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Poets of my generation and particularly younger ones have gotten terribly proficient at these forms. They write a very musical, difficult poem with tremendous skill.… It’s become a craft, purely a craft, and there must be some breakthrough back into life.

Robert Lowell, 1960




All the other arts, except music as composition, require some matter in order to fulfill themselves. The great thing about poetry is that your selfhood is simultaneously your instrument and your vessel.

Stanley Kunitz, 1974




When Ted Hughes writes about the struggle of Plath’s “true self” to emerge from her false one, he is surely writing about a historical as well as a personal crisis. The nineteenth century came to an end in America only in the nineteen-sixties.

Janet Malcolm, 1993




No poem had ever said it to me quite so directly. At twenty-two it called me out of a kind of sleepwalking. I knew, even then, that for me poetry wasn’t enough as something to be appreciated, finely fingered: it could be a fierce, destabilizing force, a wave pulling you further out than you thought you wanted to be. You have to change your life.

Adrienne Rich, 1993




Prelude: The Vortex, April 1959

To a Mad Friend


I may look fine at the moment, but like you

I have capered and somersaulted in the street,

While, hoisted upon my shoulders, someone’s face

Smiled at my friends and answered the telephone;

Or hovered, like a fish with nose against

A rock, in elements I could not breathe.

You’ve seen us in every land you’ve travelled through:

Our ties were tied, our shoes were always shined,

But icy eyes and tightness around the smile

Are marks enough to know your brothers by.

Rest easier, friend: we’ve all walked through your dreams

And are no strangers to that company.

PETER DAVISON, 19591



On May 11, 1959, Robert Lowell’s Life Studies, the most influential book of American poetry for a generation, was to be published in New York. It had cost its author a harrowing struggle of over five years to renew not only the rhetoric of his poetry, but its very texture and substance. The book was, oddly, published first in England, early in April, but the English edition did not include the thirtysix-page prose memoir “91 Revere Street,” recounting Robert Lowell’s childhood on Boston’s Beacon Hill, the tormented decline of one of America’s aristocratic literary families, and the fateful consequences for the author.

The American critics—those who could face the strange music of Life Studies—either recoiled, huzzahed, or reached for fresh labels for this jar of poisoned history. M. L. Rosenthal’s September Nation review finally slapped a sticker—“confessional”—on the book, which has lasted longest and is, I fear, most misleading. Lowell’s mentor, Allen Tate, had written him privately about the poems: “I do not think you ought to publish them.… They have no public or literary interest.”2 Elizabeth Bishop and Stanley Kunitz, by contrast, both encouraged him; Bishop, in fact, had helped instigate the book’s very beginnings in 1957. Edmund Wilson declared: “Robert Lowell has done something very extraordinary; he has made poetry out of modern Boston.”3 John Thompson, Lowell’s longtime friend, wrote with immediate discernment in The Kenyon Review:


In these poems there are depths of the self that in life are not ordinarily acknowledged and in literature are usually figured in disguise. Traditionally, between the persona of the creation and the person of the creator a certain distance exists.… Robert Lowell’s new poems show that this distance between persona and poem is not, after all, important to art, but has been a reflection of the way our culture conceived character. This conception seems to be dwindling now to a mere propriety. And for these poems, the question of propriety no longer exists. They have made a conquest; what they have won is a major expansion of the territory of poetry.4



It would of course take some time for the air to clear after the explosion of such a book, and a great deal of misleading criticism has clouded the atmosphere in the years since 1959. Today I’d find myself supporting Mark Rudman when he asserts:


Life Studies is the first major book of poetry about the nuclear family. Previously this was the terrain of fiction and drama—of works like Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom or O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night. Lowell breaks new ground for poetry.… These poems were written during the Eisenhower era, the beginning of the Cold War, “the tranquillized Fifties,” as Lowell dubbed them.… Lowell’s project in Life Studies can be regarded as a corrective to conformity and the pernicious apathy he saw everywhere.…

Lowell has been dubbed a “confessional” poet, but his is not a poetry of confession, it’s a poetry of revelation. What he manages to do in the poems is not to replicate people or places as they were, but to reveal them through his feelings about them.… Sometimes the borderline between self and other is blurred. The key line for our purposes is “I myself am hell.…” “I myself”—and it is precisely this insight that makes “Skunk Hour” a great poem, and Life Studies a great book rather than a collection of poems.5



The cost of such an achievement was extreme indeed. As Lowell said at the Boston Arts Festival in 1960, before reading “For the Union Dead,” which the festival had commissioned, “When I finished Life Studies, I was left hanging on a question mark. I am still hanging there. I don’t know whether it is a death-rope or a lifeline.”6

In 1959 Robert Lowell taught his seminars at Boston University on Tuesdays from 2:00 to 4:00. It was either on Tuesday April 21 or April 28 that his class (which included George Starbuck, playing hooky from his editorial work at Houghton Mifflin, and regulars like Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath, Jean Valentine, Kathleen Spivack, Helen Chasin, Donald Junkins, Roger Rosenblatt, Richard Lourie, and others) became aware that Lowell was not himself when he arrived on the scene, a classroom that Anne Sexton described as “a dismal room the shape of a shoe box. It was a bleak spot, as if it had been forgotten for years.… ”7 Lowell himself called it “viewless unless one cared to look down on the city outskirts’ defeated yellow brick and square concrete pillbox filling stations.”8 The teacher entered on that Tuesday and squeezed himself into a corner of the windowsill. “He seemed agitated,” Kathleen Spivack wrote later. “We had the distinct fear that he was going to throw himself out of the window. The class sat completely hushed. Anne fixed me firmly with her green eyes, as if to communicate something. Lowell hospitalized himself directly after this class meeting.”9

