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ee cummings
(Edward Estlin Cummings)

(1894-1962)

Edward Estlin Cummings was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, October 14, 1894. He began writing poems as early as 1904 and studied Latin and Greek at the Cambridge Latin High School. He received his B.A. in 1915 and his M.A. in 1916, both from Harvard. His studies there introduced him to avant garde writers, such as Gertrude Stein and Ezra Pound.

In 1917, Cummings' first published poems appeared in the anthology Eight Harvard Poets. The same year, Cummings left the United States for France as a volunteer ambulance driver in World War I. Five months after his assignment, however, he and a friend were interned in a prison camp by the French authorities on suspicion of espionage (an experience recounted in his novel, The Enormous Room) for his outspoken anti-war convictions.

After the war, he settled into a life divided between houses in rural Connecticut and Greenwich Village, with frequent visits to Paris. He also traveled throughout Europe, meeting poets and artists, including Pablo Picasso, whose work he particularly admired.

In his work, Cummings experimented radically with form, punctuation, spelling and syntax, abandoning traditional techniques and structures to create a new, highly idiosyncratic means of poetic expression. Later in his career, he was often criticized for settling into his signature style and not pressing his work towards further evolution. Nevertheless, he attained great popularity, especially among young readers, for the simplicity of his language, his playful mode and his attention to subjects such as war and sex.

During his lifetime, Cummings received a number of honors, including an Academy of American Poets Fellowship, two Guggenheim Fellowships, the Charles Eliot Norton Professorship at Harvard, the Bollingen Prize in Poetry in 1958, and a Ford Foundation grant.

At the time of his death, September 3, 1962, he was the second most widely read poet in the United States, after Robert Frost. He is buried in Forest Hills Cemetery in Boston, Massachusetts.

< http://www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/156 >
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Introduction 

Cummings's innovative and controversial verse places him among the most popular and widely anthologized poets of the twentieth century. While linked early in his career with the Modernist movement, Cummings more closely resembles the New England Transcendentalists and English Romantics in his championing of individuality and artistic freedom. Rejecting what he perceived as the small-mindedness of "mostpeople," Cummings celebrated the individual, as well as erotic and familial love. Conformity, mass psychology, and snobbery were frequent targets of his humorous and sometimes scathing satires. Cummings was also a painter whose interest in such modernist art forms as Cubism and Futurism led him to experiment in his verse with punctuation, idiomatic speech, compressed words, dislocated syntax, unusual typography, line division, and capitalization. Discussing Cummings's technique, Randall Jarrell explained: "Cummings is a very great expert in all these, so to speak, illegal syntactical devices: his misuse of parts of speech, his use of negative prefixes, his word-coining, his systematic relation of words that grammar and syntax don't permit us to relate--all this makes him a magical bootlegger or moonshiner of language, one who intoxicates us on a clear liquor no government has legalized with its stamp."

Biographical Information

Cummings grew up in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where his father was a sociology professor at Harvard and a noted Unitarian clergyman. Demonstrating a strong predilection for poetry and art at an early age, Cummings enjoyed the full support and encouragement of his parents. He studied at Harvard from 1911 to 1915, wrote poems daily, and joined the editorial board of the Harvard Monthly, a college literary magazine, where he worked with his close friends S. Foster Damon and John Dos Passos . In his senior year, he became fascinated with various forms of avant-garde art, particularly Modernism and Cubism, and in his graduation address, "The New Art," he extolled innovative techniques practiced by Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound , Igor Stravinsky, and Pablo Picasso. Cummings later incorporated elements of their styles into his poetry and paintings. During this period, Cummings eschewed upper-class Cambridge values and frequented circuses, bordellos, pubs, and vaudeville and burlesque shows. His affection for popular culture and his desire to achieve the modernist objective of capturing the particulars of a single movement or moment in time are reflected in Cummings's comment on his poetic technique: "I can express it in fifteen words, by quoting the Eternal Question and Immortal Answer of burlesk, viz. `Would you hit a woman with a child?--No, I'd hit her with a brick.' Like the burlesk comedian, I am abnormally fond of that precision which creates movement." His first published poems appeared in the anthology Eight Harvard Poets. These pieces feature his appreciation of experimental forms and his use of the lowercase "i''--symbolizing both the humility and the uniqueness of the individual--that would become his trademark. The book's copy editor, however, mistook Cummings's stylistic innovations as typographical errors and made "corrections."

