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A Place for Poetry: The Woodberry
Poetry Room in Widener and Lamont

HE names of three thoughtful men are associated with the

Woodberry Poctry Room: Harry Harkness Flagler of New

York whose gifts established the room first in Widener Li-

brary and again in Lamont, Morris Gray of the Class of
1877 whose fund ‘for the purchase of books of modern poetry’ has
provided many volumes for the shelves, and Professor George Edward
Woodberry of the Class of 1877 in whose memory this room was es-
tablished. Long before Mr Flagler offered this memorial to Harvard
College he bad received the seed of its idea from conversations with his
friend Professor Woodbersy. It had been Woodberry’s constant re-
gret that so many undergraduates were passing through their college
years without sufiiciently realizing that poetry is primarily for delight
and entertainment, and only by academic adoption a subject for study,
courses, and examinations. He believed that many students who faced
literature as a chore of the curriculum would find an enduring delight
in poetry if it were made available to them as a recreation for their
leisure and pleasurc outside their regular studies. e often talked about
this with Mr Flagler and their talks brought forth the vision of a com-
fortable unlibrarylike room where students might find on tables and
shelves the poctry of their own century, the poetry which, at that
time, had not yet been admitted to the usual college cugriculum.

The vision which these two men projected was eventuzally realized
n 1931 when on the 26th of May the Woodberry Poetry Room, with
suitable ceremony, took its place adjacent to the Child Memorial Room
on the top fioor of Widener. The rooms known as X and Y gave place
to it,

During the afternoon of the opening day a private view of Mr
Ilagler’s gift was held for the rclatives and friends of Amy Lowell,
Morris Gray, and George Edward Woodberry. In the evening the
room was officially opened with a talk on Professor Woodberry by
Louis Ledoux, then President of the Woodberry Society. On the
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following day W. N. Bates, Jr, of the Class of 1930, assumed his func-
tions as Curator.’

The Woodberry Poetry Room was, from the evening of its official
opening until the day it went to Lamont in 1949, one of the warmest
and most welcoming rooms in the Widener Library. Its shelves were
open shelves, its chairs were comforrable chairs, and its lamps gave
good light, The authors rcpresented ranged from such immediate fore-
runners of modern verse as Hardy and Hopkins to the contemporary
strctch between Aiken and Zaturenska. In addition to the poetry there
were books about poetry and pocets, critical and brographical material,
poctry magazines little and big. Along one wall some of the books
from Amy Lowell’s library were kept antil their transfer to Houghton
Library in 1949. They were a fascinating mixture of literary essences
and accidents. Thesc books, unlike the rest of the Poetey Room collee-
tion, did not circulate, but they had a faithful following of browsers
who cvidently relished the oddity, charm, and scope of Miss Lowell’s
very personal sclection. The presence of the Lowell books in the
Poctry Room during its infancy helped perhaps to establish the char-
acter which the room has ever since maintained — the character of a
private Jibrary Jarge enough and various enough to be useful and in-
teresting, and small enough to be memorized by the affectionate eye.

The room was decorated decently but not faultlessly. Indeed the
room’s faults were few, but two are worth noting for the sake of the
record. First of all, smoking was not permitted — a formidable inflic-
tion on premises which proudly preserved one of Amy Lowell’s cigars;
and, secondly, being on the top floor of Widener the Poetry Room
remained out of reach of all but the most aggressive and hardened
readers, This fault of location was annually proved when the parental
tours of Commencement Weck were in progress, for then the Poetry
Room attendant often heard an astonished Scnior remark with regree
that he had never been there before. These two faults were corrected
by the move ta Lamont, but perbaps there are now those who look
back wistfully on the old uncrowded Widener days when the Poetry
Room was less accessible and its atmosphere was not tainted by tobacco
smoke.