The word soon whisked around Boston, Hieronymo’s mad againe. Whether the students in the class had as yet seen the entire text of Life Studies is doubtful, but they had certainly heard Lowell read a number of the poems from the book during the course of the year. Anne Sexton, who seldom overlooked an opportunity to immortalize the passing event, quickly wrote a poem of her own and sent it, on May 1, to Lowell’s friend and former pupil W. D. Snodgrass with news of “Cal” ’s latest breakdown:


In the thin classroom, where your face

was noble and your words were all things,

I find this boily creature in your place;

find you disarranged, squatting on the window sill,

irrefutably placed up there,

like a hunk of some big frog

watching us through the V

of your woolen legs.

Even so, I must admire your skill.

You are so gracefully insane.

We fidget in our plain chairs

and pretend to catalogue

our facts for your burly sorcery

or ignore your fat blind eyes

or the prince you ate yesterday

who was wise, wise, wise.10



“I’m tired, everyone’s tired of my turmoil,” Lowell would write a year or two later; but in 1959 these repetitive melancholy breakdowns were still frightening enough to arouse immediate compassion. George Starbuck, at the end of the class, went off with Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath to the bar of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel, where they had recently developed a post-class cocktail-klatsch. In later years the word has spread that they invariably discussed madness and suicide,11 but I wonder whether this day may not have both triggered the subject and exhausted it. By May 3, with Lowell hospitalized and the class meetings cancelled, Sylvia Plath was noting in her journal, “Felt our triple-martini afternoons at the Ritz breaking up.”12

Lowell would spend some six weeks in McLean Hospital, but “the news of his periodic breakdowns spread with amazing speed,” Anthony Hecht has written, “penetrating without difficulty to even the most remote recesses of the world.”13 In Boston the word spread instantly; and friends of Lowell’s like Philip Booth, Adrienne Rich, I. A. Richards, William Alfred, and John L. Sweeney would meet, doubly or severally, for lunch to commiserate and deplore. I had been travelling on publishing business for ten days or so, yet I recall, perhaps inaccurately, hearing about this illness from Roger Shattuck in Austin, Texas, on April 23. What’s more, word of Lowell’s latest crash was hissing around the poetry world just as Life Studies was being read and reviewed, and few books, partly as a consequence of this very coincidence, have undergone such ambivalent discussion. Those who knew Lowell felt a sinking feeling, commingled with trace elements of competition and relief, that it was not they who were ill. Most of us had suffered similar disabilities, though not perhaps of so keen an intensity, and certainly not so publicly visible.

It was not the first time, of course, that Lowell’s friends had been summoned to his side, or that the long-suffering Elizabeth Hardwick, Lowell’s wife, had had to undergo the pain and humiliation of her husband’s hospitalization. The harrowing poem “Man and Wife,” which appeared in Partisan Review in early 1958, had grievously dramatized the consequences of these breakdowns. Stanley Kunitz went to visit his friend at McLean, at Lowell’s urging, to discuss a matter of the utmost importance.


He was in his bathrobe. He came out into the waiting room, and he had this proprietary air as though he owned the establishment, and treated me as though he were the host, and he talked a blue streak. He said, I have something very important, something I know you’ll be interested in, and he said, This is an old poem, that really needs to be worked on, improved, and I’m having a difficult time with it, and I have to go over it with you. It turned out to be “Lycidas.” He was reworking the whole poem.… He had half persuaded himself that this was his poem, and that he was correcting it. And I was in a dilemma because I couldn’t tell whether he was actually claiming possession of the poem, and if I made this clear to him whether it could confuse him even more, so I simply went over it and made some corrections of my own, and we played out that game.14
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Robert Lowell discourses with Jane Brooks; John Malcolm Brinnin in background, February 15, 1959.
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Robert Frost, 1958
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John Holmes faces the TV camera, poems in hand, 1957.
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The Holmes workshop: Anne Sexton on floor, George Starbuck on couch, Doris Holmes in armchair, 1958
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Peter Davison rehearses as Alceste, October 1955.
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Program cover
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Richard Wilbur at Wellesley, 1957
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I. A. Richards
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W. S. Merwin, c. 1960, at Lacan de Loubressac
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John L. Sweeney
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Maxine Kumin, 1958
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Donald Hall in Ann Arbor, 1958
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Philip Booth at Wellesley, 1957
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Sylvia Plath behind Ted Hughes, Annisquam, Massachusetts, May 20, 1959

[image: ]

Adrienne Rich, Cambridge, 1960
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L. E. Sissman reads the Boston Sunday Globe for September 8, 1956.
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Stanley Kunitz, May 12, 1959 (Ted Hughes at right)


1. The State of the Art in Boston, 1955


What brought the kindred spider to that height,

Then steered the white moth thither in the night?

What but design of darkness to appall?—

If design govern in a thing so small.

