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 E. E. Cummings.  Born October 14th, 1893.  Mr. Culver has already made a 

disparaging remark about him, so I’m going to try to defend him as much as I can.  I 

believe the quote was, “This is the worst we’ve come across so far this semester.”     

No, E. E. Cummings is truly great in his own way, I believe.   

 He’s dismissed sometimes for a couple of reasons.  One, because it looks like 

he’s just playing tricks with all that typography — you know, he’s not writing poetry; he’s 

typing funny, or something like that.  Also I think he’s dismissed by some academics 

perhaps because he’s easy.  He’s accessible.  When you read E. E. Cummings, you 

know what you’re reading.  You don’t have to consult Frazier’s The Golden Bow and 

you don’t have to deconstruct it, or anything.  It’s just there.  It says what it means. 

 Two, it is innovative.  It’s not totally — a lot of hard work went into creating the 

strange forms that he made.  Our selections do not have some of the more radical ones, 

some of the really, really strange, almost incomprehensible ones, I will admit.  His 

theme is twofold: love, mainly.  Lots of love in E. E. Cummings and one of our greatest 

love poets.  And also anti-authority, the individual against society or against the dictates 

of the state.  He was always for the underdog, he was always for the individual against 

the state.  He paid for that when he was a very young man when he volunteered to be 

an ambulance driver in World War I and got locked up by the French because of some 

disparaging remarks that he had made.  He wrote a good book about it called The 

Enormous Room in 1922. I want to say something else about it.  When we talk about 

E. E. Cummings and love, E. E. Cummings was also a romantic and that’s a capital R 

Romantic.  Romantic in the tradition of English Romantics, of Wordsworth and Keats.  
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Try to make that point.  

 And interesting life.  I think an enviable life in many ways because he wanted to 

be an artist and that is what he did all his life.  He was not only a poet and writer.  He 

was also a painter.  And some of his paintings are quite good, I think.  They’re not — 

you know, he wasn’t a great painter but he painted nearly every day.  His family is 

interesting, I think.  The way he was reared is interesting.  He loved his parents and his 

parents loved him, and they supported him in what he was up to.  He said, “I want to be 

an artist,” and they said, “Okay.”  Sent him to Harvard and gave him an allowance which 

allowed him to write the rest of his life.  He also, of course, made some money from his 

books and lectures later.  He traveled the college circuit.  It sounds like a happier life 

than many of the things that we come across.  

 He was married three times but his third marriage lasted 35 years, so I think he 

just had to keep going until he got it right.  Born in Cambridge.  His dad was a — on the 

faculty at Harvard and also a Congregationalist minister.  There’s a famous story about 

the cops coming to his dad’s house and saying, “We found your car parked in front of a 

brothel in Boston,” and E. E. had left it there all night.  But they forgave him. 

 An educated man, a Master’s from Harvard.  He went back there, I believe, in the 

‘60s, to deliver what’s called six non-lectures.  We have that on tape — or video.  It’s fun 

to watch, if you ever want to do that.  He, like many of the poets from this period, like 

Frost and Carlos Williams, used American speech and American idioms.  And some of 

it’s a little bit dated when you read all those commercial slogans in the poems, you 

know, that we don’t recognize now.  But I think they’re still entertaining. 
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 Look at “somewhere i have never travelled, gladly beyond” on page 1630.  

Cummings usually didn’t title his poems and so they’re generally known by their first 

line.  Let me read this one to you.  I think this is one of the most beautiful love poems 

ever.  And I think it’s more accessible when you can hear it. 

 Somewhere i have never travelled,gladly beyond 

 any experience, your eyes have their silence: 

 in your most frail gesture are things which enclose me, 

 or which I cannot touch because they are too near 

    * * * 

 your slightest look easily will unclose me 

 though i have closed myself as fingers, 

 you open always petal by petal myself as Spring opens 

 (Touching skilfully, mysteriously)her first rose 

    * * * 

 or if your wish be to close me, i and  

 my life will shut very beautifully, suddenly, 

 as when the heart of this flower imagines 

 the snow carefully everywhere descending; 

    * * * 

 nothing which we are to perceive in this world equals 

 the power of your intense fragility:whose texture 

 compels me with the color of its countries, 



ENG 351 Lecture 17 4 
 
 rendering death and forever with each breathing 

    * * * 

 (I do not know what it is about you that closes 

 and opens;only something in me understands 

 the voice of your eyes is deeper than all roses) 

 nobody,not even the rain,has such small hands 

Now, tell me, wouldn’t you have liked to have written that?  That’s always a good test.  

