Watson, S. Foster 1Damon, Kenneth Conant, and Robert R. Cawley.
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which published the AMonthly or the members of the Poctry Sociery.
He was here displaying a characteristic that marked his whole life —
the avoidance of the crowd and the selection of a very few friends 1o
whom he was intensely loyal. In company with his new friends, he
gradually began to discover Boston, which was now more easily acces-
siblc since the ncw subway had been built ourt as far as Harvard Square,
and he would sometimes stay overnight in Foster Damon’s room after
a concert, a dance, or a late-night ramble. In his senior ycar, his father
allowed him to move into Thayer Hall and take advantage of the
special privilege of the senior class to live in arvard Yard. e began
to cxperience more independence. He had his own checking account:
a few remaining stubs indicate that during the two years he lived in
Thayer he went to theatres, movie houses, symphonies, recitals, the
opera, he saw Pavloya and Nijinski, he dined at the Pacthenon, Postl-
lipo’s, Gee Fong, Venice, Sorrento, the Copley Plaza and other res-
taurants Greek, Armenian, and Italian. He now began to cncounter
some of the alcoholic and scxual adventure common to a college boy’s
life.

He had grown taller, moving toward his full height of five fect eight
and a half inches. His hair was still blond, he was light-skinned, and
frequently plagucd with acne. He had begun to develop a slightly
Oriental look. His cheek-bones were high and his eyes, set wide above
them, seemied to narrow or slant. He carried his chin high as if to give
himself more height and this habit sometimes made him secm aloof.
But his alerc hazel cyes and his engaging smile quickly banished this
impression, and his eager enthusiasm about all aspects of his new life
aave his tace a glow,

His unofficial carcer at Harvard, he later declared, was “getting
acquainted with the fair sex.” * The acquaintance had actually begun
long ago and even led to Charles Iftiot Norton’s coachman chasing him
and two little neighbor girls out of the bushes when they were about
six ycars old. However that may be, his college pursuit of local beauty
began with his going by invitation to the Brartle Hall dances, where
the boys were aware of four categorics of girls: pre-debs, debs, post-
debs, and LOPHs (Left On Papa’s Hands). Cammings, rhychmically
talented, became a very good dancer and sufhcicntly adepr at the
Tango and the Maxixe that he and Dorothy Chester, a girl he knew

¥ S Am 1827 (po).
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through his father’s church, entered 2 contest 2t the Boston Theatre.
He also enjoyed the unorthodox dances like the Turkey Trot and the
Bunny Hop that were somewhat frowned on at Brattle Hall.

Onc of his first loves was Amy de Gozzaldi, a dark-haired, dark-
cycd beauty, the daughter of a Cambridge teacher of foreign lan-
guages. Amy, two years older than he, was an actress in the
productions of the Cambridge Social Dramatic Ciub, which also per-
formed at Brattle Hall.** Cummings met her when he played the part
of Micah Dow in J. M. Barrie’s play, The Litrle Minister, 10 May
1910, and came to know her better when he played Ernest Bennet
(the sccond footman) in Jcrome K. Jerome’s The New Lady Bantock
in May ro13. One part of the action called on Cummings to kiss Amy,
who played the leading role of Lady Bantock, but she intimidated him
by her sophistication. At rehearsals the director continnally cheered
him‘ on to be more beld. At length, on the night of performance he
outdid himself in a kiss that he remembered for months. During the
course of production, Cummings felt somewhat ontpaced for Amy’s
regard by the elcgant young graduate student who played Lord
Bantock, T. S. Eliot. But in the cnd he achieved a subtle triumph. A
custom prevailed in the Cambridge Social Dramatic Club that the men
would present gifts to the leading lady on the night of performance.
Eliot brought a gorgeous bouquet of roscs, but Cummings brought the
ultimarte gift, a pocm — which later appeared in the Harvard Monthly:

Do you remember when the fluttering dusk,

Beating the west with {aint wild wings, through space
Sank, with Night's arrow in her heart? The face

Of Heaven clouded with the Day's red doom

Was veiled m silent darkness, and the musk

Of summer’s glorious rose breathed in the gloom.

Then from the waorld's harsh voice and glittering evs,
The awful rant and roar of men and things,

Forth fared we into Silence, The strong wings

Of Nature shut us from the commeon crowd;

On high, the stars like sleeping bucterflics

Hung from the great gray drowsy flowers of cloud.®*

™ An informal history is given in “Recollections of the Cambridge Social Dramatic
Club” by Richard W. Hall, Proceedings of the Cambridge Historical Society,
XXXVIH {1961), 51-67. Miss de Gozzaldi 1s now Mrs, Richard Hall. T am grareful
to her for her reminiscences of Curumings.

* Harvard Montbly, LVI (Jonc 1913), 128
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Cummings was always more ready than Eliot to address a lyric to a
lady.

He conunued to see Amy, stopping by to sec her (roo shy to come
to tea), taking her for a ride m the family Ford, or taking her dancing
at the Copley Plaza (hc introduced her to gin fizzes there). He was
allowed such liberties as an cmbrace while they rode the Scenic Rail-
way at Revere Beach. But he shortly became more attracted to a
beautiful, golden-haired girl from Brookline who was attending Miss
Haskell’s School, Doris Bryan. Her letters to Cummings in 1915 show
her to be a warm, vivacious young charmer, almost a character out of
an early Scotc Iitzgerald story. She was enthusiastic about parties,
dances, clambakes, card games, tennis, boating, swimining, much
pleased with her new roadster {a Scripps-Booth with bright red wire
whecls), devoted to her fittle dogr Scarttie, and struggling to be a proper
New Iingland girl and to kecp her passionate nature under wraps. In
her letters she would lapse into French whenever she touched on a
delicate subject (. . . c’¢rait justeiment parcc-que je vous aime §i
beaucoup, que j'ai hésitce hier soir, comprends-tu?”).* She called
Cummings “Billiken.”

He took her to dances, to Revere Beach, to baseball games, for
moonlight drives around Fresh Pond. He visited her at the seashore
during the summer. Ile wrote poems to her, including a long one, in
which his ardor overcame his powers of poctic expression. (It began
“Never to utter/ The wonder of you; (O God!) the wonder of
you, —) * Another, also 1 vers libre but in the decadent style he
was affecting during his senior year, displayed the intensity of his
youthful passion but it was disciplined by a partern of near-haiku
Stanzas:

There is 2 moon
Sole in the blue night,
Amorous of waters tremulous;

Blinded with silence
The undulous heaven yearns
Where in tense starlessness

Aunomt with ardors,
The yellow lover stands in the dumb dark,
Svelt and urgent.