ROBERT FROST, FROM “DESIGN,” 19221



§ Generations

I chanced, in 1955, into one of the most vital milieux for poetry in the history of this country. Young poets in the mid-1950s, still overshadowed by the sequoias of Frost, Pound, Eliot, Stevens, Cummings, Marianne Moore, and William Carlos Williams, had taken refuge in a formal elegance that they were beginning to want to outgrow. The Beat Generation had urged stripping off those costumes altogether, but in Boston the transformation suggested a change of clothes rather than walking naked.

Poets born between the turn of the century and the end of the First World War—Theodore Roethke, Robert Penn Warren, Stanley Kunitz, Elizabeth Bishop, Randall Jarrell, Delmore Schwartz, John Berryman, and Robert Lowell—were as varied in temperament and as gifted in genius as the generation of elders who preceded them, but a disproportionate number of this second generation seemed to suffer under the curse of “despondency and madness,” as chronicled in Eileen Simpson’s admirable memoir, Poets in Their Youth. The poets of this generation, more than others, suffered from difficulties with their fathers. John Berryman, Stanley Kunitz, Ernest Hemingway, Robert Fitzgerald, Elizabeth Bishop, all suffered the suicide or early death of their fathers; Robert Frost himself had to live with his father’s early death, the madness of a sister, the suicide of a son, the early death of one daughter, the madness of another, and the death of two children in infancy. Other congeners like Hart Crane, John Berryman, Randall Jarrell, Delmore Schwartz, Dylan Thomas, and Theodore Roethke either committed suicide outright or acted sufficiently self-destructive to have an equivalent effect.

Moreover, this entre-deux-guerres generation of poets made up the first to volunteer wholesale for the classroom, to be given over to the material of literary scholarship and to respond almost maternally to the gaping bills of their students, many of whom would turn out to be the poets of my “postwar” generation. Jarrell’s notable witticism, “The gods who had taken away the poet’s audience had given him students,”2 did not suggest that poets like him hated teaching, but—unlike many of his successors a generation later, who would regard the teaching of poetry largely as a way of making a career—Jarrell on the contrary declared, “If I were a rich man, I would pay money for the privilege of being able to teach.”3

The cast of characters in my Boston story and of my own generation, the actors and actresses in the second poetic renaissance of New England’s greatest and oldest brick city, were nearly all born in the 1920s. They aggregated swiftly and intimately in time and place, a dozen poets who settled in and around Boston for a few short years at the end of the 1950s, before John Kennedy’s election as president. Is there some curious cause that made them come when they came, at a time crucial to American poetry, when its dominant figures, its language, its subject-matter, and its scenery, were about to change? And why did they leave, as so many of them did as soon as the new decade had struck? There may be some clues in the scene that took place in Robert Lowell’s classroom on that April Tuesday of 1959.

This group portrait will for the most part limit itself to poets who, in the late 1950s, were just beginning their careers, or just attaining their full powers and reputations. The eldest, who visited Boston at the vortex, was Stanley Kunitz, born in 1905, who, despite being one of the masters, had received virtually no public recognition prior to 1958. He was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in poetry just two weeks after the episodes described at Boston University. Although the youngest, Sylvia Plath, was, except for Robert Lowell, the only one of these poets actually born in Boston, she had already cast her lot with Ted Hughes in England as early as 1956, and confirmed that decision in America in 1959, departing Boston forever before the end of the year.

In 1959 nearly every one of the poets of my chronicle, whatever his or her age, achieved some poetic breakthrough that marked a permanent change. And after 1960, as my generation of Boston poets began to leave the city behind altogether, the giants of the American forest came crashing down: E. E. Cummings, Robinson Jeffers, William Carlos Williams, Theodore Roethke, John Holmes, and the English Louis MacNeice all died in 1962 or 1963; the oldest and the youngest, Robert Frost and Sylvia Plath, died within two weeks of each other in 1963.

I believe there is one thing my generation seems to have had in common: nearly all of us had had in life to struggle with our fathers; and now our fathers-in-poetry were themselves dying. As Robert Lowell wrote in an essay on Stanley Kunitz’ poem “Father and Son”: “The poem is as much a struggle to recover childhood, or the prayer once held in childhood, as it is about the father.”4

In the meantime, Boston was evolving from a charming but complacent city, angelic with clean laundry, where in 1956 Richard Wilbur’s awakening soul could celebrate “clear dances done in the sight of heaven,” into a transmogrified urban hell which the more saturnine Robert Lowell would excoriate, only four years later, with the phrase “a savage servility slides by on grease.” Boston’s common ground was levelled twice in the late 1950s: once literally, when the Boston Common itself was excavated to house an underground garage (which by 1992, after only thirty years, was already crumbling, condemned, and slated for a second excavation and reconstruction), and once figuratively, when “the shrill verve of [Elizabeth Hardwick’s] invective,” as a Robert Lowell poem described it, pinned Boston’s “mysteriously enduring reputation” to the ground in 1959: “Boston—wrinkled, spindlylegged, depleted of nearly all her spiritual and cutaneous oils, provincial, self-esteeming—has gone on spending and spending her inflated bills of pure reputation, decade after decade.”5 Yet even as Hardwick was writing these words, Boston’s reputation was crouching to spring again, from its oldest precincts, and even from her very household. ‘Ware prophecy.

