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			Introduction

			
				One day, of course, you may open one of these envelopes, and I myself will fall out, tiny and dry, like the Japanese flowers, for you to revive in a bowl of water, or clear soup. Be sure you shake each envelope carefully, or you may lock me away in a drawer.

			

			So James Merrill wrote at age twenty-four to his lover. He had almost forty-five years remaining in which to slip his speculations, advice, and metaphors into envelopes posted almost daily and from all parts of the world. He wrote impressively often to many people he knew in strikingly different contexts: his family; friends from his youth (he never let relationships lapse); his lovers; new acquaintances (he was ever alert to cultivating them, especially among younger generations, partly because he was wary of losing touch with the times); and fellow writers and scholars whose views affected his poems more or less directly.

			Merrill might turn out to be the last great American letter writer. His adored friend Elizabeth Bishop once proposed a seminar at Harvard on what she called “Letters!…Just letters—as an art form or something”—an art form, she opined, that was “the dying ‘form of communication.’ ” That was in 1971, a couple of decades before email became ubiquitous, not to mention the subsequent expansion of social media. Unlike W. H. Auden, a more distant friend and influence, who asked upon his death that his correspondents burn his letters to them, Merrill wanted his to be preserved. He kept drafts and carbons, especially when he was younger, and his provident friends saved their copies, just as he usually saved their letters and cards to him—thousands of pieces of his correspondence are in the Special Collections of Olin Library at Washington University, and a substantial number are at the Beinecke Library at Yale, in addition to those at a variety of other institutions—in part because he wanted the record of his life to be as complete as possible. One early letter here to his mother records his dismay when she destroyed correspondence from some of his closest friends. His reaction, as he describes it in his memoir, A Different Person, verged on the corporeal: her “crippling blow” left him “in shock.” The loss of some of the letters not only had dealt “an incalculable loss to posterity” but also had left him “with little evidence of having been loved by anyone, except her.”

			
			Readers of his memoir have had a glimpse of the color and density of the life he wished to record and to shape. The book’s 271 packed pages establish as a point d’appui the period of two and a half years that he spent abroad in 1950–52. Subsequently a “different” person in two senses of that word, if he hadn’t been in the first place, Merrill was an inveterate dualist. His once troublesome need “to dramatize the ambivalence I live with,” he says to a correspondent, soon became “the very stuff of my art.” Temperamentally inclined to contraries, he believed, he told an interviewer, that “the ability to see both ways at once isn’t merely an idiosyncrasy but corresponds to how the world needs to be seen: cheerful and awful, opaque and transparent.” His favorite literary devices, from pun to paradox, reflected that conviction, and so did his geographical affinities. When he left for Europe, he wanted to explore the old world new to him and yet—by means of his many letters—to strengthen his ties at home. His opposing penchants for movement and for permanence generate the paradox latent in the closely crafted opening sentence of A Different Person: “Meaning to stay as long as possible, I sailed for Europe.”

			Years later, in The Book of Ephraim, he quoted Peter Quennell’s biography Alexander Pope, and, “meaning to stay as long as possible” himself, he would have known that Auden approved of Quennell’s report of Pope’s faith “that his letters were bound to interest posterity,” that he was “establishing a link between himself and his unborn readers,” and that “when he took up his pen, he assumed the vigilant attitude of the creative artist.” Just such vigilance pervaded all that Merrill did. If it led him to admit in his journal that disparagement of his poetry’s aversion to the social effects of politics and money could depress him, it also gave him perspective on “the pulsing N*O*W” and shored up his trust in those “unborn readers.” The same faith encouraged him to shrug off criticism that his poems could be exacting and required patience to understand, let alone appreciate.

			
			His predilection for doubling up contributed to the work’s difficulty yet also, surprisingly, to its broader appeal. Beginning in the 1950s, even as he was making a life on both sides of the Atlantic, he was creating connections between this world and the realm beyond. He and his partner David Jackson (some skeptical readers would call their project a folie à deux) communicated with the latter by means of a Ouija board in séances that by the late 1970s provided the basis for the epic poem The Changing Light at Sandover. The otherworldly spirit presiding over the epic’s eponymous first part, The Book of Ephraim, while enticing an audience largely unfamiliar with contemporary poetry, reinforced Merrill’s dedication to his art. In the course of his most urgent yet solemn revelation, Ephraim instructs him as follows: “& now about devotion it is i am forced to believe the main impetus devotion to each other to work to reproduction to an ideal it is both the mould & the clay so we arrive at god.” Merrill had determined long before that the object of his devotion was his “work.” “A poet” is a person “choosing the words he lives by,” he told an interviewer. His surrogate Manuel, addressing his mother in the closet drama The Image Maker, rephrases it: “My work, Mamá. That’s my whole life.”

			While that declaration harbors its own profound contradiction, to a degree greater than any of his fellow poets Merrill came to combine and even to identify his “life” and his “work” and to incorporate the quotidian dimension of the former in the precisely turned particulars of the latter, an accomplishment all the more arresting when we remember that early in his career he seemed to embody the prototypical artificer. In that phase, his own trope for the ideal artwork was a “cold crystal” bowl whose “splendid curvings of glass artifice / Informed its flawlessness / With lucid unities”—until it broke, and even then its essential elegance was ineluctable:

			
				The splinters rainbowing ruin on the floor

				Cut structures in the air,

				Mark off, like eyes or compasses, a face

				Of mathematical fixity, spotlight

				
				Within whose circumscription we may set

				All solitudes of love.

			

			His first novel, The Seraglio, though a roman à clef, had as its tutelary genius the rarefied stylist of The Golden Bowl. But from the 1960s onward, along with but different from both his debonair contemporaries in the New York school and the more theatrical and publicized “confessional” poets, he mined personal experience and everyday circumstance for aesthetic material.

			Critical attention has made the shape of his career well known. Some points in the general trajectory toward more varied, often intimate subject matter would include the breakout poems “A Tenancy” and “An Urban Convalescence” in Water Street, a book named notably for his home address, beginning in 1954, in Stonington, Connecticut; his responses, both overt and implicit, in his first daringly ambitious volume, Nights and Days, to Louise Bogan’s stinging criticism (in The New Yorker) of his First Poems for its hermetic lucubrations; the contretemps involving some of his good friends in Stonington when he used them as models in the wickedly witty ballad “The Summer People”; the award of the Bollingen Prize for Poetry and the ensuing bickering initiated by a New York Times editorial over the “elitism” of the choice; the minor scandal that followed his satiric portrayal of local village life in a “November Ode”; and, most notoriously, his literary use of the Ouija board transcripts.

			His mature poems often demand that his readers get acquainted with friends who turn up frequently in this selection: see, among many others, “Kostas Tympakianákis,” “Words for Maria,” “Strato in Plaster,” “Manos Karastefanís,” “Days of 1971,” “Peter,” “Tony: Ending the Life,” “Bronze,” and “Family Week at Oracle Ranch.” “Days of 1994,” the last poem in the last volume he saw through press, A Scattering of Salts, opens with “These days in my friend’s house” and concludes with “The laughter of old friends.” Yet all of this introduction into his work of the personal and even the private, paralleled by an increasingly experimental yet steadfast technique, occurred without undermining his basic commitment. The point was to turn the perishable by means of the formal into the perdurable, and the correspondence of this man of letters was integral to the process.