“bMS Am 1892, 9 May 1915,
*bMS Am 1823.7 (23}, pp. 199-200; AMS version entitled “Doris,” p. 102.
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(Again, love,
I slowly gather of thy languorous mouth

The thrilling flower,}®

He gave her a copy of Wilde's “Salomé” {or Christmas.

They had many long, intense discussions abaut their private thoughts,
but she sensed that Cummings was not ready to commit himsclf to her
future. In fact, she wondered if “any men love a girl for anything
besides physical attraction?” ** They drifted away from each other
during 1916.

Cummings and his friends respected the chastity of the Cambridge
and Brookline girls they knew. When they wanted more excitement
they picked up girls from Central Square in East Cambridge or on
Tremont Street in Boston. But, cven so, there were Hmits, When
Cummings reached a furtive hand inside the dress of ane of these casual
partners, she sternly told him, “Closed for the winter.” His mother
was very understanding about the freedoms of the antomebile age. On
several mornings she patiently swept the hairpins out of the Ford so
that the Reverend Idward Cummings would not have to remonstrate.”

Some notes survive to give us a glimpse of one of thesc latc-night
(nor very romantic) outings. Onc cvening in Decémber 1916, Cum-
mings and Foster Damon had dinncr in Boston and afterwards bumped
into three friendly shop-girls on the street. Cummings had encountered
onc of them before at Revere Beach (he had nestled with her in the
back scat of his father’s Iord and had been apprchensive about their
demeanor when a policeman strolled by across the street). They took
the girls to the Hayward Restaurant and drank gin rickeys, then
whiskey sours, Damon was embarrassed by a smutty story one of the
girls told and went off to get more drinks. When he returned he dis-
coursed for their amusement in a sort of Russian double-talk, pre-
tending to bhe a foreigner. Ar midnight they sought another place
but found it closed. Two chauffeurs approached offering to drive to
the Cedarcrest Inn, where dancing and entertainment were available,
On the way in the car, some mild petting ensued, made troublesome
by the situation that there were three girls and by the fact that onc of
the girls became sick from mixing her drinks and upchucked out the

®1Ibid., p. 10t. This poein, altered only in spacing and punctuation, later became
“Amores 11" in Tzlips and Chizmmneys, Cummings’ first volume of verse, 1923,

*“bMS Am 1892, 15 September [1915].
*bMS Am 18¢z.7, “Cambridge.”
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car window. Upon arrival the sick girl retired to the rest room but
the others drank and danced. At one point, Damon went to the piano
and rolled out a polonaisc and Cummings followed the act with “Poor
Butterfly.” The ride home was attended by some indiscriminate petting
and quarreling until one by one the girls were dropped oft in South
Boston. Cummings recorded the evening in grear detail, especially the
conversation and phrasing of the girls as they would gossip, talk about
their wark, or offer back-scat protestations (“oo, just a minute, a
bution’s killing e, dear; honest 11l let you put it right back™).*

Another ¢pisode from this period has been recounted in so many
versions that it has become a picce of folklore surrounding Cum-
mings. The central feature of these storics is the threat of a family
scandal on an occasion when the Reverend Edward Cummings’ Ford
was found parked outside a brothel. Cummings’ own notes, written
years later, give the following information about the cpisode. One
night Cummings was taken by Arthur Wilson down to the arca around
Scollay Square to visit one Marie Haycs, whosc bad reputation was
apparently known to the police. Wilson became very drunk, and
Cummings departed in search of some oranges to help his friend to
sober up. While he was gone, the police came upon the Cummings
automobile with its clergyman’s license plates parked outside Miss
Hayes's apartment. They blew its horn to summon the owner, and
getting no response, “had it rowed away,” so thc notes read, “to a
garage (from which 1 subsequently got it: cynical remarks, grins, at
me by cops the next morning.)” He had gonc down to the police
station with Jack Churchward, a young friend whom he kncw through
the South Congregational Church,

Jack and I went into the station, gave the Captain some of (his fathcr’s) cigars

. at trial, slipped the clerk of the court §5 and he showed me in (“you wait
putside” — to Jack): judge, clerk said something about my being young “we all
of us make mistakes”. . . . WHAT WERE YOU DOING AT THAT HOUR
OF THLE MORNING IN THAT APARTMENT (address?) i answer: “Why
to tell you the truth, T was stopping with a sick friend” (with great sincerity).
Hec looks: TEN DOLLARS.2®

All this sort of activity appears to fall into the classic pattern of the
young man getting some wild oats ready to broadcast. But for Cum-

*bMS Am 1892.7, Notes dated “December 21.”
*bAS Am 1892.7, “Cambridge.”
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mings it has additdonal significance. It was for him the discovery of a
sphere of life so different from che high-minded atmosphere of the
South Congregattonal Church and of 104 Irving Strect chat it seemed
as exotic as chivalric romance. [t was an cxtension of life into new
arcas of cxpericnce so differcnt from the middle-class culture of Cam-
bridge that it had the shack to provoke creativity. As time went on
he would draw upon it for his writing. He continued to secek out the
forbidden pleasures of drink and its release from the inhibitions of New
EEngland puritanism and to rcach out for scxual titillations which his
parents would have regarded as dangerous or vulgar. He conrinued
to explore the scedier side of Boston, to frequent the saloons of Wash-
ington Street, to visit Scollay Square with its drunks, its prostitutes,
its down-and-outers, its Salvaton Army preachers, and to attend the
Howard Athenacum, the burlesque theatre, with its crude parodies of
popular songs and its broad comedy sketches.

But not all of his amusements involved drink or sex. Hec discovered

new dc]ights in the popular arts in general. He obscerved with studiaus

fascination a varicty of popular performers: clowns, acrobats, side-
show spielers, performing animals (a pocm addressed “To a Little
Seal,” which he had seen at Keith's, bcgms “Thou of the body beauti-
ful/ Born of God’s pure joy/ Unto the Ilapp\, sea/ For frohc and
shining play”),” tap dancers, ragtime piano virtuosos, chorus girls,
singers of scntimental songs-— and sought them out in the various
places they performed: circuses, carnivals, amusement parks, vaude-
ville houses, moving-picture palaces, charity bazaars. LEven n the
strects. For example, one of his notes catches a moment as he re-
sponded with a rush of pleasure to an organ grinder and his daughter:

The most beautiful face 1 ever saw T saw at 7 o'clock on this evening of Friday

December 1st, on Washington ncar Eliot, on right hand side as you go to the

Parthenon. An oldish Ttalian with a moustache was turning the crank of the

hurdy gurdy; e would speak to her, and she’d lean back smiling against it.

