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E. E. Cun11nings at Harvard: Studies 
Ricbard S. Kenuedy 

H AR\"ARD had always been in E. E. Cummings' future. His 
father, Edward Cummings, class of 188 3, was an assistant 
professor of sociolog~· at Han·ard at the time the child 
was born, and "·hen little Est!in \Vas a tot, his mother, 

Rebecca Cummings, embroidered a large crimson H on his swearer. 
She was successful in teaching him to hum "Fair Harvard" by rhe rime 
he was two. , \'hen 1'lrs. Cummings took him for a walk from his 
home, 1 04 Irving Street, over ro the Harvard Yard, a couple of blocks 
away, he loved to pass the statue of John Harvard, ·which in those days 
stood on the delta in front of Memorial Hall. On one of these oc-
casions, he announced, "\Vhen I get a little bigger, i\lullah, I'm going 
to he a hig college boy and go to college ,vith Fader." 1 Years passed, 
and Edward Cummings had published no hook; so he avoided the 
doom of being a perpetual assistant professor b~· becoming a Unitarian 
minister at the South Congregational Church in Boston. But the plans 
for Estlin to enroll at Harvard remained firm, and when he showed a 
real knack for language study at the Cambridge Larin School, his father 
nursed a hope that he ·would have a career as a teacher, perhaps as a 
classics professor. Estlin eventually did gee the necessary scholarly 
preparation at Harvard, but he never full_v appreciated that side of 
his Harvard experience. He felt rather that for him the uni\'ersity 
was "an alma mater whose scholastic bountv was the smallest of her 
blessings." Anv gratitude that he thought he owed to Harvard ,ns '"" - \..-, "-

1 bl\-1S Am , 892. w ( z 1). These call numbers refer to material in the Cummings 
collection in Houg-hton Librarv. 

All previously u~1published p~ems and other ,,--rirings of E. E. Cummings quoted 
in this article are copnight '9i6 by Xancy Cummings Andrews. I wish to ex-
press my gratitude to her representative, Mr. George Firmage, for permission to 
quote from these materials in the Han·ard Library and in the UniYersity of Texas 
Librar~·- I also wish ro thank \V. H. Bond, Librarian of the Houghton Library 
at Harvard Cniversitv, and \ \"illiam R. Holman, Librarian of the Humanities Re-
search Center, Univ~rsity of Texas Librar~-, for permission to quote from the 
manuscript materials held by their libraries. I owe a special debt of gratitude to 
Dr. and Mrs. James Sible!· \Yatson for a critical reading of my manuscript. 
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for "my first taste of independence and the truest friends anr man 
will enr enjo:··" To describe and assess his total Harnrd experience, 
it \,-ill be convenient to follow that division \vhich he himself suggested, 
and to turn first to what Haffard did for him, as he put it, "officiall)··" 2 

, \ 'hen Estlin Cummings entered college in September 1 91 1, Har-
vard had just completed the period of unprecedented denlopmcnt and 
expansion under President Charles , \'. Eliot \\·hich had changed it 
from a college \\ irh an attached ''Scientific School'' and La,\· School 
and a bareh- attached i'\lcdical F aculn• into a real uninrsin- ,,·ith a . . . 
graduate school, nine professional schools, se,·eral museums, and an 
obsen·atorr. The College, which \\"aS still the heart of this educational 
complex, had doubled its facult)· to almost t\\O hundred and its student 
hod\- to about twent\r-two hundred. President Eliot's educational ex-. . 
periment, the elective s:·stem, had just been abandoned, because a 
facult)· committee had discovered that man:· students \\·ere enrolling 
almost exclusi,·eh- in elcmenLn,· courses "·hilc orhers mot most of their - . 
courses within a single departmenr. The chairman of that committee, 
Professor A. I ,awrence Lowell, had become the new president of the 
university, and students ,vere nm\- required to plan a program of 
"concentration and distribution" of their studies so that a liberal spread 
of rel::ited courses supported rhc educational strength of a major ficld. 3 

The student population still came largclr from Ne\\· Fngland. Al-
though Harnrd had not )"Ct begun its polic_\· of recruiting a national 
student bod)-, the expansion of admissions had begun to produce a 
more democratic mix in the entering classes and to leaven the con-
servative Brahmin lump that Harvard had been at the time Eliot took 
over as president. Not all the facult)' were happy about this. Cum-
mings' first Greek instructor told him that he was glad to have moved 
to Princeton because at Harvard he "had men like :·ourself sitting 
next to some little roughneck Irish Catholic or Polish Jew, and the - . 
problem of teaching a course in poetr_\· to such a heterogeneous ag-
glomeration was not hr any means a simple one." 4 Nor ,yas cver_\-one 
overjO)'ed about the expansion. Yet no one could quarrel with the fact 
that Eliot had assembled a distinguished faculty. Nowadars, any 

'i: six non-lectures (Cambridge: Harvard Uninrsit\ Press, 1953 ), pp. 47 and 
53· 

'Samuel Eliot Morison, ed., The Development of Harvard University 186tr1929 
( Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1930), pp. xxiii-1. 

' bMS Am 1892, Letter, Theodore A. Miller to EEC, 11 October 1914. 
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decade bct\\-ccn 1890 and 1930 is usually referred to as Harvard's 
Golden Age. Although a number of the 01_.,·mpian figures like James, 
Sanra,·ana, Child, and "'.\;orton had retired or were about to retire b,· 
the ti;ne Cummings entered on the scene, nun_\· of the great profcsso~s 
were still in rhe full vigor of their careers - Albert Bushnell Hart, 
Charles H. Haskins, and Frederick Jackson Turner in History; George 
Lyman Kittredge, Barrett\ Yendell, \\'illiam Allen .:\'eilson, ,md F. "'.\'. 
Robinson in Fnglish; Charles H. Grandgent and Irving Babbitt in 
Romance Languages; E. K. Rand and Charles P. Parker in Classics; 
Josiah Ro_\·cc and Ralph Barton Perr_\' in Philosoph_\·· 

Cummings remained at Harnrd for five _.,·cars. He took an A.B. 
degree, "magna cum laude in Literature espcciall_\· in Greek and 
English,'' in 191 5. (But he did not realize his ambition to be elected 
to Phi Bera Kappa as had his father and his Cnde John.) He Sta_\Td 
on one more _.,·car to earn an A . .\ 1. degree in English in 191 6 - rea 11 _\' 
more like a fifth undergraduate ,·ear since there were no special ex-
aminations and no master's thesis. In his freshman _\·car Cummings 
decided to concentrate in classics, for he "·as \\-Cit prepared in Latin 
and Greek, and he took courses in modern languages and literature 
ro augment that concentration. Stud_\· in some other fields \\"aS required 
for distribution. He complied, usurill:-· ,,·ith not much pleasure. He 
took more science than he liked: a ~·car of Chcmistr_\· to make up for 
his deficiencv in science at the Cambridge Latin School; a vear of 
Ph\Tsics; a ha'if-\'Car of beginning- Gcolog/ ( widck kno\\'n as ;~ "soft" 
co~rse) under ·Reginald Dal_\·, ~he Can;dian cartographer; a !·car of 
Ph_niology, another eas:-· course and one which was nluable to him 
for ,\·hat he learned about dra,,·ing the human bodr; and a half-rear 
of Cr_\·ptogamic Botan:-· from his next-door neighbor, Professor Roland 
Thaxter, another course in \\'hich he could emplo:-· his dra\\'ing skills. 
\Vith a second neighbor he \\'as not so fortunate: Professor Frank 
Taussig almost flunked him in Economics. Cummings came eark to 
feel th.'lt questions of mone>· and trade were as i~1humane as· the 
medie,·al church had pronounced them rn he and that the people who 
were interested in such matters \\'ere tedious fcllo\\·s. 

He studied only one year of Philosophy at Harvard, the full range 
of the Histor~T of Ancient and .\-Iodern Philosophy under !·oung Ralph 
Barton Perr:-·-" His notes indicate diligent stud>T but he did not do 

'The catalogue lists Perry as the instructor for the second term; no name is 
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well. He made a D- on his first examination on earl)· Greek philosophy 
- Pythagoras, Democritus, and others. , Vhen he \\ ent on to Plato 
(whom he found more poetic), Aristotle, and the Stoics, he pulled 
the grade up to a B for the fall term; but in the spring term he fell 
back to a gentleman's c.r. This performance is not surprising. For one 
thing, Cummings had a creative personality, and intellectual theory 
and speculation did not interest him. But for another thing, he grew 
up with a suspicious view of philosoph)r professors. He regarded his 
neighbor, the dreamy Professor Josiah Royce, as something of a 
Laputan fool, and the one derailed anecdote he published about Ro:·ce 
makes fun of him as the prototype of the absent-minded professor. 7 

H 7hen Royce publicly denounced his colleague, Hugo l\hinsterberg, 
in a controversy about the sinking of the Lusitania, Cummings felt 
even less respect than he had before. In addition, his father frequently 
displayed impatience ·with the theorizing of the academic world he 
had lcf t. As time went on, Estlin came to express open scorn for 
philosophers and reminded others that Mallarme had told Degas, 
"One doesn't write poetry with ideas: one writes poetry with words." 8 

Language study involved words. Cummings began his classics pro-
gram in freshman Greek with Homer's Odyssey, Books VI, VII, VIII, 
IX, and X, many passages of \vhich he rendered into English hexa-
meters. He went on to Euripides' Hippolytus and Medea and Aristo-
phanes' The Acharnians and The Frogs. It appears that his teacher, 
at first, was Herbert '.Veir Smyth, a grandiose specimen of a man with 
a deep, resonant voice, known among the undergraduates as "Oly·mp-
ian Zeus." 9 Cummings had been taken by his father to see Smyth's 
production of Agamemnon in the Harvard Stadium in 1906, and he 
was thrilled now by Smyth's reading of Homer aloud in the bardic 
manner. His determination to specialize in Greek was confirmed. 10 

After a time the course was taken over by Theodore A. Miller, a grad-
uate student in classics, from the University of Rochester, \Vho held 

given for the first term. EEC's well marked textbook, Alfred \Veber, History of 
Philosophy, trans. Frank Thilly (New York: Scribner, 1912 ), is Houghton Li-
brary, 69c-297. 