			Over the years, the speaking voice and the poetic style interpenetrated more and more, even as he developed the quasi-symbolist mode notable in The Fire Screen and Braving the Elements. Especially after the publication of Water Street, to listen to his conversation was to detect the diction and the syntax of his poems, while in reading the poems one could recognize the manner of his talk. The correspondence is an arena in which the two modes work together. As a poet he learned about subsuming the conversational in part through his experience with writing plays and novels, though he also attended closely to the poems of Elizabeth Bishop (who, like him, revered Herbert, Donne, and Marvell), in particular her hesitations and recommencements—all the self-questionings and manifest revisions the Renaissance rhetoricians knew by the terms “epanorthosis,” “aporia,” and “metanoia.” Supplementing that practical knowledge, letters were themselves inextricable from his determination to be at once a writer who used all the means available to him and (to lift a phrase from Henry James, whose influence persisted) a person upon whom nothing was lost.

			
			His financial inheritance notwithstanding, this scion of the founder of Merrill Lynch was a thrifty man, one of whose favorite maxims was “Waste not, want not.” In his remarkably integrated experience, rocks lugged home from New Mexico as souvenirs served also as doorstops in Stonington, while his friends’ personalities and his acquaintances’ escapades, along with their verbal tics and bon mots, became stuff for his correspondence, which sometimes laid the groundwork for poems. One letter to friends concludes with a scene featuring details that would be crucial to his poem “Days of 1964”:

			
				A week ago exactly I was driving to Kolonaki and saw a familiar figure trudging up into the pines of Lykabettos on her bad legs—Kyria Kleo who cleans for us. I honked + honked + finally she looked around. She is fat and sixty with the face of a Palmyra sculpture done in horsehair + guttapercha, but that day she was wearing a tight sky-blue sweater + had painted + powdered herself within an inch of her life, or mine. Was she off to a rendezvous? to sell herself? Was she “just lucky, I guess” like the Smith girl in the brothel? The memory absolutely haunts me.

			

			The letters were thus at once repositories and writerly practice. They had the additional benefit of enhancing his ever-complicit daily life. His letters to his Greek lover in his lover’s native tongue led him to try out idioms he could draw on later.

			
			Mildly graphomaniac, like Byron, Merrill registered observations and musings on the same pages as his rough drafts of poems and notes toward missives. Fond of the sturdily bound and handsomely covered notebooks from Antica Legatoria Piazzesi in Venice, he would just as quickly use a pad of graph paper made for French secondary-school students, but equally regularly he composed letters, preferably on the typewriter but often by hand. Occasionally he would draft an important letter in a casual chronicle, but he could not be a steady diarist. “But I don’t keep a journal, not after the first week,” he insisted in a letter to Irma Brandeis when he and David Jackson were circumnavigating the globe in 1956: “letters have got to bear all the burden.” Writing earlier to Jackson himself about the riskiness of their incipient romance, he had asked, “Oh must the mails be asked to bear such weight?” One Mrs. Lowder, overheard by the poet in the wake of a lamentable accident, voices a version of his view when she exclaims, “I’d be crying now if I weren’t writing letters.”

			He liked to paraphrase the mock misgiving traceable to Cicero: “I did not have time to write a short letter, so you will have to forgive a longer one.” In fact, Merrill’s letters are usually of modest length—one page give or take a paragraph seems to have been a formal desideratum as he got older—and while he cannot have given inordinate time to them (since he had time enough to write and rewrite everything else in spite of being caught in what he calls in one a “social or domestic web”), he set them down with an eye to style and structure as well as with a zest for entertaining his reader. Some assorted openings:

			
				It pleased me to no end to have your letter. I’ve read it upside-down and held it to the light, parts of it being too well-written to make perfect sense—not that that matters, as you know. What, at this stage, does matter? Pure dull good will, attentiveness, one eye for possibilities, another eye for impossibilities—what always mattered in short.

				Masses of green outside. This morning early—we had gone for the night to our beloved Morses in Bedford Hills—after one of those by now quite involuntary half-waking colloquies with you, I went out into their garden, sunny, windless, glittering with moisture: the lilacs only slightly rusted, the pink dogwood in its glory, tulips frosty with dew, and the great Chinese peonies easily a foot in diameter, their petals a dazzling crinkled white—and all of these, like those flowers that talk in the 1st song of the Dichterliebe, speaking to me of you; as everything does, these days.

				
				A lovely day of sunlight and cement being poured outside; everything in Salzburg is subjected now to repairs, the facades of hotels, fountains, sidewalks, the cathedral dome. I’ve had such a strange impression that tomorrow morning, when the Festival begins, everyone will wake up to see a shining + perfect city. The last nail driven, the flowerpots all set out.

			

			Although his manuscripts of verse attest to relentless revision—revision, he told an interviewer, was his “one dependable pleasure”—he forestalled that impulse in the letters, where cancellations and marginalia are rare. Their rhetorical finesse testifies to a daunting ingrained fluency and an attention to technique that had become second nature. The exercise of that technique must often have superseded in importance the nominal subject. True, once in a while the scene’s import seems about to capsize the craft. Fortunately misdirected one day in the Vatican Museums, he has an epiphany that can only be called—he calls it—a “vision of love”; but it includes a “vision of the absence of love” and is in sum an experience “complex and shattering and miraculous.” As he relates it, the visual minutiae, the scriptible elements, proliferate passionately, complicate—and finally hold their own. But ordinarily the phenomena surrender more readily to the rendering. The accidental amputation of a small piece of his finger leads him to memorialize that digit as one “need[ed] to trill with at the piano” and to define the severed bit as a “5-carat ruby” presently “drained to the gray of a tooth.” A visit to an old house in Tuscany enables him to dust off some vocabulary—and to hone his descriptive skills (“ ‘my’ room…boasted 2 fat white marble columns + a greenish pier-glass that made it all look like a submerged quarry” and in the stairwell nearby stood “a sedan chair battered with use”). Awkward social moments repeatedly become occasions to frame miniature set pieces replete with piquant dialogue.

			
			He shuffles his diverse subjects dexterously. Vignettes gleaned from his daily routine, whether he is in Stonington or Athens, Key West or Venice in the course of his travel (travel so frequent that he worries about appearing to spend much of his life on a 747), might combine with estimations of art exhibits in one venue or another, or counsel about his correspondent’s current plight, which in turn might fray out into opinions about Jungian or Freudian analysis. A meticulous account of a Native American ceremonial dance, or a percipient assessment of a new operatic production, or an infatuation with a puppet-theater performance given in a New York apartment, or an evaluation of a novel he has just reread gives way to a critique of the verse his friend has sent, or to a relay of some dishy gossip, or to a recipe for an omelette soufflé or to a recapping of a conversation with the hitchhiker he picks up who is going to meet a renowned poet in fact dead for decades, or with the raving crackpot seated next to him on a long flight on a 747.

			Aside from the rare scathing reference, politics is one subject that does not arise. He has to ask a correspondent about the results of the 1972 presidential election won by Richard Nixon—though he had published earlier in the year a poem rich in allusions to events bearing on that election in the course of commemorating a childhood home, a Greenwich Village townhouse at “18 West 11th Street,” which was blown up accidentally by the revolutionary Weathermen faction. But apart from politics, little else, depending on the recipient, is off limits, notwithstanding his preference for punctilio and “surfaces.” (“I am something of a waterbug, skating upon the depths”—his emphasis.) He resorts to French when relating at length a pickup turned mugging and entreats his reader to keep the episode secret, but that language is intended less to signal chagrin—he does not shy from lurid particulars—than to amuse and to comport waggishly with the malheurs in a time-honored French children’s book.