In 1917 Cummings moved to New York, where he was employed briefly at a mail-order book company, and soon began working full-time on his poetry and art. With World War I in progress, he volunteered for the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Service stationed in France. Cummings and his close friend William Slater Brown were separated from their unit when they arrived overseas and spent five weeks in Paris because of the subsequent bureaucratic muddle. Cummings was completely charmed by the bohemian atmosphere of Paris and its abundance of art and artists. Cummings and Brown rejoined their unit but were detained three months later on suspicion of treason, a charge prompted by the pair's preference for the company of French soldiers and Brown 's correspondence with American anarchist Emma Goldman. As a result, the two men were held in an internment camp in Normandy. Cummings's father, making use of his contacts in government, was able to secure his son's release after four months. Cummings's first book, The Enormous Room, documents his experiences in the French internment camp. Considered a classic of World War I literature, this work concerns the preservation of dignity in a degrading and dehumanizing situation. It also examines themes that Cummings would pursue throughout his career--the individual against society, government, and all forms of authority. Cummings used both French and English words to create a witty, satirical voice that lampoons what he perceived as the ludicrous nature of war. Governmental and military bureaucracy is satirized in the book's preface, which reprints his father's correspondence with American and French authorities, through which he attempted to obtain his son's release.

Shortly after Cummings returned to New York in 1918, he was drafted and stationed at Camp Danvers, Massachusetts. During the 1920s and 1930s he traveled widely in Europe, alternately living in Paris and New York, and developed parallel careers as a poet and painter. In 1931, the politically liberal Cummings visited the Soviet Union to discover how the U.S.S.R.'s system of art subsidization functioned. Eimi, an expanded version of his travel diary, however, expresses his profound disappointment at the regimentation and lack of personal and artistic freedom he encountered. From that time, Cummings abandoned his liberal political views and social circle, becoming conservative on social and political issues. In addition to being a prolific poet, Cummings published several collections of his art and composed miscellaneous prose pieces, dramas, and a ballet. Cummings received the Shelley Memorial Award for poetry in 1944, the Charles Eliot Norton Professorship at Harvard for 1952 to 1953 and the Bollingen Prize for Poetry in 1958. He reached the height of his popularity during the 1940s and 1950s, giving poetry readings to college audiences across the United States until his death in 1962.

Major Works

All of Cummings's poetry attests to his continual search for fresh metaphors and new means of expression through creative placement of words on the page, novel syntactical constructions, and unusual punctuation and capitalization. He had originally intended to publish his first collection as Tulips & Chimneys, but due to both the enormous quantity and explicit sexual content of many of the poems was forced to publish selections from the original manuscript as three separate volumes: Tulips and Chimneys, &, and XLI Poems. The "tulips" of the first volume are free-verse lyric poems that nostalgically recall childhood. The poem "in Just-" for example, celebrates youth and spring through such playfully imaginative compounds as "mud- / luscious" and "puddle-wonderful," while "O sweet spontaneous" argues that nature can only be appreciated fully through the senses rather than through science, philosophy, or religion. The "chimneys" section comprises a sustained sonnet sequence concerning social hypocrisy, narrow-mindedness, and stagnation. The subjects of Cummings's frequently anthologized sonnet "the Cambridge ladies who live in furnished souls," for example, are "unbeautiful and have comfortable minds."

Cummings later addressed other topics while continuing his playful experiments, celebrations of love and nature, and social satires. Is 5 includes the antiwar piece "my sweet old etcetera" and the elegy "i sing of Olaf glad and big," which concerns the death of a conscientious objector. ViVa contains a group of sonnets and other poems attacking uncreative thinking. This volume also features the well-known poem "somewhere I have never travelled, gladly beyond," which glorifies love, nature, individualism, imaginative freedom, and the mystery of faith. The poems in the collection No Thanks, inspired by his trip to the Soviet Union, argue for artistic freedom. 50 Poems includes such popular pieces as "anyone lived in a pretty how town" and the elegy "my father moved through dooms of love." 1 x 1 presents Cummings as more optimistic and life-affirming than he had seemed during his period of personal and political disaffection in the 1930s. Structured in a pattern of darkness moving toward light, 1 x 1 begins with poems such as "a salesman is an it that stinks Excuse," which denigrate businessmen and politicians, and ends with pieces praising nature and love, including "yes is a pleasant country." In his late verse--XAIPE: Seventy-One Poems, 95 Poems, and the posthumously published 73 Poems--Cummings effects a softer, more elegiac note, displaying his affinity with New England Transcendentalism and English Romanticism.