She was so beautiful that T did not dare look at her or even give her money.
(zod will there be hurdy gurdies in heavenr ¢

IV

Ic is against this background of Cummings’ new frcedom from
family restraints, of his adventures in the livelier Boston precincts,

“bAMS Am 1Bgz.5 (Gor1).
“bMS Am 892.7 (121}, Miscellaneons Notes.
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and of his studying people who were different from the Cambridge
élitc — rogether with his growing acquaintance with revolutionary
painting, music, and literature — that we can see what took place in
Cummings’ writing during his final months at IHarvard while he was
enrolled in Brigas’s course, English Versification, a course designated
as “‘primarily for praduare students.” English 16 as described in the
“Detailed Statement” of the English Department does not sound as
if it would set a poet’s pulse racing:

Course 16 treats of the origin and development of the material forms most
important in Inglish Literature, — such, for instance, as alliterative verse, the
heroic couplet, the sonnet, and blank verse, —and also considers a few ques-
tions in the theory of poctry, — among others, the value of metre-as an idcaliz-
ing medium, the action of the imagination in poetic composition, the differ-
ences between classic and romantic poetry, the relative limits and characteris-
tics of the Epic, the Lyric, the Drama, and so on.

But year after year the course drew the most interesting young literary
men at Harvard, In the spring term of 1916, thirty students enrolied
(ten, including Cummings, were graduate stndents). Among the
aroup were Joscph Auslander, Brigps's favorite, who kept quietly to
himself but Jater published six volumes of verse; S. N, Behrman, who
dropped out to become a dramatist rather than a poet; Foster Damon,
who became the biographer of William Blake and Amy Lowell;
Robert Hillyer, the conservative of the class and foe of vers libre, who
was to win the Pulitzer Prize in 1934 for his Collected Verse; Stewart
Mitchell, editor-in-chief of the Harvard Monthly, who was later to
take a Ph.D. dcgree and become Director of the Massachuscits His-
torical Society; and Dudley Poore, who became a free-lance writer
and an associate of Dos Passos and Cummings in New York during
the twenties and thicties.*

Briggs’s procedurc was the same simple formula he {ollowed in
English Composition, a lot of writing by the student and 2 lot of com-
ment in the classroom. The textbook for the coursec was Raymond
Alden’s Ewnglish Verse, Specimens Hlustrating its Principles and
History, a splendid, sensible, scholarly treatment of the subject. Be-
sides identifying all the mctrical forms, he gives the theory bchind
accent in lincs of verse. Besides illustrating all the various feet, verses,

=1 am grateful to Miss Mary Mechan of the Harvard University Archives for
digging out Briggs’s class list.
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and stanza forms, he describes their common uses. Besides defining
assonance, alliteration, and onomatopocia, he discourses on tone-
quality, cspecially tonc-color (German Klangfarbe) by mecans of
which sounds of words can increase their expressivencss. Mast im-
portant, Alden’s aim in the book is “to give the materials for the
inductive study of English verse” and in so doing, he provides, {or
each item, pages of examples from the major poets in the language.
It 18 only in conclusion that, modestly, he offers his theoretical essay,
“The Time-Element in English Verse.,” Briggs’s assignments required
students to produce examples of all the different verse forms, from
Middle English alliterative lincs up to frec verse. In the classroom he
read aloud samples of student work and called for discussion as well as
supplying his own critical response,

A good many of Cummings’ exerciscs and notes from this course
survive, testimony to his continuing seriousness 2bout versifying and
to hus skill in shaping language to cach new form, A composition book
holds many pages of his notes on such matters as stanza forms, the
diffcrence bhetween the Pindaric and Cowlean ode, and the scansion
of classical forms such as Sapphics, Alcaics, and the various choral
odes, He has written an imitation of the carly alliterative verse, “When
in the northland new is the springtide”; he has produccd hexameters,
“T'he day went down in crinison; softly came the night”; blank verse,
“The dear spring with flcet hands strews the dim earth”; Alecaics, “O
musc my blessing, source of my confidence” —so on in extensive
varicty, rhyme royal, Sapphics, heroic quatrains: he seems to have been
tirclcss.®

But his favorite way to {ulfill thesc assignments was to turn out
parodics. He gets his hexameters under way for one exercise in this
fashion:

O Ella Whecler Wilcax, thin patient and very
Very prolific child of the scarcely famouser Sappho
Why, when [ read thy verse, is my heart encircled with loathing.

His heroic couplets “After Dryden” carry out a long satire abour
‘Theodore Roosevelt and che Kaiser. Another uses the couplets in the
manner of Pope, “Others their thirsty Pegasi may slake,” Still another,
“I saw the author of Christabel,” is done in the bouncy, irregular meters

“bMS Am 1892.5 (750), Poems written for classes; UT, HRC, Cummings, Poems
for College Composition Class.
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of Coleridge’s cxperiment. In his trial of Whitmancsque verse, he
scarcely had to parody — his imitation almost sounds auchentic as he
declaims the assertons:

I sing the world imperfect! 1 worship men and women,
God being shown me in them, from day to day immortal.*!

Briggs was rather conservative about form and felt uncasy one day
when Cummings produced a startling fourteen-line pocm in couplets
which were highly irregular in meter and line-Jength:

When God lets my body be,

¥rom cach brave eye shall sprout a tree;
Fruit which dangles therefrom
The purple world will dance upon.
From my lips that did sing

A flower shall bring forth the spring,
‘Which maidens whom passion wastes
Will lay between their Jittle breasts.
Ay strong fingers beneath the snow
Into strenuous birds shall go;

My love walking in the grass

Their winpgs will touch, €'er they pass.
And all the while shall my heart be
With the bulge and nuzzlc of the sea. s

It was what Scoficld Thayer called onc of his “mortnary pieccs.”
Briggs's comment reflected his troubled response, “Almost too much
variety, — or rather, too many licences of doubttul worth. IL.g., your
six-syllable verscs. Varicty in distribution of accent i, of course, good
if not too unstcadying.” Nor did be care for some of the phrasing:
“The bulge and nuzzle of the sca” he found “bold rather than happy.”
On “wastes” and “breasts” as a thyme he gradgingly conceded, “This
will do for a thyme if nced be.” Although Briggs did not recognize it
Cummings had produccd his first really singable lyric. The strange-
ness of some of the tropes had thrown the critic oft and he vented his
discomfort in comments about mechanics. During the pase few years,

“DBMS 1823.7 (23), p. rog; U, HIRC, Cummings, Pocms for College Composition
Classes; bMS Am 8g2.5 (237).