			Sympathetic and supportive of his best friends, he is candid about his own foibles and will confront those friends and his relatives with theirs. “Il est trop honnête d’être sincère,” Proust says of one of his letters, and Merrill might have adopted the remark as a motto. One friend’s moralism, another’s habitual vice, his mother’s sanctimony, his own insouciance are addressed head-on, and he grits his teeth and sails right into an old friend’s reproach for seeming insufficiently affected by a monumental work the friend had dedicated to him.

			
			Though now and again he indicates the progress of his longer poems, and nuggets prized by literary critics can be picked out here and there, comments on specifics of his own work were restricted to a few correspondents—and most of those letters have not been included here because of their narrower technical interest. Ordinarily resistant to self-explication in his letters, as in person, he was wary of imposing (punctilio again) and disdained self-importance. Devoted to his craft, he was nonetheless committed to the principle that the poems, not to mention the language, knew more than he did. Scorn was foreign to his temperament, but he came near it in his contempt for puffery. He did not believe “that the artist can afford to involve himself with the views of the public,” especially “the middlemen, publishers and reviewers,” whose “praise and blame…is a worthless coin flipped in the air.” He did not contribute to the literary kerfuffle sparked by the editorial about his Bollingen Prize.

			Laconic as he was about his own writing, he eagerly shared insights about individual artists in other mediums. Several essays in his Collected Prose—on his older Greek contemporary Yannis Tsarouchis, on his young American contemporary Barbara Kassel, and especially in his “Notes on Corot”—suggest his latent talent as an art critic, a talent that produces an inspired paragraph in this selection on Vermeer’s The Artist in His Studio, which he extols as “one of the wonders of the world.” His clear-eyed appraisal of an Andrew Wyeth exhibit and its popular reception in a letter to Elizabeth Bishop is, in contrast, tinted with ironies (“everyone suddenly knew more about art + the world than ever in life before”). Appreciations of musical compositions and interpretations of them recur throughout and are often as alluring as they are illuminating, as in a running commentary on the parts of Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde and an excursus on The Magic Flute.

			Merrill taught on only a few occasions and, after a year at Bard College when he was twenty-two, never for an extended period, and never to his enjoyment; but his flair for mentorship flowered in his letters to younger writers. He had a tutor’s fervor for syllabi, and he would recommend lists of musical works and literary texts with ardor. Indeed, such tutelage could express and perhaps enhance deep affection. Having hoped that one correspondent will see that a course of reading he has prescribed disguises “a love letter,” he nonetheless complains to him a year later that “I don’t think I know how to write love letters.”

			
			We trust that these selections will disprove that last suspicion, even as they recall the “old love letters from the other world” authored by the spirits in Sandover (whoever the reader takes them to be), and that in doing so they will represent a personality and a temperament: a sensibility. At age twenty he wrote to a kindred spirit:

			
				It is not inconceivable that one day we shall find in ourselves that all the contradictions and desires and angers have through their quarreling created a way of life, a way of thought, an element as lucid, revealing as we had always imagined existing outside ourselves. We shall have created our own commonplace.

			

			Over time his “commonplace,” his sensibility, is notably of a piece, since Merrill’s gift—like Mozart’s, and unlike Beethoven’s, in Northrop Frye’s heuristic view of those two composers—was one that opened up rather than evolved. The six-year-old boy’s request for a “flash-light” at Christmas, set down in this selection’s initial item, could be taken in retrospect as the first in a series of beacons marking crucial intersections through the poet’s career. Veteran readers can trace their own patterns, one of which might continue from that flashlight through the poet’s well-known “bargain with—say with the source of light” in “A Tenancy” (Water Street) and through The Changing Light at Sandover itself (the spirits in the au-delà punningly abbreviate “source of light” as “S/O/L”) to the earthy roundup of “Home Fires” in his posthumous book A Scattering of Salts.

			Equally auspicious is the second selection—chosen, however, like the first, with no thought of the links teased out here—which summarizes the boy’s seventh-birthday trip with his parents to New York. He was thrilled by the performances of “Italian marionettes” and the Broadway production of Alice in Wonderland based on the two novels by Lewis Carroll, and gratified at his completion of a large jigsaw puzzle. One of Merrill’s most brilliantly intricate yet widely engaging, lyrically meditative poems, “Lost in Translation” (Divine Comedies) shapes itself, along with the life it turns out to comprise, around such a puzzle. And one might see in the ability of Carroll’s White Queen to live backwards the seeds of the conclusion of the poet’s “18 West 11th Street” (Braving the Elements). The same inversion of chronology informs the narrative of Rufus Farmetton’s death (converted thereby to a rebirth) in section L of The Book of Ephraim. The Italian marionettes, for their part, both reflect those devised and manipulated by the boy and his governess, the beloved “Mademoiselle” in “Lost in Translation,” and anticipate the poet’s enchantment with The Little Players, the puppet theater of Francis Peschka and Gordon Murdock that he supported and promoted in New York, as well as the Greek shadow puppets in “Yánnina” (Divine Comedies) and the Japanese Bunraku in “Prose of Departure” (The Inner Room). The boy grew up to recommend to his friends Heinrich von Kleist’s essay “On the Marionette Theater”—and to surmise, after an evening of Bunraku, that “we the living” often “feel ‘more ourselves’ ” when we are “spoken through, or motivated by, ‘invisible’ forces.” In The Book of Ephraim (section I) Merrill recalled Oscar Wilde’s aperçu in “The Critic as Artist”: “Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask and he will tell the truth.”

			
			Or the venturesome reader might begin perversely at the other end of this selection, with Merrill’s last complete letter, written a few days before his unexpected death, to André Aciman, whom he had never met, in praise of his recently published Out of Egypt. The book is a memoir based on a family’s life in Alexandria, the ancient site of both the Pharos, the magnificent lighthouse that was one of the Seven Wonders of the World, and the original Musaeum, the dwelling of the Muses. It was more important to Merrill that the eminently sophisticated, polyglot city was heir to a history commingling ancient Egyptian, Greek, Jewish, and Roman cultures with the more recent influences of Christianity and Islam. For him, the memoir recalled “the kitchen-Italian libretti of Bernard de Zogheb,” the Alexandrian writer and artist whose macaronic scripts The Little Players enacted, and the poems of the venerated Cavafy, also a native of Alexandria. Aciman’s pages summoned “that whole world of the trivial & the tragic, interwoven as in Chekhov, and underscored as in opera,” which constituted “the very best life [had] to offer” and came “as close to a ‘real’ home” as Merrill had ever known. It was from such a home that he wrote these letters.

			
			Stephen Yenser

		

	
		
		
			
			This Edition

			This selection of James Merrill’s letters spans his lifetime, from one of the first pieces of correspondence preserved, a note to Santa Claus, to the last, a fan letter written four days before he died. Letters have been chosen primarily on the basis of their interest as letters; we make no attempt to tell the story of Merrill’s life or show the full range of his correspondence and relationships. His letters to his mother alone would fill a long volume; yet only a few of them—telling letters, written at critical moments in their relationship—appear here.

			Every letter is framed by the same information: the correspondent and the current holder of the letter are indicated; then the date (in the day-month-year format that Merrill favored but did not always follow) and the place of composition. When Merrill does not indicate the date or place of composition, we do so in brackets. Rather than give street addresses, we simplify and regularize the place of composition. Thus “107 Water Street, Stonington, Connecticut” becomes “Stonington, CT.” Merrill’s letters from Stonington were invariably sent from his Water Street home, as his letters from Greece were invariably sent from Athinaion Efivon 44, his home in Athens.