Critical Reception

Critical opinion of Cummings's poems is markedly divided. Beginning with Tulips and Chimneys, reviewers described his verbal pyrotechnics and idiosyncratic arrangement of text as eccentric and self-indulgent, designed to call attention to the writing rather than to elucidate his themes. Some objected to Cummings's explicit treatment of sexuality, while others interpreted his depictions of social hypocrisy and banality as elitist. When his Collected Poems was published in 1938, Cummings's sharp satiric views caused some critics to accuse him of misanthropy. His later, more politically conservative poetry also came under attack for exhibiting traces of anti-Semitism, a charge that continues to be debated. Some reviewers, noting that Cummings's style did not change or develop significantly throughout his career, speculate that the poet exploited a style that suited him, while others fault Cummings for insufficient artistic growth. Many critics censured 50 Poems, accusing Cummings of relying too much on formulaic writing and habitual stylistic mannerisms. Despite these negative assessments, Cummings remains highly esteemed for many popular and frequently anthologized poems. It has been suggested that the scarcity of formal critical attention to his work simply reflects the fact that his verse does not lend itself to traditional academic explication. Cummings is remembered for his innovative, playful style, his celebration of love and nature, his focus on the primacy of the individual and freedom of expression, and his treatment of, in his own words, "ecstasy and anguish, being and becoming; the immortality of the creative imagination and the indomitability of the human spirit."

<Contemporary Literary Criticism Select. Detroit: Gale. From Literature Resource Center. >
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PERSONAL INFORMATION:

Family: Born October 14, 1894, in Cambridge, MA; died September 3, 1962, in North Conway, NH; buried in Forest Hills Cemetery, Boston, MA; son of Edward (a professor of sociology and political science and a Unitarian minister) and Rebecca Haswell (Clarke) Cummings; married Elaine Orr Thayer, March 19, 1924 (divorced, 1925); married Anne Minnerly Barton, May 1, 1929 (divorced, 1932); married (common law) Marion Morehouse, 1934; children: (first marriage) Nancy. Education: Harvard University, A.B. (magna cum laude), 1915, M.A., 1916. Memberships: National Academy of Arts and Letters.

CAREER:

Poet, painter, novelist, and playwright. Charles Eliot Norton Professor of Poetry, Harvard University, 1952-53. One-man exhibitions at American British Art Centre, 1949, and Rochester Memorial Gallery, 1959. Military service: Served as an ambulance driver with the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Service in France, 1917; detained on suspicion of treason and held in a French internment camp, 1917; U.S. Army, private, 1918-1919.

AWARDS:

Dial (magazine) Award, 1925, for distinguished service to American letters; Guggenheim fellowship, 1933 and 1951; Levinson Prize, Poetry (magazine), 1939; Shelley Memorial Award, Poetry Society of America, 1944; Academy of American Poets fellowship, 1950; Harriet Monroe Poetry Award, 1950; Eunice Teitjens Memorial Prize, Poetry, 1952; National Book Award special citation, 1955, for Poems, 1923-1954; Festival Poet, Boston Arts Festival, 1957; Bollingen Prize in Poetry, Yale University, 1958; Oscar Blumenthal Prize, Poetry, 1962.
Sidelights

"Among the most innovative of twentieth-century poets," according to Jenny Penberthy in the Dictionary of Literary Biography, E. E. Cummings experimented with poetic form and language to create a distinct personal style. A Cummings poem is spare and precise, employing a few key words eccentrically placed on the page. Some of these words were invented by Cummings, often by combining two common words into a new synthesis. He also revised grammatical and linguistic rules to suit his own purposes, using such words as "if," "am," and "because" as nouns, for example, or assigning his own private meanings to words. Despite their nontraditional form, Cummings' poems came to be popular with many readers. "No one else," Randall Jarrell claimed in his The Third Book of Criticism, "has ever made avant-garde, experimental poems so attractive to the general and the special reader." By the time of his death in 1962 Cummings held a prominent position in twentieth-century poetry. John Logan in Modern American Poetry: Essays in Criticism called him "one of the greatest lyric poets in our language." Stanley Edgar Hyman wrote in Standards: A Chronicle of Books for Our Time: "Cummings has written at least a dozen poems that seem to me matchless. Three are among the great love poems of our time or any time." Malcolm Cowley admitted in the Yale Review that Cummings "suffers from comparison with those [poets] who built on a larger scale--Eliot, Aiken, Crane, Auden among others--but still he is unsurpassed in his special field, one of the masters."