The dozen poets whose five-year histories I recount in this chronicle cannot be counted out of the history of American poetry, regardless of one’s preferences of taste. I knew them all at the time, some better than others, and I have been reading their work, in some instances, since they began writing it. Some of them have been my teachers and masters, some have been friends and more than friends. But all of them, alive or dead, were my companions on a voyage, one of the most exciting poetic “surges,” to use Philip Booth’s word, ever to take place in America. David Kalstone wrote, much later, in a book exquisitely entitled Becoming a Poet, “They were sharpening and altering their notions of what it meant to tell the truth in verse.”6 So were we all. Now nearly all the others have abandoned the City upon a Hill, and only I am left alone to tell thee.

§ Robert Frost

Robert Frost, who turned eighty-five in 1959, remained still by far the most visible poet of the city and the region. He characteristically spent several months each year, spring and fall, at his good grey house at 35 Brewster Street in Cambridge, living alone. I was often a visitor to his living room and can even recollect the fragrance of it, a little like dusty patchouli. Frost’s workroom, which I only once saw, was upstairs, with a Morris chair in it, a writing board across the arms, and a snowdrift of papers which, in the early afternoons, were shovelled and stacked by Kathleen Morrison, the devoted, astringent, and affectionate amanuensis who gave order and grace to his life in these years.

When Frost was in Cambridge—say, late March till June, and October till Christmas—he took his place at the center of Boston literary life, no matter who might be the gilded visitor of the current Harvard season. He had in the late 1940s resumed his relationship with Amherst College, where he would spend a week or two each spring and fall, living at the Lord Jeffrey Amherst Inn, consorting with his friends in Amherst and environs like the eremitical bachelor poet Robert Francis, and doling out to a selected group of students the intoxicating flavors of his conversation. Every October he gave a poetry reading at Tufts University for his friend John Holmes; he usually gave a reading at Harvard or Boston University or Boston College as well as Tufts, in fact as many colleges as his stamina and their budgets would allow.

The public appearances of these years were uneven, and so were the private ones, but the old man, still working at his poems, always thinking aloud, welcomed company in Cambridge and held court for one or two or three friends, or sometimes even a whole class of schoolboys, in his parlor at Brewster Street. Sometimes there were evening parties or appearances here or there, or a small dinner at the house of Archibald and Ada MacLeish or the Howard Mumford Joneses. Kathleen Morrison had enlisted a troop of younger men, like Philip Booth and myself, whom she would entrust with the difficult task of Getting Frost Home Before Midnight—for he was a notorious night owl and, after a public appearance or an evening of conversation, loved walking home through the dark streets talking his way down from the preceding high, talking his way back to earth again. I seem to remember a dozen evenings, especially in the autumn, wading along sidewalks heaped with November leaves, walking him home from somewhere, and then Frost turning back at his door, wanting to walk me back home, halfway at any rate, and then my walking him in the other direction, until at last the lights were out in every house but his, and his conversation had begun to slow and fade out—it never actually concluded with a period—only to take up at the very same point at the next meeting, which might be months later.

We all cherished these evenings with him, especially the males: he was less open, perhaps, to the women poets. Adrienne Rich, who had studied under Theodore Morrison, and who was for some time his close neighbor on Brewster Street, had steeped herself in his poetry and imitated it in her own, but never became one of his intimates, as a dozen young male poets did—to say nothing of the older men like I. A. Richards and MacLeish and John Holmes, or the admired men of the middle generation like Lowell and Wilbur, who managed to visit him or entertain him with regularity over the years. He had his prejudices too: I once brought him a young, gifted, and charming black writer, who made him uneasy for the first hour, and another time I invited him to dinner with Charles Hopkinson, the portrait painter, Frost’s equal in age but, in Frost’s eyes, of a more established social station; and the evening was not a comfortable one: it might have been any two old geezers talking at cross-purposes. But he liked to meet young poets and literary people, loved showing off for them, and he was always delighted by my wife, Jane, on the evenings when he dined at our house. It is difficult to describe the comforting rhythms of his monologue, drawling on for hours at a time, with his open palm gesturing in the air like a conductor beating time to his own rhythm, his extraordinarily expressive face, seamed with the channels of age, glowing with the amusement his words gave him, and his mind flickering with extraordinary lightness from one topic to another, carried by the trade winds of metaphor, yet circling in such a way as to wrap up the collective subject-matter of the evening into an entity that resembled something very like a poem.

Very often he would in fact be trying out a poem, or lines in a poem, as part of the conversation, and few who knew him in the late 1950s would not have encountered, at some part of the evening’s talk, a few minutes of experiment with a couplet which, Frost said, he had been asked by a Pakistani diplomat (“one of Ivor’s boys,” meaning a former student of I. A. Richards), an assistant secretary-general, to compose as the wisdom words for the new Meditation Room at the United Nations Building in New York, a poem to stand beside a forty-ton mass of Swedish iron ore, nearly pure metal. The talk would concern itself with unity and division, with the inability of humankind to settle arguments without arguing, to settle differences without strife, and one or another version of the famous couplet would emerge to be played with and juggled from hand to hand. Its final version, which finally came to print in 1959, was, to Frost’s delight, refused by the United Nations, an organization which he happily suspected of baneful naiveté:

From Iron
TOOLS AND WEAPONS
TO AHMED S. BOKHARI


Nature within her inmost self divides

To trouble men with having to take sides.7



Tools and weapons were one of his favorite themes in these tense, Khrushchev-dominated years of the Eisenhower administration, the period between Suez and the Bay of Pigs. One of Frost’s most dependable laugh-getters at readings was “The Objection to Being Stepped On,” first printed in 1957, the poem which began, “At the end of the row/I stepped on the toe/Of an unemployed hoe./It rose in offense/And struck me a blow/In the seat of my sense,” and ended, “And what do we see?/The first tool I step on/Turned into a weapon.”8

But despite all the clowning, and the thinking that disguised itself as clowning, the Frost we saw in his old age was also capable of writing one of the most bone-chilling lyrics of a generation:

[image: ] The Draft Horse


With a lantern that wouldn’t burn

In too frail a buggy we drove

Behind too heavy a horse

Through a pitch-dark limitless grove.

And a man came out of the trees

And took our horse by the head

And reaching back to his ribs

Deliberately stabbed him dead.

The ponderous beast went down

With a crack of a broken shaft.

And the night drew through the trees

In one long invidious draft

The most unquestioning pair

That ever accepted fate

And the least disposed to ascribe

Any more than we had to to hate,

We assumed that the man himself

Or someone he had to obey

Wanted us to get down

And walk the rest of the way.9



Poems like these haunted the old man’s imagination and memory, and carried a weight of mystery, irony, and terror that no other living poet could match: that was why in Boston in the 1950s Robert Frost was the living poet most looked up to by other poets, regardless of whether Archibald MacLeish’s J.B. was packing them in on Broadway, or how intensely the academics might pore over the inner meanings of Stevens’ Opus Posthumous (1957) or Eliot’s The Elder Statesman (1958). The younger poets might not have a great deal to learn from Frost’s poems themselves, though a great many of us began by aping him; but as an example of what it meant to be a poet, to live as a poet, to think as a poet, he had no rival. Moreover, it has become extremely difficult to remember him as he was, owing to the nature of Lawrance Thompson’s posthumously published official biography, which Robert Lowell has rightly called “a work mediocre, poisonous, tone deaf, unable to animate a single character.”10

§ John Holmes

If Robert Frost was the most notable poet of the period, the most assiduous and generous teacher of young poets in Boston was probably John Holmes, professor of English at Tufts University, and a friend and worshipper of Frost. He had, in fact, bought a vacation house in the remote village of Concord Corners, Vermont, next door to another house there that belonged to Frost, and which had been from time to time inhabited by Frost’s daughter Irma Cone, who was troubled, like a disproportionate number of the Frost family, by mental illness. I first met John Holmes in 1948, when he was teaching as he often did at Chautauqua, New York, at the summer session in that beautiful place, and I was travelling with my parents and sister. Holmes and his new young wife, Doris, were cordial in the extreme, and we talked about the Concord Corners enclave and even, at John’s suggestion, altered our itinerary to visit these houses on our way. My father was particularly interested in the detour, for in a letter Frost had written him at the height of their early friendship, on October 20, 1927, perhaps while my father was writing his poem “The Ninth Witch,” Frost had announced his discovery of Concord Corners:


I’ve just found the place for our ultimate school by a lake high in the mountains, a deserted village called Concord Corners that the railroad has undone by making passes back and forward below it two or three miles off in the valley. All that’s left is a black church, a ruinous almshouse and half a dozen farm houses. Witches have debauched the church by sucking through it in the wind, in at one empty window socket and out at another. The church could be our lecture hall. We’d keep it black. We’d send you up to rope the bell in the steeple again so we could set it tolling to call fools into a ring. When poetry fails us that’s where we’ll go and what do. Is it a vote?

But poetry mustn’t fail us. I’ll behave very badly if it does. Deny verities! Preach defeatism! Anger unvenerably!11



Frost used also to brag that the first normal school in the United States had been founded in Concord Corners, and he intended to found the last. When we reached the village in 1948, with its tiny green and a darkling lake stretching away to the east of the crossroads, which was just about all there was left of the village by then, it became apparent—or would become apparent to me years later—that we were standing at the site of “Directive,” Frost’s most private, secretive, and mysterious poem, and one of his greatest. But the place was not merely a deserted village, it was positively sinister: something about it was not quite right; and I gradually learned that not only Irma Cone had lost her mental balance here, but John Holmes’ first wife had done the same, and in fact committed suicide in a particularly horrible way, “slashing her wrists and bleeding to death over all his papers, which she assembled for that purpose on his desk.”12 We went through Frost’s house, to which John Holmes had given us the key, admiring the twelve-inch panelling around the beautiful fireplace, and the lovely spaces of the rooms in the twin houses, now both empty. And then drove on. The darkness lay behind us.