'bMS Am 1892.7, Class Notes. 
'i: six non-lectures, p. 2 5. 
• bMS Am 1892.6 ( 60 ), Notes for non-lectures. 
• Lucien Price, "Postscriptum," in Morison, Development of Han..'ard, p. 64. 
10 bMS Am 1892.4 ( 104) and 1892.6 (60), Notes for non-lectures. 

1 
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a one-year instructorship. In this way, Cummings met the first of a 
series of mentors who would act as father-surrogates for his next dozen 
vears. 

"Dory" Miller soon noticed young Cummings' zest for language 
and his unique performances in translation. He found himself prepar-
ing his classes with young Cummings in mind as his ideal student. 
Unlike many classics teachers, he had a real taste for poetry and he 
\\'as delighted with the verse translations that Cummings attempted for 
him - for example, "JVledea JVlater," a rendering of the betrayed 
;\ledea's anguished words just as she is about to kill her children, which 

' . was set up m tcrza nma: 
J'vly sons, my little sons! :i:e go to dwell 

In a citv of manv homes, a cicv vast, 
But moth.er at the gates must sa~: farewell. 

Into another countn· am I cast 
Afar off, never to be reached by ye,• 

Hot-foot with joy from portals unsurpassed. 

Never one sweet-souled flower on that new lea 
Shall I, in time to come, pluck from the land, 

To deck the shadowy marriage bed to be. 

Never with swelling bosom shall I stand, 
Rearing my torch against the scars, as down 

The passage man and maid move, hand in hand. 

In vain those anguished throes, - with pains that drown 
Hell's fiercest anguish, - puny, they and I. 

All wealth received, and yet of thorns the crovm. 

I reared my temples splendidly on high, 
Shrines unto hope unworshipped heretofore, 

Massive, magnificent, to knock the sky! 
I stood in spirit upon death's still shore, 

Tearless and proud. Had I not borne earth men? 
What gift to men or gods can mortal more? 
Methought ye wrapped my winding sheet, and then 

Felt I each tear that wet the ghostly gown, 
Even while this soul stood penned in Pluto's den.• 
Dead dreams, once real. vVhite tresses, one time brown, 

Grey cheeks, once flushed with joyance and renown: 
All broken - yet ... I cannot fling it down! 11 

11 bMS Am 189z. 5 ( 742). The asterisks indicate places where someone has made 
check marks. Perhaps J\1iller wished to discuss points of translation with EEC. 
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The poem is not coherent, nor is it completely accurate in its transla-
tion (or poetic paraphrase) of i\lcdea's speech, but it shows in in-
dividual passages that Cummings ,, as able to rise to his material and 
was able in his phrasing to express heroic grief and passion. 

Although ,\tiller \\·as seven :-,rears older than Cummings, the two 
became intimate friends b,- the end of the year. As a ,,·arm-hearted 
teacher and someone perl~aps even inspired· by the Socratic ideal of 
bringing to birth beauty of the mind, he discussed Cummings' studies, 
his reading, his poetic experiments, and he soon began to advise him 
about his creative work in general. He spoke scornfully of Cummings' 
early idol, Longfellow, and led the young man to the medieval French 
ma:.terpicce, A11c,rssin ct Nicolette, to Tcnn:'son and Swinburne, and 
to Shelley and Keats. It seems unbelievable that Cummings could have 
aspired to he a poet and never have heard of Keats, yet it was 1\'1iller 
,vho made the introduction and wrought a change in his life, altering 

L L L 

the values of 104 Irving Street by putting before him Keats's creed, 
"I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the heart's affections 
and the truth of Imagination. \Vhat the Imagination seizes as Beautv 

L L , 

must be Truth," 12 and by upholding the sacredness of pure aesthetic 
pleasure. \Vhen Keats replaced Longfellow as his archet:vpal poet, 
Cummings came also to accept the Romantic view of the poet as the 
tortured genius ,vhom societ:v rejects or alienates, a viev: which he held 
for one reason or another for the rest of his life. Keats "was as trulv 
crucified as Christ was," i\Iiller told him in one of his rather gushing 
letters, and suggested plans for him and Cummings to visit Keats's 
grave the following summer. 13 

Bur /\liller also ,,,as cager to give everv encouragement to Cum-
L • 

mings' classical studies. He introduced him to Cnullns and to Horace, 
and he presented him with gifrs at Christmas and on birthdays, vol-
umes of Sappho, of Anacreon, and of selections from T!Je Greek 
Anthology. 14 Although Cummings did not mark up these handsome 
volumes the way he did his textbooks, one is tempted to conjecture 
about the importance of their presence in his life. He certainl_\T must 
have treasured the gifts, for the_\' came with warm inscriptions 1~ from 

"Letter, Kears ro Benjamin Baile:,·, 22 NoYcmber 1817. 

"b\lS Alll 18q2, Lener, q August 1912. 

"Houghron Librarv, 69c-257, 7 and 7a. 
"'For example in The Greek Anthology: "But if the while I think on thee, 

dear friend,/ All losses are restored and sorrows end/To my dear friend Estlin Cum-
mings on rhe 19th birthday October 14, 1913." 
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the first person outside his family· who fully engaged his affecrions. 
One may guess that he brm\"Scd through these volumes frcqucnrly 
during his college years and after, especially that fascinating collection 
of Hellenistic epig-rams, The Greek Anthology. The books represent 
clear evidence that he ,ns fomiliar ,\·irh Greek lyric poetry. 1c In the 
poems of Sappho, whose H_v1m1 to Aphrodite he quoted in a Hanrard 
lecture in 1952, 11 Cummings had an inspiration for the kind of direct 
and intense expression of love which he gave voice to throughout his 
career. In Anacreon and The Grl..'t:k A11t!1 ology he had a host of 
models for epigrnmmatic nrse, a poetic mode \\"hich became character-
istic of him in much of his work during mid-career. The epigram is a 
short poem which makes a point incisi\·cly, usual!:· h:-,· wit or linguistic 
pla_v. Anacreon (sixth ccntur\' B.C.) is known mosrJ:-,, for his amatory 
epigrams and drinking pledges, which arc composed with great skill. 
The Greek A11t!1 ology or Ant/10/ogi,1 Gracc,1, "·hich \DS based on 
a collection of epigrams surviving in a single manuscript found in 
Count Palatinc's library in Heidelberg, has great ,·arietv of the form: 
love poems, dedications or pranrs to the gods, epitaphs "·hich com-
ment on the value of the dead individual's life, allusive exempla, gnomic 
wisdom, private satirical attacks, and comic vie\\·s of human behavior. 
These poems ,,·ith their brevity and thrust represent, along with the 
work of Catullus and Martial, a ven- old tradition that Cummings 
later joined in the number of short ironical or satirical observations 
that he included in each of his volumes of poems published after 192 6. 

l\Iiller also showed him some sides of Boston that Cummings had 
not been acquainted with before. He took him to Greek rcsraurants 
like the Athenia and rhe Parthenon (he could speak some modern 
Greek) :md introduced him to such ,\Iiddle Eastern exotica as _vaoorti 
(:-,rogurt), shish kabob, and eggplant cooked in sesame oil. Cummings 
also recalled that one of the first erotic experiences of his life occurred 
\\·hen he and i\Iillcr ,nnt to see Oris Skinner's cxtr:l\·aganza Kismet 
and warched the naked harem girls di,·c into a pool on stage. !\Iiller 
came up to Sih-er Lake in the summer and participated in all the hik-
ing, s,vimming, and minor construction around the famil:-,-cottage. 

"It is like!:-· that Cummings had a good deal of acquaintance with Greek lyric 
poetr!·, not onl!· because \ lillcr selected books that ma>· ha\·e been the subject of 
some of their discussions but also because Professor Smnh was a11 authority on 
it, taught a freshman course that made use of it, and edited Greek .Helie Poets 
(London: :\lacmillan, 1900). 

11 i: six 11011-lectures, p. 51. 
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He went sketching with Cummings up i\fount Chocorua. He looked 
m·er the young man's accumulated collection of verse and gave him 
thoughtful criticism. This imponant friendship lasted through Cum-
mings' junior year, at which point i\liller left Harvard for a teaching 
position at Princeton. 18 

Second-year Greek covered Thucydides' History of the Pelopon-
nesian lVar, Books VI and VII, Aristophanes' The Birds, Aesch_dus' 
Prometheus Bou11d, and Sophocles' Oedipus Tyramms. Cummings' 
professor, C. P. Parker, was an expen in Greek and Roman philosophy, 
but his inrcrest in classroom instruction was so intense that he devoted 
most of his time to early undergraduate courses. Since he was an 
Oxonian, he spent much time in individual tutoring of his students 
and inaugurated a kind of tutorial system in the Classics Depamnent 
long before Harvard College set up the tutorial program. 19 He too 
encouraged Cummings in his verse translation. On one occasion, he 
mailed to Cummings' mother the rendering of the Choral Ode from 
Act I of Oedipus Tyrannus that the young man had written for him. 

Out of the mouth of the Dclphi:m rock hath a God's voice spoken, 
Naming a doer of deeds unwhispered, with bloody hand; 

Of foot more swift than the flight of the wind-fleet stallion unbroken 
It is time that he flee from the bnd. 