Cummings decided to become a poet when he was still a child. Between the ages of eight and twenty-two, he wrote a poem a day, exploring many traditional poetic forms. By the time he was in Harvard in 1916, modern poetry had caught his interest. He began to write avant-garde poems in which conventional punctuation and syntax were ignored in favor of a dynamic use of language. Cummings also experimented with poems as visual objects on the page. These early efforts were included in Eight Harvard Poets, a collection of poems by members of the Harvard Poetry Society.

After graduating from Harvard, Cummings spent a month working for a mail order book dealer. He left the job because of the tedium. In April of 1917, with the First World War raging in Europe and the United States not yet involved, he volunteered for the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Service in France. Ambulance work was a popular choice with those who, like Cummings, considered themselves to be pacifists. He was soon stationed on the French-German border with fellow American William Slater Brown, and the two young men became fast friends. To relieve the boredom of their assignment, they inserted veiled and provocative comments into their letters back home, trying to outwit and baffle the French censors. They also befriended soldiers in nearby units. Such activities led in September of 1917 to their being held on suspicion of treason and sent to an internment camp in Normandy for questioning. Cummings and Brown were housed in a large, one-room holding area along with other suspicious foreigners. Only outraged protests from his father finally secured Cummings' release in December of 1917; Brown was not released until April of the following year. In July of 1918, with the United States entering the war, Cummings was drafted into the U.S. Army and spent some six months at a training camp in Massachusetts.

Upon leaving the army in January of 1919, Cummings resumed his affair with Elaine Thayer, the wife of his friend Schofield Thayer. Thayer knew and approved of the relationship. In December of 1919 Elaine gave birth to Cummings' daughter, Nancy, and Thayer gave the child his name. Cummings was not to marry Elaine until 1924, after she and Thayer divorced. He adopted Nancy at this time; she was not to know that Cummings was her real father until 1948. This first marriage did not last long. Two months after their wedding, Elaine left for Europe to settle her late sister's estate. She met another man during the Atlantic crossing and fell in love with him. She divorced Cummings in 1925.

The early twenties were an extremely productive time for Cummings. In 1922 he published his first book, The Enormous Room, a fictionalized account of his French captivity. Critical reaction was overwhelmingly positive, although Cummings' account of his imprisonment was oddly cheerful in tone and freewheeling in style. He depicted his internment camp stay as a period of inner growth. As David E. Smith wrote in Twentieth Century Literature, The Enormous Room's emphasis "is upon what the initiate has learned from his journey. In this instance, the maimed hero can never again regard the outer world (i.e., `civilization') without irony. But the spiritual lesson he learned from his sojourn with a community of brothers will be repeated in his subsequent writings both as an ironical dismissal of the values of his contemporary world, and as a sensitive, almost mystical celebration of the quality of Christian love." John Dos Passos, in a review of the book for Dial, claimed that "in a style infinitely swift and crisply flexible, an individual not ashamed of his loves and hates, great or trivial, has expressed a bit of the underside of History with indelible vividness." Writing of the book in 1938, John Peale Bishop claimed in the Southern Review: "The Enormous Room has the effect of making all but a very few comparable books that came out of the War look shoddy and worn."

Cummings' first collection of poems, Tulips and Chimneys, appeared in 1923. His eccentric use of grammar and punctuation are evident in the volume, though many of the poems are written in conventional language. "The language of Tulips and Chimneys, ... like the imagery, the verse forms, the subject matter, and the thought, is sometimes good, sometimes bad," wrote Robert E. Maurer in the Bucknell Review. "But the book is so obviously the work of a talented young man who is striking off in new directions, groping for original and yet precise expression, experimenting in public, that it seems uncharitable to dwell too long on its shortcomings."