One of my sons read that at my wedding a couple of years ago.  I thought it was perfect, 

a perfect piece. 

 Spring, roses, flowers.  If you look down and you see a flower in line, ten to one 

it’s E. E. Cummings.   

 Thy fingers make early flowers of 

 all things. 

 Thy hair mostly the hours love: 

 a smoothness which 

 sings,saying 

 (Though love be a day) 

 do not fear,we will go amaying. 

We will go amaying.  Carpe Diem.  He sounds like a 17th century poet like Harrick.  But 

he’s so playful. 

 I can remember — I believe it was the 5th or 6th grade teacher who read us this 

next poem as a Spring poem.  Oh, there’s a poem about Spring, you know.  I think she’s 
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the same one who thought “Stopping by Woods” was about Santa Claus.  But look at 

this: 

 In Just- 

 spring  when the world is mud-  

 luscious the little 

 lame balloonman 

   * * * 

 whistles  far and wee 

   * * * 

 and eddieandbill come 

 running from marbles and 

 piracies and it’s 

 spring 

   * * * 

 when the world is puddle-wonderful 

 the queer 

 old balloonman whistles 

 far and wee 

 and bettyandisbel come dancing 

   * * * 

 from hop-scotch and jump-rope and 

 it’s 
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 spring 

 and 

  the 

   goat-footed 

   * * * 

 balloonMan  whistles 

 far 

 and 

 wee 

 Stay away from the balloonman, kids.  He’s a goat-footed balloonman.  He’s a 

queer old balloonman.  He’s Pan.  He’s whistling but he’s playing the panpipes.  This is 

a different kind of Spring than maybe Eddie and Bill have in mind, or Betty and Isbel.  I 

don’t know.  Is that just too corny, too cute?  The world is mud-luscious and puddle-

wonderful.  Is that too close to puppy dogs for you?  When you juxtapose that with this 

lame balloonman — kind of like Joyce Carol Oates’ character and where are you going 

and where have you been — you know, whose boots don’t quite fit and you finally 

suspect maybe it’s because he doesn’t have feet; he has hooves. 

 E. E. Cummings has been accused of being an anti-intellectual and I think he’d 

probably accept that.  As I said, he’s a Romantic.  The heart over the head, the 

emotions over the intellect.  And “O sweet spontaneous” earth illustrates that quite a bit. 

 O sweet spontaneous 

 earth how often have 
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 the doting 

  * * * 

  fingers of 

 prurient philosophers pinched 

 and 

 poked 

  * * * 

 thee 

Obviously I have fun reading it and I hope you try to read it out loud.  And so when the 

purient philosophers pinch and poke the earth, what does she do? 

  Thou answerest 

 the only with 

    spring 

And that’s the only answer Earth has to have. 

 To illustrate this as well as it can be illustrated, I think, is one of the poems I gave 

you on the pink piece of paper, “since feeling is first.”  Look at this and think about all 

you ever learned about romanticism, about the idea that the heart is more important 

than the head.  The emotions are greater sources of truth, more likely to be true than 

the intellect.  You don’t have to agree with it, but it’s an interesting point of view to have 

in the 20th century which he was. 

 Since feeling is first 

 who pays any attention to the 
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 syntax of things will never 

 wholly kiss you. 

 wholly to be a fool 

 while Spring is in the world 

 my blood prove and kisses are a better fate 

 than wisdom. 

 Lady, I swear by all flowers. 

 Don’t cry.  The best gesture of my brain 

 is less than your eyelids flutter 

 which says we are for each other. 