			In every case possible, from the salutation to the signature, we give the body of these letters whole, without cuts, at the cost of occasional redundancy or the inclusion of trivia. (The rare exception is because of illegibility or a missing page.) We do so because to excise passages and then introduce ellipses would be to disrupt flow and damage transitions, and raise questions for the reader about what was cut, and because Merrill adapted his anecdotes and news for different addressees. We preserve postscripts by Merrill, or sometimes by another hand, only when they seem substantive or in some way suggestive. The same goes for marginalia. When we can identify the image on the front of postcards, and if it is significant in relation to the message, we indicate it.

			
			In preparing the texts of Merrill’s letters, we aim to preserve the eccentricities and spontaneity of the private letter while making allowances for the conventions of print and the expectations of clarity and consistency readers naturally bring to it. The conflict between those principles is eased by the legibility of Merrill’s handwriting, his use of typewriters for much of his correspondence (on his around-the-world trip in 1956–57, he carried a typewriter with him), and his impressive ability to minimize routine slips of the pen, typos, grammatical errors, missing words, and the like. We silently emend incidental errors when they are inconsequential but potentially confusing to the reader (a missing s on a plural, say, or an “of” or an “and” that dropped out); we make corrections and clarifications in brackets when needed; and we let stand, without an intrusive “sic,” errors that are no obstacle to the reader. When Merrill makes the same error frequently (for instance, his spelling of “cemetary”), we preserve it. We keep certain idiosyncrasies as well, such as Merrill’s curious and habitual running-together of nouns and modifiers to make compounds, as in “titlepage” or “goodnatured.” In the notes, we italicize the titles of books, movies, operas, and other works, following print convention, while Merrill’s letters often capitalize or underline them. We retain Merrill’s underlinings when they indicate his emphasis. Except for the odd instance in which Merrill uses them himself, brackets are the editors’. Inside brackets, italic type indicates the editors’ words, and roman type indicates Merrill’s.

			Merrill’s English is marbled with other languages. We make no effort to correct foreign- language mistakes or to make accents or other diacritical marks consistent; for instance, we retain Merrill’s Greek accents but do not supply them when he doesn’t, and we avoid Greek accents in annotations. English translations for some phrases and sentences in Greek and other foreign languages appear in the notes. One letter to Daryl Hine is composed in French; the editors’ English translation follows the French text. Merrill’s letters to Strato Mouflouzelis, composed in Greek, have been translated by Stathis Gourgouris.

			The editors’ notes, keyed to phrases in the letters and set at the end of the letter, provide clarifying information, context, and short identifications of people, works, and events. We supply dates for obscure or modern works, and we usually provide the date of publication for each reference to a book by Merrill so that the reader can gauge quickly the relationship between that work and the letter at hand. Following the letters, the Chronology outlines events in Merrill’s life, while Biographies supplies fuller identifications of some of Merrill’s correspondents and people who figure prominently or recurrently in the letters.

		

	
		
		
			
			To Santa Claus 

			
				WUSTL

				[1932?]

				[Southampton, NY]

			

			Dear Santa Clause please bring me a flash-light.

			
				
					Jimmy Merrill

				

			

			
				To Doris Merrill 

				
					AMHERST

					March 1933

					Southampton, NY

					Dear Doris,

				

				Many thanks for the lovely birthday present you sent me.

				I went into New York to spend my birthday with Mummy and Daddy. And had a wonderful time. I went to see the Italian marionettes and Alice in wonderland. Which I enjoyed so much.

				Do you like jigsaw puzzles? I love them! We have just finished one called The Lily Pond with 750 pieces. I am getting on very nicely at school. And am learning to do short-division. I am learning to ride my bicycle and roller skates very nice [corrected: nicely]. I hope you will have a lovely time in Bermuda.

				
					
						Love kisses and hugs from

						Jimmy

					

					kisses xxxxx­xxxxx­xxxx

					hugs ooooo­ooooo­ooo

					Doris Merrill Merrill’s older half-sister. See Biographies.

					Alice in wonderland Broadway adaptation of Lewis Carroll’s tale, directed by Eva Le Gallienne.

				

			

			
				
				To Doris and Robert Magowan

				
					AMHERST

					[Summer 1936]

					[Southampton, NY]

					Dear Dot and Bob;

				

				Here are some names you must not name the coming infant;

				BOYS

				
					Marmaduke

					Aaron

					Abel

					Augustus

					Eli

					Asa

					Oscar

					Oswald

					Constantine

					Cyril

					Abijah

					Barnaby

					Christopher

					Duncan

					Egbert

					Ichabod

					Isaac

					Kenelm

					Horace

					Joshua

					Levi

					Luke

					Giles

					Laurence

					Marcus

					Oliver

					Zebedee

					Valentine

					Silas

					Timothy

					Reynold

				

				GIRLS

				
					Aurora

					Belinda

					Dorcas

					Myra

					Lydia

					Salome

					Georgiana

					Huldah

					Ethelinda

					Bertha

					Ernestine

					Ophilia

					Sabina

					Olivia

					Zenobia

				

				
					
						Much love,

						Jimmy

					

					Robert Magowan Married Doris Merrill in 1935. See Biographies.

				

			

			
				To Doris and Robert Magowan

				
					AMHERST

					[September 1936]

					Wildwood Plantation

					Greenwood, MS

					Dear Doris + Bobby

				

				I wish you all possible congratulations, you know, and all those luck, happiness and joy things. Are you glad it’s a boy? How much does it weigh? What color eyes? Any hair yet? Whew! I can’t tell you all my adventures so if you want to know about them ask mama.

				
					
						Love

						Unc. J.I.M.

					

					it’s a boy Robert Magowan Jr., known as Robin, the first of the Magowans’ five sons, was born on September 4, 1936 (See Biographies). While Merrill’s parents were present in San Francisco for the birth, James, with his older half-brother, Charles, was sent to Mississippi, where his father had bought an antebellum plantation called Wildwood.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			To Doris and Robert Magowan 

			
				AMHERST

				December 1936

				Southampton, NY

				Dear Doris + Bobby [drawing of a sailboat]

			

			I hope this letter finds you well also “tiny Robert.”

			Did Daddy tell you that I bought ten shares of safeway and It has gone up almost 9 points!!!!!

			I am leaving for Palm Beach Wednesday. I am enclosing something I have saved to show you for over 3 years. I think its someone you know. (is it??)

			I wish you could see my album it is beautiful.

			No more news now

			so

			
				
					Love

					Jimmy

				

				P.S. kiss the baby for Unk J.

				someone you know The enclosure and the identity of “someone” have been lost.

				my album Merrill, as a child, was an avid stamp collector.

			

			
				To Charles E. Merrill

				
					AMHERST

					[March 1938]

					[New York, NY]

					Dear Daddy,

				

				How are you? I hope you are having a good time with Doris + Bobby + Charles. Caught any more sailfish??

				It’s a pity Robin could not come. He would love it. This Saturday I am going to Carmen at last. It will be my 18th opera. That ends the winter season at the Metropolitan. Then I’ll have to go to the Hippodrome. My first there are Cavallieria Rusticana + Pagliacci.

				I got some swell stamps with the 12 dollars.

				
				School is getting along O.K. I shot a bulls eye at shooting class.

				Sunday I am going to an operatic program in commemoration of Martinelli’s 25th years with the Met. (I think I told you that before.)

				
					Much love to you, Doris, Bobby, Charles.

					
						Jimmy

					

					Charles E. Merrill See Biographies.

					Martinelli’s 25th years Giovanni Martinelli (1885–1969), Italian tenor.

				

			

			
				To Charles E. Merrill

				
					AMHERST

					[March 1939]

					[New York, NY]

					Dear Daddy,

				

				Thanks so much for the stock and books. I have read A Kiss from Cinderella + started Sentimental Tommy.

