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[Who strained this fuzzy air]	
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[I think I die within the year]	

Dear Steve,	

[Oh with the sparrows falling and dying]	

[Rage, but a degenerate rage]	

[I waited five hundred centuries for the White Crow]	

[We passed by the irrelevant echo]	
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To Frank’s Guardian Angel (To the Guardian Angel of an Aesthete Going to the Middle West to College)	

[At last the Indians have their summer]	
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A Child’s Fantasy	
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“She is calling us long-distance in these poems, telling us how it is with her, how bright things can be, how terrible things are. She was a wonderful person. She is one of our finest poets. We are so lucky to have something of her still!”

			—Frank O’Hara

		


		

		
			Introduction


			This is Miss Lang, Miss V. R. Lang. The Poet, or

			The Poetess... 	Bynum, would you introduce

			Someone else as   this is J. P. Hatchet

			Who is a Roman Catholic?   No. Then don’t do

			That to me again. It’s not an employment,

			It’s a private religion. Who’s that over there?



			You probably haven’t heard of Bunny Lang. Or, if you have, it’s because you’re a Frank O’Hara fan, and can recall poems dedicated to her: “V. R. Lang,” “An 18th Century Letter,” “A Letter to Bunny.” Or perhaps you remember the sudden shift in “A Step Away From Them,” when O’Hara pivots from the joys of cheeseburgers, Coca-Cola, and hot shirtless labourers on the streets of Manhattan to the lines: “First / Bunny died, then John Latouche / then Jackson Pollock. But is the / earth as full as life was full, of them?” To learn that someone has died before you’ve even been introduced properly seems unfair—to you, to them. Yet this is perhaps how most people first meet V. R. “Bunny” Lang, who lived for a brief and extraordinary flash between 1924 and 1956, during which time she wrote, directed and starred in numerous plays, edited a literary magazine, co-founded the first “poets’ theatre” in the United States, and wrote reams and reams of startling, fervent, visionary poetry. As O’Hara says—placing her on the same cultural pedestal as the musical theatre icon Latouche and arguably the most famous American painter of the twentieth century—“life was full” of Lang. For those that knew her, she was a “Cambridge legend of the arts,” “a formidable presence,” a “ball of fire.”

			So far, though, Lang has languished in the margins of American literary history; a footnote to the rise and rise of the New York School of poets, a curio, and—persistently—Frank O’Hara’s “muse.” This is often the fate of women who happen to be connected to famous male artists and writers, regardless of their own professions or talents; relegated to the status of auxiliary, passive inspiration, they freeze into silence. The muse is not a speaking role. Yet in Lang’s archives, housed at the Houghton Library at Harvard, amongst the correspondence, juvenilia, diaries, legal documents, photographs, sketches, and half-finished playscripts, there are hundreds of poems, almost all of which have lain dormant for seventy years. It turns out she had a lot to say.

			

			Violet Ranney Lang was born in Boston on the 11th of May, 1924, the youngest of six sisters. The Langs were a well-to-do family—old money and a good name housed in a four-storey brownstone on Bay State Road, right on the Charles River. She was a debutante who was expected to marry—like her sisters did—a respectable man of her class, and settle into the life of a socialite, wife and mother. Instead, the young woman most commonly known as “Bunny” became a renegade writer and theatre impresario, gathering around her a litany of now-famous names, including Robert Bly, Harold Brodkey, Donald Hall, Mary Manning Howe, Edward Gorey, John Ashbery, Alison Lurie, Joan Mitchell, Jane Freilicher, Gregory Corso, Michael Goldberg, and—of course—Frank O’Hara.

