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			To my beloved wife, Susanne—“Walking through life with you, my dear, has been a very gracious thing”

			&

			To five good friends, gone too soon: James Atlas, Charlie Conrad, Dan Frank, Duncan Hannah, Peter Kaldheim

		

	
		
			
				“You are one of the people I count on for the future. See that you do not disappoint me.”

				—Amy Lowell to Malcolm Cowley, May 10, 1921

				“One must be an inventor to read well…. There is then creative reading as well as creative writing.”

				—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The American Scholar”

				“A good critic—we cannot help seeing, when we look back at any other age—is a much rarer thing than a good poet or a good novelist.”

				—Randall Jarrell, “Poets, Critics, and Readers”

			

		

	
		
			Introduction: 
The Cowley Era
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			In 1944 the careers of two of the most important American literary figures of the past century were at a low ebb.

			The more famous of the two was the novelist William Faulkner. Since the early thirties he’d produced an astonishing string of Modernist masterpieces dealing with the tragic and haunted aspects of Southern history, including The Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying, Light in August, Absalom, Absalom!, Go Down, Moses, and the immortal novella “The Bear.” His work had attracted positive and even passionate critical attention, but also a great deal of hostility regarding its difficulties in syntax and narrative structure and its often lurid subject matter. As a result, his sales had been meager, and by 1944 every one of his seventeen books to date was out of print and nearly impossible to find, aside from Sanctuary, a crime shocker that he claimed he’d written in 1931 for a quick payday. His publisher had even donated the printing plates for some of the books to be recycled for the war effort. Faulkner had to spend part of every year in Hollywood as a scriptwriter to support himself, his extended family, and his farm in Oxford, Mississippi, under contracts so draconian that he was not so much employed by Warner Bros. as indentured to them.

			Faulkner and his work seemed destined for oblivion. The great Scribner’s editor Maxwell Perkins had declared that “Faulkner is finished.” But one person refused to accept Perkins’s verdict and was determined to do something to prove him wrong. That person was the critic and editor Malcolm Cowley. Cowley was not famous exactly, but in the literary world, he had been a figure of considerable stature. He’d been in Paris in the twenties as a participant-observer at the birth of the Lost Generation, and as the literary editor of The New Republic, he’d held what was then one of the real power seats in American letters. Then, like so many other American writers, he’d become radicalized by the Great Depression in the thirties and taken a hard left turn politically, becoming an all too visible fellow traveler of the Communist Party. As a result, in 1941 he’d been shunted aside from his editorial responsibilities at the magazine and reduced to mere contributor status, a humiliating demotion that had serious financial consequences. Even worse, in 1942 he’d been very publicly forced to resign from his job in the Office of Facts and Figures in Washington after being hounded by the Dies Committee, Whittaker Chambers at Time, and the right-wing columnist for the Hearst papers, Westbrook Pegler. Banished to rural purdah in Sherman, Connecticut, he was faced with the problem of supporting himself, his wife, Muriel, and son, Robert, and of reviving a literary career in almost terminal disrepair.

			Luckily, he was thrown a financial lifeline by the Mellon Foundation: a so-called living grant of five years of income sufficient to live on. Relieved of the pressure of having to churn out freelance articles and reviews, Cowley turned to doing what he always did best: reading. And what he was reading was American literature in all its periods, including the twentieth century, in a quest to grasp its inner nature and its commonalities. One of the writers who attracted his attention most strongly was William Faulkner. It seemed to him that a very great literary injustice had been perpetrated. The critics had really only read Faulkner’s books one by one, and no one had fully grasped that each of his books was part of a much larger project, that of creating the myth and legend of the American South and its guilt-stained history. So Malcolm Cowley began to write a long critical essay to try to correct this injustice, and at a certain point he wrote to William Faulkner in Oxford to resolve some questions he had…

			What happened next was arguably the most successful rescue mission in American literary history, one that would reverse Faulkner’s drift into obscurity and lead to his recognition, well into his lifetime, as not just an American classic but a writer of world stature worthy of the Nobel Prize in Literature.

			That was hardly the only service Malcolm Cowley performed for American literature. In 1934 he wrote the first, and many feel the best, of the raft of Lost Generation memoirs, Exile’s Return. It set forth the durable template of revolt and reintegration of the artistic Americans who flocked to the Left Bank in the twenties to escape their country’s cultural limitations, only to rediscover the virtues of the country they’d fled. The critical introduction to a 1944 anthology he edited, The Portable Hemingway, proposed an entirely new way of looking at the writer and his work as the product of wartime trauma and with hidden depths that complicated and enriched the way we think of Hemingway for good. He played an important role in the Fitzgerald revival of the fifties—yes, F. Scott Fitzgerald needed reviving as well—as the editor of his short stories and a new edition of Tender Is the Night. As a consulting editor for the Viking Press he worked tirelessly and shrewdly for years to get his reluctant employer to publish Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, the book that can be said to have ignited the counterculture. At The New Republic in 1930 he’d published “Expelled,” an unsolicited first story from the eighteen-year-old John Cheever about being booted from Thayer Academy; later, Cowley would take Cheever under his wing and help him to get published in The New Yorker, where he would become that magazine’s signature fiction writer.

			Malcolm Cowley’s life story from 1898 to 1989 spanned most of what we still call the American Century, and he would be involved with just about everything and everybody of literary consequence during those years. That is not hyperbole; a list would include Faulkner, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Kerouac, and Cheever, as well as John Dos Passos, Ezra Pound, Hart Crane, Eugene O’Neill, E. E. Cummings, Ken Kesey, Thornton Wilder, Edmund Wilson, Archibald MacLeish, Alfred Kazin, Mary McCarthy, Lionel Trilling, James T. Farrell, Alexander Calder, Dwight Macdonald, Dawn Powell, John Updike, Kenneth Burke, Allen Tate, Conrad Aiken, Marianne Moore, Van Wyck Brooks, Wallace Stegner, Larry McMurtry, Dorothy Day, Mike Gold, Robert Penn Warren, John Berryman, Saul Bellow, and Eudora Welty. These were friends and working colleagues and students and sometimes bitter adversaries, whose work he’d reviewed and edited and championed and published, whom he’d made common cause and feuded with. He’d been with them on the battlefields of France as a volunteer driver during the Great War, in the tearooms and tenement apartments and low bars of bohemian Greenwich Village, in the cafés and boîtes of Montparnasse, fighting the little magazine wars of the twenties and the pitched ideological battles of the thirties, and later, after World War II had ended, creating the American literary canon and taking stock of how far our writing had come. With his passionate commitment to the cause of American literature and his instinct for what was fresh and valuable and likely to last, Cowley was in the thick of it, for longer and with greater influence than just about anybody else.