In Boston in the 1950s, Holmes was arguably, along with his Tufts colleague John Ciardi, the most active of poets. Not only did he teach a full load of courses at Tufts, he also taught summer school at Chautauqua or elsewhere; he taught a night course for aspiring poets at the Boston Center for Adult Education, and he arranged poetry readings and interchanges between poets, and presided over the New England Poetry Club. For a short while he conducted a television program on WGBH-TV, assisted by Philip Booth and Donald Hall. “John had thought up the idea that [he] should do a little poetry workshop, with Donald Hall and myself,” Booth remembers, “and the three of us would trade poems and talk about them on TV. In fact, we ran three dummy programs and they were a lot of fun, and then we did a fourth and we began getting fan mail from Winthrop and Hartford and everywhere else, and we were terrified. Television was so new, and we went off the air very soon.”13

But John was the most open of teachers, encouraging his juniors, like Philip Booth, in a casual way. Doris Holmes Eyges says, “Sometimes John was criticized for being too generous, too open to students. Sometimes I think that was the problem in his first marriage. The house was always open to students, to poets. He liked the postman and the hardware store man as much as the president of the college.”14 An assiduous spreader of the word, he would call up someone like Booth when there was going to be a reading at Tufts. Booth remembers meeting Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath at an evening at the Holmes house in Medford, and at other parties where he encountered poets like Stanley Kunitz for the first time. He also learned from talking with Holmes and by the casual exchange of poems a great deal about the writing of poetry; but, he says, “I learned more about the patterns of speech as such from Wilbur—reading him—I learned how much I wanted to write with the sense of pressure and release: ‘He was a brown old man with a green thumb’—that is like somebody playing the high hat. I learned that early, and I still have a lot of Wilbur poems by heart.”15

When George Starbuck, at twenty-six, first moved to Boston from Chicago in 1957, Doris Holmes Eyges recalls, “On his trip East he stopped in to see John, either through correspondence or some connection. I know they came to our house when they were in transit, really just arriving. He was married to his first wife, Jan. They had two children. He seemed very young.… John and Roethke taught together at Lafayette College, Easton, Pennsylvania, as beginning instructors, long long ago. John and Roethke were close from those days, and there was a real, real bond. When Roethke came to Boston unexpectedly, and had no accommodations, he asked to stay at our house. And months later he sent us a wonderful set of pilsener glasses. He was a great bear. He didn’t kill me, or rape me, I should put it in the reverse order,”16 Doris Holmes Eyges confided in me long afterward. On the heels of the earlier reading group with Richard Wilbur, John Ciardi, Richard Eberhart, and May Sarton, which had dissolved of its own acids, Holmes, in 1957, found in his adult education class two women of unusual promise: Maxine Kumin and Anne Sexton; and the next year he shifted them, together with George Starbuck and another poet named Sam Albert, to sessions that revolved among the houses of the participants, where the five poets brought their new poems for reading and analysis. He went on with his Boston class for years at the same time, sometimes asking Maxine Kumin or Philip Booth or Doris Holmes to pinch-hit for him in Boston. Holmes was the father figure of the group, but they were all vocal, perfectly willing to have at Holmes’ poems, or at one another’s. “George put up with a lot of chiding, I thought,” says Doris Holmes Eyges. “They had to attack him on just being a technician. I think they truly respected each other as poets and friends, lovers, and whatnot. It was a strange group.… You’d have to see how much other interaction there was that was so overwhelming: the poetry, the passions, the private life, the mental breakdowns.…”17 Intensity lay at the heart of their interaction, not all of it loving: Holmes, remembering his first wife’s illness, could never quite tolerate Anne Sexton’s willingness to pull back every curtain in her life: “He couldn’t really blink away her talent—it was so evident—but he had as little to do with her as possible.”18

The group went on for several years, until Starbuck left Boston in 1961 and Holmes began to suffer from the cancer that killed him in 1962. Maxine and Anne went on to other groupings, never abandoning their paired daily mutual criticism on the telephone, but in the meantime, with Holmes’ affectionate encouragement, and the encouragement of the ever-generous May Sarton, Doris Holmes had begun to publish her own poems, and the seal of public approval was applied when she and John were invited to read their work together—at the Poets’ Theatre, of course—in 1958.

§ How to Spell Theatre

Once he had been bitten by the New York theatre bug and written the plays collectively titled The Old Glory, Robert Lowell sketched a little unpublished essay called “Poets and the Theater.” “For a hundred and fifty years,” he wrote, “poets have looked on the theater with fascination and fury.… No two arts are more opposed than our poetry and our theater.… Professional prose playwrights have gone on writing delightful comedies and flawed tragedies. And poets have gone on filling the graveyard of letters with inflated verse plays, awkward to act and lethal to read.”19 Will all those flaming Broadway and Shaftesbury Avenue hits, written in verse after World War II, endure as literature? The Lady’s Not for Burning, The Cocktail Party, Under Milk Wood, The Rake’s Progress, Candide, J.B.? Certainly the young poets of Cambridge, Massachusetts, believed passionately in poetic theatre (as they spelled it) when in 1950 they—Donald Hall, Robert Bly, Frank O’Hara, Edward St. John Gorey, John Ashbery—began gathering in Richard Eberhart’s parlor in Cambridge, or in church parish houses, and amused themselves by writing and performing plays that, at the outset, only poets could abide.