A certain few of the Poctry Room appurtenances went into disuse
very soon after the opening ceremony. The handsome silver tea serv-

* Curators since Mr Bates have been George M, Kalirl, Arthor 1, Hamlin 34,
Arnold M. Kenseth, Philip Iorton, and John L. Sweeney,
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ice did not many times perform its function in the Poctry Room. It
was intended to provide a gracious bracer for poetic sociability, but
boiling water was not easily got on the top floor of Widener; indeed
the facilities there could cope with nothing more complicated than 2
glass of watcr for the Morris Gray reader. Perhaps it was the strin-
geney of life on Widener’s top floor that led the designers of Lamont
to include a little scullery in their plan. In any case the convivial pos-
sibilities of the Poetry Room in Widener were only slightly explored.
There was a period during the war when a group of students cancerned
with contemporary poetry held monthly mectings in the rcom. A few
poems, usually difheult but discussible oncs, were agreed upon as topics
for talk and mimeographed copics of the pocms were provided for the
meeting. By special dispensation smoking was permitted on these occa-
stons. Port was passcd, and the talk and thought werc good. On one
argumentative cvening the pocms scrutinized were Empson’s ‘On a
Line from Rochester’ and Wallace Stevens’ ‘Les Plus Belles Pages.”’
Stevens generously provided his interpretation of his poem for that
meeting. It differed interestingly from the students’ interpretations but
did not conflict with them, leaving plenty of room {or argument and
agreement. By the cnd of 1943 the armed forces had drawn away
almast all of chese discutants. |

At the end of the war there was a brief revival of these meetings,
without the port but with a very stimulating group of young poets —
chiefly veterans whose verse had, in a sense, grown up in the army and
navy. They read and discussed their own work at these meetings and
their talk had a maturity well beyond the measure of their years. Most
of these men are still making poetry and one of their number — Rich-
ard Wilbur — has two distinguished volumes on the shelves of the
Poetry Roon.

‘The Morris Gray Fund readings were, during their first years, held
in the Poetry Room in Widener for an invited audience and these
0CCasions were not puhlici7ed ‘Since 1034, however,” as the late Theo-
dore 9pcnccr noted in this BurieTiv a few years ago, ‘the readings
have bcen given as much publicity as possible, and even during the
war the attendance was strikingly large. Lesser known poets have filled
the Poctry Room, and for poets with a widc rcputation no lecture
room in the Yard has been too big.’* Sean (FCasey in his autobiog-
raphy tell abour the occasion when the forces of notoricty and

*“The Morris Gray Poetry Readings,” Hanvaro Lizrary Bucieriy, I1 (104B), 118,
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favor drew upon him a larger audience than he or the Poctry Room
was accustomed to:

On then, in the early morning in FHorace Reynolds’ old grey mare of an
antomobile, to Cambridge, where Sean was to speak to the members of the
Harvard Poetry Society on the Elizabethan Drama as pictured in Archer's
The Old Dramma and the New, the worst book ever written about drama, new
or old; and the siiliest. It was to be an informal chat in a cosy little room to
about fifty members of the Society, but Scan was frightened when Horace
Reynolds told him in soothing bits of information, as the car rattled along,
that a ot of interest had been aroused in the lecture; that many wanted to hear
it; that they had ro take the large Hall, and that, instead of the quiet, simple
fifty, hundreds and hundreds would be there, So Sean had to give one ear to
hear what Horace was saying, and the other car to hear himself praying for
deliverance. Sean, standing on the professorial rostrum, gave his.lecture, and,
of course, was applauded. The audience could hardly do anything else out
of politeness, Indeed, ane middle-aged professor told Sean afterwards, sotto
voce, that he wished he could lecture in that way; knowing quite well, if he
did, he wouldn't hold his job a week.?

In reply to a question about this quoration Horace Reynalds writes:

You are quite right in your surmise that when O’Casey in Rese and Crouwn
talks about speaking to members of the ‘Harvard Poctry Saciety,” he refers to
the Morris Gray Poerry Talk, which he gave at Harvard, Friday, November
16, 1934, Originally scheduled for the old Poetry Room in Widener, this talk
was actually given elsewhere. When O'Casey got to Boston with 2ll the stir
and tumult of the New York production of Within the Gates bchind him,
he had a Press Conference in his room at.the Touraine Hotel with no less than
twenty-three pressmen. When they got through writing their stuff, the next
day all the world and his grandmother knew that O'Casey was pgoing to lecture
at Harvard, and all the world and his grandmother apparently wanted to come.
Widener was besieged with telephone czlls. Sometime before noon Mr. Potter
called me up and asked if we couldn’t switch the talk to the large lecture hall
in Fogg. He had visions of hordes charging up the steps of Widener to assault
the small, sedatc Poetry Room on the top floor. On my own I agreed to the
switch and then had to tell O’Casey whom T had inveigled up here from New
York on the promisc that all he would have to do would be to chat infermally.
to thirty or so students in the Poetry Room. Hence remarks in Rose and Crown
about being told such in the old grey mare in which T bore him to Fogg,