			Malcolm Cowley’s life also provides a vehicle for the larger story that this book tells, that of the triumph of American literature. At the time of his birth, it was considered to be a body of work of minor interest or importance. Certain of our nineteenth-century writers had been taken up enthusiastically in Europe—Cooper in Germany, Poe in France, Whitman in England—but they were thought to be isolated geniuses, not the flowers of a vigorous national literature. To be an American writer was to be regarded as provincial, backward, lacking in artistic polish or value. No one thought it odd when Henry James felt that he had to betake himself to Europe to realize himself as a novelist.

			By the time Malcolm Cowley died in 1989, all that had changed, spectacularly. Beginning with Sinclair Lewis in 1930, seven Americans had been awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, eight if you include T. S. Eliot, which you probably should. There were departments of American literature in universities around the country and across the globe. Writers everywhere looked to America for inspiration. Cowley played a central role in helping this come about.

			Malcolm Cowley was generally known as a critic and sometimes as an editor, but he was also an accomplished poet, a skilled translator from the French, a memoirist, a literary historian, a university teacher of writing and literature, and a skilled administrator and all-round operator. The term for this sort of person used to be “man of letters,” a phrase that now has an archaic ring to it, and which is also, with a nod to Mary McCarthy, Hannah Arendt, Joan Didion, Elizabeth Hardwick, et al., sexist. But becoming a person of letters was Cowley’s real ambition as a young writer, and a perfectly reasonable one. There were plenty of these learned and versatile people around for most of his life and he would succeed in turning himself into an admirable example of the type. Also, in his quiet way, a powerful one. Persons of letters used to be influential tastemakers, proposing standards of judgment and applying those standards to the established and the aspiring, the living and the dead. Cowley’s story demonstrates how the system of literary reputation and canon formation worked, and how one determined actor bent it to his tastes and convictions.

			The authors and their novels and stories and poems and plays and essays that fill the literary textbooks and anthologies and college reading lists can seem to arrive with the solidity and inevitability of almost papal authority and tautological reasoning. They are in the anthologies because they are great, and they are great because they are in the anthologies. In point of fact, a literary career and a posthumous reputation are unpredictable, dependent on accident and timing and broader shifts in taste. A change can arrive in a moment with just the right (or the wrong) essay in just the right publication, or slowly, the way the tides can either build up or erode a beach over decades. Malcolm Cowley was a player who understood this system as well as anyone ever has. His career is a master class in how the literary Game of Thrones was played in the twentieth century, and, to a certain extent, to this day.

			This book has been gestating for a long time. In the early seventies I had newly graduated from college and was suffering from an acute case of the English major blues. It was the dispiriting Watergate/post-Vietnam era; the country was low in the water and so was I. At the end of my college education, I had contracted a passion for American literature and was now reading as much of the stuff on my own as I could manage. I suppose I was, like the American literary intellectuals of the forties, searching for “a usable past” as solace for the squalid national estate and my own frustrations and perplexities.

			At just this moment—on Sunday, May 6, 1973, to be precise—I came upon a long and perfectly gorgeous review in The New York Times Book Review by William Styron of A Second Flowering: Works and Days of the Lost Generation by a writer I had never heard of, Malcolm Cowley. So persuasive was Styron about that book’s merits, and so in sync was its subject matter with my reading at the time, that I got myself to the Strand Bookstore to buy a half-price review copy, $7.95 full retail being way beyond my means. In writing so personally and at the same time with such critical acumen about the towering yet often flawed figures of the Lost Generation, this man Cowley acquainted me with a fact my otherwise excellent undergraduate English courses had failed to address: that writers were actual people. In my hero-worshipping frame of mind, this had never really occurred to me.

			I was smitten, and in time I would read Exile’s Return with equal avidity and admiration. By 1981, I had gotten myself together professionally and a happy providence arranged for me to begin a job as a trade paperback editor at Viking Penguin, the publisher where Malcolm Cowley was still employed as a consulting editor. One day he was in the office for a meeting and I was introduced to him, whereupon I experienced exactly the same feelings that Billy Crystal felt when he was introduced to Mickey Mantle. In shaking the hand of this deaf and elderly man, I was but one degree of separation from the giants of American literature he’d known and written about so movingly in A Second Flowering. I would meet him casually two or three more times, and a couple of years before his death, I actually became his last editor at Viking, seeing into print the monumental volume The Selected Correspondence of Kenneth Burke and Malcolm Cowley and commissioning The Portable Malcolm Cowley.

			In 2014, I would review in Bookforum another, even more monumental volume, The Long Voyage: Selected Letters of Malcolm Cowley, 1915–1987, edited by the superb scholar of American literature Hans Bak. I tried my best to be as convincing on its merits and importance as William Styron had been. In my final paragraph I made the assertion that, as important as the book was, what was really needed was a biography that could do for Malcolm Cowley what A. Scott Berg’s Max Perkins had done for its subject. Over the course of my career as a book editor, I’d actually been in search of an author to write that book, but no suitable candidate had ever emerged. And then one late afternoon, on a commuter bus heading north on the eastern spur of the New Jersey Turnpike, the fatal thought entered my mind that I needed to write that book, or something like it. I did my level best to make that thought go away, but as you can see from the book you hold in your hand, I was unsuccessful.

			Some final words about this book. If you are looking to find out what Malcolm Cowley was up to on any given day in his life, you are unlikely to do so in the pages that follow. I fly over large tracts of that life in order to focus on the consequential episodes that truly define his place in American letters. When I have described the book I was working on, I resorted to the inadequate descriptors “a biographical study” or sometimes “a sort-of-biography.” No one seeking fame would be foolish enough to pursue it by becoming a literary critic, but even so, Malcolm Cowley’s name recognition in comparison to his achievements is considerably lower than that of such comparable figures as Edmund Wilson, Alfred Kazin, or Lionel Trilling. When I tell my well-read friends that I have been working on a book about Malcolm Cowley, they usually think at first that I am writing about Malcolm Lowry. I wanted to reverse the polarity of his diminishing profile by writing a readable and lively book of digestible size that foregrounded his immense achievements on behalf of American writing, one that could draw an educated general reader into his life and career. A standard-issue biography seemed antithetical to my intentions. It is up to you to decide to what extent I may have succeeded.