The founders of the Poets’ Theatre of Cambridge had, for the most part, attended Harvard in its brilliant postwar era and been alerted to the theatrical tradition by the excellent Brattle Theatre Repertory productions of Shakespeare, Shaw, Anouilh, Wilde, and other Western greats at a ramshackle old theatre in Brattle Square in Cambridge. This company, professional actors, went the way that professionals tend to go: more professional, and from the provinces to Broadway. By the time the 1950s were growing old, the Brattle Theatre’s revels all were ended and its theatrical space had been surrendered to films by Kurosawa, Truffaut, Orson Welles, and Ingmar Bergman. But the new Poets’ Theatre, beginning in the year 1951, mounted theatrical productions, however exiguous, and in whatever hole or corner proved available, of plays written by John Ashbery (Everyman and The Compromise), Frank O’Hara (Try! Try!, the theatre’s opening production, and Change Your Bedding), Richard Eberhart (The Apparition), Lyon Phelps (Three Words in No Time and The Gospel Witch), Donald Hall (The Minstrel’s Progress), Paul Goodman, and Hugh Amory, whose Orpheus was only the first of three Orpheus plays the theatre would present in five years, one by V. R. Lang and one by Jean Cocteau.

The second season added such works as The Teddy Bear, a horror play, by Edward St. John Gorey, our glorious bump-in-the-night cartoonist who had been O’Hara’s roommate during their undergraduate days at Harvard; Smith, a Masque, by Alison Lurie, the budding novelist and classic chronicler of the Poets’ Theatre; and A Change of Wife, by Mary Manning Howe, playwright, director, novelist, close friend of Samuel Beckett, alumna of Dublin’s Abbey Theatre, and the madre buffa of the Poets’ Theatre group. As Donald Hall once said, “There was a lot of cheerful enthusiasm around the Poets’ Theatre. Molly Howe was the most important figure, because she was dynamic and skeptical, enthusiastic and cynical at the same time, an absolutely invaluable combination.”20 Violet Lang, youngest of the many daughters of an organist at King’s Chapel, once a Boston debutante, later a member of the Canadian Women’s Army Corps, an editor of the Chicago Review, and a quondam showgirl at the Old Howard Burlesque House, was the theatre’s Lady Gregory. Violet adopted the stage name V. R. Lang to keep her widowed father, under whose tyrannical roof she lived on Bay State Road, from discovering her theatrical associations. She wrote some of the most interesting if not accessible plays the theatre presented before her untimely death from Hodgkin’s disease in 1956. The theatre’s feverish, cliquish, erotic, and bohemian attractions, embodied to some extent by the Mae West of the troupe, voluptuous, husky-voiced, purple-eyed, seductive, languid Bunny Lang herself, enticed all sorts of talents to the theatre’s threshold, to write plays or read them, act them or direct them—or even to smear the flats with paint, or to act as stage manager, as John Wieners, the sweetly demented poet, brought in by Frank O’Hara, did for a time.


From the beginning Bunny was involved in every Poets’ Theatre show, as actress, director, writer, designer, and producer. She was not a good actress, though it was marvellous to watch her on the stage. She could save a bad play sometimes simply by walking out and smiling at the audience: the less the lines meant, the more she could put into them.… Among the original members as well as those that joined later no one was single-mindedly anxious to “revive poetic drama.” Her motives were less worldly than most, for she did not principally hope to rise in society, to go on the professional stage, to get her poetry published, to become locally famous, or to meet possible lovers. Each of these ends was attained by some member of the theatre; all except the first were realized by Bunny.…21



I once read in a play with her, and when it was over she turned to me and, taking my hand and fixing me with her great purple eyes, whispered, fervently: “I love the way you read. You make everything sound so true.” I succumbed to the feeling of helpless devotion shared by all the others on whom she turned the lamps of her attention.

No small theatre, utilizing poetical authors, plays in verse, borrowed stage space, costumes from grandmother’s attic, and amateur actors, could expect to live a very long life without resorting to very special practices, and the Poets’ Theatre, once it got a grip on itself, did not embrace poets for nothing. In May 1953 it presented, very profitably, at Harvard’s Fogg Museum, two successive readings by Dylan Thomas, including the first public reading anywhere of Under Milk Wood by its author: “He was continually interrupted by extended bursts of laughter, and the play proceeded in an atmosphere of crackling excitement from its first solemn moments to its later passages of zany comedy and its final mellow embrace of a whole village of the living and the dead.”22 In 1955 the theatre brought Osbert and Edith Sitwell to read upon the stage of Sanders Theater, the beautiful if comfortless auditorium erected in memory of Harvard’s Union dead after the Civil War, where they (the Sitwells as well as the Union dead) looked and sounded very much at home. It presented two separate plays by Archibald MacLeish, currently Boylston Professor of Oratory and Rhetoric at Harvard, viz., This Music Crept by Me upon the Waters and The Trojan Horse, and it presented William Alfred’s first play, Agamemnon, and the first reading of his later, finer play, Hogan’s Goat. Not all its energies were given to amateur theatricals.

In 1954 the theatre produced V. R. Lang’s best work, I Too Have Lived in Arcadia, a romantic, vindictive, and highly contemporary but flawed pastoral play, and Denis Johnston’s The Dreaming Dust, an evocation of the old age of Jonathan Swift. On November 24 it staged a joint reading of poems by Salem Slobodkin, a young Bennington graduate who wrote relentlessly obscure verse, and her friend and mentor William Alfred. Alfred read his dedicated lyrics with Irish charm and feeling, and Slobodkin followed, more than a little inscrutably, with her own, but when the reading ended, Bunny Lang came up to say, generously but who knows how candidly, “Those are very good poems.” “Fuck you, you snake,” was Salem’s response.23 Members of the Poets’ Theatre liked to choose their admirers for themselves.