The original manuscript for Tulips and Chimneys was cut down by the publisher. These deleted poems were published in 1925 as &, so titled because Cummings wanted the original book to be titled Tulips & Chimneys but was overruled. Another collection quickly followed: XLI Poems, also in 1925. In a review of XLI Poems for Nation, Mark Van Doren defined Cummings as a poet with "a richly sensuous mind; his verse is distinguished by fluidity and weight; he is equipped to range lustily and long among the major passions." At the end of 1925 Dial magazine chose Cummings for their annual award of $2,000, a sum equalling a full year's income for the writer. The following year a new collection, Is 5, was published, for which Cummings wrote an introduction meant to explain his approach to poetry. In the introduction he argued forcefully for poetry as a "process" rather than a "product."

It was with these collections of the 1920s that Cummings established his reputation as an avant-garde poet conducting daring experiments with language. Speaking of these language experiments, M. L. Rosenthal wrote in The Modern Poets: A Critical Introduction: "The chief effect of Cummings' jugglery with syntax, grammar, and diction was to blow open otherwise trite and bathetic motifs through a dynamic rediscovery of the energies sealed up in conventional usage.... He succeeded masterfully in splitting the atom of the cute commonplace." "Cummings," Richard P. Blackmur wrote in The Double Agent: Essays in Craft and Elucidation, "has a fine talent for using familiar, even almost dead words, in such a context as to make them suddenly impervious to every ordinary sense; they become unable to speak, but with a great air of being bursting with something very important and precise to say." Bethany K. Dumas wrote in her E. E. Cummings: A Remembrance of Miracles that "more important than the specific devices used by Cummings is the use to which he puts the devices. That is a complex matter; irregular spacing ... allows both amplification and retardation. Further, spacing of key words allows puns which would otherwise be impossible. Some devices, such as the use of lowercase letters at the beginnings of lines ... allow a kind of distortion that often re-enforces that of the syntax.... All these devices have the effect of jarring the reader, of forcing him to examine experience with fresh eyes." S. I. Hayakawa also remarked on this quality in Cummings' poetry. "No modern poet to my knowledge," Hayakawa wrote in Poetry, "has such a clear, childlike perception as E. E. Cummings--a way of coming smack against things with unaffected delight and wonder. This candor ... results in breath-takingly clean vision." Norman Friedman explained in his E. E. Cummings: The Growth of a Writer that Cummings' innovations "are best understood as various ways of stripping the film of familiarity from language in order to strip the film of familiarity from the world. Transform the word, he seems to have felt, and you are on the way to transforming the world."

Other critics focused on the subjects of Cummings' poetry. Though his poetic language was uniquely his own, Cummings' poems were unusual because they unabashedly focused on such traditional and somewhat passe poetic themes as love, childhood, and flowers. What Cummings did with such subjects, according to Stephen E. Whicher in Twelve American Poets, was, "by verbal ingenuity, without the irony with which another modern poet would treat such a topic, create a sophisticated modern facsimile of the `naive' lyricism of Campion or Blake." This resulted in what Whicher termed "the renewal of the cliche." Penberthy detected in Cummings a "nineteenth-century romantic reverence for natural order over man-made order, for intuition and imagination over routine-grounded perception. His exalted vision of life and love is served well by his linguistic agility. He was an unabashed lyricist, a modern cavalier love poet. But alongside his lyrical celebrations of nature, love, and the imagination are his satirical denouncements of tawdry, defiling, flat-footed, urban and political life--open terrain for invective and verbal inventiveness."

This satirical aspect to Cummings' work drew both praise and criticism. His attacks on the mass mind, conventional patterns of thought, and society's restrictions on free expression, were born of his strong commitment to the individual. In the "nonlectures" he delivered at Harvard University Cummings explained his position: "So far as I am concerned, poetry and every other art was, is, and forever will be strictly and distinctly a question of individuality." As Penberthy noted, Cummings' consistent attitude in all of his work was "condemning mankind while idealizing the individual." "Cummings' lifelong belief," Bernard Dekle stated in Profiles of Modern American Authors, "was a simple faith in the miracle of man's individuality. Much of his literary effort was directed against what he considered the principal enemies of this individuality--mass thought, group conformity, and commercialism." For this reason, Cummings satirized what he called "mostpeople," that is, the herd mentality found in modern society. "At heart," Logan explained, "the quarrels of Cummings are a resistance to the small minds of every kind, political, scientific, philosophical, and literary, who insist on limiting the real and the true to what they think they know or can respond to. As a preventive to this kind of limitation, Cummings is directly opposed to letting us rest in what we believe we know; and this is the key to the rhetorical function of his famous language."