(Casey’s talk was the first Morris Gray Poetry Talk of the year 1934.
It was also the last one under the auspices of the Harvard College Li-
brary. Since then the series has been administered through the English
Department.

? Rose and Crows (London, 1951), pp. 298200,
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The Poetry Room in Widener was never quite sarisfactory as an
improvised auditorium. Its function as a reading room had to cease at
noon on the days when public readings took place, and its furniture
was hauled into the corridor. Folding chairs, small and crabbed, were
placed in crowded rows confronting the reader, who usually had just
space enough to stand about onc foot away from the fiest row of faces.
The result was discomfort for the poet and for his andience —a dis-
comfort greatly intensified on warm days by the Joss of cross-ventila-
tion when the door on the corridor was shut for the reading, DBut in
spite of these difficultics many memorable Morris Gray readings were
held in that room and many delighted audiences attended them.

The new Woodberry Poctry Room was opened in February 1949.
It is situated on the third floor of Lamont Library between the Forum
Room and the Farnsworth Room. Although the architeets of the
building were the Boston firm of Coolidge, Shepley, Bulfinch &
Abbott, the Poctey Room and its furnishings were designed by the
Finnish architect Alvar Aalto and his wife. Aalto was responsible for
the chairs and tables, cabinets, screen, and lighting fixtures, Mrs Aalto
for the textiles used in the upholstery. The textiles were woven and
dyed in Sweden, and Swedish elm was used in the furniture, screen, and
bookshelves, The metal lighting fixtures were designed and manu-
factured in Finland.

Aalto’s guiding purpose was to provide an arrangement of space and
color and peculiar accommodation which would distinguish this room
from the other rooms in Lamont without, in any way, impairing the
harmony of the total interior design of the building. When he ac-
cepted this commission Aalto said quite simply that he would design
‘a place for poctry’ and he did, very admirably, just that (see Plates
[ and II).

The most unusual featurcs of the room are the four record-playing
machines and the decorative screen which partially encloses the cabinet
containing the rccord collection. The collection and vse of records
when the Poetry Room was in Widener had modest beginnings. There
were then only two players in the room and they never quite satisfied
the demand for a hearing. There were always some students (in those
pre-Lamont days both men and women) patiently or fretfully waiting
their turn. As the record collection grew its attraction increased and
the need for additional listening facilities became more acute. The new
Pactry Room answered this need by providing four players, cach
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equipped with outlets for eight scts of carphones. The mechanism of
these playcrs is American; their cabinets were constructed in Sweden,
There is now ample accommodation for listeners in the Poctry Room
although the use of the room has greatly increased since the move to
Lamont. The toral number of student rcaders and listeners during the
academic year 1952—53 was threc times what it was in the year 1947

48, when the room was in Widener.*
The place of phonograph records in the enjoyment and understand-

ing of poctry was observed by the poet Rilke in a lctter to Dieter
Bassermann of 1¢ April 1924, This scnsitive and perceptive statement
of the relation berween the interpretation of poetry and the spoken
word is worth quoting at length.