				Daddy, I DO wish you happiness because I have always felt you have never gotten your full share of it. And now, you are taking a third try at life and I hope you will be successful.

				You refer to me taking this like Doris in 1925. In 1925 there were totally different proceedings, but now that the battle has worn off, I have no hard feelings toward you. I can only wish that you will at last be happy and that you will not regret anything—

				
					
						Much love,

						Jimmy

					

					A Kiss from Cinderella Play by J. M. Barrie (1916).

					Sentimental Tommy J. M. Barrie’s novel Sentimental Tommy: The Story of His Boyhood (1896), Charles Merrill’s favorite book.

					third try Charles married his third wife, Kinta Des Mares, on March 8, 1939.

					taking this Merrill’s parents’ divorce, finalized in February 1939. Charles had divorced his first wife, Eliza Church, in 1925, a less contentious and less well-publicized parting. Their daughter, Doris, had at first resented the replacement of her mother by Hellen Ingram but came to like and admire her.

				

			

			
				
				To Frederick Buechner 

				
					WHEATON

					Saturday [Summer 1941]

					New Canaan, CT

					Dear Freddy—

				

				The last thing I ever expected from you was a six page letter. Here I was looking for a terse message but it was a pleasant surprise. Please write and tell me when you can come to New Canaan. We’d love you to stay a week at least + I’m sure you’d have a nice time not doing much tho’. Write me in N.Y. up to the 1st then to New Canaan, Conn., Mrs. Greenleaf’s house (believe it or not there is such a person + you’d better put it on the envelope for no one knows us).

				Went back to our little chain of bookstores and discovered a nice new place where I got the play—Oscar Wilde for 75¢—nice copy. At Argosy I got Portrait of Mr. W.H. for 1.25 limited edition in pretty good shape. The fattest plum was Salomé in French having searched all through 59th st for it was tipped off by a seedy little man in Argosy + went to La Librarie Française (Madison + 55th) + got one paper-bound. (Dessins D’Alastair—whoever he may be) for $4.

				Brother Charles came for dinner—he’s leaving for Mexico Tuesday + friends. He said he was going to announce his engagement to a girl in Chicago sometime depending on war. Still wondering what I’m going to do when Daddy wants to see my story, think I’m going to give him the Emperor Nero one. How about it?

				I practically sealed your doom socially this morning—told Mama ’bout your nice letter + she asked if there was anything personal in it + could she read it. I said no. After she had gotten 4 pages + a bit I recalled what you’d put about S.J.’s brother (male nymphomaniac) + a look came over my face that surpassed the gingerale scandale at the Jigger. Snatching the letter from her hands, trembling with interest (her hands, I mean) I said quickly, “Thereissomethingpersonalonthatpage!” + substituted your P.S. quickly while she begged me to show her the “personal” part, but I was firm. God! it makes me shudder to think of what might have happened had she read it.

				I haven’t heard from Tony either, but to my intense misfortune I must visit him (with an ulterior motive naturally), for he has some records of mine from school.

				
				Went bowling this afternoon and missed you—probably just as well you weren’t there it was so hot, but I lost pounds—you [would] never recognize me. No need to tell me about Ry-Crisp now (not because I’m sylph-like, but because I’ve already been told about it).

				Mama went to Southampton for the Fresh Air Home annual meeting, and she can’t evade it as she is chairman of the board. Miserablement, Mama has not severed all connections in that hotbed of decadence and illicit love.

				You really must see the Ziegfeld Girl—I haven’t enjoyed anything so much. It is really a gratifying experience to see Lana Turner collapse once but when she does it twice, it acts as cocaine on the soul. There is one marvellous song “Minnie from Trinidad” and I would see the whole extravaganza over again just to hear it. Unfortunately Judy Garland sings it, but one is inclined to overlook that. (I’ll apologize if you like J.G.)

				Boy, oh, boy! Have I got a juicy bit of gossip to tell you!! And it’s perfectly true—Garlock swore on his ma’s life, and he must have been some story teller to invent a spicy but intricate web such as this. Doubtless you recall the picture in Life of the woman (purse over puss) coming out of the gambling joint. Well that was La Rose + here’s the whole ugly plot—Dr. G. was in Detroit or some other den of iniquity + this MAN a “friend” of La Flamme’s offered to treat her to as many 50$ chips as she fancied (of course it doesn’t take much imagination to guess what she did for him). Jim said: (I quote from memory): “—and she was so embarrassed that she was the first one out!” (Tony + I exchange glances)

				
					Jim: Well she was.

					Me: So I see.

					Jim:—(weakly) and that’s how her picture got in—the first one out you know.

					Tony: (chillily) Yes.

				

				I never discovered whether Dr. G found out about it, but I have my doubts + my own opinion on the subject. Jim also told Mama (to her intense interest, you may be sure) as he was afraid I would. It was on the day school let out + he helped so much that she gave him a quarter (after he asked for it).

				
				Well. I’ve tried very hard to equal your six page record but I’ve run out of gossip except the very trivial things such as Mrs. O. Munn’s love, Peppe Russo being slapped in public by a french matron—whoever said that the French had no courage is wrong. I’ve gone against the rigid principles set in “On Unanswering Letters” and I hope I haven’t bored you. By the way, have you got your marks yet—I haven’t. Don’t forget to let me know about them. Remember me to your mother + Jamie—and PLEASE let me know what week you can come to N. Canaan (anytime from 1 to Labour day).

				
					
						Au revoirrr,

						Fishface

					

					Frederick Buechner Merrill’s Lawrenceville classmate. See Biographies.

					New Canaan Following her divorce, Hellen Merrill lived in the Carlyle Hotel, and then in a small townhouse on East Fifty-Seventh Street in New York. In 1940 Charles Merrill bought a house for her in New Canaan, CT, where she lived until 1950. The idea was to expose his son to sports and the countryside.

					Portrait of Mr. W.H. Story by Oscar Wilde based on the speculation that Shakespeare’s sonnets are addressed to a boy actor in the playwright’s company. An enlarged limited edition edited by Mitchell Kennerley was published in 1921.

					Salomé Wilde’s tragedy was published in its original French in 1891.

					a girl in Chicago Mary Klorr, who married Merrill’s brother, Charles, in 1941.

					gingerale scandale One afternoon at the school sweet shop, the Jigger, Buechner made Merrill laugh so hard he blew ginger ale out of his nose.

					Ziegfeld Girl (1941), musical film directed by Robert Z. Leonard and Busby Berkeley.

					“Minnie from Trinidad” Song by Roger Edens.

					Garlock…Tony Lawrenceville classmates James Garlock and Tony Harwood (1926–74). Harwood remained Merrill’s close friend.

					Mrs. O. Munn’s Lawrenceville classmate Orson Munn. Merrill used the name Orson for a character in his novel The (Diblos) Notebook.

					Jamie Buechner’s younger brother.

				

			

			
				To Doris Magowan 

				
					AMHERST

					[March 1944]

					Amherst, MA

					Dear Doris,

				

				One of the most pleasant surprises I have ever had (and a revelation in that) came this fall when I discovered, quite casually, that I was talking to Robin and Merrill, not merely asking about school and toys and the zoo, but engaged in a genuine conversation. I don’t know what I expected of children—perhaps I thought they did not blossom out as people until the age of ten, for example. I personally have no recollection of conversing on an adult plane with anybody when I was seven, but they were doing it and it was delightful.