 And laugh, leaning back in my arms 

 the life is not a paragraph 

 and death, I think, is no parenthesis. 

 “Lady, I swear” — and of course by flowers.  Now, if Cummings is going to swear 

by something that’s very important to him, he won’t swear by his divinity and he won’t 

swear by his mother.  He’ll swear by flowers and Spring.   Notice he capitalizes Spring 

which, of course, is a mistake.  You’re not to capitalize seasons but he does. 

 “The best gesture of my brain.”  Now, what is the gesture of your brain?  What 

does your brain produce?  Thought.  The best gesture of my brain, the best thought I 

can come up with, is less, isn’t worth your eyelids flutter.  If that’s not the physical and 

the emotional over the intellectual, I don’t know what might be.  The best thought I could 

come up with isn’t half as important as your eyelids flutter.  And what does he read in 
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her eyelids flutter?  That they’re for each other.  So what should she do?  This is like a 

lot of those love poems from back then during the carpe diem period I was talking 

about, you know.  To his coy mistress Andrew Marvel.”  This is all — you know, the 

point of the whole thing is let’s be together.  So lean back in my arms.  Why?  ‘Cause 

life’s not a paragraph and death’s not a parenthesis.  What does he mean by that? 

 What are the characteristics of a paragraph?  It’s square.  Well, it is kind of 

square.  I hadn’t thought about that.  It has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  

Supposedly it has one main idea.  Remember having that beat into your heads?  They 

used to call it the topic sentence.  I guess they still do call it the topic sentence.  But a 

paragraph is, you know, one complete unit of thought, one complete — you know.  Well, 

life’s not like that.  As far as that goes, death is no parenthesis.  Now, you can take this 

several different ways.  Death, I think, is no parenthesis.  What does a parenthesis do?  

It encloses.  Is there anything on the other side of the parenthesis?  Well, I think almost 

always, isn’t there?  You know, a parenthetical thing is you going along in your 

paragraph — “Oh, by the way — thump, thump” — and you have your parenthesis in 

there and there’s something on either side.  So that could be saying death is no 

parenthesis, that life continues on after death perhaps.  Or maybe death is no 

parenthesis meaning it’s all enclosed right there.  There is nothing after. 

 Cummings — I think you could kind of characterize him as a pagan in some of 

his early, early poems.  He later became a Christian, by the way, later in his life.  Oh, I 

would’ve loved to have known him.  When he had guests over one time after dinner he 

wanted them all to get up on the roof and have their after dinner drinks up there 
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because he’d seen a flying saucer up there the night before and he was hoping it would 

come back.  I think the world needs more E. E. Cummings, but he’s rare. 

 Oh, indulge me.  I’m not gonna read all of these to you.  Just a couple more.  

This one’s so much fun to read.  “Buffalo Bill.” 

 Buffalo Bill ‘s 

 defunct 

  who used to 

  ride a watersmooth-silver 

     stallion 

 and break onetwothreefourfive pigeonsjustlike that 

       Jesus 

 he was a handsome man 

    and what i want to know is 

 how do you like your blueeyed boy 

 Mister Death. 

 You can put any famous dead person’s name in here and it’ll work.  “John F. 

Kennedy’s defunct who used to ride a watersmooth-silver” or “Elvis Presley’s defunct 

who used to ride” — you know.  To this end we all must come. 

 how do you like your blueeyed boy 

 Mister Death 

All of those talents don’t carry on into the afterworld. 

 And he was a poet.  He could use metaphors.  Like the metaphor in the first line 
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of the next poem: 

 the Cambridge ladies who life in furnished souls 

 are unbeautiful and have comfortable minds 

 And the Cambridge ladies would be the daughters of the Cambridge faculty, of 

the Harvard faculty.  And they live in furnished souls.  What’s the metaphor?  What’s 

their soul being compared to?  A furnished apartment.  And back in 1923 they’d 

probably say furnished rooms.  Nowadays a furnished apartment probably has a 

kitchen, although I’ve noticed a lot of furnished apartments don’t even have a 

refrigerator.  But the furnished apartment typically would have a bed, you know, and a 

chest of drawers. 