SHMS Am 1892.5 (730). [Sec Plate 111.] Cummings worked this over in several
versions before publishing it in Tulips and Chimineys. For a full discussion of these

varying versions, see Irene Fairley, “Syutactic Deviation and Cohesion.” Language
and Style, VI (1973), 216-229.
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Cummings had grounded himsclf so solidly in traditional verse that
he could build upon it yet do so uniquely. The poem was a variation
on the sonnet form with three four-line units and a final coupler. Its
diction and rhythmic irregularity drew upon the English Renaissance
tradition of song that ran all the way from Wyatt to Carcw as well as
upon the idiom of folk song. Briggs did not approve of the flower laid
“between the litrle breasts,” but the image is common in ballads, such
as “Lady Alice,” as well as having its similaritics to the fragrant bosom
of many a Restoration Phyllis. All i all, the poem can produce in a
reader or hearer that feeling of recognition combined with surprise
which is the mark of successful originality in art.

Cummings was loosening up as a resule of all this exercise. In the
midst of the routine, he suddenly tossed off a poem which was entirely
dificrent from all the others. Tt made skilful use of slang and it worked
a raucous description of a tavern brawl into swift, running tetrameter
couplets:

In Healey's Palace T was sitting —

Joc at the ivoties, Irene spitting

Rag into the stinking dizzy

Misbegotten hall, while Lizzie,

I.ike a she-demeon in a rift

Of Hecll-smoke, toured the booths, half-piffed.

I saw two rah-rahs — caps, soft shirts,
Match-legs, the kind of face that hurts,

The walk that makes death sweet — Ted Gore
And Alec Ross; they had that whore

Mary between them. Don’t know which,

One looked; and May said: “The old bitch
Lulu, as I'm a virgin, boys!"”

And T yelled back over thE noise:

“Ind that three-legged baby croak

That you got ofl the salesman-bloke?”

The beer-glass missed. It broke instead
On old man Davenport’s bald head.

I picked a platter up, one-handed.
Right on her new straw lid it landed.
Cheest, what a crash!

Before you knew,
Ted slipped the management a new
Crisp five, and everyone sat down
But May, that said I'd spoiled her gown,
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And me, that blubbered on her shoulder,
And kissed her shiny nose, and told her

1 didn't mean to smash her . . . Crowst,
But I was heautifully soused!

i think Al called me “good old spost,”
And three smolces lugged out Davenport. i

For the first time, Cummings was trying out the new frecdom of dic-
tion and subject matter and disciplining it within a standard verse
form. Briggs did not know what to make of it, His comment: “So
far as four-accent verse goes, this is all righe (March 8 was a day for
heroic couplets). Please don’t forget that a clean subject 1s never
harmful.”

Since Briggs was conservative about meter, line, and diction, he
was not overjoyed about the direction that modern poetry was taking.
For him, Matthew Arnold’s frecdom of line and W. . Henley's sober
unrhymed stanzas from /s Hospital offered about as much deviation
from poctic narms as he liked. Some of the work now coming out in
Poetry magazine and in Others (Alfred Kreymborg's new monthly,
which welcomed work by unpublished authors, the “others™ who did
not appear in Poerry) was not to his taste, especially Sandburg and
Lindsay in their use of slang. He also fclt uncomfortable about the
notoriety and influence of the President’s sister Amy. Seme of the
students like Robert Hillyer and Joseph Auslander agreed with him,
and a running argument took place in the classroom with Damon and
Cummings leading the opposition. Cummings had alrcady under-
taken a defense of {ree verse the year before in an essay for Briggs.
Fe had uscd as his example for analysis 2 pocm of his own, which
began:

Night, with sunset hauntings;
A red cloud under the moon.

Here will I meet my jove
Benecath hushed trees.4?

He argued very cogently that this subject was “peculiarly 1ll-suitcd
for rhymed treatment; rhyme being a hammer, and hammers having
no place in a facric Jandscapec — whose distinguishing quality . . . is
Silence,” ** Now at the end of the spring tcrm 1916, he carricd his side
“bMS Am 1823.7 (21}, p. 184. Healy’s Palace was av 642 Washington 5r.

" Jater published in Harvard Monmtbiy, LIX (November r914), 69-70.
*hMS Am 1Bg2.6, “TFree Verse,” dated 13 October [1914].
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of the contention over into a major paper, forty-seven pages long,
“I'hc Poetry of 2 New Era.” *° 1t is not a critically sophisticated work
but it shows us the trend of his taste and the kind of rcading that he
had becn doing.

The essay is really an elaboration of the section on paetry in his
discourse on “The New Art.” It points to the dawn of a new spirit of
art that had been gradually lighting up the sky for the last twenty-five
years, a spirit that the English-speaking public only became awarc of
“atter the 1912 Cubist Exhibition.” He refers to Willard Huntington
Wright’s article on Modern Art in the January issue of Forusm, which
describes the further developments in the work of Matisse, Picabia,
and the English Vorticist school, and he quotes approvingly Wyndham
Lewis’ editorial in the July 1915 issue of Blast, which actracks “mere
imitation and imherently unselective registering of impressions” in art,
In poetry, Cummings names Mallarmé and Whitman as precursors of
the new spirit of revolt against dead tradition, he admires Masters,
Brooke, and Mascficld for being upholders of “the spoken word” in
poetry, and he calls Pound and Lowell the Picasso and Picabia of the
new poetry. What he singles out especially for praise is the attempt of
the Imagist school to bring to the English-speaking world a foreign
technique indirectly related to Poe and Whitman through the French
Symboliste school. This is carricd out by means “of that super-subtle
instrument vers libre.” He mentions Pound’s anthology Des Imagistes
and Amy Lowcll's Somze Irmagist Poets (and quotes from her statement
of principles in the Preface). e quotes from John Gould Fletcher's
preface to frradiations, and from the Note on T. E. Hulme in Pound’s
Ripostes. He i1s aware of the attack on the new poetry. He mentions
Howells’ huffing and puffing in Harper’s, O. W, Firkins’ strictures on
Iinagism in the Nation, and John Livingston Lowes’s criticism of wers
libre when he arranged prose passages from Meredith into lines of free
verse and compressed Amy Lowell’s free verse into prose paragraphs
and then asked “Which is which? ™ *