				
				You see how this is all working in. Keep having more children so they can all be as charming as their brothers and their mother, and so forth. But I am really very excited. I think the new Magowan will be rather exceptional and I shall have the pleasure of watching a fourth marvel mature. The time relationship within the family seems particularly fascinating, Robin nearly 8 years older than Mr. X, and the various other ages, Mr X will have all the advantages of his brothers put together—he will not have to learn very much but a simple “Look what happened to Merrill when he tried the same thing”—will quiet him forever. I think you are so wonderful and so lucky with your family, with you as mother, it can’t help being a phenomenal success.

				
					
						All my love. Will call you Sunday,

						Jimmy

					

					Be sure it is born on Easter!

					the new Magowan Stephen (1944–2001) was the fourth of the five Magowan brothers. Merrill, following Robin, was born in 1938, Peter (d. 2019) was born on Easter in 1942, and Mark was born in 1953.

				

			

			
				To Thomas Howkins 

				
					WUSTL

					[24 June 1944]

					[Camp Croft, North Carolina]

					FLASH!!! Thursday

				

				GOOD AFTERNOON MR AND MRS NORTH AND SOUTH AMERICA, ALASKA, HAWAII, PHILIP EENS, AND HUDSON FALLS. IN MIAMI BEACH, CENTRE OF ALL THAT IS ORCHIDACEOUS, MRS DILLIE TANTE HAS BEEN ENTERTAINING TOMAS HOWQUINS, THE TWOFISTED SOPHISTICATE NATURAL SON OF SIMON BOLIVAR. ISNT IT GAY TO BE AT A TYPEWRITER AGAINE, AND ISNT THIS TYPE THE .chSMARTEST THING YET, I MEAN, IT HAS SUCH POSITIVE CHIC—LOOK AT THOSE C’S: WHEN ALL’S SAID AND DONE I FEEL 50% CIVILIAN, AND THAT IS, AS THOSE FRENCH WHO HAVE A WORD FOR EVERYTHING SAY, QUELQUE CHOSE. MY, LOOK AT THOSE Q’S—ITS ENOUGH TO MAKE YOUR HAIR CURL. TWO RUMOURS ARE BEING CIRCULATED. ONE IS DELIGHTFUL—THAT THE CAMP WILL BE RUN AS INTIMATELY AS PÈRE BROWN’S HOTEL, WITH MANY THREE DAY PASSES, IN WHICH CASE I COULD GET TO NEW YORK OR PALM BEACH TO VISIT MY DYING FATHER, AND IF I COULD GET TO PALM BEACH WHAT I WANT TO KNOW IS COULD YOU, PROVIDING YOU WERE THERE, COME UP AND SEE ME? IT IS ALL VERRY REMOTE. THE OTHER OLD GREY NIGHTMÈRE IS THAT EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE PERFECTLY DREADFUL, THAT BLACKHEARTED GENERAL GREEN WILL LET NO ONE MISS BEDCHECK ANY NIGHT OF THE WEEK EVEN SATURDAY (GREEN NEVER GIVES PASSES TO MEN WHO WEAR GLASSES) AND THE WHOLE SITUATION SEEMS TO BE A TENSER. THIS IS FAR MORE PROBABLE THAN THE OTHER LITTLE DREAM, MAIS ENFIN JE NE SAIS RIEN. EST-CE QUE JE T’AI DIT QUE J’AI FAIT VISITE À FREDDI DEUX WEEKENDS DEPUIS QUE JE SUIS ICI. IL DOIT ÊTRE À DEVONS LE DIX NOVEMBRE, CE QUI EST ENNUYANT, MAIS NOUS AVONS CONSPIRÉ DE NOUS ÉLOIGNER DE LA VIE MILITAIRE AVEC PLUSIEURS INDICATIONS D’UNE SANITÉ PAS TOUT À FAIT PARFAITE, ET DE CÉLÉBRER LE 4 JUILLET À PRINCETON AVEC UNE BOUTEILLE DE BOURGOGNE ÉTINCELLANTE. R A T H E R S T I L T E D F R E N C H BUT THE SENTIMENT THEREIN IS INTENSE. O I HAVE MET THE STRANGEST PIPPLE. THERE IS A HARRIED YOUNG PAINTER WHO SPENDS HIS WEEKENDS, DRUNK, DOING STUDIES OF HIMSELF IN NICOTINE BROWN AND ‘CHATRAISE’ AS HE PRONOUNCES IT: I WANT TO SEE THEM: HE WANTS ME TO SEE THEM. DO YOU THINK MY FAMILY WOULD OBJECT? ALSO A SGT–POET OF THE FASHIONABLE FRUSTRATED SCHOOL, WRITER OF TERSE CURSES AND WORSE VERSES. ONE ENDED (I THOUGHT OF YOU):

				
				SURE I’LL KISS YOU. I LIKE YOUR MOUTH.

					BUT GET THIS. I DON’T LOVE YOU.

					YOU DON’T LOVE ME.

					THIS AIN’T THE THING.

				

				REMINISCENT OF ALEXANDER POPE, NO? INTOXICATED BY HIS COMPANION’S SUCCESS (I SAID ‘OOO, I LIKE THAT’). THE PAINTER REVEALED HIMSELF AS A POETASTER ALSO AND QUOTED A LINE FROM ONE OF HIS LITTLE NOCTURNES, ‘THE MOON HUNG LIKE THE VAST ABORTION OF NIGHT’.

				I SAID, ‘LET’S HAVE ANOTHER CUP OF COFFEE.’

				FREDDY COULD SING NOTHING BUT THE FIRST LINE OF THIS ENCHANTING SONG ONE OF HIS FRIENDS IN THE MERCHANT MARINE BROUGHT BACK FROM LONDON. IT GOES, CATCHILY:

				
					“I’M A NYMPHO-

					DIPSO-

					EGO-

					MANIAC,

					A BUNDLE OF GOOD CLEAN FUN!”

				

				BROWN COULD DO A WONDERFUL JOB ON THAT Couldn’t HE. HE Hasn’t WRITTEN ME AT ALL. I WONDER IF HE IS JEALOUS. I AM ALMOST JEALOUS OF MYSELF, I AM HAVING SUCH A LUXURIOUS LIFE. BREAKFAST (COOKIES) IN BED, AND ALL THOSE NEUROTICS TO HAVE LONG TALKS WITH. WELL.