What surprises me is to find the talking-machine praised almost exclusively
as reproducer of musical material, as if it had so far concerned icself lictle with
the spoken word. And yet, through its exact repetition, it could render strict
control services to those whose business it is to give a speech or recite 2 poem,
just as it does, in his sphere, to the practical musician. The talking-machine
conld further contributce, in the service of the poetic word, to a new orderly
sense of responsibility toward the reading alond of a poem (by which alone
its whole existence appears). How many readers still miss the real relationship
to the poem becausc in running over it silently they only graze its individual
qualities, instcad of bringing them awake. 1 picture to myself (after some
resistance) a reader who, reading along with a poetry book in his haad, listens
to a talking-machine in order to be better informed of the existence of the
poem in question; that would surcly be no mere “artistic pleasure”™, but very
penctrating instruction, somewhat as certain tabulatiens In the school-room
present and charge the cye with something in its relative proportions that is
othcrwise invisibJe, The prerequisite for such an excrcise would in any case
be that the talking-machine had received the sound picture of the verse sc-
guence from the poct’s own lips and not indirectly by way, say, of the actor.
On the contrary, this means of education would not be unsuited to making the
actor innocuous as an interpreter of poems (he almost always errs and goes
astray). Preserved in disks, thc poecm would then persist, to be called up any
time in the form intcnded by the poet: an althost inconccivable advantage! ®

Rilke’s picture of the listening rcader comes to life every day in the
Poetry Room. The students soon discover the pleasure of following
the text of a poem with ear as well as eye. Unquestionably Rilke 1s

‘Latge groups of listeners are of course scrved by the loudspeaker system in the

Forum Room immediately adjacent.
S Letters of Rainer Maria Rilke, tr, Jane B. Greene and Mary D. Iderter Norton

{(New York, 1947-48), 11, 392-393.
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right about the inadequacy of sient reading but his conviction that
only the poet’s own rcading of his poem is efficacious excludes too
rigidly the possibility that a varicty of valid cxistences awalt a great
poem. T. S. Eliot’s view of this question is broader and CXPresses one
of the principles of the Poetry Room collection.

A recording of a poem read by its author is no more definitive an “inter-
pretation” than a recording of a symphony conducted by the composer, The
poem, if it is of any depth and complexity, will have meanings in it concealed
from the author; and should be capable of being read in many ways, and with
a varicty of emotional emphases. A gond poem, indeed, is one which even the
most accomplished reading cannot exhaust, What the recording of a poem
by its author can and should prescrve, is the way that pocm sounded to the
author when he had finished it. The disposition of lines on the page, and the
punctuation {which includes the absence of puncruation marks, when they

-are omitted where the rcader would expect them) can never give an exact
notation of the author’s metric. The chief value of the author’s record, then,
is as a guide to the rhythms. Another reader, reciting the poem, nced not feel
bound to reproduce these rhythms: but, if he has studied the author’s version,
he can assure himself that he is departing from it deliliceately, and not from
ignorance.®

Rilke’s theory would leave out of the consideration such recordings
as the actor Speaight’s readings of Yeats, and Dylan Thomas® brilliant
presentation of “The Ballad of Captain Carpenter,” so different from
John Crowe Ransom’s own fine reading of his poem. The reader and
especially the young reader of poetry can learn much from such differ-
cnces, and the opportunity to observe them is not only ‘artistic pleas-
urc’ but alse ‘very penctrating instruction.’ Eliot’s less exclusive view
of the right reading of verse is, of course, the inevitable one for a poct
wheo writes for the theatre. Eliot is himself a distingnished reader and
has made several dises for the Poetry Room. ‘Gerontion’ and “The
Hollow Men’ were recorded by Professor Packard in 1930, “Triumphal
March,’ ‘Difficulties of a Statesinan,’ ‘Fragment of an Apon,’ and ‘Pru-
frock’ in rg47. These discs and more than one hundred others, includ-
ing readings by Marianne Moore, Edith Sitwell, Louis MacNeice, and
Richard Eberhart, have been made available to the general public
through the Harvard Vocarium scrics.’

“‘Author’s Note,” issued as Language Study Leafler No. ro7 with the recording of
Four Quartets released by the Gramophone Co. Ltd. in 1947; quated here swith the
permission of Mr Eliot and the Gramophone Co.