 Furnished rooms in the old days — I don’t know if they still do this or not — 

everything was furnished.  Just like when you go — you know, some places that you 

can rent at the lake.  I mean, the dishes are already there.  The silverware is there.  The 

pictures on the wall and the drapes are all picked by somebody else.  The carpets.  The 

bedding.  So if you live in a furnished soul, like a furnished room, they didn’t pick out 

anything.  They just grew up and became Congregationalists and — well, they had to be 

debutantes maybe, perhaps, probably, and move right on in there into what their 

parents had prepared for them and what they’d educated them to be. 

 Unlike you, when you were about 15 or 16, began to question authority and 

began to wonder about all these things that had been handed down to you as the 

absolute truth and investigated it on your own.  Cummings thinks that the Cambridge 

ladies don’t do that and that’s one reason they’re unbeautiful.  “They believe in Christ 
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and Longfellow, “ -- both dead, by the way. 

 So what does the N mean?  They gossip and they put together stuff for charity, 

and they do not care.   

 . . . above 

 Cambridge if sometimes in its box of  

 sky lavender and cornerless, the 

 moon rattles like a fragment of angry candy 

What is the moon a symbol of, among other things?  Well, isn’t the moon kind of a 

romantic image?  The moon — you know, the moon for love and this and that.  It’s not 

part of their regime.  It’s not part of their furnished apartment.  And the moon is offended 

and rattles like a piece of angry candy. 

 This next poem’s the one I was talking about that has so many references to ads 

that were contemporary to — to Cummings.  Some of these things are still around.  This 

is back in the ‘20s.  But the Spearmint Girl with the Wrigley Eyes?  I don’t know.  

Wrigley gum.  Arrow shirts are still around.  BVD’s?  I don’t know if they still make 

BVD’s.  They might.   

 take it from me kiddo 

 believe me 

 my country, ‘tis of 

  * * * 

 you,land of the Cluett 

 Shirt Boston Garter and Spearmint 
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 Girl With The Wrigley Eyes(of you 

 land of the Arrow Ide 

 and Earl &  

 Wilson 

 Collars)of you i 

 sing:land of Abraham Lincoln and Lydia E. Pinkham, 

 land above all of Just Add Hot Water And Serve-- 

 from every B.V.D. 

  * * * 

 let freedom ring 

I think he has a little problem with commercialism, materialism.  It might be fun just to — 

or as a good writing exercise, just to take contemporary slogans — I confess I can’t 

think of any advertising slogans right now.  Give me a couple.  “Just Do It.”  Okay.  

Who’s that for?  Nike?  They’re using all of my music to sell shoes and cars.  “Like a 

Rock.”  I mean, that was our anthem.  Oh, well.  Anyway, a little nostalgia there. 

 Art is O World O Life [that’s a tribute to Shelley] 

 . . . If It Isn’t An Eastman It Isn’t A 

 Kodak therefore my friends let 

 us now sing each and all fortissimo A- 

 mer 

 i 

   * * * 
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 ca, I 

 love, 

 You.  And there’re a 

 hun-dred-mil-lion-oth-ers,like 

 all of you successfully if 

 delicately gelded(or spaded) 

 gentlemen(and ladies)--pretty 

 littleliverpill- 

 hearted-Nujolneeding-There’s-A-Reason 

 americans(who tensetendoned and with 

 upward vacant eyes,painfully 

 perpetually crouched,quivering,upon the 

 sternly allotted sandpile 

 --how silently 

 emit a tiny violetflavoured nuisance:Odor? 

   * * * 

 ono, 

 comes out like a ribbon lies flat on the brush 

Pretty heavy-handed satire but what an image.  Reminds me of a cat I used to have.  

It’s kind of shocking and it’s supposed to be.  He’s poking fun at our materialism and our 

politics.  

 “Next to of course god america i 
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 love you , , , “ 

 Notice all that’s in quotes.  If you’ve ever heard of 4th of July speech, this is all of 

it right here.  It’s all just kind of clipped and pieced together. 