For the son of Heaven in arms.,, ith Rame and the lightening's fire 
Leapeth upon him; and follo,,·s the Furies' terribl; ire. ' 

Out of the snow of Parnassus a shining voice is uplifted, 
Bidding each man to follow the feet of the doer of ill, 

Under the tameless trees and the rock of the precipice rifted, 
Like a bull he wandereth still, 

Hunted by living, flitting visions; striving in vain 
To shake the mid-earth's word of doom from his tortured brain.~0 

Cummings' intimate knowledge of the play bolstered him years later 
when he was translating the Speaker's text of Oedipus Rex: An Opera 
Oratorio by Jean Cocteau for Stravinsky's New York production in 
1948. 

Cummings took no further course in Greek until his senior year, 
"bMS Am 1892, Letters, Theodore A. Miller to EEC; 1892.4 (104), (106), 

Notes for non-lectures; 1892.7 (4), Sketchbook. Although Miller was always in-
,·iting EEC to visit him in Rochester or in Princeton, EEC never accepted these 
invitations. The friendship waned. Miller died early- 30 June 1929 in Paris. 

"Morison, Development of Harvard, p. 47. 
'"bMSAm 1892.5 (742). 
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when he enrolled in Greek 6 and read some Greek oratory, Demos-
thenes' "On the Crov;n" and Aeschines' "Against Ctesiphon," and a 
good deal of drama, Aeschdus' Choephoroe (The Libati011 Bearers), . 
Euripides' Hacchae, Sophocles' Elektra (plus an independent reading 
of Euripides' Elektra). Chandler Post, his professor, held appoint-
ments in three departments, Classics, Romance Languages, and Fine 
Arts. He was a peppery man who sometimes terrified the under-
graduates when he fired questions at them. Bur they recognized his 
range and vcrsatilit:·· In later years, t';rn undergraduates who \Hote 
for the Lampoon celebrated him in their satirical hook, .l1ondays at 
Nine or Pedagogues on Parade: 

Celestial s:,·stems have their central pole, 
Some sun, or star round which ren1h·es the \\·hole. 
Just so at Cambridge. Hear John Harnrd's toast, 
"My own pole star of learning, Chandler Post." 21 

His course, Greek 6, \.Vas no mere series of sessions in translation. He 
lectured on Greek histor:' and Athenian politics, on Greek drama and 
the literary characteristics of the three great tragedians. Cummings 
was so impressed with him that he enrolled the following rear in 
Post's course, The Art and Culture of Spain, even though he was 
supposed to be a graduate student in English. The course was an 
educational treat, the best possible way to absorb the character of a 
people, through their art and literature. Herc he learned more about 
painting than he did from any other source in his whole career. Reams 
of notes remain from the lectures on art historv, architecture, and 
anal:·sis of individual works of painters and sc~lptors. 22 John Dos 
Passos had also recommended the course to Cummings and their 
friendship became cemented in a mutual response to Post and to 
Spanish culture. Their experience with Post led to their spending the 
month of April 192 1 in Spain, touring Salamanca, Seville, Toledo, and 
Madrid. 

Cummings' interest in classical studies was largely confined to 
Greek, for he felt that the Roman literature lacked intensity. He took 
onlv one Latin course, Latin B, in his sophomore year, in which he 
slogged through Livy, Books I and II of the Histor~r of Rome, before 

21 Paul Brooks and T. Gordon Upton (Cambridge: Harvard Lampoon, 1931 ). 
"'bMS Am 1892.7, Class Notes; and University of Texas, Humanities Research 

Center, Cummings, iv1isc., Harvard Course Notes. All further references to the 
University of Texas Cummings materials will be referred to as UT, HRC. 
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he gained relief through Terence's Pbormio and Andria. 23 The worth-
while part of the year was the time spent with Horace, and once again 
Cummings was able to work with verse translation. Horace's Odes 
have always been favorites with translators because of his clarity of 
language and at the same time because of the challenge of capturing 
his elusive moods as he develops the great commonplace themes of 
life and death. For these reasons, perhaps, and because he himself 
liked best to write lyric poetry, Cummings delighted in v,orking with 
Horace, and in so doing, he produced three of the best poems he had 
yet written. For example, his version of Ode IV from Book I begins: 

The fetters of\\ inter arc shattered, sh,Htered. 
And the limbs of the earth arc free, -
Spring, and the breeze that loHth the lca 1 

And the old keels - gaping :ind tempest h:_ittercd -
:\!enroll them d0\n1 to the sea.~~ 

"\Vhat he has produced is a creatively free translation. In the first line 
he has developed his own metaphor ro express the rather straight-
fonvard "Solvitur acris hicms" (Sharp \\ inter is breaking up) and 
goes on to expand it further in line rn·o, which has no Latin equi\'alent 
at all in the Horatian poem. Further, Cummings' lines about "the old 
keels - gaping and tempest batrcrcd" arc a poetic elaboration of the 
abbreviated statement "trahuntque siccas rnachinae carinas" ( the en-
gines drag dry keels) and he has pictured human action responding 
to the change of season. not the machines doing the hauling. 

He takes one more liberty to make the Horatian poems his own: he 
eliminates the complicated pasticchio of mythological allusion, yet at 
the same time he holds to the spirit of the ode he is working with. 
Ode VI from Book IV, An Invocation to Apollo, begins (as the Loeb 
translation gives it): "O God, 1,,-horn Niobe's offspring came to know 
as the punisher of boastful words, whom the robber Tityos felt and 
Phthian Achilles ,,-hen well-nigh victorious m'er loft_\, Tro,,, mightier 
than others, vet no match for thee, though he \1·as the son of sea-born 
Thetis and shook the Dardanian towers, ~fighting with his awful spear" 
- and so on for two more paragraphs. Y ct Cummings' delicate render-

" His professor was perhaps Clifford H. Moore, the editor of his textbook, 
Horace: The Odes, Epodes, and Carmen Seculare (New York: American Book, 
1902 ). EEC's copy is Houghton Library 69c~163. 

"bMS Am 1892. 5 ( 742). The t>·pcscript has the error, "leas." 
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ing of this poem cuts through all that tangle to give us the simple . . mvocat1on: 

0, blessed of the gods, 
Shield of the race of Rome, 
Are Faith and Fame at odds' 
Th:· smile is Spring. - 0. too long thou dost roam. 

From home. 

As a fond morher srands, 
Seeking with prayerful eyes 
O'er sea and sinuous sands 
Her long-departed son, for whom black skies 

Arise, 

So doth this land of ours 
Yearn for her mighr>· son; 
All lapped in fruit and flow'rs 

Young Cummings had always enjoyed writing poems about the 
seasons - especially the coming of spring. His three best Latin transla-
tions involve spring, and two of them are tempered with that sad 
Horatian awareness that the natural cycle brings death too, to human 
beings. Here is his handling of the work that A. E. Housman called 
the most beautiful poem in ancient literature, Ode VII, Book IV: 

Farewell, runaway snows! For the meadow is green, and the tree stands 
Clad in her beautiful hair. 

New life leavens the land! The river, once where the lea stands, 
Hideth and huggeth his lair. 

Beauty with shining limbs 'mid the Graces comes forth, and in glee stands, 
Ringed with the rythmical fair. 

Hope not, mortal, to live forever, the year whispers lowly. 
Hope not, time murmurs, and flies. 

Soft is the frozen sod to the Zepher's sandal, as wholly 
Summer drives Spring from the skies, -

Dying when earth receives the fruits of Autumn, till slowly 
Forth \Vinter creeps, and she dies. 

Yet what escapes from heaven, the fleet moons capture, retrieving; 
\Vhen through Death's dream we survey 

Heroes and kings of old, in lands of infinite grieving, 
What are we? Shadow and clay. 

Say will rulers above us the fate tomorrow is weaving 
Add to the sum of today? 

1 ' lbid. 



Hear me: whatever thou giv'st to thine mn1 dear soul, shall not pleasure 
Hungering fingers of kin. 

Once in the gloom, \\·hen the judge of Shades in pitiless measure 
Dooms thee to journey within, 

Dirth, nor eloquent speech, nor gift of piety's treasure 
Opens the portal of sin. 

?'-Jever, goddess of chasteness. from night infernal thou freest 
One who for chastit\- fell. 

E\'er, hero of Athens, him who lond thee thou secst 
\Vrithc in the chainings of Hcll. 2'• 

"The portal of sin" and '\uithe in rhe chainings of Hell" represent 
terrninolog_\· far too Christian for the Roman undcn,·orld, bur the rest 
of the poem docs justice to the original. Once more, Cummings en-
gages in poetic development while following the general Latin guide-
lines: the gentle apostrophe, "FarnHll, runaway snows," for the more 
declarative "Diffugere nives" (The snows having fled); the more 
concrete image, "the meadow is green," for "redeunt iam gramina 
carnpis" (already the grasses return to the fields); and the more lively 
personification, "the tree stands clad in her beautiful hair," for 
"f red cunt] arboribusque comae" (and the leaf hair returns to the 
trees). On it goes, with Cummings displa:·ing a really poetic mind 
thinking even more metaphoricall_v th:m his master. "Nos ubi de-
cidimns, quo" ( \ Vhen we have departed to the place ,,-here) becomes 
"\Vhen through Death's dream we survey," and "manus avidas ... 
heredis" ( the avaricious hands of the heir) becomes the ringing con-
sonance of the "hungering fingers of kin." In keeping with his practice 
about allusions, Diana, Hippolyrus, Theseus, and Pirithous disappear 
from the poem, and more general statements replace what they stand 
for. 