			I’ll close with some cautions and caveats. There is a great deal of politics in this book, and I wish there could have been less. So, to be sure, would Malcolm Cowley himself. But the hyper-political thirties represented both the zenith of his influence and power and the nadir of his judgment, and they needed to be unpacked and considered, as did the long-term effects of his mistakes on his position in American literary history. I touch only glancingly on Malcolm Cowley’s private life, to the extent that it is necessary to understand his character and inner wellsprings. And Malcolm Cowley’s life and career and milieu were very white, very middle class and sometimes privileged, very male, and very heterosexual. He was a man of his era. He had a genuine feeling for ordinary American life, especially rural life, but his interest in the working class coincided with the brief vogue for the proletarian novel and waned after that. He was in no way a misogynist and he respected and worked with a great many women, but he was also capable of using the slighting term “lady novelist” in a review. He could also use the word “pansy” in the same fashion, even though he knew that two of his closest friends, the poet Hart Crane and the critic Newton Arvin, were gay. He evinced no particular interest in Black writing and writers from the Harlem Renaissance to the Black Arts period, a conspicuous lacuna in his portfolio. (He did cowrite a pioneering history of the Atlantic slave trade, Black Cargoes.) In short, it would be a mistake to try to present or judge Malcolm Cowley from our current-day perspective. He can’t be fit into the mold and I don’t try to do so.

			Toward the end of his life, an excited woman, a Cowley superfan, came up to him after a lecture and gushed, “Oh, Mister Cowley, I love your era!” She almost certainly meant the high twenties, but the Cowley Era really extended over most of the twentieth century. During the course of engaging with his work and career for (and this is startling to contemplate) more than fifty years, I have come to love his era, and Malcolm Cowley himself, too. I hope The Insider can accomplish something similar for you.

		

	
		
			
				One.

				Boy in Sunlight
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			Although he wrote two memoirs, Malcolm Cowley would never produce a full-scale autobiography. He did, however, regard the 1968 edition of his more or less complete poems, Blue Juniata: A Life, as his real autobiography, the poems being arranged not chronologically but in a fashion meant to convey a sense of his inner and outer life over the decades. He chose to begin that book with his pastoral poem “Boy in Sunlight.” Written in 1967, the poem reads very much like an update of that old American chestnut, once obligatory in all most-loved-poems anthologies, John Greenleaf Whittier’s 1855 “The Barefoot Boy.” (“Blessings on thee, little man, / Barefoot boy, with cheek of tan!,” etc.) In contrast to Whittier, Cowley strips away the conventional sentiment from his memory of himself on a boyhood ramble through the Pennsylvania countryside, fishing pole in hand. Instead, he substitutes a kind of precisionist imagery, fitting for a poet who’d bumped up against most of the major poets of the twentieth century in one fashion or another.

			The “boy in sunlight,” the younger Cowley, has caught four small trout and now carries them in an old lard bucket. He finds a sunny spot above a pool in a burnt-down former stand of hemlock and sits down to eat his lunch of corn pone and to doze, half asleep but still alert, “like a snake on the stone.” He takes everything in, the buzzing insects, a hovering hawk, the blue mountain sky, and then a kind of transmigration between boy and landscape happens. “The land absorbs him into itself, / as he absorbs the land, the ravaged woods, the pale sky, / not to be seen, but as a way of seeing; / not to be judged, but as a way of judgment; / not even to remember, but stamped in the bone.” Sixty-plus years after the event, he would recall this moment as “a rite of initiation: the countryside marked me as its own, as if a surveyor had scarred a witness tree.”

			Cowley’s feeling for the countryside of the town of Belsano in Cambria County, Pennsylvania, where he was born and where he spent long summers on his family’s farm until he went away to college at the age of seventeen, indelibly marked what he would call “the essential me.” For his entire adult life, he lived and worked at the highest level of American literary society, a place he felt comfortable and confident in. But in his innermost self he would always at some level be that footloose, barefoot boy—literally barefoot, as he would take off his city shoes in the middle of May and not have to put them on until the middle of October. It was a place he could always retreat to in his mind, and not just as a poet. He would think of Cambria County as “the real beginning of the Midwest,” which helped him identify with those Midwestern writers like Anderson, Hemingway, and Fitzgerald. And Belsano represented something primordial to Malcolm Cowley, a distinctly American kind of freedom and community that he would lament the waning and then extinction of as progress made its inexorable inroads into an older, fragile, rural way of life.

			Country existence influenced his outer manner as well as his inner life. “Look at the hands if you get a chance,” the poet John Peale Bishop wrote to his Princeton classmate Edmund Wilson in the twenties. “The plowboy of the western world who has been to Paris.” Alfred Kazin recalled that “whenever you crossed Malcolm directly, he would sidle into his familiar role of the slow-moving and slow-talking country boy.” Kazin thought that Cowley was, as the saying goes, country-boying him, and maybe he was, a bit. But the slow-talking aspect of Malcolm Cowley was not an act he put on to gull the fast-talking urban intellectuals. He spoke slowly because he thought carefully, revising his words in his head before he said them. His mental metabolism was just that much more measured and unhurried than theirs, and it marked him as different.

			Belsano was a rural community of a few hundred people on the tablelands west of the Allegheny mountain range, seventy miles due east of Pittsburgh and sixteen miles north of Johnstown, site of the tragic flood of 1889 that claimed thousands of lives. Malcolm Cowley was born there on August 24, 1898, in the farmhouse owned by his father William Cowley’s family. It was an exceptionally difficult birth for his mother, Josephine Hutmacher Cowley. His father had been called away to Norfolk, Virginia, to care for his brother David Cowley, who had volunteered for service in Cuba during the Spanish-American War and was thought to be dying of typhus. His pregnant mother was left alone in Belsano with his aunt Margaret, who seems to have been ignorant of the physical facts of life and certainly was of little help in an emergency. Josephine went into labor and the terrified Margaret locked herself in a closet while her sister moaned in agony for two harrowing days. Someone finally heard the moans and rode his horse (there were no telephones or “horseless carriages”) some miles to the nearest coal mining camp to summon a company doctor. He arrived in a thunderstorm just in time to save both the mother and the newborn infant.

			Malcolm Cowley’s mother was so shaken by the whole episode that she vowed never to have another child, a promise she kept. How she and her husband managed this is unknown. They were ignorant of even the rudimentary methods of birth control of the time, and William Cowley’s Swedenborgian faith regarded contraception of any kind as a sin against God’s will. Their son believed that they abstained from sex for the next thirty-nine years of their marriage and that his mother may have directed all that pent-up celibate energy into her many offbeat ventures and activities.

			The country Cowley was born in that August day was undergoing a world-shaping series of transformations. Military activity in the Spanish-American War, that “splendid little war,” as John Hay dubbed it, had ceased, and the United States found itself in possession of overseas territory and launched on its path to global superpower status. Domestically the country was well on its way to its transformation from an agricultural to an industrial civilization and an economic juggernaut, dominated by all-powerful corporate trusts. That transformation created both previously unthinkable wealth and great domestic strife, as the gulf widened between hyper-prosperity at the top and exploited and immiserated farmers, laborers, and immigrants toward the bottom. The rise of a fervent populism and militant unionism, both sometimes prone to violence, created a counterreaction in progressivism, a movement of “the best people” to lessen and defang class strife with steady but incremental social, economic, and political reform. Few of these developments were evident in the sleepy life of Belsano, but they would shape the future of all of its inhabitants, including its newest arrival.