Cummings was also ranked among the best love poets of his time. "Love always was ... Cummings' chief subject of interest," Friedman wrote in his E. E. Cummings: The Art of His Poetry. "The traditional lyric situation, representing the lover speaking of love to his lady, has been given in our time a special flavor and emphasis by Cummings. Not only the lover and his lady, but love itself--its quality, its value, its feel, its meaning--is a subject of continuing concern to our speaker." Love was, in Cummings' poems, equated to such other concepts as joy and growth, a relationship which "had its source," wrote Robert E. Wegner in The Poetry and Prose of E. E. Cummings, "in Cummings' experience as a child; he grew up in an aura of love.... Love is the propelling force behind a great body of his poetry." Friedman noted that Cummings was "in the habit of associating love, as a subject, with the landscape, the seasons, the times of day, and with time and death--as poets have always done in the past."

Cummings' early love poems were frankly erotic and were meant to shock the Puritanical sensibilities of the 1920s. Penberthy noted that the poet's first wife, Elaine, inspired "scores of Cummings's best erotic poems." But, as Wegner wrote, "In time he came to see love and the dignity of the human being as inseparable." Maurer also commented on this change in Cummings' outlook; there was, Maurer wrote, a "fundamental change of attitude which manifested itself in his growing reverence and dedication to lasting love." Hyatt H. Waggoner, writing in American Poets from the Puritans to the Present, noted that "the love poems are generally, after the 1920s, religious in tone and implication, and the religious poems very often take off from the clue provided by a pair of lovers, so that often the two subjects are hardly, if at all, separable." Rushworth M. Kidder also noted this development in the love poems, and he traced the evolution of Cummings' thoughts on the subject. Writing in his E. E. Cummings: An Introduction to the Poetry, Kidder reported that in the early poems, love is depicted as "an echo of popularly romantic notions, and it grows in early volumes to a sometimes amorphous phenomenon seasoned by a not entirely unselfish lust. By [his] last poems, however, it has come to be a purified and radiant idea, unentangled with flesh and worlds, the agent of the highest transcendence. It is not far, as poem after poem has hinted, from the Christian conception of love as God." Waggoner concluded that Cummings "wrote some of the finest celebrations of sexual love and of the religious experience of awe and natural piety produced in our century, precisely at a time when it was most unfashionable to write such poems."

In addition to his poetry, Cummings was also known for his play, Him, and for the travel diary, Eimi. Him consisted of a sequence of skits drawing from burlesque, the circus, and the avant-garde, and jumping quickly from tragedy to grotesque comedy. The male character is named Him; the female character is Me. "The play begins," Harold Clurman wrote in Nation, "as a series of feverish images of a girl undergoing anaesthesia during an abortion. She is `me,' who thinks of her lover as `him.'" In the program to the play, staged at the Provincetown Playhouse, Cummings provided a warning to the audience: "Relax and give the play a chance to strut its stuff--relax, stop wondering what it's all `about'--like many strange and familiar things, Life included, this Play isn't `about,' it simply is. Don't try to enjoy it, let it try to enjoy you. DON'T TRY TO UNDERSTAND IT, LET IT TRY TO UNDERSTAND YOU." Clurman believed that "the play's purest element is contained in duos of love. They are the most sensitive and touching in American playwriting. Their intimacy and passion, conveyed in an odd exquisiteness of writing, are implied rather than declared. We realize that no matter how much `him' wishes to express his closeness to `me,' he is frustrated not only by the fullness of his feeling but by his inability to credit his emotion in a world as obscenely chaotic as the one in which he is lost."