Rather than atwmpting to counter these articles critically, Cum-
mings merely offers a series of illustrations which display the varicty
of achicvernents in the new poetry and he makes a brief approving
comment about each poem. Among the poems that he copies out arc
Aldington’s “The Poplar Bromios,” Eliot’s “Rhapsody on a Windy

“UT, BRC, Cummings, Miscellaneous,
" “Unacknowledged Fmagist,” Nation, Cil (24 Febroary 1916), 210.
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The New Lady Bantock

OR

FANNY AND
THE SERVANT PROBLEM

A QUITE POSSIBLE PLAY IN FOUKR ACTS
BY

JEROME K., JEROME

CIIARACTERRS
FANNY . . : : & . Miss Amy DE GOZZALDI

VERNON WETHERELL, LORD BANTOCK (her husband)
' Mk. T, S, ErioT

MARTIN BENNET (her butler) - - Mg, ALLEN W, JACKSON
SUsaANNAH BENNET (her housekeeper) - Miss SARAH EVARTS
Jaxe BENNET (her maid) - - Miss ELEaNOR H. HINELEY.
ERNEST BENNET (her secand footman), MR. E. ESTLIN CUMMINGS
Hoxori4 BENNET (her still.room maid) - Miss Lucy B. DREw
T O T F ] ~ Miss ELlzaBErs C, BEALE
(her aunts by matriage) J{ Miss DoroTiiEa L, WILLISTON
Dr. FREEMANTLE (her local medical man), Mg, FI, S, LANGFELD
GrorcE P. NEwTR (her former business manager}, Mk, R, \Y. BEACH
Miss KATHARINE THAXTER

Miss GRACE A. BADGER'

(her gquondam Mgrs. R, W, BreacH
companions) Mers. H, L, BLACKWELL
Miss DoroTay WHITE

MRgrs, 5. S, YATES

SHow GIRLS

FROM
“Quk LLMPIRE™) -

The scene takes place in Fanny's boudoir, Bantock ITall, Rutlandshire.

Houghton Library

Prare il
PROGRARMI
CAMBRIDGE SOCIAL DRAMMATIC CLUB
I MAY 1013
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Prate 11
Houghton Library: bMS Am 1892.5 (730)
An early version of Cummings’ pocm, “When God lets my hody be,” wrnitten
for English 16 - w cith Dean Brig pgs’s marks and comiments
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fifen the world :is mud-luscious |
The queer oid baloon-man

. Fhistles far and wee,

And Eill ang Eddy come pranking

From parbles and fror pirscies,
"And -t 's Springtine,

fhen the world :is’ puddle-wonderful L
. The -1ittle lame baloon-man whistles '--i-
Far and wee, - g

‘Aﬁd Betty snd Is'bel come danaing: Al
o n e i |

 :Fror hop-skotch and . still-pond snd .Ij'um'f)-rope,
For. it's Springtine, | o

And the world .is 00ZEe-suave, | 3 '

' 1 Rhd thérgoatefobtedibal contrsn: | :
iMhistles - .
“Far
-z,"'And ]

2 ee

& Nawcy T. Aundrews, 1977
Prate IV
Houghton Library: bMS Am 1823.5 (i65)
An early version of Cummings’ poem, “In juse-Spring,” written for English 16.
Pencil marks on the left and at the bottom indicate his later plans for a visual
rearrangeinent on the page
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Night" (he particularly adntires the use of detail and the introduction
of ordinary objcects such as the “roothbrush™ into the poctic scene),
F. 8. Flint’s “Fragment,” H. D.'s “The GGarden” and “The Pool” (he
thought she was a man), Amy Lowcel’s “The Traveling Bear” and
“Stravinsky’s Three Orchestra Picces, Grotesques for a String Quar-
tet,” Pound’s ““The River Merchant’s Wife: A letwer,” “Lau Ch'e,”
and “Fan Piecc for her Imperial Lord” (he praised the spirit of “ortenral
condensation” in these and other poems from Cethay). His final pages
are reserved for “the two greatest poems,” Pound’s “Doria” and “The
Retorn.”

Cummings wanted to be part of the modern movement. What the
essay shows is the varicty of poetic expression he had before him as
models. As time goes on we sce him trying on one influence afrer
another but he was really looking for a style all his own. Chicfly he
sought 2 diction and phrasing which would be unusual when compared
to the common notion of what was appropriate for poetry. Amaong
the parodies that he wrote during the term is 2 piece referring to
Kreymborg’'s magazine. It reveals thar he was awarc of and able to
imitate the various styles of contemporary pocts and finally that he
sought, for himself, somcthing entircly differcnt. In this instance he
uses for his own style a mixture of long, Latinate, somewhat learned
terms and a colloquial phrase in describing a commonplace situation.

“OTHERS”
William D. “Scorn not the sonnet, critic”? Any one
Howells Can do it, Amy Lowell says. By by,

Pocsy! I wipe my hroken-hearied eye;

The days of minstrelsy are surely done.

The “Spoon River Anthology” has won

The sympathy of all our smaller fry;

No one could call the muse of wvers libre “shy'!
Nowadays rhymesters have to shoot and run.

Amy Lowell Well well,
i don't know after all but what
’T'is better so.
Perhaps
The ancient forms are really getting stagnant,
And need
Rep-
lenishing from the newer well.
Tut
Tut!
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You know it never rains but what
It storms —

And after all,

These new bards have

The pep!

Vachel Lindsay  Time was, [ cursed the newwer charioteers
Who drive the wain of Art at break-neck pace;
Time was, T thought th’ entire human race
Had been absorbing much too many beers;

John Maseaeld  Time was, | fele assured that this round carth
Was really going straight, straight, straight to H-ll;
Time was 1 thought of leaving home and hearth
For gaudy climes of gelded culture . . . Well,

Robert Frose I was quite wrong, and I will rell you why,
And you will be surprised, — I'll svager that.
You scc it was like this. Yesterday |
Opening the kitchen door, saw our old fat

IL. Xistlin Phlegmatically feministic cool
Cummings Weeping great buckets over Rupert Brooke! 5t

Note that after the free-verse sample he has pressed the Lindsay-
Maschield-Frost-Cuminings lines into sonnet form.