 . . . land of the pilgrims’ and so forth oh 

 say can you see by the dawn’s early my 

 country ‘tis of centuries come and go 

 and are no more what of it we should worry 

 in every language even deafanddumb 

 thy sons acclaim your glorious name by gorry 

 by jingo by gee by gosh by gum 

 why talk of beauty what could be more beaut- 

 iful than these heroic happy dead 

 who rushed like lions to the roaring slaughter 

 they did not step to think they died instead 

 then shall the voice of liberty be mute?” 

   * * * 

 He spoke.  And drank rapidly a glass of water. 

How do you think Cummings feels about war or jingoism or super patriotism?  “By jingo 

by gee by gosh by gum.”  They didn’t think.  They rushed like lions.  There’s not to 

reason why, there’s but to do or die.   

 Olaf, in that next poem is — well -- 

 i sing of Olaf glad and big 
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 whose warmest heart recoiled at war; 

 a conscientious object-or 

How’s that for a rhyme?  And he describes what they do to Olaf, and finally he’s thrown 

into a dungeon where he dies.  But he winds up by saying, 

 

 . . . because 

 unless statistics lie he . . . 

 Christ(of His Mercy infinite) 

 i pray to see; and Olaf, too 

    * * * 

 preponderatingly because 

 unless statistics lie he was 

 more brave than me;more blond than you. 

 Two beautiful poems he wrote for his parents.  Look at the one about his father 

first on 1632.  This is — I guess you could call it a trick that Cummings does.  It’s pretty 

obvious in a poem like 

 anyone lived in a pretty how town 

 (with up so floating many bells down) 

Anyone is everyone or every man. 

 . . . noone loved him more by more 

No one stands for the girl.  I should look at that one first so go back, 1631. 

 Spring summer autumn winter 
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 he sang his didn’t he danced his did. 

He sang his denials and he danced to his affirmations. 

 Women and men(both little and small) 

 cared for anyone not at all 

 they sowed their isn’t they repeated their same 

 sun moon stars rain 

   * * * 

Before we had spring, summer, autumn, winter.  Time passing. 

 They sowed their isn’t 

Well, if you plant your isn’t, you plant your negatives.  What do you harvest? 

 . . . they reaped their same 

Their conformity.  They’re all alike. 

 Children guessed(but only a few 

 and down they forgot as up they grew 

Now, there’s William Wordsworth in a nutshell.  The whole intimations of immortality.  

The child, you know, comes trailing clouds of glory from God but as he grows older, he 

grows farther away from Heaven and from Nature. 

 down they forgot as up they grew 

 autumn winter spring summer) 

 that noone loved him more by more 

At any rate, he tells the whole story.  That, by the way, is a pretty good — it’s a ballad 

and I invite you, if you’ve never tried it, to haul out your guitars and put this to music 
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‘cause it really works well.  It’s really a lot of fun to sing. 

 With that as a preamble, look at “my father moved through dooms of love: 

 my father moved through dooms of love 

 through sames of am through haves of give, 

 singinging each morning out of each night 

 

 my father moved through depths of height 

I don’t think that’s mere cleverness.  I think it approaches brilliance.  To use the 

language that way, to allow us to think and interpret.  It’s just like when Wallace Stevens 

says let be be finale of scene, and we realize that scene means appearance and finale 

means the end and be means being.  But putting it that way is saying it in a way that it’d 

never been said that way before and makes it so much — so much more effective for 

us. 

 “My father moved through dooms of love.”  What’s another word for doom?  In a 

positive connotation.  It’s just fate.  When you say “moved through dooms,” sounds like 

it’s gonna say “moved through rooms.”  “My father moved through dooms,” fates of love. 

“Through sames of am through haves of give.”  He had a lot and why did he have a lot?  

Because he gave a lot.  His haves came from his giving. 

 His father — well, the last line, 32: 

 Scorning the pomp of must and shall 

 my father moved through dooms of feel; 

You want to translate that? 
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 Scorning the pomp of must and shall [you ought to do it, must and shall] 

 my father moved through dooms of feel. 