			There is a version of Lang that chimes with the expectations of her background: boarding at the Hannah More Academy; summers spent at a girls’ camp in New Hampshire; formal presentation to society in 1941; member of the Vincent Club, President of the Charlotte Cushman Club. Yet this patrician litany seems to lie fundamentally at odds with some of the less conventional particulars of her life. During the Second World War, she left the University of Chicago (where she had enrolled in 1942) to join the Canadian Women’s Army Corps—because the American armed forces didn’t take those under 20. She went back to university for a couple of years and became editor of the Chicago Review, but dropped out before graduating and returned to Boston, where she moved through a string of miscellaneous jobs, often pulled from the Help Wanted columns: bridal consultant at Fabian Bachrach’s photography studio, cosmetics demonstrator at a department store, researcher interviewing Pontiac owners, and—most infamously—burlesque dancer at the slightly seedy Old Howard Theatre. When she writes as “Anne, a Chorus Girl Quitting the Line, to Society,” it’s not—or not entirely—a persona. By 1949, her mother was dead and her sisters all married, but Lang continued to live with her father (the organist and piano teacher Malcolm Burrage Lang) in her once-grand childhood home, now rather shabby, the family wealth not what it once was. Here she threw parties, some “wonderful,” some “terrible,” housed her Siamese cats, and in her room on the top floor wrote and rewrote, typed and re-typed her poems and plays. As Nora Sayre—who knew Lang in the 1950s—writes, “she became a legend […] a witty outlaw whose passions overflowed the confines of New England gentility.” Lang was the fiery, frantic core of the Boston and Cambridge literary scene: a poet, a playwright, an actress, a director and, according to Susan Howe, “a Valkyrie.” She died in 1956 of Hodgkin lymphoma; she was thirty-two.

			

			Lang was, by all accounts, a brilliant and difficult person. Her accolades are many: “strong, opinionated, passionate,” “a superb comedienne” and “overwhelmingly funny, smart, ambitious.” O’Hara’s friend, roommate, and sometime lover Joe LeSueur met Lang for the first time as an unannounced visitor, finding her naked in the “grimy, grayish bathtub” of their New York apartment, from which recumbent position she suggested that he make them both a drink. “I was never so quickly won over by anyone,” he writes; she was “someone to reckon with and adore.” Yet “formidable” is perhaps the word used most often by those that knew her. She was possessed of an “angry loyalty to everyone she accepted for her friends and lovers,” but caustic in her criticism, brutal in her reprisals: “once when she felt that Ted Gorey had betrayed her she sent him a Christmas card so obscene, insulting, and spiteful that he would not speak to her for a year.” At one point she became the subject of a Poets’ Theatre working group to “Stop Bunny,” as a result of her tendency to be overbearing and drastically over budget (she showed up at the meeting and declared them all her enemies). Once—in an anecdote that seems to typify both her incredible wrath and her impetuous creativity—she printed a thousand pink labels that read MY NAME IS STANLEY AND I AM A PIG in order to seek revenge on a man she had briefly dated, who she felt had slighted her. He found them pasted all over his New York neighbourhood; in his subway station, on the door of his apartment building, in his favourite bar, the bathrooms of his Madison Avenue office. For some time afterwards, she would sporadically send him postcards, often from abroad, the leftover labels pasted onto them. It is perhaps no surprise to find, in the middle of her poem “Address to the Redcoats,” Paul Gauguin’s maxim: “Life / Being what it is, one dreams of revenge.”

			

			In 1946, one of the first classes of Second World War veterans descended on Cambridge to attend Harvard on the GI Bill. Among them was a young man in a Navy workshirt who would later become one of the brightest stars in the constellation known as the New York School. It would be easy to suggest that Frank O’Hara, with his current status as a cult icon of American poetry, must have been a significant influence on his now lesser-known friend. At the time, however, O’Hara was an aspiring musician, focused on piano concertos and Elementary Harmony, whilst Lang was in possession of relative local fame and a much more established literary career; she had already been the editor of the Chicago Review, and her poems had been published by Poetry, i.e. The Cambridge Review, and Folder. Indeed, Lang’s reputation clearly preceded her; seeing her for the first time at a bookstore cocktail party, O’Hara remembered that “as if it were a movie, she was glamorous and aloof. The girl I was talking to said: ‘That’s Bunny Lang. I’d like to give her a good slap.’” They became inseparable.

			