In 1931 Cummings traveled to the Soviet Union. Like many other writers and artists of the time, he was hopeful that the communist revolution had created a better society. After a short time in the country, however, it became clear to Cummings that the Soviet Union was a dictatorship in which the individual was severely regimented by the state. His diary of the visit, in which he bitterly attacked the Soviet regime for its dehumanizing policies, was published in 1933 as Eimi, the Greek word for "I am." In it, he described the Soviet Union as an "uncircus of noncreatures." Lenin's tomb, in which the late dictator's preserved body is on display, especially revolted Cummings and inspired him to create the most impassioned writing in the book. "The style which Cummings began in poetry," Bishop wrote, "reaches its most complete development in the prose of Eimi. Indeed, one might almost say that, without knowing it, Cummings had been acquiring a certain skill over the years, in order that, when occasion arose, he might set down in words the full horror of Lenin's tomb." In tracing the course of his thirty-five day trip through the Soviet Union, Cummings made frequent allusion to Dante's Inferno and its story of a descent into Hell, equating the two journeys. It is only after crossing back into Europe at book's end that "it is once more possible for [Cummings] to assume the full responsibility of being a man...," Bishop wrote. "Now he knows there is but one freedom..., the freedom of the will, responsive and responsible, and that from it all other freedoms take their course." Kidder called Eimi "a report of the grim inhumanities of the Soviet system, of repression, apathy, priggishness, kitsch, and enervating suspicion." For some time after publication of Eimi, Kidder reported, Cummings had a difficult time getting his poetry published. The overwhelmingly left-wing publishers of the time refused to accept his work. Cummings had to resort to self-publishing several volumes of his work during the later 1930s.

In 1952, Cummings was invited to give the Charles Eliot Norton lectures in poetry at Harvard University. His lectures, later published as i: six nonlectures, were highly personal accounts of his life and work, "autobiographical rambles," as Penberthy described them. The first two lectures reminisce about his childhood and parents; the third lecture tells of his schooldays at Harvard, his years in New York, and his stay in Paris during the 1920s. The last three lectures present his own ideas about writing. In his conclusion to the lecture series Cummings summed up his thoughts with these words, quoting his own poetry where appropriate: "I am someone who proudly and humbly affirms that love is the mystery-of- mysteries, and that nothing measurable matters `a very good God damn'; that `an artist, a man, a failure' is no mere whenfully accreting mechanism, but a givingly eternal complexity--neither some soulless and heartless ultrapredatory infra-animal nor any understandingly knowing and believing and thinking automaton, but a naturally and miraculously whole human being--a feelingly illimitable individual; whose only happiness is to transcend himself, whose every agony is to grow."

Critics of Cummings' work were divided into two camps as to the importance of his career. His detractors called his failure to develop as a writer a major weakness; Cummings' work changed little from the 1920s to the 1950s. Others saw him as merely clever but with little lasting value beyond a few technical innovations. Still others questioned the ideas in his poetry, or seeming lack of them. George Stade in the New York Times Book Review claimed that "intellectually speaking, Cummings was a case of arrested development. He was a brilliant 20-year-old, but he remained merely precocious to the end of his life. That may be one source of his appeal." James G. Southworth, writing in Some Modern American Poets, argued that Cummings "is too much out of the stream of life for his work to have significance." Southworth went on to say that "the reader must not mistake Mr. Cummings for an intellectual poet."

But Cummings' supporters acclaimed his achievement. In a 1959 essay reprinted in his collection Babel to Byzantium, James Dickey proclaimed: "I think that Cummings is a daringly original poet, with more vitality and more sheer, uncompromising talent than any other living American writer." Although admitting that Cummings' work was not faultless, Dickey stated that he felt "ashamed and even a little guilty in picking out flaws" in the poems, a process he likened to calling attention to "the aesthetic defects in a rose. It is better to say what must finally be said about Cummings: that he has helped to give life to the language." In similar terms, Rosenthal explained that "Cummings's great forte is the manipulation of traditional forms and attitudes in an original way. In his best work he has the swift sureness of ear and idiom of a Catullus, and the same way of bringing together a racy colloquialism and the richer tones of high poetic style." Maurer believed that Cummings' best work exhibited "a new and delightful sense of linguistic invention, precise and vigorous." Penberthy concluded that "Cummings's achievement deserves acclaim. He established the poem as a visual object ... ; he revealed, by his x-ray probings, the faceted possibilities of the single word; and like such prose writers as Vladimir Nabokov and Tom Stoppard, he promoted sheer playfulness with language. Despite a growing abundance of second-rate imitations, his poems continue to amuse, delight, and provoke."

<Contemporary Authors Online. Detroit: Gale, 2003. From Literature Resource Center. >