Although Dean Briggs did not enconrage free versc, the students
were writing 1t anyway, and over the next few months of 1916 Cum-
mings began to devclop a whele scrics of new and unusnal poems that
he showcd to his friends in the Poerry Society but did not publish in
the Mounthly. In a list of paems which he Jabeled “Index 1916, *
compiled apparently in the summer, Cummings listed his best work of
reeent vintage, according to verse or stanza form — sonnet, ballade,
villanclie, Alexandrine, blank verse, and so an. The largest group,
fifty-nine poems, i1s headed “D.S.IN.” [Designatio Sme Nomince? ] and
it includes all his unrhymed poems in such forms as haiku, vers libre,
md long Whitmanesque Jines. Many texts of those poems which are
listed still survive. Some of them are carly versions of poems which
were later published in Tedips and Chimmeys. Tor instance, his best-
known pocm, a nostalgic harkening back to childhood games presided
over by a disguised naturce god, appears in this forn:

*bNMS Am 1892.5 (476).
“UT, IIRC, Cummings, Miseellanenus.
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In just-Spring

When the world is mud-luscious
The queer old baloon-man
Whistles far and wee,

And Bill and Eddy come pranking

From marhles and from piracies,
And it’s Springtime.

When the world is puddle-wonderful
The little Jame baloon-man whistles
Tar and wece,

And Betty and Is'bel come dancing

From hop-scotch and still-pond and jump-rope,
For it’s Springtime,
And the world is ooze-suave,

And the goat-foated baloon-man
Whistles

Far

And

Wee.58

Some others are grouped together as “Impressions” — “The sky a
silver consonance,” “Behold, indecisively emerging,” “The skinny
old voice,” and “Stinging gold” are typed on one odd page found
among his college papers.® The impact of the new art is everywhere
evident. “Stinging gold,” for instance, shows that Cummings has
combined the principles of impressionism (the emphasis on the render-
ing of light and color; the free-verse technique as a literary form of
“broken brushwork™) and the principles of imagism (compression,
precision, the rhythms of common specch, the presentation by means
of images):

Stinging gold

Swarms upon the spires,

Silver chants the litanies,

The great bells are ringing with rose —

S bAS Am 1823.5 (165). [Sce Plate 1V, ]

“bhMS Am 1823.5 (358). A later version of “Behold, indecisively emcrging” is
published as “Emerging indecisively from” in Poenzs 1905—1962, ed. George Firmage
(London: Marchim Press, 1973), p. 618. The others appeared later in Tulips and
Chinmeys, somewhat altered in phrasing and arrangement on the page.
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The lewd fat bells.

And 2 tall wind

Is dragging the sea for a dream,
For soon shall the formidable eyes
Of the world be

Entered

With sleep.

In his images, Cummings has been providing the “freshness and
noveley” that T. E. Hulme called for in modern verse. The sunlight
on the church tower rendered in terms of swarming bees (suggesting
church domes as well as spires), the additional colors presented in
terms of sound (litanies as silver, bell-ringing as rose), the sudden
shock of bells hinted to bie Rabelaisian friars as well as swinging testicles
— all this creates a complex of feelings that clash together, appro-
priate for the resounding bells, Then the wind image soothes the
disturbance to prepare for the sleeping world, and the sea like the
unconscious is plumbed for a quict dream (quiet because long vowels
in combination with nasals, glides, and sibilants suggest it).

At one point while he grouped and regrouped his pocms, he had
established one category of “Odes.”” Only one page remains, contain-
ing “Spring, slattern of scasons” and “Humanity/T love you.” The
first of these, in less tightly curbed free verse, represents one of Cum-
mings' distinctive approaches to a subject. He takes a traditional theme
(the praise of spring), makes usc of the traditional device of personifi-
cation, and employs the archaism of the second person singular in his
address —and then sclects derail and chooscs language that runs
counter to the tradition. Yet the details are appropriatc: spring 1s a
muddy, sloppy time and the effects that the scason brings upon the
natural world should not always he prettificd:

Spring, slattern of scasous,

Thon hast muddy legs

And a soppy petticoat;

Drowsy is thy hair,

‘Thy eyes are sticky with dream,

And thou hast a sloppy body

From being brought to bed of crocusses;
When thou singest with thy whisky voice
The grass rises on the head of the earth
And all the trees are put on edge.
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Spring, omnipotent goddess,

Thou dost inveigle into crossing sidewalks

The unwary june-bug and the frivolous angle-worm;
Thou dost persuade to screnade his lady

The musical tom-cat on the back fence;

Thou stuffest the parks with overgrown pimply chevaliers
And giggly gum-chewing little girls who desire only

To be naughty;

And not content, spring. with this,

‘Thou hangest canary birds in parlor windows,

Spring,

Of the dissolute slobber of thy breasts
And the indecent jostle of thy thighs

I am so very fond,

That my soul mside me

Hbollers;

For thou comest,

And thy hands are the snow

And thy fingers are the ram,

And I hear the screech of dissonant flowers,
And first of all T hear your stepping, —
Freakish feer,

Fect incorngible,

Ragging the world.?®

Certain surprises in the images go beyond the novelty of the Imagist
school into the wrenching world of Cubism: The cross-over of senses
and associations in “the screech of dissonant flowers™ and the reversal
of expectations in the slobber of breasts and the jostle of thighs.™
Morc than anything clsc that was starthng for the tme, however, was
che joycus spirit of basic sexuality. Four ycars of trial had to pass
before Cummings could get the poem published in a magazine.

One poem in the D.S.N. list pushes into real innovation in tech-
nique. Perhaps the very fact that Cummings was working with cubist
mmagery rcleased some additional creativity. At any rate, it is the first
time he tried using verbs as nouns, He introduced the device into a
poem about sunset in the city in which the harshness of the cityscape

“bMS Am 1823.7 (21), p. 7. An earlier version somewhat longer and rougher is
bMS Am 1823.7 {25), p. 203.