Translation is excellent training for a young poet. His motif is 
supplied to him, suggested phrasing guides him, and like a painter with 
a model standing before him, he can concentrate on what is essential. 
his technique. The meanings and the sounds of the words in their 
patterns must then be sought out to bring the model into being, not 
merely to represent but to be given new dimension and proportion in 
an aesthetic !if e of its own. Cummings' efforts in translating passages 
in the Greek drama were useful to him, especially when he worked 
with choral odes, but his achievement with the Larin lyric poetry 

"'Ibid. 
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shows him to have profited most from playing with metaphorical 
language \,·ithin the immense metrical and stanzaic variety of the 
Horatian form of ode. 

Ko other courses in Latin appealed to him and he turned instead to 
the modern bnguage which is its most direct descendant, Italian. In 
the junior year he elected elementar:· Italian under Professor George 
\Veston, a friendk man \,·ho conducted his classes informallv, and he 
read selections fr~m a series of nineteenth-centurv authors 0; to pre-
pare himself for a major educational experience in his senior year: a 
full :'ear of Dante under Charles H. Grandgent. Harvard had a long 
tradition of Dante studies, going back to the first Smith Professor of 
Romance Languages, George Ticknor, the great literarv hisrorian of 

"- "- .... 4,..., " 

the earlv nineteenth centurv, \\'ho first brought Italian into the cur-. . 

riculum. He \\·as succeeded b:' Longfellow, whose translation of 
La Dh·ina Commedia introduced the poem to the American public. 
Lo\,·ell next occupied the chair, teaching Dante in the 1 88os, and he 
then bequeathed Italian studies to Charles Eliot i"\orton, who offered 
a celebrated Dante course in the 1 890s, and \,·ho published a polished 
prose translation of both La Vita Num.:a and the Commedia for Ameri-
can readers. 

Grandgent, a far greater scholar than any of his predecessors, rook 
over in the twentieth century. He was a philologist, a literar:' his-
torian, and an interpretive critic. He was also the foremost Dante 
specialist in the English-speaking world. He had produced both the 
Italian Grmmnar and the textbook in Italian Composition 38 that Cum-
mings had used in Italian 1. He had prepared an annotated edition of 
the Commedia which has become standard in this centurv. 29 Besides 
numerous short studies in Dante, he was just completing his critical 
and historical book, Dante, at the time Cummings enrolled in Italian 
ro, the Dante course. 30 The first semester of work included study in 
the culture of the i\1iddle Ages, the history and politics of Florence, 
the nature of allegorv, and the reading of ll Convivio, De Monarchia, 
La Vita Nzwva ;nd the early canto~ of La Di,vina Connnedia; the 

"'Houghton Libran·, 69c-204, A. :\farinoni, ed., Italian Reader (New York: 
,villiam J~nkins, 1911 ): The book is heaYil~· marked. 

"Boston: Heath, 1904, 3nd Boston: Heath, 1907. EEC's copies 3re Houghton 
Library, 69c-143 and 142. 

"'B~ston: Heath, 1913. EEC's copy is Houghton Library, 69c-143. 
30 New York: Duffield and Co., 1916. 
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second semester was devoted to a close reading of the entire C ommedia. 
Grandgent was not a stimulating lecturer and there were those who 

found that his "rhythmic, musical, soothing" 31 voice put them to sleep. 
But not Cummings. He was intensely interested in the material of the 
course and he sat, an alert figure, in the front row. He took extensive 
lecture notes and he set down careful reading notes on a series of 
Dante studies by Norton, Grandgent, E. G. Gardiner, and R. \V. 
Church. He drew elaborate diagrams of Dante's Hell, Purgatory, and 
Paradise with the allegorical details minutely placed in the scheme. 
He also became fascinated with the character of Dante and with the 
psychological phenomenon of his injecting his personal life - his 
likes and dislikes, his enemies and his ideal loved one - into his vast 
cosmic poem. A sonnet that he wrote at the time embodies this re-
sponse and his general admiration. 

Great Dante stands in Florence, looking do\\'n 
In marble on the centuries. Ye spell, 
Beneath his feet \\·ho walked in Heaven and Hell, 
"L' Italia." Herc no longer lord and clo\\·n 
Cringe, as of _nire, to the immortal frown 
Of him \\'ho lo\'Cd his ltaly too well: 
Silent he stands, and like a sentinel 
Stares from beneath those bro\\·s of dread renown. 

Terrible, beautiful face, from \\'hose pale lip 
An;ithema hurtled upon the \nlrld, 
Stern mask. \,·e read thee as an open scroll: 
\\'!mt if this mouth 1--1:ite's bitter smile has curled~ 
These eyes have knO\nl Love's srarrv fellowship; 
Behind \\·hich trembles the tremendous soul. 3~ 

The course provided Cummings' first critical exposure to allegory 
and his first serious understanding of the medieval mind. It pushed 
him toward his choice of courses in the graduate year, Neilson's 
Chaucer, Neilson's The Nature and History of Allegory, and Post's 
The Art and Culture of Spain (for Post had just published his book 
on Medieval Spanish Allegory) .33 For a young man brought up in a 
religious household and with adolescent emotional leanings toward 

"Letter, Constant Southworth to RSK, 8 September 1970. Southworth was 
not one of the sleepers. 

"'bMSAm 1823-7 (23) . 
., Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1915. 
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religiosit_v, the meagreness of C nitarianism was troubling, and his 
_\·outhful poems have alread_\-renaled that he reached be_\'ond it and 
absorbed some of the eschatology of the general Protestant culture 
that he had grown up in. 1'.'ow the richness and complcxit_\· of the 
religion of the medienl church, which \\·as brought ,·igorousl_v to 
life in Dame's masterpiece, fed some of Cummings' emotional roots 
that reached out toward that reservoir of feeling. He ,,·as also thrilled 
by the Platonic idealism of the Vita Nuo7.•a (and its dramatization in 
the Commedia), for it matched the youthful idea of the sacredness of 
womanhood that he still held in the fall of 19 q. Dante's "·orld Yiew 
in general intrigued him. Enr aftenDrd he dre"· upon this fully 
detailed Christian 111_\·thic view for his nrse, and in the , 9 3 os he used 
Dante's allegorical scheme for his narrative, Eimi, the most elaborate 
\n)rk he ever wrote. 

The other modern language Cummings studied was German, begin-
ning "·ith g-rammar and clerncntan· reading in his freshman ,-ear 

._ L- • ... • 

(breathes there a student of German who has not read Hillern's 
J-f ol.icr als die l{irche~) :rnd going on to spend a _\-car ,,·ith the great 
literan· historian and founder of Harnrd's Germanic i\luseum, Kuno 
Francke, for the course, History of German Literature in Outline. 
Cummings was not attracted to German culture, feeling it lacked the 
freedom and looseness of the French or Italian wan of life. The fact 
that Professor Francke was a Prussian chauvinist. and an admirer of 
Kaiser ,Vilhclm did not help tr.e situation much. In his final _\Tar 
Cummings enrolled in a similar cultural introduction, The History 
of Russian Literature, given by the Russian exile, Leo YViener. Herein 
he read a number of Russian novels and therefrom he absorbed an 
awareness of the Russian soul which served him well in his be,,·ilder-
ing tour of Soviet Russia in 193 r. 

Although Cummings' concentration was nominally in classics, he 
never took the full six year-long courses which were required, probably 
because he had exhausted his interest in Latin. Although he enjoy-ed 
Catullus, he did not want to spend further time with Cicero, Plautus, 
Tacitus, Lucretius, or even the minor Virgilian poems, and he cer-
tainly did not want any more Latin composition. He found Greek 
literature more to his taste but three years of Homer and the dramatists 
seemed the cream of Greek studies, and other courses stressed the 
Greek philosophers, Greek philology, or Greek literary history (Pindar 
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was reserved for graduate students). He ,vas interested in literature, 
not in classical civilization. He therefore finished out his concentration 
in "related studies" in the division of Language and Literature: after 
his sophomore year he hulked out his program with courses in English 
and Comparati,~e Literature. 

The course with the grandest title was taught br '\Villiam Henry 
Schofield, the man who created the depanment of Comparatin Liter-
ature: The Literary History of England and its Relations to that of 
the Continent. Cummings never mentioned the course nor its teacher 
in all of his voluminous self-centered writing. Some of his lecture 
notes arc still extant - for instance, long lists of medienl languages 
and dialects and the literary works v:ritten in each. It took the whole 
fall term to get up to Chaucer. But the attention paid to the chivalric 
romances must have attracted Cummings (Schofield had just published 
Chivalry in the Middle Ages), 34 for he went on to take the second 
half-course - ,vhich dragged itself only as far as the Elizahethan 
period. This view of European literature as a whole must have been 
good for Cummings, and this kind of learning ,vas congruent with 
his tendency tov:ard cultural spread in the study of five languages 
plus the courses in Spanish and Russian culture. He continued to read 
indiscriminately in all of the major European literatures after he left 
college. 

The great figure he encountered in the English Department ,\·as 
George Lyman Kittredge ,,,hen he enrolled in the famous English z 
"Shakespere (six plays)." Kittredge, a protegc of Francis James Child 
and a man whose learning stunned even experts, began to dominate 
the department in the twentieth century and gradually altered its 
emphasis away from linguistics and composition tmvard literature, 
although he himself had published a book on lVords and their lVays 
in English Speech and had edited a Latin gramrnar. 3 " His courses and 
his books ranged widely in the earlier periods of English literature: 
on chivalric romances, on English and Scottish popular hallads, on the 
folklore of witchcraft, on Chaucer, and, most important, on "Shake-
spere," as he and his mentor, Child, spelled it. Although most lit-

"Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1912. A great many notes and drawings 
on coats-of-arms which are found among EECs college papers suggest that per-
haps he wrote a term paper on heraldry for Schofield. 