			It was together that Lang and O’Hara worked out how to be poets. O’Hara recalled how they “sounded each other out for hours over beers, talking incessantly,” and argued over influences: “We both loved Rimbaud and Auden; she thought I loved Rimbaud too much, and I thought the same about Auden and her.” It was an intense and symbiotic relationship, sustained by their shared unwavering commitment to poetry and a potent sibling-like bond (a letter from Lang to O’Hara greets him as “Brother,” while another is addressed to “Trick” and signed “Treat”). The two poets began a routine of “coffee talks,” daily telephone calls to talk about “everything we had thought of since we had parted the night before, including any dreams we may have had in the meantime.” At the top of the Bay State Road house, according to O’Hara’s biographer Brad Gooch, they “sat together writing joke poems, collaborating on alternate lines, or correcting each other’s work so that it was difficult to tell whose was whose.” Indeed, Lang’s poem “To Frank’s Guardian Angel” was mistakenly included in the first edition of O’Hara’s Collected Poems, after being found by Kenneth Koch, Bill Berkson, and other friends tasked with collating his poems after he died in 1966. Perhaps if Koch et al had seen the original title of the poem, they might not have been so sure it was O’Hara’s; instead of the seemingly self-reflexive naming gesture evident elsewhere in O’Hara’s work (“Some day I’ll love Frank O’Hara,” he writes in the poem “Katy”), another draft of the poem sports the rather more teasing title “To the Guardian Angel of an Aesthete Going to the Middle West to College.” Critics have occasionally used this editorial mishap to suggest that Lang, therefore, must necessarily have been influenced by, and sound like, O’Hara. It is too simplistic a rebuttal to suggest that O’Hara perhaps sounds like Lang; each was, of course, a reverberation of the other. We could, however, turn to Bill Corbett, who claimed that the renowned New York School poet Bernadette Mayer’s response to reading Lang’s work was “I like her poems better than O’Hara’s.”

			

			It wasn’t just Lang and O’Hara, however. Robert Bly, another Harvard student at the time, described a coterie made up of “an astonishing collection of intense maniacs,” often crowded into a booth at Jim Cronin’s bar on Dunster Street, with Lang holding court as “the Circe of that circle.” This group included Lyon Phelps, George Montgomery, Hugh Amory, Sarah Braveman, Hal Fondren, Lawrence Osgood and—later—Gregory Corso, who would go on to be a major poet of the Beat Generation. Lang had met him penniless in New York and brought him back to Cambridge, insisting that he be moved into Peter Sourian’s room in Harvard’s Eliot House, and given a job sweeping the newly-established Poets’ Theatre. It was this theatre that formed the hub of the New England literary scene at mid-century. In 1950, together with Mary Manning (Molly) Howe (mother of the poets Fanny and Susan Howe), Thornton Wilder, and Lyon Phelps, Lang co-founded the theatre, with the support and blessing of the town’s poetic grandees, Richard Eberhart, John Ciardi, and Richard Wilbur. An experiment in medium, form, and organisation, the Poets’ Theatre was to become a significant testing ground for young writers, actors, artists and designers, prefiguring the Artists’ Theatre, set up in 1953 in New York by John Bernard Myers and Herbert Machiz (who would later stage Lang’s Fire Exit in 1954), and the New York Poets Theatre, which was founded in 1961 by a group of poets including Amiri Baraka (then LeRoi Jones) and Diane di Prima.

			

			Originally holding the position of Secretary, and later becoming Vice-President, Lang was the only founding member of the theatre to have no formal connection to Harvard. Yet as Don Share points out, she “was surpassed—slightly—in her publishing record only by the senior members of the theatre, Richard Wilbur, John Ciardi, and Richard Eberhart.” All of the theatre’s early productions featured Lang as writer, director, or actor, or occasionally all three. The Poets’ Theatre was more than a workshop for writers trying their hand at verse drama; it saw itself as the vanguard of an innovation in American literature. It was also a crucible for gossip, feuds, and vendettas—both artistic and personal. It was DIY, underground, and often broke—no thanks to Lang, who had been known to run up colossal debts for her productions. Shows could involve Victorian gothic sets by Edward Gorey and strange costumes hand-dyed by Lang in her basement, while actors bickered over the casting of roles; it had an air of “intentional delinquency.” Yet it also had lofty ambitions that were realised with surprising frequency; original works by Samuel Beckett, Cid Corman, and Ted Hughes were staged there; it hosted the first American reading by Dylan Thomas of Under Milk Wood; and the first reading of Djuna Barnes’s play The Antiphon took place in Lang’s sister-in-law’s Berkeley Street mansion, attended by Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Hardwick, Edwin Muir, I.A. Richards, and—somewhat astonishingly—T.S. Eliot, whom Lang, never one to be overawed, had personally invited. Yet Nora Sayre remembers that “above all, the company had an exciting aura of a counterculture, which was very hard to locate in the Fifties.”