			Josephine Cowley was thirty-four years of age when she had her only child. She’d been born Josephine Hutmacher in 1864 in Quincy, Illinois, on the east bank of the Mississippi River. She was the eldest daughter in a family of eleven children, five boys and six girls. Her father, Rudolph, had emigrated from Germany to avoid conscription into the Prussian army. Her mother, Rosa Josephina Stuckenberg, came from a family of German Catholic settlers in Louisville, Kentucky, and her children were raised Catholic. The family was prosperous. Rudolph ran a wholesale ice business whose source in Quincy Bay was prized for its purity; his chief customer was the Anheuser-Busch brewery in St. Louis, to which he shipped the ice on barges down the Mississippi. On the edge of town, he built a large brick house with a cupola, overlooking a cornfield, where he and Rosa raised their large family.

			Josephine Hutmacher’s education was truncated: five years in parochial school and one year of boarding at St. Mary’s Academy in Nauvoo, sixty miles away. She learned from the nuns “to write a fine, legible hand,” her son remembered, but “not how to punctuate.” Then she was taken out of school and put to work by her mother as “a household slavey.” Sentenced to unending domestic drudgery, she learned to sew, bake pies, launder and iron shirtwaists, and change diapers, and she performed these tasks and others year after year with no respite. Photos from this time show her to be a handsome young woman, with a nose that flared at the tip, a feature her son would inherit. She was not allowed to have suitors, and her mother constantly scolded her and made her feel unfit for a life outside the home. It was an oppressive existence with little prospect for happiness ahead, so when her younger sisters all got married and her older brothers left home to start their business careers, she did something bold for a single woman of the time: She left home. Like a character in one of the Naturalist novels that were beginning to be written by Dreiser and Crane, she struck out for the big city, in this case bustling Pittsburgh. She would find work as a seamstress for a dressmaking shop named Young Modiste. She was thirty-three and badly wanted to get married. And then Dr. William Cowley, a homeopathic physician of the same age and also conveniently in want of a mate, came along. They had vastly different backgrounds and Josephine was four inches taller than her prospective husband—they would never be photographed standing next to each other, only seated—but despite all that, they would marry.

			The Cowleys were Scotch Irish Presbyterians who’d immigrated to Pittsburgh in the 1840s from the north of Ireland. They’d settled on Troy Hill, where their next-door neighbors were a family named the Carnegies. In fact, Malcolm Cowley’s great-uncle William had been one of the original partners in the Carnegie Iron Works, but he died of fever during the Civil War in a Confederate prisoner-of-war camp and his share of the enterprise was sold. The idea that very great wealth had once been within their grasp may have given the Cowley family an exaggerated sense of stature that exceeded their actual worldly position. Cowley’s grandfather David, who married his deceased brother’s fiancée, threw over the family Presbyterianism to join a small Christian sect devoted to the writings of the eighteenth-century Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg. He was a homeopathic physician, and his son William Cowley, Malcolm’s father, followed him into that profession and was also a devout Swedenborgian.

			Malcolm Cowley would describe his father, William, whom he called Popsie, as “an impractical, wholly lovable man.” Both William Cowley’s choice of profession and his religious affiliation placed him far outside the American mainstream. Homeopathy was an alternative form of medical practice that had been founded by a man named Samuel Hahnemann in Germany in the late eighteenth century. The central idea was that by giving a patient controlled amounts of drugs that would cause symptoms similar to the disease they suffered from, that disease could be cured. Today the word “quackery” is often used to characterize homeopathy, but it was fairly popular in the nineteenth century. And though some now see it as a forerunner of today’s alternative medicine, it was regarded by the medical establishment—then and now—as unorthodox and unproven. It was certainly no path to prestige or prosperity.

			Popsie’s Swedenborgian religion was even more eccentric. While at no time did the Swedenborgian “New Church” have more than a few thousand adherents in this country, Swedenborg himself was taken seriously by many serious people as a religious figure; in Representative Men, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote of this eighteenth-century Swedish mystic in the company of no less than Plato, Shakespeare, Napoleon, and Goethe, and called him “the Last Father of the Church…not likely to have a successor.” Famous American Swedenborgians included John Chapman, aka Johnny Appleseed; Robert Frost, who was baptized in the Church; and Henry James Sr., the father of the writers William and Henry James. Church members would gather in small groups for hours to read Swedenborg’s texts and discuss their meaning. Malcolm Cowley remembered having to sit through hours of this sort of thing on Sundays to please his father, fidgeting with extreme boredom, and being read the Bible before bedtime and at noon when not at school. The religion never took with him, disappointing his father. Josephine was baptized into the Swedenborgian Church of the New Jerusalem, but she, like her son, took no real interest in its doctrines or texts. The Cowley family, described by Cowley as “intellectuals of a sort, though impoverished,” did, though, one of the reasons they rather looked down on his energetic and practical mother.

			In Pittsburgh the Cowley family moved into the newly constructed three-story Wallace Building in the commercial East Liberty section, which Cowley described as “a generally prosperous, semi-suburban area.” On the ground floor were shops, and above them were apartments and offices where music teachers and physicians not overly in demand, like William Cowley, practiced. It was an isolated place for the new family to live, as the area cleared out after business hours. Cowley remembered that after the janitor of the Wallace Building moved away with his two daughters, he had no other playmates. He would roam by himself around the East Liberty area and even farther afield, exploring vacant lots and sometimes getting into fights with local boys and returning home with a bloody nose.

			Or he would read, that favorite activity of the only child with an active imagination. He learned at age six, and he never stopped. It was a big life change. “You learned to read and you weren’t my boy any more. You lay on the floor reading a book, and I couldn’t get a word out of you,” his mother once told him. Josephine was in no way bookish, and he’d departed for a world she was unable to enter.

			Another big change arrived when Cowley was nine years old. An economic panic had closed most of the Pittsburgh steel mills and Popsie’s patients could no longer pay their bills—he was too diffident and kind to be much of a collector of overdue payments—and his income was cut in half. This was a period of serious financial difficulty and near-Dickensian shortages in the life of the family. He recalled, “The Cowleys were regarded as being quite strange, if harmless, and too poor to clothe themselves properly. In the Pittsburgh winters I didn’t have an overcoat until I was fifteen.” After three winters of this, his mother finally bought him a raincoat she found on sale.

			Cowley grew up as a boy who had infrequent contact with his parents, who were content to allow him to go his own way with little or no supervision. Except for dinner he generally ate his meals alone, cooked for him by a local woman they paid a small amount for such domestic chores. In the summer that he was eleven, his mother was called back from Belsano to Pittsburgh by a family crisis and he was left alone in the country house for a whole month. He could charge groceries at the local general store, but he’d never learned how to cook. The upshot was that at the end of the month, he was suffering from sores on his legs, the result of malnutrition and scurvy. Cowley relates this story neutrally and without judgment, but the parental carelessness on display speaks for itself.