				FRED AND I HAVE MADE LONG PLANS FOR OUR POST WAR LIFE. AFTER COLLEGE, WE ARE GOING TO EUROPE, TO LIVE OFF SOME OF OUR FRIENDS—HIS ROOMMATE HAS A COUNTRY HOUSE IN ENGLAND, AND ANOTHER PAL HAS A TOWN HOUSE, SO THAT IS GOOD FOR TWO MONTHS IN ENGLAND. THEN THROUGH FRANCE TO SWITZERLAND, WHERE HIS GREAT GRANDMOTHER AND DESCENDANTS LIVE, THEN TO ITALY WHERE ALL WE ASK IS THE HUMBLEST FIVE ROOM APARTMENT IN THE PALAZZA DELLATORRE, THAT IS IF YOU AND PETEE ARE THERE. IF NOT, WE’LL TAKE THE WHOLE BUILDING. WE WILL ACCOMPANY YOU TO BUDAPEST FOR THE WINTER SEASON, AND THEN BACK TO PARIS WHERE OUR WORK WILL BE CUT OUT FOR US. MR GRIFFIS (YOU KNOW) WHO OWNS BRENTANOS NOW WANTS TO OPEN SOME BRANCHES IN FOREIGN CAPITALS, AND WANTS ATTRACTIVE INTERESTED YOUNG MEN TO WORK IN THEM OR MANAGE THEM. FRED AND I THINK WE’D BE THE ONES FOR THE JOB, BECAUSE EVEN IF WE DID LOSE MONEY WE WOULD DO IT IN SUCH A FASCINATING MANNER THAT IT WOULD BE WORTH THE EXPENSE JUST TO HEAR US TELL ABOUT IT. AT LAWRENCEVILLE WE HAD OFTEN CONTEMPLATED RUNNING A BOOKSTORE (TO BE NAMED BOOKBINDER AND THRUSH, FREE TRANSLATIONS OF OUR NAMES—MERRILL Really MEANS BLACKBIRD, BUT THRUSH IS NICER DON’T YOU THINK. I DO). WE WILL BE MAKING SO MUCH MONEY SELLING CLEAN POSTCARDS (THEY WILL BE THE RAGE—SUCH A NOVELTY) THAT WE WILL HAVE INCREDIBLY SPACIOUS APARTMENTS ON THE RUE RASPAIL (GOOSING MONTPARNASSE) WITH SIX OR EIGHT GUEST ROOMS FOR THE CERTIFIED ARABIANS WHO HAPPEN TO BE STOPPING OVER—SEVEN ROOMS WOULD BE BEST I THINK SO THAT WE COULD HAVE THEM FURNISHED LIKE THE SEVEN ROOMS IN “THE MASQUE OF THE RED DEATH” (YOU COULD HAVE THE SEVENTH IF YOU THINK YOU’D LIKE IT). OF COURSE WE HAVEN’T SPOKEN TO ANYONE, LEAST OF ALL MR GRIFFIS BUT FROM ALL INWARD APPEARANCES, IT’S IN THE BAG MRS POUCH.

				
				WELL I HAVE CONSUMED ⅘ OF A DULL LUNCH HOUR RATTLING THIS OFF. WHY DON’T YOU WRITE TOO FOR A CHANGE. I WONT MAIL THIS RIGHT AWAY. I WANT TO READ IT OVER SEVERAL TIMES, BECAUSE IT IS TYPEWRITTEN AND SO AMUSING.

				
					
						
						FONDLY,

						Jimmy (Per Pvt. H.P. Jones)

					

					Mr. Merrill left before I could type this out, and requested me to sign it as above.

					
						Respectfully,

						H.P. Jones

					

					Thomas Howkins Merrill’s unconventional Amherst classmate.

					PÈRE BROWN’S HOTEL Robert Brown, Merrill’s friend at Amherst. The context suggests a humorous allusion to Father Brown, the Roman Catholic priest in stories by G. K. Chesterton, English writer (1874–1936).

					J’AI FAIT VISITE À FREDDI Frederick Buechner. Merrill translates “Buechner” below as “Bookbinder.”

					“THE MASQUE OF THE RED DEATH” Short story by Edgar Allan Poe.

					PALAZZA DELLATORRE The Palazzo della Torre is an old hotel in Venice near the Grand Canal.

					GRIFFIS Stanton Griffis (1887–1974), American businessman and diplomat; friend of Charles Merrill, who commissioned Griffis to write a biography of him that was never published.

				

			

			
				To Gerrish Thurber 

				
					WUSTL

					[Winter 1946]

					[Amherst, MA]

					Dear Mr. T,

				

				At last I can spare an hour or so to give you more words than postcards afford, but unless I switch to the red ribbon I doubt whether you would be able to make them out. Your letter was so wonderful; you are one of the two people who will actually make the effort to see what I am trying to do (the other is a member of the Army faculty here) and it is highly gratifying. My burst of activity since last October has not quite yet expired; I enclose two more poems. “The Broken Bowl” has not yet been revised, but it is my first attempt at combining different line lengths, a thing I have always shied away from. I am sending the beach poems to Harper’s Bazaar out of something close to caprice.

				
				One thing that has worried me is the problem that Fred is involved in with his writing. He seems to have all but completely stopped writing at the barrier of semantics, the very words themselves. I really believe that this particular problem must be overlooked the moment the writer begins to write. It is a different thing to hunt for the mot juste, but to be frozen by the knowledge that the mot juste does not exist is not only horrible but a waste of time. I feel I am right in dismissing it so consciously. I should like perhaps to attempt a more surrealistic imagery, but I don’t dare yet. The one dreadful thing is my ivory tower that I have worked at so hard, to the extent that I am afraid of the very simple things that will get me out of it, learning something about politics, social issues; I have thought so long of these as contaminating things. Well.

				I have been reading much Wallace Stevens; have you read “Notes Towards a Supreme Fiction”? It is rather hard to get, but so magnificent. I’d like to bring it down to Lawrenceville with me and lend it to you if you haven’t seen it; Mallarmé (and [I] saw Martha Graham—she did a Herodiade dance; I think she is a great woman; there is a dance, Deaths and Entrances, on the Brontë sisters, where she handles props and dances with objects, a glass, two chessmen, just the way I should like to use things in poetry); the Four Quartets, very carefully studied. Also, briefly, Lewis, David Gascoygne, John Brinnin, an Englishwoman named Kathleen Raine; they are all worth looking at. I have gotten to know Anais Nin fairly well; she is the one who prints her own books, and has the monumental diary Henry Miller writes about. She is coming to Amherst this week, as a matter of fact, to give a reading to our little club, called The Medusa, and she will read a chapter from her newest book that concerns a huge party for all the artists in Paris, a party attended by none of them because they were each obsessed with their private destinies. And like you, paintings have come over me all of a sudden; I have always spells of a mad desire to paint; I am trying to turn that craving into poetry because my painting stinks. Daddy gave me a picture for Christmas, of my own choice, and I got a wonderful little Braque in cinnamon and bottle green and ochre, and I have been haunting the galleries—in short, living as if I were the only person in the world and the world was one monstrous art-form. That is part of my thesis, also, which I must begin writing this semester—how Proust creates his aesthetic attitude and sees life as one picture after another; which requires a study of impressionism. Do you know any book that really states the impressionist theories, I have never found one. Seurat fascinates me. I went to the Maggie Teyte concert last week, and I have seldom been so thoroughly moved by anything. She was such a personality, and sang with that rare way by which all the love songs mean her love and the death song, her death. What a superb dilettante I am becoming!

				
				And here we are. I have so much to do of actual schoolwork, but I shall do my best to get down, perhaps even around the 24th of March. We shall see. Are you well? Thank Edward for the bed in his fort. Excuse all this talk just about myself, but I’ve seen so little of anyone else for quite a while.

				
					
						As ever,

						Jim

					

					Gerrish Thurber (1907–2000). The assistant (later the head) librarian at Lawrenceville School, he was a mentor and friend to Merrill and Frederick Buechner, and advisor to the Lawrenceville Lit, which Merrill and Buechner edited in their senior year.

					member of the Army faculty here Kimon Friar, who taught at Amherst College as an instructor especially hired to teach demobilized GIs.

					My burst of activity since last October When Friar became Merrill’s unofficial poetry teacher and lover, resulting in the composition of the poems collected in Merrill’s first book, The Black Swan (1946).

					rather hard to get Merrill read Stevens’s long poem Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction as a limited edition chapbook published by the Cummington Press, either in the 1942 or the 1943 version.

					Martha Graham (1894–1991), American choreographer and dancer. Merrill refers to her dances Deaths and Entrances (1943), with music composed by Hunter Johnson, and Hérodiade (1944), with music by Paul Hindemith and sets by Isamu Noguchi.