"'A rather solemn biography of this fascinating man is C. K. Hyder, George 
Lyman Kittredge (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1962). 
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erature courses at Harvard had become an unconsummated marriage 
of lectures and assigned readings, the Kittredge method \\'aS differe~t. 
It was chieflv a combination of historical criticism and explication de 
texte. After initial lectures on Shakespeare's life, on the Elizabethan 
theatre, and on the distinctiH features of the period, he spent a month 
or more on each of six selected pla)·s. Some students took the course 
twice in order to cover twelve pla:,·s. Cummings read Julius Caesar, 
H1:my IV, Parts I and fl, ,llacbeth, King Lear, and All's TVell that 
Ends TVell (and in good old Cambridge fashion had passages to 
commit to memon· in each). 

During class periods, Kitrredge, who looked like a :\'e"· England 
version of George Bern:1rd Sha\,·, offered a series of running footnotes 
on the plays. Each significant word or line was scrutinized for its 
linguistic origins, its meaning at the time, its allusive reference to 
m:rthology or histor:,· or Elizabethan custom, its reflection of Renais-
sance ideas, its relevance to the particular passage or to the pla:,.r as a 
whole. For ever:,· assignment, students were required to look up each 
word which was ne\,. or unusual to them and thev interleaved the 
pages of their text \,·ith thin slips of paper pasted into ·place so that they 
would have more room for the notes. A sober summar:v of Kittredge 
in action calls him "an outstanding scholar, ahle in his lectures to inter-
mingle scholarship (as to the meaning of unfamiliar words, sources of 
the pla_\·s, etc.) \,·ith illuminating exposition of individual pla:vs as 
pieces of dramaturgy, supplemented h:· broad appreciation of their 
poetic and humanistic values." 30 But most student recollections are 
more dramatic, depicting him in the classroom as playing a \vell-
rehearsed role of omniscient scholar: an imperious eagle-e:,.·ed old man 
hurling penetrating questions or ans\\·ering queries "'ith authoritative 
scorn as he lifted his well-trimmed white beard in the air. 

Anecdotes about him abound, and words like god, prophet, or 
patriarch occur in most of them. In one, Kittredge, invited to an after-
noon tea, is met at the door by a maid who shrinks back in alarm at 
his startling appearance, exclaiming, "1\l:,· God!" "".\' ot God, madam, 
Kittredge," he replies as he strides across the threshold. For years, 
when he wished to cross the street in Harvard Square, he stopped the 
thronging traffic by stepping forth with his folded umbrella raised 

"'Letter, Edwin Smith to RSK, 31 August 1970. \Vhile some members of the 
Class of 1915 agree with Smith, others found him "forbidding, haughty," "lacking 
in warmth," "cold and arrogant." 
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like Moses holding back the Red Sea waters. Cummings himself in a 
memoir of a classroom incident refers to him as "Zeus." 37 Yet Kit-
tredge could be humble in the presence of greatness: "If :,:ou gentlemen 
will not remove your hats in the lecture hall for me," he would sa_v, 
gesturing toward a bust on his left, "then please do so for Homer." 
Cummings relished the flamboyant individualism of the performance 
and he adopted some of the Kittredgean amused arrogance for his 
own roles in public assemblies. Best of all, he learned hm,· to read 
Shakespeare with full understanding and he spent many hours of his 
lif crime with the pla~·s and the sonnets. 

Under another Shakespeare scholar, \ Villiarn A. "'.'Jeilson, Cummings 
studied Chaucer. Xeilson, a genial Scot, trained both at Edinburgh 
and at Har\·ard, was a specialist in Elizabethan drama and in Shake-
speare and Burns (Kittredge even used his little volume, The Facts 
abollt Shakespeare, as a textbook for his own class) .:18 He was shonl~· 
ro desert Harvard to become president of Smith College. His assistant 
in the course, >·oung F. N. Robinson, \\·as later to succeed him at 
Harvard and to become the foremost Chaucerian of his rime. Under 
these t"·o teachers, Cummings' delight in Chaucer was fostered, as 
,,·ell as his further pleasure in chivalric romance and allegor>·· Neilson 
had the right sense of humor for teaching Chaucer, and he com-
municated to the students his livcl~- pleasure in reading the work even 
though he used the Kittrcdgean method of minute examination of the 
text. 

Cummings returned to -:'\eilson in his graduate vcar for a half-~·ear 
course in The 1\'ature and Histon· of Allcgor~·, a subject on which 
Neilson was an expert, having done his Ph.D. thesis on medieval 
allegory. The lectures began with distinctions among litera~· terms -
allegory, mrth, parable, personification, metaphor, s~'mbol. The read-
ings began with the Bible and medieval allegories, such as the Romm, ~-
de la Rose, Piers Plougbma11, Go"·cr's Confessio AmaJJtis, and Ei·ery-
man; then moved up through Spenser and Bunyan to satirical allegories 
such as the Dunciad and Gulliver's Tra~.;els; and at length to romantic 
works such as Endymion, Prometheus Unbound, and (for Cummings 
the third time) The Idylls of the King. 39 Cummings was already 
familiar with the emblematic habit of mind, from the New England 

"b.\lS Arn 182_1 . .; ( 10.; ). 

"'New York: Macmillan, 19q.. EEC's well annotated copy is HCL 69c-z 14. 
"'UT, HRC, Cummings. /Hise., Harvard Course Notes. 
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tradition that surrounded him and from his father's sermons. But his 
smd_v now sho,,-cd him the means of providing further dimension to 
stories, pla_1,·s, renderings of ordinar_1,· incident-~ and all of this in a 
,·ariet_\" of presentation, from didactic preachments to suhtle illumina-
tions. His first important \\·ork, The Enormous Room, ,,·as to emplo_\" 
Pilgrim's Progress as an allegorical narrative de,·ice. Ir ,,·as also to use 
the enormous room itself as a subrler sn11hol for a heterogeneous 
society of indi,·iduals oppressed h:, the authority of the state. 

The English professor in ,,·hose classes Cummings sat most fre-
quent!:· ,ns Bliss Perr:·, perhaps the most popular lecturer in the 
College. He \\·as a ,·igorous, masculine figure, nr_,· much interested 
in sports: an ardent trout fisherman and a former baseball pla:i·cr at 
\ Villi ams College, ,d10 now mug ht the students to "hat the curns '' 
of Emerson's poerr:ir,40 Although he had done graduate \H)[k at rhe 
Cni,-crsiries of Berlin and Str:1shourg, he \\ as not so much a schol:1r 
as a man of letters. He published nm-els and short stories, he wrote 
popular biographies of "'hitnun and Carl_\ le, he edited schoolrcxts of 
h.'lrn/.1oc and Burke's Spccc/.ic's, he compiled anthologies and developed 
textbooks, such as A Smd_y of Poetry. He had been on the facult_1,· at 
Princeton, but left to rake the editorship of the At!alltic .Honthly, a 
position he held for ten _1,·cars. President Eli or f cit that there \\·as a 
place on the faculty for men who appealed to undergraduates less as 
scholars or scientists th:rn as men of the world who could be models 
of applied learning for them. He im·ited Perry to a Professorship of 
English Literature without consulting the facult_1,· of the English De-
partment. As a consequence, the nc\\·comcr was at first viewed as an 
audacious interloper. Dur gcmlemcn accommodate themselves to cir-
cumstances, and Perr_\' \\·as soon accepted as someone \\·ho would 
profess "modern literature''; that is, oHr the _1,·cars he developed off er-
inrrs in literature from Swift to "r ordsworth, in Emerson, in Carl vie, :::, . 

in Tennvson, and in prose ficti011.n 
In hi; sophomore :·car, Cummings enrolled in Perry's fall-term 

course in lyric pocrr:i·- Perr:- lectured on verse forms, gave facts of 
biograph:'· and literar:• hisror:i·, and occasionall_1,· ,nrnld read poems 
aloud. Reading aloud was a common custom in American colleges, 

'° Brooks and Cpron, .Hondays at Nine. 
n Bliss Perry, And G/,1dly Te.ref., (Boston: Houghton :\liffiin, 1935), pp. 235-

245. The details of this appoimment make clear how dictarorial President Eliot 
could be. 
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reflecting the importance of oratory in an earlier time; at Harvard, a 
prescribed course in Elocution survived quite a while during the period 
of Eliot's elective system. \Villiam Langer remembers that Perry's 
approach to lyric poetry was "a very manl~r one" and that "whenever 
he read a poem he got up from his chair, threw back his shoulders, and 
read in a measured, very effective manner." 4 ~ Under Perr~''s instruc-
tion, Cummings learned a great deal about stanzas and rhyme schemes, 
meters and their effects. He read samples of English lyric poetry from 
Chaucer up to the 1 890s and was introduced to many poets he had 
not known before, including such sweet singers as \Valier, Herrick, 
Lovelace, and Carew. He liked Perry well enough to take other work 
from him, and with additional encouragement from Dory Miller, he 
signed up for the half-year course in Tennyson. It was ver~r thorough, 
covering all of Tennyson's verse including the plays, but Cummings 
(one more time, The Idylls of the King) grew very tired of Tennyson 
and scribbled Hudibrastic couplets for his classmates: 

Dear God, be kind to Tennyson, 
He did no harm to anyone. 
For queen, for country, and for Thee 
He wrote for all eternity. 
He led an exemplary life 
Having children by his wife. 
Dear Lord: let Keats and Shelle\· wait. 
Make Tennvson thv laureate. 43 

. . 