			Even at the dawn of the last century, Belsano and the other towns in Cambria County were communities in economic and environmental decline. The area was dotted with coal mines and huge ovens that produced the coke needed to make steel. Cowley remembered one of them as “the God-awfulest mining camp in Pennsylvania; all the trees gone, all the houses squalid, and not even a company store.” Many of the streams and creeks that had once teemed with trout now ran orange-yellow with sulfuric acid from the mine runoff. The worst destruction took place in 1907 when the Vintondale Lumber Company undertook to cut down the local hemlock forest, not for the timber but for the tree bark that was used for tanning leather. They left behind the birch and beech trees, and shortly after, devastating fires erupted, “turning,” Cowley would remember, “thousands of acres into black meadows where ashes stirred in the breeze.”

			The young men began to drift away west and south to find work elsewhere in the steel mills and factories, and the area became a region for the old and the very young. Things went downhill socially and communally, an atomized every-man-for-himself condition evident in the bad roads, shabby churches, and forest fires that were allowed to rage. As a result, Cowley had a well-trained eye for the environmental damage and social decline that so often go hand in hand and took note of and wrote about it as he traveled about the country on journalistic assignments. Belsano and environs, its rural beauty, its relics of an older way of life, and its modern decline and decay, would provide the raw material for many of the finest poems in Blue Juniata, the collection that he would augment and revise for most of his adult life.

			As a young boy, Cowley attended a one-room schoolhouse with about fifty students in Belsano, until October, when his family would close up the farmhouse and move back to Pittsburgh. This exposed him to an older American style of education. There were no formal grades but only so-called reader classes in various subjects, and the sole teacher, generally sturdy milkmaid types from the local normal school, allowed the students to progress at their own rate. For the most part, though, he was educated back in Pittsburgh, at the Shakespeare School for his first seven years and then one year at the three-room Liberty School. For four months at age thirteen he attended a Swedenborgian school near Philadelphia, his father’s last-ditch effort to interest his son in religion. He insisted on coming home.

			Cowley would find in school both a cure to his loneliness and isolation and an arena where he could excel. His skill at reading and his ability to concentrate on tasks set before him meant that he was recognized by his teachers and classmates as an academic standout. The solitary boy had to wear shoes, but he found a place where he could be socialized and also praised for his achievements.

			One of Cowley’s classmates at Liberty School was Kenneth Burke, who would become his closest friend, an unbreakable association that would extend over his entire long life. As teenagers they would regularly meet up in the reading room of the big Carnegie Library in Pittsburgh. The library, like many others at the time, had certain books under restriction that were “not to be issued to minors,” and those were, naturally, the books Cowley and Burke were keenest to read. Some of them, like the works of Arthur Schnitzler, were considered sexy and even borderline pornographic by the standards of the time, and some, like the plays of George Bernard Shaw, dealt with subversive ideas like socialism and the flaws of capitalism.

			After the library closed at ten o’clock, they would walk the three miles home through the quiet residential streets back to East Liberty, conversing loudly on topics ranging from the problem of impressing girls despite their pimples to the books they’d just read and the ones they planned to write. Burke recalled, “We started out just talking back and forth, just talking, and then, by God, first thing you know we began to have something to talk about…. by that time, whenever I thought of something I thought I was talking about it to Malcolm.” Cowley felt the same way. That conversation, carried on later via letters as well as in person, might have been interrupted at times, but it really never stopped.

			After Liberty School, Cowley would attend the brand-new Peabody High School in Pittsburgh—a “big town high school,” Cowley called it, of about eleven hundred pupils. It was one of the thousands of American public high schools in the earlier decades of the twentieth century that managed to impart a rigorous and demanding education at no cost to any student who wanted one and could handle the work. With rare exceptions, all the students were white and middle class, and they divided themselves into the usual cliques: the football crowd, the social crowd, and the literary crowd, toward which Cowley of course gravitated immediately. He remembers them, and himself, in Exile’s Return as the boys who read books that had not been assigned and “were shy, noisy, ill-dressed and helped to edit the school magazine.” These insecure and dreamy but also sometimes brilliant boys were familiar types, nursing alternating feelings of superiority and inferiority.

			They had no American writer whom they felt they could model themselves on, “no one who spoke directly to our youth, no one for us to follow with a single heart.” They didn’t read Henry James, and William Dean Howells represented a literary establishment they disdained. Melville might have filled the bill, but he’d died in obscurity and his revival was some years in the future. There was no equivalent American writer who could do for them what Fitzgerald and Hemingway and then Kerouac and Salinger and Heller did in later years for the younger set. So they turned to the English authors: beginning with Kipling and Stevenson, then on to Hardy, Meredith, and Gissing and Conrad, and finally Wilde and Shaw, whose showy sense of paradox pleased them because it seemed so modern.

			The one American periodical that genuinely captured the interest and devotion of the Peabody litterateurs was The Smart Set, which mixed metropolitan wit and chatter with the advanced fiction of the day. In 1913 its editor, Willard Huntington Wright, hired Ezra Pound as his talent scout for Europe and opened the spigot to the best writing then coming out of Europe. This landed like an alien spaceship in Peabody High: “It seemed that a new world was being revealed to us, that it was time to smash the Victorian gods, open all the windows, go floating off on a cloud of dream toward golden Vienna and Paris the City of Lights.” Life, as always, was elsewhere to the young literary romantics, but The Smart Set gave them a powerful taste of the real thing until the subscribers revolted and Wright was cashiered. The magazine would later be taken over by H. L. Mencken and George Jean Nathan, and they helped to create the tone of the twenties. By senior year, though, Cowley would decide that Mencken’s “perpetual mockery [was] a rather slender diet,” and he was “the greatest existing menace to American letters.”

			Cowley’s arrival at Peabody ignited his literary impulses and ambitions, which now had an outlet. The dreamy, ill-dressed, barefoot loner saw his opportunities and he took them. He wasn’t an opportunist really, but he knew who was who and what was what in almost any situation and would position himself accordingly. That is what ambitious and talented people do. He also had a gift for leadership that isn’t found all that often in the literarily inclined. Many years later he would claim in letters to Burke that both of them had assiduously avoided becoming famous until they were in their fifties and were able to handle it. This was disingenuous misremembering. Cowley’s energy for achievement and need for approval were evident from the start and never flagged.