In 1955 the theatre hit its apogee with the two finest original productions it ever mounted—two productions which balanced perfectly on the edge between poetry and theatre. The first, which had its premiere in the spring of the year, was an adaptation by Mary Manning Howe of Finnegans Wake, which imported Tom Clancy (later famous as a member of the Clancy Brothers singing group) for the role of Shem the Penman and imported other Irish voices to give resonance to the sounds and dissonances of Joyce’s text, to search out its dramatic surges and quiddities, and to leave spectators with the feeling that they had been living and breathing comfortably and even ecstatically beneath the waters of the Liffey for the space of two hours in the theatre. This production was one of the first to take place in the tiny bandbox playhouse that the theatre had found for itself at 24 Palmer Street, in an old painting loft in a back alley of Cambridge, and it was also one of the first to employ the talents of Edward Dodge Thommen, an experienced repertory director from Buffalo. Finnegans Wake had such a success that it would be revived again in the fall of the year and eventually published, along with plays by Lyon Phelps (The Gospel Witch) and Archibald MacLeish (This Music Crept by Me upon the Waters) in the special series that the Harvard University Press would devote to Poets’ Theatre plays.

In the meantime, on October 31, 1955, the theatre presented The Misanthrope of Jean Baptiste Poquelin de Molière: “Comedy in Five Acts, 1666, Done into English Verse by Richard Wilbur,” as the title page of the first limited edition put it. It was one of the great plays of the canon; the company was ripe to produce it, Thommen having at last trained a corps of actors to speak in verse and move in time to its action; and, most important, it was the first of Richard Wilbur’s many dramatic verse translations, setting a new standard for accuracy and excellence in actable English translations of the French classics. After the season in which Joyce and Molière, Howe and Wilbur, brought serious literature into the tiny forty-nine-seat theatre on Palmer Street, the Poets’ Theatre had become, in its special way, famous.

Whether fame was good for it was another matter. The Rockefeller Foundation, excited by the possibility of fulfilling some dream of verse theatre, gave the theatre control over a fellowship for young playwrights, the funds from which the theatre’s members promptly donated to two of its earliest and dearest cronies: V. R. Lang, who went on a honeymoon for the autumn, and Frank O’Hara, who sat around Harvard Square saloons from January to June chatting emphatically about movies: “His conversation was self-propelling and one idea, or anecdote, or bon mot was fuel to his own fire, inspiring him verbally to blaze ahead, that curious voice rising and falling, full of invisible italics, the strong pianist’s hands gesturing with the invariable cigarette.”24 But, truth to tell, he was not enjoying himself very much. Cambridge had palled: “It’s not hot enough, it’s not crowded enough, there’s not enough asphalt, and you can see over buildings too easily.”25 April of 1956 brought forth a work by John Ashbery (who was living in Paris) entitled The Compromise; or, The Queen of Cariboo which spoofed a number of stock figures from Nelson Eddy films, all of whom were justifiably devoured at the final curtain by a gigantic thunderbird. In this production I played the part of a Mountie; Bunny Lang, of a music-hall singer; Robert J. Lurtsema, of a sinister Indian brave; and Frank O’Hara delivered a desultory epilogue in the role of “the author of the play.” The Compromise comprised all the campy characteristics of the New York poets who were Bunny’s best friends. But the play had hardly closed when Bunny finally succumbed, after three years of illness, to Hodgkin’s disease.

Whatever high qualities of theatre the tatterdemalion earlier years had elicited, the road from this point forward was strewn with broken glass, quarrels between poets and actors, cross-purposes, acrimony, and pandemonium. Leadership, though desperately sought, could not be found after the departure of the coolly competent Roger Shattuck for a Texas professorship. For a short time in 1957 even I served as chairman of the theatre. Managers resigned. Directors resigned. Playwrights protested the quality of their productions. Rockefeller Fellows, after elbowing one another for their places, saw no reason why they should give their plays exclusively to the theatre despite having accepted its stipends. Although the theatre kept on producing good plays to the end—plays by James Merrill, W. S. Merwin, and Robert Penn Warren, Jean Cocteau, and Eugène Ionesco, William Butler Yeats, Samuel Beckett, and (again) Denis Johnston—it also sponsored poetry readings which, though ignored by the actors and directors, may have produced more important historical consequences than many plays the theatre mounted.

On December 4, 1958, the manager’s newsletter lamented, “It’s cold, cold, cold in the theatre. We’re running out of money.” By April 29, 1959, the theatre had achieved a deficit, the fire department was complaining, not without reason, of innumerable violations, there were no new plays to be found, and the executive committee voted to dissolve the corporation. Shortly thereafter, the Poets’ Theatre building on Palmer Street not unexpectedly went up in flames, hopelessly gutting the little theatre which had staunchly kept open since 1954.

Although clones of the Poets’ Theatre have repeatedly attempted to revive it over the last three decades, the original vision of a theatre governed by poets and operating for poetry was realized only for a fleeting while in the middle 1950s; and, whatever the theatre managed to achieve by way of encouraging the dramatic arts, its central accomplishment lay in bringing drama into the art of poetry. Of course John and Doris Holmes read there together in 1958. Where else would they go for an Opening Night? But there were other poets who took the Poets Theatre seriously as a theatrical enterprise as well as a rostrum for the declamation of lyric poetry. It is impossible to write the history of Boston’s poetry in this period without including the Poets’ Theatre.
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