			Echoes of the Poets’ Theatre—and poetic drama more generally—can be seen throughout Lang’s poetry. Not just in poems like “Whisper,” “I give you my wheel and my skate,” and “Lines for Mrs C,” which are composed as dialogues (or, in the case of the last, a monologue with accompanying cat-yowls), but also in the declarative grandstanding of poems such as “Address to the Redcoats,” which was written to be delivered as part of a reading in May 1954, not long after Lang had been diagnosed with Hodgkin lymphoma. Alison Lurie describes how she arrived to give the reading “looking ghastly pale and haggard, dressed in low-cut black velvet like Madame Bovary.” Elsewhere in her work, Lang creates high drama and spectacular characters, so that we are swept up in the theatre of a poem like “Pique-Dame”—courts and assassins and Ice Lakes and “every tree breaking”—before we register that “Pique-Dame” is the Queen of Spades and lines like “Pique-Dame, I am losing. / Save me, and I will play you” could be read entirely literally as a card game. On the other hand, it is difficult to let such mundanity get in the way of the invocation of Calliope (the muse of epic poetry), and the way the poem explodes itself by the end, bursting outwards into teeming chaos:

			


			 EVERYONE UP   EVERYTHING

			VERY LOUD AND BEAUTIFUL   crying red and yellow

			Calliope, calliope  every tree breaking

			Ponds leaping wild  wheels  trees bracelets birds

			The plums are wild   with what is coming

			Everything a Wonder   all open hands

			Listen!   you’ve got to listen   PIQUE-DAME! PIQUE-DAME!



			The movement in “Pique-Dame” from tight lines and traditional conceit to an eruption of fragmentary, impressionistic, semi-surrealist modernity is a reflection of the range of Lang’s writing more generally, something this selection aims to reveal. By experiencing her work as an oeuvre—albeit a necessarily incomplete one—the true breadth of Lang’s accomplishment becomes apparent. She is as good at pith (“Heard at the P.O.: Hate. Nobody likes their mail”) as she is at pathos (“I think I die within the year”), as skilled a formalist (“Surprise Party”) as she is an experimentalist ([“excuses, excuses”]). In this, she perhaps does take after Auden, her greatest poetic love, matching his ability to shift from dramatic monologue to light verse to prose poem, without sacrificing an integral voice. Often, Lang’s range appears in a single poem, such as the one beginning “With all these justifiable fears that I may cease to be / I’m living upside down,” in which the roguish candour gives way to a kind of pop nonsense verse—“It’s up to You / To do / The Hachacha. / Only You / Can do / The Hachachacha”—before pulling us up short at the end: “And only You / Can call the dogs back.” Such vicissitudes can also be seen in “Discredited Things,” a poem of superstition and magic that invokes the Norns—the Norse giantess-gods of fate—alongside indistinct “Spirits” and “powers” and unnameable (but capitalised) “Things.” The world it conjures is one in which “stones see back” and everything from “water” to “public Parks” “All go secretly, knowingly on.” Yet when you come to read this poem, it may not feel quite as uncanny as you expect, because it’s prefaced with the incongruously banal epigraph: “‘The tongue is a great magnifier, Mrs DuBois’ — My sister’s dentist.” It is perhaps no surprise that she is reported to have “nettled” John Ashbery by telling him he took art too seriously.

			

			The experience of reading Lang’s poems is often one of astonishment, whether from the cumulative experience of the breadth of her vision, or the eye-watering acidity of a single phrase. Her endings, in particular, have a tendency to knock the wind out of a reader (it would not do justice to these moments to quote lines in isolation; I hope you find yourself winded occasionally as you read). Part of this general air of surprise stems from the work’s resistance to categorisation. Like many twentieth-century women, she has been occasionally and half-heartedly co-opted into some of the major movements of the time. Is there something Beat-esque about poems like “American Idealism,” with its “pop pop,” “bang bang” interjections, its run-on (and prophetic?) declarations of a generational identity (“We are the chopjaw draftcard bonfires”)? Is there a New York School urban pastoral vision in the image of a “springing Botticelli lawn / Down Fiftyseventh Street”? Perhaps (although there is also something slightly skewed and outsidery in her rendering of “Fiftyseventh” as opposed to “57th”). Lang could be seen as a stone in the architecture of these towering avant-gardes, as part of an overlooked generation of mid-century women poets, or as the rightful heir to Wallace Stevens and W.H. Auden (though the latter outlived her, in the end). But really she is a kind of singularity; more interested in archaism than Ginsberg or Corso, angrier and more melodramatic than Ashbery or O’Hara, funnier than Laura Riding, stranger in phrase and image than Rosalie Moore, and possessed of a rawness difficult to locate in Auden or Stevens. Throughout, her poetry eludes a definable aesthetic, and instead returns and returns to a state of perversity and defiance.