			What was, to borrow the title of one of Cowley’s later books, the literary situation facing a writer in the first decade and a half of the new century? Since the Civil War, something that was referred to as the Genteel Tradition had reigned largely unchallenged. Literature was meant to focus the reader’s attention on the higher and finer things. The bare and vulgar facts of private and economic life were to be kept well away from the parlor. Cowley explained that “Victorianism, transplanted to America, had become intermingled with native characteristics, notably with New England Puritanism. This, in turn, had become the tendency to divide practical life from the life of the mind, just as Sunday was divided from the days of the week.” Or as he also put it, “The whole territory of literature was thought to lie on the right side of the railroad tracks, in the chiefly feminine realm of beauty, art, religion, culture and the ideal.” The result was that “culture” became something to be acquired as an accomplishment rather than being integrated into the larger life of the nation, and our official approved literature had become refined and bloodless. There were plenty of exceptions to this generalization—Whitman and Twain spring immediately to mind—but the stifling atmosphere of gentility, allied to the ingrained American hostility to intellectualism and the tendency to genuflect to England in matters of culture, had drained our native literary vitality.

			The first revolt against gentility was mounted by a group of writers who became known as the Naturalists. American Naturalism was a literary movement that derived from earlier developments in Europe, chiefly that Darwin’s idea of evolution meant that all life could be understood scientifically and was subject to natural laws. In his epic series of novels dissecting every level and sector of French civilization, Émile Zola put forth the idea that those laws were necessary to understand and apply in order to frame the behavior of literary characters. Zola’s example galvanized the American Naturalists. Writers like Theodore Dreiser in Sister Carrie and The Financier, Frank Norris in McTeague and The Octopus, and Upton Sinclair in The Jungle were the literary allies of the muckraking journalists, placing before the reading public the unvarnished truths as they saw them of greed, sex, exploitation, corruption, and the drive for power in American life. If, as many critics have observed, they did so sometimes crudely and with a lack of literary polish, they nonetheless crashed into the house of gentility and set themselves down in the parlor to stay.

			Something else was brewing in the background. Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot, the prime exemplars of the twentieth-century literary movement that would be known as Modernism, were born in 1874, 1885, and 1888, respectively. They all felt they’d had to expatriate themselves to Europe to engineer their revolution, but the literature of the twentieth century had a distinct American accent as a result of their mentoring and writing and ideas.

			Of equal significance was the extraordinary cluster of important American writers who were born just before or just after the turn of the century. They would include Dorothy Parker, born in 1893; E. E. Cummings, born in 1894; Edmund Wilson, born in 1895; John Dos Passos and F. Scott Fitzgerald, born in 1896; William Faulkner and Thornton Wilder, born in 1897; Ernest Hemingway and Hart Crane, born in 1899; Thomas Wolfe, born in 1900; Langston Hughes, born in 1902; and Nathanael West, born in 1904. These writers and others would form a literary generation that would in effect take ownership of the new century by sheer force of their talent and determination and, in the process, put paid to doubts that America could be the source and subject of great literature. Malcolm Cowley would devote most of his life to making it clear how and why this was so.

			At Peabody, Cowley gravitated immediately to the Debating Club and the Literary Society, the two welcoming places for the verbally adept and literarily inclined, and made his mark quickly. He also wrote for the school paper and just missed becoming the editor in chief. As both a debater and a writer he would get his name in the local papers, The Pittsburgh Press and The Pittsburgh Post, fairly regularly. And he made the list of honors students at Peabody, and would end up graduating second in his class.

			Cowley’s first real literary ambition was to be a poet, and his poems would appear regularly in the school’s literary magazine, The Peabody. Elected the class poet, he wrote the class poem and read it at graduation: “Till the Journey Be Ended,” which is overstuffed with hackneyed sea voyage imagery and rhymes. He also wrote short stories for the literary magazine.

			Peabody High School was very good to, and for, Malcolm Cowley. He was so well educated that he was able to skip past the introductory English classes at the most demanding university in the country. It socialized a dreamy loner and prepared him to enter the wider world with some confidence. Belsano may have made him, but Peabody High School launched him.

			Graduation broke up Cowley’s old gang; Burke’s family had moved to Weehawken and he was sad to be separated from his friend and literary foil. Cowley badly wanted to go to Harvard because he knew that that was where famous writers came from and that was what he planned to be himself. So he took the entrance exam, did well on it, and applied for a scholarship from the Harvard Club of Western Pennsylvania. While he awaited word, he went back to Belsano and fretted and wrote letters to Burke and got a job digging ditches. In late August, he finally got the news that he had been awarded a $150 scholarship to Harvard, which would cover the cost of a year’s tuition. He was expected to arrive there on September 26.

			Cowley’s father was upset that his son would be attending a college not only a considerable distance away from Pittsburgh, but a Unitarian New England one at that. From the Swedenborgian point of view, Unitarians were not all that far removed from atheists. But he understood his son’s ambitions and contributed to the cost of his schooling. Malcolm Cowley and Popsie would always enjoy an uncomplicated and loving relationship, even as the son would eventually enter a world that made Unitarians look like Swedenborgians.

			Matters were very different, and strained, between mother and son. It is not uncommon for a boy beloved by his mother to begin to pull back from her at a certain point in order to assert his independence. This is usually a phase, though, and after some period of time, son and mother can find their way back to each other. This never happened between Malcolm Cowley and his mother.

			Late in life he would try to come to terms with this breach; he carried with him a burden of guilt over his own neglect and distance. In 1978 at the age of eighty he would publish a somber poem, “Prayer on All Saints’ Day,” that is directly addressed to his mother and reads like an unburdening and a settling of accounts. He finds things to place on the credit side of the ledger, like having lived a life of achievement and “not ever slipping a knife in the back” of his associates. But lines like “this I have failed to do” and “it is what I haven’t done that tortures me at night” reveal an unquiet conscience. It is really a prayer seeking absolution, as the final line, “Forgive my absences,” makes clear.

			Someone looking at the broad scope of Malcolm Cowley’s life cannot help but notice its contradictions. He grew up as an only child and a loner by instinct, happiest on long summer days rambling by himself in the countryside of Belsano when No Trespassing signs were nonexistent. Religiously, professionally, and temperamentally his parents lived well to one side from the muscular Christianity and go-getter/get ahead ethos that characterized the main currents of American culture in the first decades of the last century. They weren’t in the least bohemian or politically oppositional; they were simply different and more than a little apart from the wider society. And yet, their son would become a highly public figure and a man of institutions, adept at both running them and working from within to bend them to his own ends. An insider. This only child and barefoot wanderer had a large gift for friendships, some of them lasting almost his lifetime, and he carried on correspondences with many dozens of people over the course of decades. He would find a way to balance the two sides of his being: the inward and solitary Boy in Sunlight and the outward-facing and shrewdly sociable Man in the Arena.
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			Malcolm Cowley arrived at Harvard in late September of 1915, a very young seventeen years of age, eager and ambitious but acned and unsure of himself as well. Pittsburgh was five hundred miles from Boston and the train journey would have taken the better part of a day, with ample time to dream and to fret. But in Cambridge he would have to travel, in social and intellectual terms, a considerably longer distance, a treacherous passage full of pitfalls and subtle slights and humiliations. He was a “scholarship boy,” and in those pre-meritocratic times the appellation carried with it a distinct social stigma, especially in the rigidly class-bound precincts of Harvard and Boston. Every year Harvard would publish a list of its students who had been awarded scholarships, and those whose awards came with stipends attached would be placed in their own category. It was not exactly the mark of Cain, but it sent a clear message that such students were there on a kind of sufferance. The more prosperous and socially advantaged Harvard students could, if they wished, slide through their college life on charm and connections and “gentleman’s C’s” or worse. But Cowley would need to be a scholarship boy during his years at Harvard to afford the tuition, which meant he had to apply himself academically and keep his grades high enough to renew his scholarship annually.