He did not return to Perry until his graduate year, but then took 
two courses in a vain reaching out for more contact with modern 
literature and with the principles of literary criticism. The first, Types 
of Fiction, made use of Perry's own textbook, A Study of Fiction, 44 a 
rather elementary work with chapters on such topics as Character, 
Plot, Sening, on Realism and Romanticism in fiction. It makes plenty 
of references to novels and novelists, but its general level of criticism 
is about equal to that of a correspondence school for aspiring short-
story writers. In the first half-year the students read short stories, 
mostly American, and then went on to novels, continuing through the 
year in rather scattered fashion to read such works as Defoe's Captain 
Singleton, Scott's The Bride of Lammermoor, The Deerslayer, Old 

ci Letter to RSK, 30 August 1970. 
"bMSAm 1823.7 (23), p- 136. 
"Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 19oz. EEC's copy is Houghton Library, 69c-228 
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Goriot, Hugo's Les Travaillems de la :Her, Uncle Tom's Cabin, 
"liiddlemarch, The Scarlet Letter, Madame Bo-.:ary, The Return of 
t!Je N atirc'e, A1111a Karenina.45 Cummings wrote a term paper in \,·hich 
he dealt ,vith an equally scattered series of works: Captain Singleton, 
Le Sage's Gil Blas, Richardson's Pamela, Fielding's Joseph Andreu·s, 
Goethe's 1Vert!.ier, and Saint-Pierre's Paul et Virginie. \Vhether it was 
the fault of the student or the teacher, and one may suspect it was 
both, the paper had no center. D nahle to draw all rhis reading to-
gether to support any thesis, Cummings made it a long impressionistic 
meditation that moved from one book to another as he dreamed of 
them in his study. Perry ,vrote, "Very clever but don't do it again." 16 

The second course, entitled The English Critical Essa:v, which ran 
during the spring term, began \\·ith nlontaigne and Bacon and moved 
up through literary history to Arnold and perhaps Pater. Cummings 
seems not to have learned anything from this course either. By the 
time he came to write his long paper in April r 91 6, he was unable to 
produce a critical essa_v himself and he wrote a long clever satire en-
titled "1\lS Found in a Bottle," 47 in ,vhich he parodied the st_des and 
attitudes of a great variety of authors. He created a situation in which 
\ Villiam Dean Howells, presiding over a literary gathering, introduces 
George Eliot, who is going to discourse on "My Favorite Insect and 
\:Vhy." Present are Balzac, Flaubert, i\Ielville, Dreiser, Amy Lowell, 
Poe, Hawthorne, Henry James, Tolstoy, and others, all of whom make 
comments in characte~istic fashion. ·Parod\' is a form of literary 

. . 
criticism, but Perr:v could not see it. He refused to put a grade on the 
paper because it was not the kind of term report he expected. 

One may observe here something deficient in the Harvard pro-
gram, as \\·ell as something lacking in the early twentieth-century 
literary scene in general. In his English studies under Kittredge, 
Neilson, and Grandgent, and to some extent in his classical studies, 
Cummings learned the method of historical criticism very well; that 
is, he learned the way to read a literary work by acquainting himself 
with the period in which it ·was produced and the circumstances that 
produced it. Ir is an essential beginning for the understanding of 
earlier literature. Also from Grandgent and Neilson he learned the 

"'Harvard Archives, HUC 8913.315.12, G. H. Shaw's notes for Comparative 
Literature 12, 1913-14 . 

.. bMS Am 1892.6. 
" UT, HRC, Cummings, Works. 
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rudiments of literary interpretation. But there ,ns no one on the 
faculty (Professors Briggs and Copeland were as incapahlc as Perry) 
who could deal in a critically intelligent \\·ay with the literature of the 
previous century, which included the richest efflorescence since the 
Renaissance. One need not blame Harvard. In no other college or 
uninrsin· could such a critic be found. And President Fliot's instincts 
were right in reaching out for the editor of the Atlnntic ,\tonthly in 
order to put someone on the facult:v 1\"ho supposed!:,· could speak 
authoritativck about modern literature. 

Cummings' failure to learn an:,·thing from Perr:,· about aesthetic 
criticism or about making literar:,· judgments reminds us that there "as 
realk no sound method of aesthetic analnis before I. A. Richards or . ' 

the V:mderbilr critics in the 192 os. There ,ns literar:v theorizing 
about rhe nature of an, there "·ere interpret:1tions of literar:,· texts, 
there was some litcrar:,· categorizing. But in aesthetic criticism - the 
stud:· of litcrar:,· works as beautiful objects achie\·ing their significance 
through a delicate intcrpla:,· of clements, especially st:·lc and structure 
- rhe modern world had not reall:,· gone be:,·ond Aristotle's Poetics, 
"·hich had been rigid!:,· misapplied since the Renaissance, or be:,·ond 
Horace's Ars Pocticn, \\·hich, echoed b:,· Sidne:,·, Dr. Johnson, and 
others even dmn1 to the present, reg:udcd literature as a kind of teach-
ing. Coleridge's theorizing about the nature of poetr_',' was hrilliam 
but it had never had an:,· application and remained to be rediscowred 
in the 193 os. Arnold \LlS a man of good taste with a question-begging 
method of making literary judgments. \ Vhat cm we expect at any 
college or universit:-,· in the earl:-,r decades of the twentieth century 
when the task of making Iiterar:,· discriminations arose, except personal 
impressions; Cummings went on after college to write reviews for 
The Dini and critical attacks and parodies in Va7lity Fnir and to make 
pompous pronouncements in his later life to friends and to audiences 
of college students, but he never \\'as ahlc to appl:-,' any other criterion 
than his own personal response as to whether or not a work was, as he 
called it, "alive." 

Yet in an adjacent area, the teaching of composition, Harvard made 
a discernible contribution to Cummings' future career. Harvard had 
a long tradition of emphasis on writing, especially creative \vriting. 
Even during the days of President Eliot's elective system, the one 
required course was English A, Rhetoric and English Composition, 
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Oral and Y\'ritten, under the direction of A. S. Hill, whom Grandgent 
called the "high priest of correctness and conformit:· to good usage-." ~8 

Barrett \\'endell's electin composition course, English 1 2. also had an 
advanced fom1, English ~. In a similar advanced carerron- \DS Enrrlish 
16, English V ersifiZatio~. And except for one, these ~-e~e all full-;·ear 
courses. Hill and \\'endcll \\ ere succeeded h· Le\\·is Gates. Le Baron 
Russell Briggs, and Charles T o·wnsend Copeland in handling all this 
advanced instruction, a substantial number of prof cssors for a depart-
ment of se,·en or eight. Before 19 1 o, in fact, the Haffard Enrrlish 
Department was muZh more remrn·ned for its teaching of composition 
than for its teaching of literature. At Harnrd, students were expected 
to stud:' composition, and the:· \\·ere encouraged to ,uite ,·erse and 
fiction as ,nll as good expositor:· prose .4 " In addition to the student 
newspaper, The Han.:ard Crimson, and the satirical magazine, The 
Har7:ard Lampoon, the undergraduates supported t\rn rival literar:· 
periodicals, The Har-_•ard Ad1.·ocate and The Har-.wd Monthly, both 
of ,vhich published ,·crse, fiction, essa:·s, re,·iC\n, and literary polemics. 
The Han,ard Musical Rei·iew was another first-class magazine edited 
b:· the undergraduates. Perhaps as a result of all this, an astounding 
number of Han·ard men became writers of some renown. Those 
from the , 900-, 9, 8 period alone make a long list: Conrad Aiken, 
Frederick Lewis Allen, Robert Bcnchlc:·, S. ?-,;_ Behrman. Earl Derr 
Biggers, Heywood Broun, Rollo '\ Valter Brown, Van \\\ck Brooks, 
'\ Viner B:·nner, Stuart Chase, 1\ Ialcolm Cow le_\·, S. Foster Damon, 
Bernard De Voto, John Dos Passos, T. S. Eliot, Arthur Davison Ficke, 
John Gould Fletcher, Herman Hagedorn, Robert Hill:-er. Henry 
Herbert Knibbs," 0 \Valter Lippmann, John I\Iarquand, Samuel Eliot 
:\ 1orison, Robert a than, Charles 1' ordhoff, Eugene O'-:\ eill ( as a 
special student), John Reed, Alan Seegar, Edward Sheldon, Stuart 
Sherman, Harold Stearns, '\ Vall ace SteHns ( "·ho did not graduate), 
Arthur Train, John Hall \\'heelock. John Brooks '\Yheehnight, 
\Villard Huntington \\'right (S. S. \-an Dine). And, of course, E. E. 
Cummings, who enrolled in English A in , 9, , , studied the principles 

"J\forison, De'uelop111e11t of Har7.:,1rd. p. 76. Elocution had once been one of 
the lusic "pracricar· courses in rhe Fnglish Dcparnncnr and had been ct required 
subject until 187.l. Thereafter, it \\·as one of the popular clcctiHs, even though 
practice in speaking was routine in English A. 

"Rollo \Valtcr Brown, lJea!l Briggs (~cw York: Harper, 1926), Chapter III. 
0 ' It is with a nostalgic flourish that 1 include Kniblis, rhc author of one of mv 

fa\·orite books from g;ammar-school Jays, The Ridi11g Kid from Po0.1.:dcr Ri,:c;_ 
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of argumenration, read Burke, Lincoln, and Br:1:ce, aml:-,7ed speeches, 
compiled vocabubr:-,- lists, wrote week!:-,- themes, g:we hoth prepared 
and cxtemporar:-,- speeches, and was excused from the prescription 
after one term. "Learn to write b:-,' writing," his section leader told 
the class.''1 No need to tell Estlin Cummings, \\·ho had been scribbling 
since he \\·as five. "Cultivate the forming of figures of speech. The:-,· 
ma)- serve the highest and humblest uses." This \\·as news, and :·oung 
Cummings diligenrl:-,- recorded images and tropes whenever he had 
leisure. 