He operated on his emotions.  He operated on what he felt. 

 His anger was as right as rain 

 his pity was as green as grain. 

These are the feelings that he moved through. 

 Then Line 49: 

 My father moved through theys of we, 

 singing each new leaf out of each tree 

 (and every child was sure that spring 

 danced when she heard my father sing) 

My father moved through theys of we.  Inclusive.  They’re not them, it’s not they.  The 

theys are we.  We’re all together.  And then he winds up — what a tribute: 

 --i say though hate were why men breathe-- 

Notice the year is 1940 and World War II has begun in Europe. 

 --I say though hate were why men breathe-- 

 because my father lived his soul 

 love is the whole and more than all. 

Because my father lived his soul.  Because my father followed his dooms of feel in his 

living, in his actions, in his righteous anger and in his pity.  I think that’s a beautiful 

tribute. 

 And for his mother, what a first line: 
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 if there are any heavens my mother will(all by herself)have 

 one. 

There can’t be a much higher tribute than that, would you think?   

 It will not be a pansy heaven nor 

 a fragile heaven of lilies-of-the-valley but 

 it will be a heaven of blackred roses 

   * * * 

 my father will be(deep like a rose 

 tall like a rose) 

   * * * 

 standing near my 

 swaying over her 

 (Silent) 

 with eyes which are really petals and see 

   * * * 

 nothing with the face of a poet really which 

 is a flower and not a face with 

 hands 

 which whisper 

 This is my beloved my 

   * * * 

    (suddenly in sunlight 
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 he will bow, 

   * * * 

 & the whole garden will bow) 

I get an image from that.  Do you see that?  What he makes in that heaven?  That’s not 

a Precious Moments heaven.  This is a heaven of blood red roses.  Blackred roses, he 

actually says.   And the father and mother together there. 

 He might be a little heavy-handed and sometimes it’s a little too cute, like the first 

line of “pity this busy monster,manunkind.”  Instead of saying “mankind” he says — 

sticks an “un” there, man unkind.  But if you think about that hackneyed phrase, 

inhumanity to man, and notice that this was published in 1944, it certainly makes sense.  

And look at the syntax.  It says: 

 pity this busy monster,manunkind, 

   * * * 

 not. [Don’t pity him.] Progress is a comfortable disease. 

And then he winds up saying, 

 . . . We doctors know 

   * * * 

 a hopeless case if--listen:there’s a hell 

 of a good universe next door; let’s go 

He’s been attacked as being misanthropic for lines like that, you know.  To avoid 

responsibility and just leave — you know, exit this awful place.  But you’ve gotta 

consider, this was World War II and he’s just talking about the situation as it is.  He’s not 
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anti-person.  He’s not misanthropic. 

 The last two lines of the first stanza of “what if a much of a which of a wind” — 

that’s just fun to say.  I just invite you, when you go home, to read some of these things 

out loud.  “What if a much of a which of a wind.”  It does make sense if you work on it.  

He says when the end of the world, 

 --when skies are hanged and oceans drowned, 

 the single secret will still be man. 

There’s a humanistic bias as well as a natural bias in his poetry.  He says, 

 (blow pity to envy and soul to mind) 

And is what the destruction would be.  We’d take our soul and blow that into mind.  

1944. 

 Well, I sure had a lot of fun reading E. E. Cummings to you.  I hope I didn’t wear 

you out, but that was — if that’s the worst thing that ever came down the pike.  Don’t 

you really like him, Joe?  Think you could do it? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Wow.  Well, I’ll take that any day.  I say he’s right there with Wallace Stevens.  

That’d be enough tribute for me.  

 Edna St. Vincent Millay — another major minor poet, I guess, is what you would 

call these people.  Cummings is a major minor poet.  Certainly, you know, if we had to 

do the desert island question and what books would you take to the desert island, I 

don’t think Edna St. Vincent Millay would be very high up on many people’s lists.  But 

she still is much more than what her reputation was during the ‘20s and ‘30s when she 
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was widely known. 