			In the Harvard prestige ecosystem, the most prized asset was to have attended a very short list of socially approved prep schools, at the top of which ranked Milton Academy, St. Paul’s, St. Mark’s, Groton, Andover, and Exeter. Having attended a public high school was even more a deficit in this regard than needing scholarship funds. A Harvard historian once wrote, with appalling candor, that “a lad of Mayflower and Porcellian ancestry who entered from a high school was as much ‘out of it’ as a ghetto Jew.” (The Porcellian was the most prestigious of Harvard’s final clubs, so picky and exclusive that no less a figure than Franklin Roosevelt once said that not being “punched” for it was the greatest disappointment in his life.) These deficits meant that in the sprint for status that constituted much of undergraduate life at Harvard at that time, Malcolm Cowley was hobbled by two heavy ankle weights: the wrong kind of secondary school and not enough money. As he would explain to Kenneth Burke, “You don’t know what it is to be an in here. It is a matter of birth, clothes, speech, training, and money.” He would have to make his way on the strength of his own talents.

			Luckily talent had recently become a more valuable currency in Cambridge. Six years earlier A. Lawrence Lowell—an intellectual aristocrat and the scion of the Boston Lowells—had ascended from the government department to the presidency of Harvard, succeeding Charles W. Eliot, who had served at that post for forty years. One of Lowell’s fervent ambitions was to elevate Harvard’s academic prestige to a level matching its social cachet. He disliked the then-prevailing culture of status and sought to replace it with a college aristocracy of talent and intellectual achievement. He pursued this goal by instituting undergraduate curriculum reforms designed to make course requirements more rigorous and focused, and adding a system of tutors and a so-called honors system modeled on that of Oxford and Cambridge. The aim was for Harvard to produce, as he said in his inaugural address, “not defective specialists, but men intellectually well rounded, of wide sympathies and unfettered judgment.” His ideal was that of a demanding and well-rounded liberal education.

			Despite the fact that Princeton’s former President Woodrow Wilson now occupied the White House, Harvard’s prestige and power at this time put its Ivy League competitors in the shade. Its most famous alumnus, Teddy Roosevelt (class of 1880), was a loyal and ever-visible “Harvard man” and still a potent force in American politics. His cousin Franklin (class of 1904) had been the editor of The Harvard Crimson and, as Wilson’s assistant secretary of the Navy, was a rising man in the Democratic Party. Bliss Perry, an Atlantic Monthly editor turned literature instructor at Harvard, called Harvard “the Cockpit of Learning” and the faculty there “a brilliant array of prima donnas.” It included such luminaries as the great Shakespeare scholar George Lyman Kittredge; the beloved composition instructor Charles T. Copeland, known to generations of Harvard students as “Copey” and one of the supreme mentor-teachers of his time; Irving Babbitt, the future proponent of something known as the New Humanism and a strong influence on his student T. S. Eliot; the aforementioned Bliss Perry, the great Americanist (one of the few) on the faculty; and the eminent scholar-teacher and gloomy Anglophile Barrett Wendell. Recent Harvard graduating classes had produced such figures as Eliot (’09), swashbuckling journalist John Reed (’10), political pundit and philosopher Walter Lippmann (’09), poets Conrad Aiken (’12) and E. E. Cummings (’15), the critic Van Wyck Brooks (’08), the legendary Scribner’s editor Maxwell Perkins (’07), novelist John Dos Passos (’14), and the humorist Robert Benchley (’12). Harvard’s high status was built on a solid foundation of scholarship and achievement.

			By 1915 the Lowell-led Harvard had become a much more congenial place for someone like Malcolm Cowley. Still, he would have felt both unsure of himself and overawed. Cowley dealt with his insecurities by taking on the protective colorations of his new situation and identifying himself assiduously with Harvard College. Freshmen, almost by definition, are callow beings characterized by self-absorption. Most people are fortunate enough not to have the evidence of this vulnerable condition available for public examination, but Malcolm Cowley’s is on full display in the letters he would write to Kenneth Burke. The letters on both sides are nakedly, if unconsciously, revealing and some of what is revealed is not very pretty.

			He admitted to struggling to find his footing. He’d been assigned to a dorm suite in Gore Hall (now Winthrop House) facing the Charles River, one of the new freshman residences built by President Lowell in an attempt to break down some of the college’s social barriers. He roomed with two Jewish students, John Rothschild and Jacob Davis, his friend from Peabody High. The implications of this fact would not have been lost on Cowley. As definitively documented by Jerome Karabel in his book The Chosen, Harvard’s administration was by no means pleased by the increasing number of hardworking and quite clearly qualified Jewish applicants and had devised quotas and other barriers to keep these students either away entirely or at a low level of visibility in the college community. So-called genteel anti-Semitism was alive and well at Harvard.

			In Cowley’s letters to Burke from his freshman year, we see him striking a pose, one of premature worldliness and sophistication. He is all too pleased with Harvard and with himself for being at Harvard. Burke was taking a kind of gap year before deciding to attend either Ohio State or Columbia. He was justly annoyed by Cowley’s air of superiority and his constant attempts to persuade him to come to Harvard himself, and would offer the tart riposte “Malcolm, how you college fops do abuse the channels of healthy good-fellowship!” Cowley’s letters to him that academic year would offer Burke numerous opportunities to prick the balloon of his egotism and Ivy League self-regard, donned like an ill-fitting raccoon coat.

			The anti-Semitism manifested itself in Cowley’s very first letter to Burke from Harvard, in which he worried that Harvard might “some day be ruined by the damn Jews.” He got this idea from another freshman, who had attended Andover. He thought that Jake Davis was a “fool” for joining the campus Menorah Society, thereby making his Judaism known. Apparently, if you had the misfortune to be Jewish, you should at least have the good grace to hide it. And in a letter to Burke in his second semester, Cowley unloads on his Jewish classmates as “mostly a race of ill-bred grinds,” as well as chorus girl–chasing poker players (a difficult feat of multitasking, one would think), and not a real intellectual in the bunch.