			

			Lang’s work has what Maggie Nelson has called an “intentional awkwardness,” and such brass-necked writing could also be seen to have a certain class inflection; the same entitlement that enabled her to be “constantly praising or criticizing everyone’s poems,” and to be given, for Fire Exit, “a budget larger than that of any previous production, yet which Bunny considered to be an insult,” giving rise to a poetic voice that feels dauntless and assured. This voice is truculent, unyielding, and occasionally pugnacious, but often deliciously, viciously funny (“Suicide Note” features the pitiless yet drily recognisable sentiment, “I wish you no petty dismays, I wish you a lingering curse”).

			It would be too easy to tie anecdotes such as the one about Stanley and the pig labels to poems like that which begins “Rage, but a degenerate rage,” in which anger manifests itself as “Taking from innocent particulars / Motive, mood, vengeance.” Yet there is a playfulness evident in both—the ludicrous extravagance of the thousand pink labels chimes with the poem’s refusal to indulge in misery. The pathos of thwarted desires (“I will never go there now”) is undercut by a frankly camp dismissal of the Dardanelles as one of “the bargain paradises.” Such subversion is a hallmark of Lang’s work. She endlessly shifts and pivots between sincerity and irony, conversationalism and melodrama.

			

			She also has a pastoral mode that swings between the darkly surreal (as in the image of the “leaves that choked me” in “Who strained this fuzzy air”) and the idyllic and arcadian: “All that summer we lived in a cabin / By a white agile brook specked with sun,” she writes in “We passed by the irrelevant echo,” “We called to imagined bears, we were their keepers.” Nature, for Lang, is often secretive and mysterious, enfolding itself around human incident, as at the end of “A Sunday Indignity,” in which the profound indifference of the natural world conspires with the poet to keep us from truly bearing witness:


			She screamed, but the river ran on and along

			With the running of the day, the ripple of water rushes,

			The upwards cluttered struggle of the growing roses,

			The stillness of the secret sun.



			The poem resonates with echoes of Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts” and its central thesis on suffering: “how it takes place / While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along.” Where, though, in Auden’s poem, “everything turns away / Quite leisurely from the disaster” of Icarus’ fall, Lang’s is laced with a horror that is simultaneously weirder and more earthly; the strange attackers, “squat like tubers, undersoil,” who “closed in around her” are—prosaically—“boys.”

			

			On a rare hot day on the east coast of Scotland, I had my own mysterious meeting of the human and natural. Printouts of Lang’s poems were strewn all over the floor—perhaps mimicking the stacks of “papers, papers” and “unmailed letters” that populate the poems themselves—and I was ordering and re-ordering, second-guessing, wondering what she would want. Suddenly, through the open window and straight to the top of a bookcase, flew a small bird, who sat chirruping and reshuffling his feathers. “He isn’t a bird like the birds I’ve known,” writes Lang, “And I’ve been places, and I’ve seen birds.” If her poems are anything to go by, she’s right: birds appear throughout, from “municipal swans” in the Public Gardens to sparrows being fed watermelon, “Scraping the exhausted rind with a spoon”, to the “disinterested nearness” of a pigeon audience in Fogg Court, where some early Poets Theatre productions were staged. They are the prey of cats and they burst from closets, they are vocal, shrieking or singing or in some kind of conversation with the poet. They can be augurs—“sparrows falling and dying”—or personally threatening: “Only in silence the crow in the corner / Stares at my performance, makes me make / Mistakes.” In particular, white birds show up regularly—a “white hawk,” a white “chicken feather.” But most ubiquitous is the recurrent enigma of the white crow, to which Lang returns over multiple poems. In “To Frank’s Guardian Angel,” “Crows fly white,” while “25 Years” features a “day of the white crow,” yet the symbolism of this image for Lang seems murky. In the poem that treats it most fully, “[I waited five hundred centuries for the White Crow],” an entire three-act narrative is relayed in the second line alone, shot through with expectant caesuras: “I waited  IT CAME  IT FLEW AWAY.” These lacunae are perhaps the only explanation we can expect from Lang, cagey as she often is—gaps waiting for readers to fill them. The bird that visited me in my office was not a white crow, but something small and brown and friendly. I didn’t have any watermelon on hand, and in the end, it too flew
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