 She was a little bit outspoken — a little bit outspoken.  Well, she was much 

outspoken about Fascism, about the trial and execution of Sacco and Vanzetti and 

others.  She was very political but she also was, quote, “liberated,” unquote.  She led a 

rather freewheeling lifestyle.  And — well, the source of one of her most famous short 

poems, “My candle burns at both ends / It will not last the night / But, ah, my friends and 

oh, my foes / It gives a lovely light.”  This — you know, the flaming youth of the ‘20s.  

She kind of embodies a lot of that. 

 Liberated from Victorian mores.  Independent.  Self-supporting.  Full of energy 

and certainly talent.  But what I wanted to point out was that her talent was discipline.  

She wrote sonnets.  Not all of her poems are sonnets, but she has one entire volume 

that’s nothing but sonnets.  Fourteen-line, highly organized, beautifully arranged, 

rhyming poems in the tradition of the sonnet, with the octave and the turn, and a 

meditative or answering sestet.  Really, really, really nicely done.   She said, “I will 

defeat chaos in 14 lines,” and that’s kind of what she was up to. 

 But she was a flamboyant figure for her day.  Some looked a little askance at her.  

There’s a biography came out in 2001 that I own and am trying to read from time to time 

by Nancy Mitford called “Savage Beauty.”  A really thorough biography about Edna St. 

Vincent Millay and her lives and adventures, and her many loves.  An interesting 

woman.  She died at 58 of a broken neck.  She fell down the stairs of her house.  I 

believe it was up upstate New York one morning.  

 She started very early.  Renascence and Other Poems was published in 1917 
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when she was 25 years old, but she had written the title poem when she was a 

teenager, or so she said.  She went to Vassar — while a student at Vassar, in fact, from 

1913 to 1917, her talent was recognized and a patron sent her there.  She would up 

going to Greenwich Village, the whole Bohemian life.  She was part of the Provincetown 

Players.  Eugene O’Neill and that crowd. 

 She was prematurely anti-Fascist.  I like that phrase.  Prematurely anti-Fascist.  

When they wanted the United States to get into the war and that was often seen as 

being sympathetic with the Soviet Union which, of course, had been invaded by Hitler.  

But at any rate, she was quite a stylist, quite a craftsman, as well as a personality.  My 

mother saw her read in Chicago and she was shocked.  When she came out on the 

stage she had this diaphanous, flowing kind of gown with a train behind her that she 

whipped along.  She was kind of an attractive woman, actually.  And she was smoking 

onstage.  Mother thought that was just absolutely disgraceful that his poetess would be 

up there, smoking. 

 What’d you think of her, I’m wondering?  Up or down on Edna St. Vincent Millay?  

Not one way or the other? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 “[I will put Chaos into fourteen lines].”  That’s quite a statement of art.  And she 

says she’s not gonna confess — not force him to confess.  “I will only make him good.”  

Makes me think of what Frost said: that poetry was a momentary stay against 

confusion.  So I’m gonna put chaos into fourteen lines. 

 Well, let’s look at a couple of these. Not all of ‘em, and I brought you one that I do 
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want you to look at.  “Recuerdo” just means a souvenir.  But doesn’t this kind of capture 

young love pretty much? 

 We were very tired, we were very merry-- 

 We had gone back and forth all night on the ferry. 

Back and forth.  They’re not getting off.  They just buy another ticket and just keep 

riding. 

 We were very tired, we were very merry-- 

 We had gone back and forth all night on the ferry. 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 And you ate an apple, and I ate a pear, 

 From a dozen of each we had bought somewhere; 

which they give to this old lady. 

 We were very tired, we were very merry, 

 We had gone back and forth all night on the ferry. 

 We hailed, “Good morrow, mother!” to a shawl-covered head, 

 And bought a morning paper, which neither of us read; 

 And she wept, “God bless you!” for the apples and pears, 

 And we gave her all our money but our subway fares. 

They have enough sense at least to get home. 

 Some of these poems — there’ve been generalities made about Edna St. 