			It is a classic strategy for members of an out-group to adopt the attitudes and prejudices of the ruling clique as an antidote to and a cover for a sense of social anxiety and inferiority. Cowley’s admirers might wish that he’d shown the strength of character to avoid this kind of upward class identification at the expense of other people, but he hadn’t. Whether his anti-Semitism in particular was a disease he’d picked up after arriving at Harvard or the exacerbation of a preexisting condition is hard to know, but it was real. In no way can Malcolm Cowley be let off the hook for these comments. What can be said is that he grew out of his anti-Semitism fairly quickly. There is no evidence of such prejudices to be found after the early Harvard years, and in the future a number of his closest friends would be Jewish, and he would be employed by a publishing firm, Viking, all of whose principals were Jewish. More than half a century later he would correspond with his old roommate Jake Davis about the truth of a Commentary article on the institution of Jewish quotas by President Lowell, remarking, “I hadn’t forgotten social anti-Semitism at Harvard.”

			The one area that Malcolm Cowley could feel entirely secure in was academics. He would flourish in the classroom, and his scholarship would be renewed each of the next three years, twice from the Harvard Club of Western Pennsylvania and in other years from Harvard itself. He would rank second academically in his freshman class of 685 students. Leery of being seen as a grind, he would do much of his studying “in secret” in out-of-the-way venues where he would not be noticed hitting the books.

			Cowley knew what he was aiming for early. “I wanted to write poems. I wanted to write novels. I wanted to write plays and stories and biographies. I wanted, in short, to be a man of letters.” This hits the ear now as cobwebby and antique, but at Harvard at that time, there were plenty of professors who fit the description, men who combined wide reading with scholarly attainment and intellectual versatility, as Barrett Wendell put it, “to discuss matters in which he makes no pretense to be expert.” There were a great many recognized “men of letters,” from the eminent magazine editor and novelist William Dean Howells on down, still holding forth in other universities and in the best-regarded magazines of opinion, and it is a bit startling to recall that in 1915 the current president, Woodrow Wilson, and the former President Theodore Roosevelt were skilled enough writers and thinkers to have fully qualified as the type. Cowley’s literary generation would enter an altogether more contentious and unsettled literary sphere and would write and think considerably more against the grain than these people as they sought to achieve their high estate. But in the world where they started out, becoming a man of letters felt entirely doable and not eccentric in the least.

			One striking aspect of Cowley’s Harvard education is how completely free of any formal classroom encounter with American literature it was. The man who would become one of our finest advocates for classic American writing got through his four years there without being assigned a single work by Whitman or Irving or Hawthorne or Poe or Emerson or Melville or Thoreau or Twain or James. One of the most stinging insults ever made against American authorship was delivered in 1820 by the English critic Sydney Smith when he asked patronizingly in The Edinburgh Review, “Who reads an American book?” Things had improved considerably in this area since then, but in respect to literary education at Harvard circa 1915–19, the answer still would have been “Almost nobody.” English and European literature took up all the space and the scholarly oxygen. The only course fully devoted to American literature that one could find in the Harvard catalogues in those years was Bliss Perry’s long-running graduate seminar on Emerson, who was of course a Harvard man and an inescapable New England sage. Even so, Perry had to struggle to get his course on Emerson grudgingly accepted and his colleagues remarked “that in their judgment Emerson was the only American author worthy of a course being devoted exclusively to him.”

			The same conspicuous absence of attention would have obtained in the course catalogues of most other prominent institutions of higher learning. American literature did not as yet have the prestige to attract widespread scholarly interest. It was the European critics—Baudelaire on Poe, Wilde on Whitman, Lawrence on Melville—who had experienced the shock of recognition upon encountering our native genius. In Exile’s Return, Cowley would recall, “It seemed to us that America was beneath the level of great fiction; it seemed that literature in general, and art and learning, were things existing at an infinite distance from our daily lives.”

			Litterateurs in training like Malcolm Cowley would of course have been reading plenty of American literature on their own, especially the highly touted products of the moment, and aspiring to produce and publish some of the stuff themselves. One of the rituals of the first semester at Harvard was the series of so-called smokers put on by the various college publications and teams, where aspirants could be feted with free beer and cigarettes and looked over by the organizations they were aspiring to. Cowley first set his cap for The Harvard Crimson, launching pad for so many important journalistic careers, but he did not make the grade, proving less than satisfactory as a reporter. He spent a semester on the debating team, continuing his high school efforts in this arena, but did not continue. It was the two rival undergraduate literary magazines, The Harvard Advocate and The Harvard Monthly, that really beckoned to him as institutions where he might make a mark.

			The Advocate was the older and more conservative and, arguably, the more prestigious of the two. Founded in 1866, it was, by the time of Cowley’s freshman year, the oldest extant Harvard publication and it survives to this day, the longest continuously published literary magazine in the country. Despite the Latin motto it adopted, “Dulce est periculum” (Sweet is peril), the Advocate generally avoided controversy in the poetry, fiction, essays, and editorials it ran every fortnight during the school year. It was widely read and often heatedly discussed by the student body and faculty—at one time 90 percent of the student body subscribed to it. The fiftieth-anniversary celebration of the magazine’s founding in the spring semester of Cowley’s freshman year attracted almost four hundred alumni and was covered in The New York Times, which noted that “the clan includes many notable men—poets, dramatists, novelists, editors, statesmen, with a few businessmen sprinkled in here and there.” Recent undergraduate contributors had included Edward Arlington Robinson, Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot, Conrad Aiken, E. E. Cummings, Maxwell Perkins, Van Wyck Brooks, John Reed, and Robert Benchley. Donald Hall would term the Advocate “the nursemaid of genius,” with justification.

			The Harvard Monthly, in contrast, was a younger, scrappier magazine with a smaller circulation, more in touch with the spirit of revolt and literary experimentation that was just beginning to make itself felt. It had been founded in 1885 by a group of undergraduates that included the future philosopher, novelist, and Harvard professor George Santayana with the intention to provide a literary and aesthetic counterbalance to the then-president Charles Eliot’s program of practical, specialized education. And, of course, to the Advocate. Cowley would later recall, “From 1890 till 1916, Harvard was the most literary of American universities, and The Monthly was Harvard at its most literary. The Monthlies suspected that the board of The Advocate, which then appeared fortnightly, was composed of journalists, clubmen, athletes, and disciples of Teddy Roosevelt, a former editor, with not a man of letters among them. The Advocates suspected that the Monthlies were aesthetes (as indeed most of them came to be called), scruffy poets, socialists, pacifists, or worse.” By the time of Cowley’s arrival, the two most prominent Monthly contributors were E. E. Cummings, who while he was on its editorial staff continued to be published in the Advocate
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