Part \\'a_\' through Cummings' college oreer, something happened 
to his verse that moved it bevond Keatsian richness to a decadent ovcr-
ripeness, and the same thing befell his prose st:·le whenever he was 
tr_',·ing to evoke an imaginati\-c situation or indeed, even \Yhen he ,ns 
onl:v tr:·ing to sa:· something impressi\·e ahout an or literature. It 
seems reasonable to connect it with a happening he referred to onl:· 
briefly in his non-lectures."~ One da_,-, Josiah Ro:-,·ce stopped Cummings 
on Irving Street and said, "Estlin, I understand that you ,nite poetr_\'· 
Arc you perhaps acquainted with the sonnets of Dante Gabriel Ros-
setti?'' \ Vhen the young man said no, Ro:'ce took him inro his house, 
sat him down in the stud_v and began to read him the \Villowood 
sequence from The Howe of Life. Cummings \\·as enthralled b_\-the 
music and bv the calculated exaltation in Rossetti's treatment of love 
themes. Over the months, he read Rossetti and became familiar \\·ith 
his career. Gradually' he de,·cloped a wish to become a poet-painter 
like Rossetti. As a budding poet, it was the worst thing that could 
have happened to him. Longfellmv did no harm rn a schoolbo_\' poet, 
but Rossetti was a disastrous influence for a maturing :voung man -
and especially the style of the sonnets in The H ousc of Life. 

Rossetti's st:-,·lc attempts to imitate a mcdin·al allegorical mode, thus 
it is full of archaic words and constructions and it makes frequent 
use of references (not quite personifications) to capitalized abstrac-
tions such as Love, Death, Life, Oblivion, Hope, Soul, God, and the 
like, with the idea that these references will bring emotional ,-ibrations 
or lend profundity to what is being expressed. In this Rossetti st_de, 
religious language and m:vthological allusion are plentiful. In addi-
tion, it indulges in a highly self-conscious piling up of figures of speech, 

'· 1 UT, HRC, Cummings, :\1isc., English Notebook. ln EEC's handwriting the 
man's name is indecipherable - something like Hinchman. 

"i: six non-lect11res, pp. 29-30. 
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sometimes quite strained in their relevance to the poetic sirn,1tion, and 
it frequently employs language of far greater inrensit~' than is appro-
priate. For example, his sonnet "The Kiss'' hegins, 

\\'hat smouldering senses in death's sick delay 
Or seizure of malign vicissitude 
Cm rob this bod\· of honour, or denude 
This soul of \Hdding-raiment \I orn to-da:,·: 
For lo' even nm1 my lady's lips did play 
"'ith these my lips such consonant interlude 
As laurelled Orpheus longed for ,;·hen he ,\·ooed 
The half-dra,,n hungering face ,\·ith that last la_\'· 

Soon Cummings ,,·as writing that \\·a:-·- His "\Yater-Lilies'' sonnet, 
"·ith Rossetti-like vagueness and artificialit_\', hegins: 

Behold - a mere like a madonna's head 
Black-locked, enchaplered ,,·ith lilies \\·hite; 
Il:· Him the Prince of Artists in Earth's sight, 
Eons ere her most ancient master 11·ed 
\ Yith Immortalin·. :,3 

And a little later when he was writing lm,c poetr?, he was going into 
musical swoons like this: 

I miss you in the da,rn, of gradual flO\Hring lights 
And pra_\·er-pale stars that pass to dnrn·sing-incensed hymns, 
\Vhen early earth through all her greenly-sleeping limbs 
Puts on the exquisite gold day. The Christlike sun 
J\lovcs to his resurrection in rejoicing heights, 
And priestly hills partake of morning one by one.;;4 

It would not be ,Yorth commenting- on if this had been onlv one more . 
imitative phase that Cummings passed through, but it ,,·as not. This 
stvle, reinforced b\· the interest that manv of the ,·oung Haffard 
literati took in the English decadents of the ; 890s, continued ro appear 
in some of his poems for the next decade. ,vhenenr he wrote a sonnet, 
the chances were great that the spirit of Rossetti "·<mld hover over 
him read~· co descend and fog up his expression. 

Theodore Miller, the first person Cummings ever encountered who 
could give him helpful criticism on his poems, cautioned him about 
loose usage of words and he recommended after Cummings' sophomore 

"Published in The Hari•,1rd ,\JontNy, L V (Fcbruar:,· 1913 ), 1 jO. 

"'Published in The Hari-ard Jlonthly, LX (April 1915), 37. 
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:,·car that he take a course in cxposiror:,· ,niting "in order to clear up 
_rour tendenc_\· to obscurit:,· in poetr)·-" :;:; Cummings did not take his 
a(h·ice until his senior war when he enrolled in Dean Le Baron Russell 
Briggs's English 5, Adrnnccd Composition. Briggs was no doubt the 
best-loved professor in the Harnrd Yard. He was a kind, genrle, 
gracious human being, slight of build, bo:,·ish in appearance n·en into 
his middle )-Cars, exhibiting a modest charm enlinned by a delightful 
sense of humor. He came from old ~e\\· England stock with a descent 
from John Alden and Priscilla 1\Jullins on l1is father's side and from 
Go\"Crnor Bradford on his mother's. He had :mended Cambridge 
High School (before the Latin School "as separated from it) and 
went on to srndy Greek at Harnrd_~,G Cummings must han felt a 
strong identification with Briggs because of his own frail appearance 
and his Cambridge background. 

Briggs had been associated with college composition for a long rime. 
Shortly after he became a Harvard facult)· member, he inaugurated 
the English A program h:· bringing Sophomore Rhetoric do\\'n to the 
freshman lcnl and adding some lectures in general orientation in the 
liberal ans and their relation to American socien-. Thus was born 
what has come to be a common educational practice for college fresh-
men all <n-cr the nation - training in \\Titing and stud:--· of a hook of 
essavs on education and societ\". Briggs had alwa\·s devoted himself 

• f..., • 

to his students, spending hours in conferences \Yith them and slaYing 
at night over their batches of themes - a routine which he continued 
and expanded "·hen he took over Barrett , V endcll's English 5, Ad-
vanced Composirion. But soon he was Dean of Harrnrd College and 
conferring \\·ith hordes of _n)tmg men in need of alh-ice, frequent!_,, in 
trouble, sometimes needing a prod or a \\'arning, sometimes needing 
some cheering from a parental substitute, sometimes needing con-
dolence for failure. In Cummings' da:', he had gone on to become 
Dean of the Facult,·, second in command to President Lo\,-cll, work-
ing with professors: developing educational policy, hut still conferring 
with students and teaching his courses in composition. He had a reader 
now to help him but he still read most of the papers himself. Tn 
addition to all this, he had been ca j olcd into becoming President of 
Radcliffe, supposedly as a part-time assignment. But since he did 

"bl\IS Am 1892, Letter, 5 August 191 J· 
.., Brown, Dean Briggs, gives a fully detailed account of his career and of the 

students' love and admiration for him. 



EE. Cmm11i11gs 11t H,1r7.:ard: Studies 2 93 
nothing half-hearted!_\\ he soon \\'as establishing polic:·, fighting for 
faculty, raising funds, and conferring \\ith ,vomcn students as ,\·ell 
as continuing all his tasks at Harnrd. This saint!:- educator, a proper 
product of that lcgendar_v ancestral love-match, gave his personal 
advice, instruction, and affection to more students than anvonc in the 
history of Harnrd." 7 ",\Jother" Briggs, as Cummings' friend, Scofield 
Th:nccr. called him/' ah\-a\-s had rime for a good ,nJrd, a su<Tgestion. a 
solution to a problem - i1~ his office, :1fter c~lass, in his walk~;cross the 
Yard ro a committee meeting, in the open house he held for students 
even- \Vednesda:,· night at his home. 76 Brattlc Street.•!• 

Briggs's course in Adnnccd Composition dre,,· a mixed group, for 
it ,\·as open ro both undergraduates and graduate students. Some stu-
dents enrolled ro imprm-e their means of expressing their ideas, bur 
others appeared \\ ith embr_1:onic short stories in their folders or an 
outline of a gr:mdiose project, perhaps even a half-finished noHI. .--\ 
fc\\" had been \\·orking in ,-erse and, like Cummings, had compiled little 
stacks of unpublished poems. Briggs, vcr:,· scnsibl:,·, did not believe 
one could teach \\riting. A teacher could on!_\· encourage the ,niter, 
gi,-e him plent_\· of practice, and sec that he rccei,-cd comment on what 
he produced, both from professor and from fcllo\\·-studcm. His 
thought was "he had kept a dia0· himself and had profited b:· dail:· 
,niting. \\'hy should not students ,nitc a little cHr_,- da:':" ,;n The 
class met thrice a \\"eek, an unusual practice at Han-ard, where the 
third class meeting during a ,nek \\·as held on!_\- ''at the pleasure of 
the instructor." Students \\"rote short essa_n on all aspects of their 
thought and obsen-ation, even' class mcctirn.r, Tucsd:n-, Thursd,ff, and ..__ . ,.__, . . 
Sarurda\', for at least t,nnn--fo·e or thirt,r minutes. Briggs gaH 
careful . attention to each paper. "He had ~n old-fashioned~ school-
master's concern for neatness of language," said John Dos Passos, "a 
Yankee zest for the ship-shape phrase, an old-fashioned gentleman's 
concern for purit_\" of morals . . . and a sharp nose for sham ,111d 
pretense. " n 1 

''' Letters I ha,·e rcceiHd from members of the Class of 1915 clcarlv support 
this opinion, which is full:, amplified in T3rown, Dc',m Briggs, 

'' b.\1S Am 1R92, Lener ro EEC, 17 Juh- 1918. 
,,. l'T, HRC. Cummings. ,-\ssignment Sheet for Fnglish 5 indicates "'edncsda,· 

nights, although Brown, /)e,m Briggs, sa_1·s Tuesday nights. 
0" Brown, Dean Briggs, p. 57. 
'" "'P.S. to Dean Briggs·• in Brooks .-\tkinsnn. ed., College i11 ,1 Yard ( Cambridge: 

Harnrd UniHrsity Press, 1957). 
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1\Ian:,-of Cummings' short essa:-s sun-ivc, carefully marked up b:,' 
Briggs and graded in his peculiar manner with an o, a :-, a z, or some 
such hierogl:,,phic, the meaning of which he nC\-er \H)uld dirnlge to 
his students. These essa:,-s arc not ver:,- promising. For instance, Cum-
mings produced this little allegor>- on 20 October 1914: 

The U1rn clcomc Diet:-,· [Sp] 

There is but one God on the pillar of Art. He is dressed in unspeakable 
magnificence. A cro\\·n is upon his temples, and that CfO\Yn touches the 
farthest of faint stars. The smoke of his \\'orship is a curling column of 
soul, [Briggs: I a111 pretty sceptic,1! about this] making S\vcet the temple of 
the \Hirld. 