Vincent Millay that she celebrated promiscuity or free love.  I don’t think that’s so much 

true as she talks about the power of love and sex, and how it often is a source of 
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unhappiness as well as happiness.  She’s a little cynical in some of these things.  How’d 

you like to be the man who received this sonnet? 

 I think I should have loved you presently, [a little more time] 

 And given in earnest words I flung in jest; [just flirting] 

 And lifted honest eyes for you to see, 

 And caught your hand against my cheek and breast; 

 And all my pretty follies flung aside 

 That won you to me, and beneath your gaze, 

And so forth.  I think I should have loved you presently.  But now she remains the 

couplet: 

 A ghost in marble of a girl you knew 

 Who would have loved you in a day or two. 

She sounds like some of those Scott Fitzgerald heroines.  This isn’t Millay.  This is the 

voice of this poem.  But, you know.  “Well, I was falling in love with him and found out he 

was poor.  He should have told me, you know.  I could’ve loved him if he was poor if 

only I’d known he was poor.  Had a little more time.” 

 Well, look at this. 

 I, being born a woman and distressed 

 By all the needs and notions of my kind, 

 Am urged by your propinquity to find 

 Your person fair, [good-looking] and feel a certain zest 

 To bear your body’s weight upon my breast: 
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I’m a woman and you’re attractive, and this is true, and these things did come to pass.  

But look at the sestet, look at the turn in the sonnet.  But she gives him — not just a 

warning; she gives him an absolute message. 

 Think not for this [because of what passed between us] 

 Think not for this, however, the poor treason 

 Of my stout blood against my staggering brain, 

My emotions were more powerful than my intelligence. 

 I shall remember you with love, or season 

 My scorn with pity,--let me make it plain: 

 I find this frenzy insufficient reason 

 For conversation when we meet again. 

This frenzy, another word for their sexual relationship.  Insufficient reason for 

conversation when we meet again.  Okay.  Don’t call me.  I’ll call you.  I won’t call you. 

 It sends a lot of dignity in some of these poems.   

 I too beneath your moon, almighty Sex, 

 Go forth at nightfall crying like a cat, 

You can see how that could’ve been a little shocking in the ‘30s for some of the 

audiences. 

But she is her own person — look at line 9.  The sestet of her poems are often the best. 

 Such as I am, however, I have brought 

 To what it is, this tower; it is my own; 

 Though it was reared To Beauty, it was wrought 
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 From what I had to build with: honest bone 

 Is there, and anguish; pride; and burning thought; 

 And lust is there, and nights not spent alone. 

 All of these things are there in this tower of art that she built in her poetry, but 

she’s done it herself.  This kind of reminds me of Alan Duggins: I am now.  I made my 

life and I’m responsible for it, and I will stand by it. 

 But on your pink sheet here.  I do not understand why the anthologies seem to 

be leaving significant poems out, but this is one of her most famous sonnets.  And it is 

romantic in some ways and it is — well, look at it. 

 What lips my lips have kissed [this is from the ‘20s or ‘30s] 

 And where and why, I have forgotten 

 And what arms have lain under my head until morning. 

 But the rain is full of ghosts tonight that tap and sign upon the glass 

 And listen for reply 

 And in my heart there stirs a quiet pain 

 For unremembered lads that not again 

 Will turn to me at Midnight with a cry. 

 Thus in the winter stands the lonely tree 

 Nor knows what birds have vanished, one by one 

 Yet knows its boughs more silent than before. 

 I cannot say what loves have come and gone. 

 I only know that summer sang in me a little while 
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 It sings in me no more. 

 We’re so sophisticated and so — oh, I don’t know what we are nowadays, but it’s 

no longer shocking for somebody to have said, “I’ve had so many lovers I can’t 

remember their names or who they were.  When and why, I have forgotten.”  All she 

knows is that there was a time when summer sang in her a little while and it sings in her 

no more.  It’s a beautiful poem about age and loss and memory, and so forth. I read 

a new poem by Steven Dunn the other day.  He said, “I cannot understand how age 

came to visit and stayed / How far away the past has become.” 

 Well, on that happy note -- 