*For an account of the Vocarium and a list of discs to 1949 sec Frederick C.
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The phonograph record trade has for a number of years taken a
mild and occasional interest in poetry readings. The well-known
Vachel Lindsay album is a valuable carly example of this. Since about
1947, however, there has been a much more constant commercial con-
cern with the production of poctry recordings, and recent catalogues
have listed Eliot’s Adurder in the Cathedral and The Cocktail Party as
well as readings by E. E. Cummings, Archibald Macleish, W. R.
Rodgers, and Dylan Thomas. In 1950 onc of the record companies
issued an anthology of modern poctry under the title Pleasure Domnze,
and the Library of Congress offcrs a scries of recordings by twenticth-
century American and British poets. The Scottish Anthology made
in Aberdeen provides a set of dialect readings of Burns’s poctry, The
Poetry Room collection includes ballad and folksong and most of these
recordings arc commercial productions.

Another important source of recorded material is the radio, and in
recent years through the generosity of the B.B.C. in London and Radio
Eircann in Dublin the Poctry Room has acquired several fine tran-
scriptions of poetry readings. From the B.B.C. came readings by Wil-
liam Butler Yeats and James Stephens, and from Radio Eircann came
Synge’s Riders to the Sea and Yeats's Dreaming of the Bones, per-
formed by Irish actors some of whom had their training in the Abbey
Theatre. In exchange for these transcriptions and others a selection of
Harvard Vocatium recordings of American poetry has been placed
with the B.B.C. and Radio Eireann.

When Professor Elisséeff was in Tokyo last spring he secured sev-
eral recordings of Japanese poets for the Woodberry collection. This
he accomplished with the assistance of Professor Hiramatsu of Keio
University (whose interest in the projecr Professor Perry Miller had
engaged when he was in Japan during the summer of 1952) and with
the cooperation of the Japan Broadcasting Office (N.FHL.K.), which
put its recording facilities at Professor Elisséeft’s disposal. Another
foreign-language addition to the collection has been made possible
through Dean Francis Rogers, who has received assurance that the
National Broadcasting System at Lisbon will cooperate with Harvard
in acquiring records of Portuguese readimngs. In this instance Harvard
is also indebted to Dr Leroy Benoit, recently Cultural Affairs Officer in

Packard, “The Harvard Vacarium Discs,' Harvaro Lisrary Burremix, HI (1949),
441-445. Current lists and discs in stock may be abtained through the Business Office,
Harvard College Library {(Widener Building).
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the United Statcs Embassy in Lisbon. In the development of the inter-
national aspect of the record collection further assistance from Caltural
Affairs Oflicers is looked for. One of the finest additions to the collec-
tion has come through the assistance of Dr William Weld, Cultural
Attaché in Athens. Working from a list of poets and poems recom-
mended by Mr Kimon Friar, the critic and translator of modern Greek
poetry, Dr Weld communicated with the poets and recorded their
readings for the Poetry Room.*

The book collecting policy of the Poetry Room has changed very
little since its early days in Widencr. The emphasis of the collcction
is stilf on contemporary poctry in the English language. This, of
coursc, includes poctry from Africa, Australia, Egypt, India, and New
Zcaland, as well as work published in North America and in the British
Isles. Another linc of interest is the English traoslation of modern
poetry in other languages. Further, the great English poctry of the past
is now more extensively represented than it was in the days when the
room was i Widener, A recent publishing development has helped
to accomplish this. During the past few years several sclecrions from

the poetry of the past have been made by modern poets and in this
conjunction the old and the new are suitably and intcrestingly brought
together in a collection which was originally intended to emphasize the
new. As the shelf space in the Poetry Room is limited it becomes
necessary, from time to time, to withdraw a certain number of books
from the collection in order to accommodate new arrivals. As a gen-
cral rule a new boeok will remain on the shelves for about one year or
cighteen months unlcss its importance or student interest in it justifics
a longer stay. From the Poetry Room it gocs to the stacks of the Wide-
ner Library. The total number of volumes in the Poetry Room col-
lection, including works of criticism and biography, is fairly constanty
about four thousand.

A room of this sort is never completed and its possibilitics are un-
predictable. Neither Woodberry nor Flagler could have forcscen the
future force of the place their vision made for poetry at Harvard but
they were thoughtful cnough to ponder possibilitics and pursue them,
They will be remembered gratefully for that. |

Joun L. SwreNcY

* The Poetry Room collection of records at present tatals well over a thousand,
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