" Cummings turned this reversal around again when the poem was published in
the Dsal, LXVII (May 1920), 382, much to the distress of Fdward Cummings, who
wrote to him objecting to the waord “slobber.”
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s depicted through twisted and distorted word usage, through archi-
tectural images that are made to suffer, and through the imagery of
noise, breaking, scraping, colliding, shouts and crashes,

Writhe and gape of tortured perspective,
Rasp and graze of splintered horizon,
Crackle and sag of planes,

Clamors of collision,

Collapse;

As peacefully

1Lifted

Into the frightening beauty of sunset
The perfect young city,

Putting off dimension

With a blush,

Enters the becoming garden of

Her agony .7

But Cummings placed the words in such a way and provided echoing
vowcl and consonant sounds in such a way that an interchange of
sounds could take place 1n the reader’s mind and thus add further
complexity to the statement of the poem. To illustrate: the “r” sound
mn “writhe” and “tortured” can be sensed in place of the “g” in “gape,”
thus adding *‘rapc” to the words of violence. The “g” from “gape”
and “graze” can be heard with “rasp” to suggest “grasp” and thus add
the idea of squeezing. “Gape” coming before “graze” can snggest
“gaze,” thus emphasizing the sense of open-mouthed gazing in wonder
at the overwhelming cityscape. The “n” from “plancs” introduces
the idea of “clangor” into “clamor,” doubling the kinds of noise.
“Crackle,” “clamor,”” “collision,” and “collapse” all have both the
“k” and “I” sound and this draws them rogether in an intensification
of what they state — thart is, the crackle and the clamor have more
force and the collision and the collapse have more noise. But
the unusual controlling image of the poemn is the disruptive city scen
as 4 young woman. In this plane of meaning, the dissolving of visnal
detail at dusk is “putting off dimension,” and the addicion of “blush”
is not only appropriate to sunset color but also suggests disrobing (re-
moving the ugly appearance and becoming beautiful in her nudity).

TbMS Am 1823.5 (354).
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The garden 1r the end continues the contrast to city geometry. The
word * agony,” after the spatial pause, brings us back to the beginning
of the pocm agrain; archicccrurally, the place of the “rorrured per-
speerive’” 1s really the same as it had been, but sunscc has metaphor-
icallv provided a garden for rerrear and pleasure. With a few changes
m word and i typograplucal arrangement, this new contribution to
modern poetry became “Impression 1" i Tadips and Chrmmeys seven
vears later.

\"f

The giant steps into new realms of cxpression that Cummings was
raking indicate thar he was looking ar the world from new perspectives
and that he had begun opening new aspects of himself and considering
who and what he was. All rhis had ro begin wirth a change m his view
of his home life and his new attitude toward his father. Tn carlier
years the relarions becween father and son were excellent, but the
close relations and the supervision had to give way if Esdin was tw
maturce cmotionally, There wore two difficultics, however, and veTy
normal ones indeed.

First, Edward Cummings continucd to treatr Estlin as a cluld. e still
called him “Chubb,” a a nickname derived from ° ‘cherub,” the wall-
paper pattern in the room he had occupred in childhood. Besides rhe
name, his manner of talking to Estlin, telling him what to do, caution-
g fum about his behavior, responding to his ideas — all these com-
municative signals reflected an address to a youngsrer. As Fdward had
grown older, he had become more dogmatic about his belicfs in the way
to live life, and since he was a minister, he had adopred a more didactic
tone, although his views were cerrainly not conscrvative. Il became
then, 1n his son’s eyes, more preachyv., The aphorisms Estlin had heard
as a child (“If yvou don’t hke doing sonmething, act as though you did
and pretty soon you will,” “Pick quick. Choose the best and leave the
rest,” “Smile before hreakfast and shine inside™) now sounded dreadful.
(He had long ago removed the motto he had chosen from a hst of his
father’s and p]'u,ed in decorated letters over his study table: “Anything
worth doing at all is worth doing well.”"} Since Fdward C ummings
loved his son deeply, he wanted to ‘share his experiences and guide them.
[ Te constancls chrust himself inco Estlin’s affairs, and unwiscly so. When
Fstlin invited visitors to Silver Lake, Edward wanted to join thewr
company — go on a hike, go in a boat, sit with them in the evening. As

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXV, Number 3 (July
1977)



288 Harvard Library Bulletin

a consequence, Estlin built himself a tree house down the lake to which
he conld retreac, Fver since late adolescence, he had been becoming
more and more withdrawn and secretive 1n order to protect himself
from the dominance of his father.

The sccond difhicuity was Estin’s own view of himself, especially in
comparison to bis father. His sister had inherited Edward’s broad
shoulders and height, Fsrlin, measured against the wall regularly and
in vain, did not grow much until the middle of his college carcer and,
“slight, delicatc, nervous,” ™ he felc dwarfed by his father's height and
bulk and awed by his strength. He was also overwhelmed by the fact
that his father had so many accomplishments. In one frequently quoted
summary of his father’s many activities, Estlin, many years later, made
him sound like 2 real American hero, a combination of Benjamin Frank-
lin and Danicl Boone:

He was a New Hampshire man, 6 foot 2, a erack shot & a famous fly-fisherman
& a firstrate sailor (lus sloop was named The Actress) & a woodsman who
could find his way throungh forests primeval withont a compass & 2 canoeist
who'd stillpaddle you up to a deer without ruffling the surface of 2 pond & an
ornithologist & taxidermist & (when he gave up huntmg) an expert photog-
rapher . . . & an actor who portrayed Julivs Cacsar in Sanders Theatre & a
painter {both in oils & watercolours) & a better carpenter thar anv profes-
siomal & . . . a plumber who just for the fun of it installed all his own water-
works & {while at Harvard) a reacher with small use for profeqﬂorﬂi —. .. 2
preacher wha . . . horribly shocked his pewholders by crving “the Kingdom
of Heaven is no splrltuql mofg‘arden it'’s nside you” | long before any
Model T Tord) he piloted an Orient Buckboard with l"nction Drive produced
by the Walthain watch company . . . & my father was a servant of the people
who fought Boston's higgest & crooi\edcst politician fiercely all day & a few
evenings later sat down with him cheerfully at the Rotary Club & my father’s
voice was so magnificent that he was called on to impersonate God speaking
from Beacon Hill {he was heard all over the common) . , .7

(siven this facher-son situation, it ts a2 wonder that Esthin ever made
much of a success as a human being at all. e had a dominant, cnerget-
ic father who mastered all the areas be enrered, who would always be
physically a giant compared wo his ordinary self, and who had 2 voice
like God. But the rebellion gradually began to take place. At first in
trivial ways. Estlin was troubled with acne, especially on his back and
chese. Embarrassed by his appearance, he refused to go to the Sargent