He is the God of all things beautiful. A red dove flutters about his head, 
and a \l'hite dove murmurs at his feet; and sh:-,· thoughts build their music 
into his temple. 

He is the God of all things terrible. A blue snake writhes upon his right 
hand, and a bbck snake smiles bct\\'ecn his knees, and dark dreams nest si-
lently in his temple. 

The temple of the ,, oriel is full of peoples. These do enjoy themselves, 
[ Briggs: Suggest chm1gt: of sty le] tossing bright balls of pleasure into the 
misted ::iir. Some fc\\' there be, \\ ho Li:-,· little garlands of ne,1· f!O\Hrs at the 
feet of the God; and these men arc said to have given their !i,·es to art. Most 
of the multitude admire the temple, but arc so glad with the flash of the col-
ored balls which the,- toss in their hands that the,· take little heed of Him 
who sits in the centre. Na:-,·, some even look askance at Him, and when the 
smoke of souls curls about them, they laugh or curse because they are blinded. 

Yet is He the bcgctter of rnar\'Cls, the prince of \\·onders; :-,·et at his 
thighs shincth the S\rnrd of Art, ,, hich is a \\·hire fire and a red fire: :-,·ct his 
words arc of life the absolute flowers. 

Blessed be thcv that do \1·orship at his altar' for vcril:·, they shall be lifted 
up with strong wings and wings merciful. 

Upon a stone beneath this God"s feet some 1\lan hath ,nit: "Imagination." 
None hath ever seen His faccY' 

Upon which Briggs offered this comment: ''It is hard to produce 
satisfacrorv \\·ork of this nature in so short a time. You have done -
all things considered - remarkabl:,· well, - but you don't command 
perfect confidence as to your own sturdy knowledge of your meaning 
(e.g. line 5) ." 

Sometimes at the class meeting, Briggs read a student theme aloud, 
made comments, called for further criticism, and after that the class 
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members wrote their little essays about the paper the:v h:1d heard read 
or about the discussion the:-; had listened to. In addition, long papers, 
si:x or more pages, \\·ere to be \Hitten outside of class eight times during 
a term. Csuall_,- the assignments for these papers \\~re "\\'hat yo;1 
please" but some \\ere specified to be a stor_\·, a poem, a ston· for 
children, ''a Christmas stor_\· or a lm·c stor_',-." ni A fc" of Cummings' 
longer pieces arc still in existence and the_\-attest to the foct that Briggs 
began to clean up Cummings' prose St_\·le \\ ith frequent marginal 
comment and a general m-cr-all admonition for each ess;:n-. One of . 
these, dated 1 3 October I 191 + l, "The Young Faun," is an ovcr\\ritten 
scenario inspired b:· the ballet ''The Afternoon of a Faun," \\·hich 
dreYv Briggs's polite rebuke: "~(rn· and then I suspect :,-ou ... of 
putting in some details for sound's sake - of indulging :,·ourself in 
that for \\hich English 5 is one of the best remedies." '14 

Briggs himself had a charming prose st_',·le, casual, \\'itt_',·, in the best 
tradition of good connrsation, and as a teacher of composition he 
held up standards of clarit_v, precision, and cconom:,- for his students. 
Thus the preciousness of Cummings' o,·cr-ornatc st:,·le drc\\ man_',-
judicious reprimands: "You sho\\' litcrar_,- and poetic feeling; bur to 
me, at least, _\'OU are fogg_v. You write as if _\-ou put do\\n combina-
tions of such \\·ords as _\'OU associate \\ith poetry and hoped thc_,-
would mean enough to pass muster. Sometimes the_',-have poctr_\ that 
burns through the fog; sometimes they seem ill-advised, not quite 
normal, as if caught from ,Hitcrs \\'ho lack a man's strength. Probably 
this comment strikes _',-ou as unintelligent Philistinism: ?et I also love 
poetry; and I don't like to sec a man ,,-ith poetic talent - choosing 
f l d " es a sc go s. 

One of the long themes, perhaps from the later part of the college 
vcar, shows not on!_\- Cummings' impronment in st_',-le but also his 
having de,·eloped some appreciation for cconom_\- in expression: "The 
Poetrv of Silence," on Chinese and Japanese poetr_',r.66 At the end of 
the v~ar, the members of the class ,·otcd on the best ston· of the vear, 
and -Cumminrrs' ston- for children, "The King," was a\\··ardcd se~ond 0 . ..__, 

prize. It \\as a stor_\-about a little bo_',-who takes a ro:,- elephant to bed 

°' UT, HRC, Cummings, 1\Iisc., Assignment Sheet for English 5. 
"b.\1S Am 1892.6 ( 124). 
"'bMS Am 1892.6, "The Young .\Ian," an allegor:· in a Greek setting about 

Death visiting a tyrant, ,vrittcn 1 .\larch 191 5. 
00 bi\1SAm 1892.6 (94). 
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with him at night.'" Among all his other good deeds, Briggs had dis-
couraged Cummings' linguistic pursuit of the decadent st_dc in prose. 
Cummings' major paper of the _\·car, a twcnt_\·-scn-n-page discourse on 
"The 1\' cw Art" ( \\·hich was to have a surprising future) gained 
Briggs's praise, "An interesting and able essa_\·, shO\\·ing a sense of 
st_dc, good power of anal:1:sis, love of the subject, and a courage and 
persuasi\ encss of treatment." The paper rccci\·ed a grade of v x \\" z :·· c, 

Our view of Cummings' studies has allm\·cd us to pick out a number 
of scattered instances in \\ hich his development in mind and art was 
shaped b_\· his Han·ard studies. At this point, if we glance back onr 
his formal course work, it is possible to add a few pertinent general 
observations about this part of his Harvard experience. Studv at Har-
vard Uninrsit_\· did not make an intellectual of E. E. Cummings, nor 
,n>Uld he have ,Hlcomcd such a label. But it did make him one of the 
best-educated young men in the countr_,·. The training in classical and 
modern languages ga,;c him the abilit_\· to use English with great skill, 
not for analytical discourse but for creative expression in unique\\ a:·s. 
His exposure to a variety of cultures, Greek, Roman, Italian, German, 
Spanish, and Russian, and espcciall_\· to British culture from its begin-
nings to the rwenricth ccntur_v, enriched his whole existence for the 
rest of his life. His program of stud_v shows onl_\· one serious omission: 
his failure to rake an_\· work in the Histor_v Deparnncnt. a mistake that 
weakened his understanding of the past and dcpri\-cd him of a proper 
perspective on his own time. This lack was paniall_\r remedied by 
the time spent with literar_\· and cultural histor~; but even that kind 
of historical stud_\· has its deceptions, for art and literature reflect their 
time obliquely and spottily. In any case, this comment about histor_\· 
is really only a quibble, for the courses in histor_\· ,\·ould have been 
given through lectures in large halls \\' here a huge asscmbl_\" of students 
seated alphabetically were methodicall:v taking notes, an educational 
procedure that makes ver_\· little impression. In later _\Tars, Cummings 
never mentioned anything he supposed!:· learned from lectures. He 
spoke only of his study of languages and his stud:· under Kittredge, 
°;\;'cilson, and Grandgent, both kinds of instruction \\·hich focused 
carefully on specific texts and examined passages in their relationship 
to each other or to the ,\·hole. The classical and foreign language 
classes were small; the classes in Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Dante ,,·ere 

"Published in The Hari:ard Jfonthly, LX (July 1915), 132-136. 
"'bMS Am 1892.6 (84). 



F.,, E. Cmmni11gs ,U Har'c·,ird: Studies 2 97 
large. But the educational procedure \\·as similar. Still, for all of its 
nlue and with all of its limitations. this formal course work \,·as onlv 
part of his education. For E. E. Cummings, the poet, his practice in 
writing, his work in ,·erse for Dean Briggs during his graduate vear, 

.... I... L- ..__, I... 

and his association with a few li\Tl_\· and intelligent fellow students -
all of this in conjunction ,\-ith being \\·caned awa_v from r o+ Irving 
Street - contributed most to his dcnlopmcnt as a writer and to his 
growth as one of the distinctive persomlitics of his time. A full 
account of this other side of his education requires another article. 
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Harvard dissertation in 1953 on Thomas \:Volfe, and The Wi11dwJJ of Afemory: 
The Literary Career of Thomas TVolfe was published by the Universit_\' of 
North Carolina Press in 1962; he has also contributed articles on Wolfe to two 
previous issues of the HARVARD LIBRARY BuLLETIN. At present he is at work on 
a critical biography of E. E. Cummings. 
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