					Four Quartets T. S. Eliot’s long poem (1941). Merrill was attending lectures by Friar on the modernist long poem, given at the 92nd Street YMHA, where Friar was director of the Poetry Center.

					Lewis Probably Alun Lewis (1915–44), Welsh poet, who died in Burma as a British infantryman fighting the Japanese.

					David Gascogyne Gascoyne (1916–2001) was an English poet associated with French surrealism.

					John Brinnin (1916–98), American poet and critic, formerly Kimon Friar’s protégé and lover, who served as director of the Poetry Center (1949–56), where he sponsored Dylan Thomas’s readings in the United States; in the 1980s, a friend of Merrill’s in Key West.

					
					Kathleen Raine (1908–2003), English poet.

					Anais Nin (1903–77), French-Cuban-American author, known as a diarist.

					Henry Miller (1891–1980), American writer, author of Tropic of Cancer (1934) and Nin’s lover.

					The Medusa A circle at Amherst around Kimon Friar, who had developed an elaborate poetics based on the myth of Medusa.

					Braque Georges Braque (1882–1963), French painter, with Picasso the center of cubism.

					Maggie Teyte English soprano (1888–1976), a famous recitalist who specialized in French art songs.

					Edward The son of Gerrish Thurber and his wife, Mary.

				

			

			
				To Kimon Friar 

				
					WUSTL

					17 July 1946

					New Canaan, CT

					Dear Kimon,

				

				Things have been going very badly. I hate to bother you with it, but there was another long, quiet, strained talk last night in which I admitted I had written you simply friendly letters; that, along with your postcard which did not escape unnoticed was regarded as a serious break in the solemn compact that the three of us made at Xmas, in which we agreed that no more communication would take place, etc. The third person is frantic now, feels that someone else in the family will have to be told, probably Doris’ husband, whom I dislike, nervous businessman. I tried to say more about what I thought would happen in the future, and this was greeted with complete incomprehension and the resolution that it was a matter too strong for the responsibilities of a single person, meaning of course herself. I don’t know what will happen now, or what can possibly happen before or after I am 21. What is the point of going to a doctor if your mind is made up, etc. I am really frightfully depressed, and although I can probably “stand” anything, I feel there is really nothing I can do now but resist everything. She is away now for four days in Vermont, and I shall not see her till I return from Southampton a week from this Friday, nine days; I can’t keep on thinking these things are “what I must expect,” I don’t dare expect them to be as bad as they are; I fear now chiefly, though nothing has been said about it, that something may be done to you, probably because I believe, I must believe, that nothing can be done to change me.

				
				I don’t want to write any more in such an unpleasant letter, except to reassure you that I have not changed. Will write more of other things tomorrow.

				
					
						Always,

						J

					

					Here, at last, are the photographs…

					Kimon Friar Merrill’s mentor and first lover. See Biographies. Friar lived in Greece during the summer and fall of 1946.

					The third person Hellen Merrill.

					a matter Merrill’s relationship with Friar and generally his homosexuality. Hellen Merrill arranged for her son to see a psychiatrist (here “a doctor”) to “treat” him.

				

			

			
				To Kimon Friar 

				
					WUSTL

					22 July 1946

					Southampton, NY

					Dear Kimon,

				

				With this pen, at this lemon-leather desk, with the sound of the fountain in the garden, surrounded by flowers, Chinese lamps, silver, glass; having just left the large two-storey music room with the four Florentine pillars in each corner, of peeling gilt reaching to the carven ceiling to which the portraits raise their eyes imploringly and which the two little urchins in the enormous threadbare tapestry—a skating scene—choose to ignore in favor of their stolen jam, the color of the red damask at sunset when through the stained glass windows the lawns stretch out like a rough mathematical diagram of infinity and the flowers are polite for just a little while longer; rather uncomfortably full of an elegant, withal simple, dinner in the company of my father + his doctor, both of whom have now retired, I begin my “Southampton letter” to you by assuring you of my deep and lasting love. Please forgive the two stupid letters that have preceded this—they were stupid only in as much as my fears were stupid, as this whole business of worry, conflict and deception is stupid. I should not have written them, but I was upset and still am for that matter. I had many nightmares this past week which somehow followed me with more persistence than the actual events of those days; it was a long time before I could separate the two aspects—not that I wish to discredit anything I have written you—but I am in clear air at the moment and I realize with more assurance what it is I want to have and to escape from. As I told you long ago, the only solution that I can conceive is that of some kind of break between me and the world of my mother; I still feel that strongly, and when you suggest my wearing the fez before her, etc—I feel that you have never understood the passion, the determination in her, how strongly she feels about you; so strongly in fact that to wear the fez would be as much to her as anything else. There is a point—and for her that point is the mention of your name—beyond which no calm distinctions can be made. You must realize this and know how it bewilders me to have you write me suggesting these impossibilities; I do not exaggerate—it can be accomplished gradually or reasonably I am sure of that; and, if it is, it will cost both her + me dreadfully. Do you understand? These things are serious—the fez will no doubt arrive while I am here not in Mexico—and that will be stored up for our next “talk”—Ah well, I don’t want to be gloomy anymore. Please forgive the lapse of letters this past week, I have really been unable to write, things have been so confused.

				
				I got your two letters, the 4th + 5 th this morning—Seldon and I came into New York yesterday afternoon, waited 2 hours for Harrigan, the boy from the Bard Review whom I had arranged to meet, but he never appeared, so we went, after dinner to see Francoise Rosay in Portrait of a Woman, a French movie—not too good, but Sasha’s Toscanini film was also shown and it was excellent, except for the music, oddly enough, which confirmed my occasional suspicions that Verdi is the least intelligent of all famous composers, relying completely on accidental beauties that, when he is lucky, are amazingly good.

				I envy you so much—not envy. I just want to be with you,—meeting all your poets, want to hear them say you are unique! And thank you for the pictures—although some of them are particularly like you (especially that close-up)—the moustache is/was Legaut. By all means grow it back on your return trip. I hadn’t been able to place Mrs. Roosevelt from your description, but I remember her now as looking like a wonderful person. I don’t know how long the letters took—no more than 10 days on the last one, written July 12, as I got it this morning, the 22nd. There is coffee in both Shraffts boxes I sent you. Tomorrow I go to see Anaïs, if I can find her; neither she nor the woman she is staying with is in the phone book—Also I shall go to the beach + cry Θαλασσα! Θαλασσα! at the grey-blue waves. No new poems or anything yet—but something may come soon now that I am less depressed. Just got Cyril Connelly’s new book, The Condemned Playground which is amusing + occasionally disappointing. I shall go to bed now + continue this to-morrow—goodnight. I love you, I miss you, I love you—Jimmy

				
				Tuesday, 23rd July—

				

				Just back from dinner with Anaïs in Easthampton. Had a long talk with her about my fears as to my mother, in very general terms of course, and she gave me such confidence and such encouragement, saying to me what you would say I am sure if you were with me, that now I am very much relieved and feel full of courage and hope and love for you. She asked after you + was very pleased to hear about Anaïs and is glad your voyage is so wonderful. It is, isn’t it. I want so much to be sure that you are happy and doing what you want, especially since we are apart. Anaïs has a small room in a little cottage (“Cozy Cottage” by name) with a closet full of old toys and a fireplace painted bright red inside of which is her lamp and writing desk; there are ghastly prints on the wall and a pianola in the next room but she looks very well + is, for the moment, working happily. She will send me the ms. of the new section, to be entitled “Ladders of Fire,”also some addresses of friends in Mexico so I shall not be entirely among the philistines. I saw an ad. for Gore’s book the other day, by the way—Eleanor Roosevelt calls it
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