*bMS Am 18¢z.7, *Cambridge.™
T i six novi-fecryres (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1953), pp. §-~0.
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Gymnasium for physical exercise, and in spite of his father’s remon-
stranees he would not explain why. Soon after, when he was in college,
he refused to wear long underwear in the winter, and no amount of ar-
cument could sway him. He no longer went regularly to church nor to
the cirizenship class for young people. He took up tohacco, first
smoking a pipc and later cigarettes. He began to bathe less frcquentl_v,
a rurn of events that especially irritated his father, who held, “we can’t
all of us be honored by titles and degrees but we can all he Knights of
the Daily Bath.” * He began to be carcless in his dress and appearance.
(His mother occasionally stole his shoes and shined them.) He did not
chanec his undcrwear trequentl» enough nor did he care about npe and
tears in it. His parents, troubled about appearances, asked him “what
if he were taken up in an accident.” ® His beard was hight because he
was very blond and he did not begin to shave undl later than most
men, nor did he have to shave every day during these carly vears. Yet,
when he lived at Thayer Hall, he slacked off in shaving and accasion-
ally had a scraggly, unshaven appearance.

Although he indulged in rhese gestures against his early training, he
could turn himself out well for his own social purposes. He began, oo,
to hold humself straight with his shoulders back to give himsclf his full-
est height. He began now his habir of holding his chin high in an almost
arrogant posc. The posturcs were those of a voung man of new sclf-
Lmlﬁdcnce Certain derails of his social life, although unknown to his
father, ran dircetly counter to his father’s prmupics. His drinking was
the chict activity in opposition to his father’s tomperance work and
also to oft-stated paternal savings (“I'd never give 2 pennv to a son of
mine who drank”)}.* In his wandering into Scollay Square with its
pimps and prostitutes or in his visits to the old Howard burlesque
theatre, he mvaded territory his father, who was a supporter of the
Warch and Ward Society, would very much have wanted him to avoid.
Estlin was in many wavs following “the pattern of the mimisrer’s son
who kicks up his heels and rushes toward miquity or who delights to
shock by conduct which runs counter to his father’s preachments and
to his rolc as a guardian of puhllc morals,

Bur rthere was a real change in Estlin’s attitude roward his father's
attributes. Onee he had admired his father’s sonorous voice. Now he

*“bMS Am r8gz.7, “Cambridge.”

" bMS Am 1892.7, Notes beginning “By the family.”
“bMS Am 180:.7, “Cambridge.”
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thought he talked roo loud. Once he looked to his father as wise,
soleonn, all-knowing. Now he thought himn rather pmnpous and overly
dependent on the Boston Trasscripy for his opiions. The closed-
mouth approach to sex that was common n the household, as well as in
Cambridge in general, contribured to further estrangement,  Fstim’s
father talked to ham only once abour sex and only years after he had
Jearned all the scerets of this adule province from Sandv Hardy, the
man-of-all-work ar Joy Farny, and from his friends.

At this time, Istlin began to dredge up out of his memory subjects
for gricvances against his father, and they invariably involved his
mocher. He remembered his father’s pbe at his mother's fatness — an
ironical remark about “that swan-like neek™
eves. He remembered overhearing his father scolding his mother for
her mishandling of the household accounts, referring to his “hard-
carned money” and pointing out that she had not brought a cent to
theirr marriage. “All this overheard by me,” Cammings noted, “who
am {supposed to be) doing my lessons w bbrary. I revorr ag my F:
would like 10 KiLe Hine” When he read Tennyson’s “Guinevere”
in The Idylls of the King he considered thar Arthur’s self-righteous re-
proaches to the queen sounded, “exactly like my Fs to my M.”
Certainly this period of Ocdipal crisis, thouf_rh necessary, was hard on
both father and son. Fstlin later was fully aware of the c.omp!ue range
of actitudes that he had harbored toward his father: ° “My father was a
true father — he loved me. And because he loved me, T loved him:
first, as a child, with the love which 1s worship; then, as a youth, wich
the love which gives battle; last, as a man, with the love which under-
stands.” **

‘That understanding was sull {ar 1 the futurc. In the meantime,
Estlin was associating his father with everything he opposed in Ameri-
can culture. In facr, he mythologized his father into the American
Philistine. A satirical sketch that he scribbled out a few vears lacer
under the heading “Soliloquy of a New Fngland Soul, cirea 19207 %
is based on some twisting of his father’s opinions and frequently makes
use of his phrascs. It begins 1 do not beheve that any of us should be
unhappy for an instant, since poverry and misfortune are sound proofs
of the Allwise’s Allwisdom. [o question the advisability of cither is

= 1bid.
“hMS Am 18:21.4 (tog), Notes for non-lectures.
"“bMS Am 189z.5, Miscellaneous Notes,
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to be sacrilegious; to cxpress dissatisfaction with cither or both is to be
criminal. The people who do this should be punished: they are just as
bad as the people who didn’t stand up for The Star Spangled Banner
during the war.” Tt goes on about poets: “i do not believe that 2 man
can be an artist and lead an unclean life or have dirty fingernails. ook
at Longfcllow, he had such a beautiful home life, and where will you
find a deepcr truer or more beauuful poem than The Psalm of Llfe,
with that rich haunting line ‘and things arc scldom what they seem.” A
poem to me means a beaunful thought.” On it goes, in this vein and
beyond, to offer opinions on modern art, on wages for labor, on strikes,
and finally on the question of equality. In general, the dogmatic tone
and the views on poctry and art are exaggerated versions of those of
Edward Cummings, who looked on cubist pauting as “crazy qult”
stuff. Estlin had thrust him aside as an authority figure. Yet as the
Harvard years revealed, he was still dependent on some intellectual
authority. He merely turned to other father figures like Dory Miller
or Foster Damon for guidance and support. His full maturity would
be slow in coming. He would pass through a succession of surrogate
fachers in the years to come.

His turning to aestheticism and the new art was congruent with his
breaking away from the domination of his father’s views, The result
was a rclease of creativity. What happened in his own writing ran
parallel to the rebellion against his father, and only as territorics of his
life became freed did a unique personal stylc in his verse begin to
emerge. As this development continued to take place, 1t was accom-
panied by his ever-vigorous challenge to established opinion and tradi-
tional forms of expression in the American literary scene. That, for a
while, was another form of the battle with his father. The Qedipal
wrestling bout was renewed off and on over the next decade, with
Edward Commings raking most of the falls. But Estlin’s struggle with
the American public was continual and it lasted the rest of his life.
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