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Like Henry Adams, I was born under the shadow of the Dome of the Boston State House, and under Pisces, the Fish, on the first of March, 1917. America was entering the First World War and was about to play her part in the downfall of five empires.1





The setting for this ominous nativity was a brownstone high on Boston’s Beacon Hill, the town house of Arthur Winslow, Robert Lowell’s maternal grandfather. The house was fronted by two pillars copied from the Temple of Kings at Memphis, and every afternoon Grandfather Winslow, “a stiff-necked, luxurious ramrod of a man,” would station himself between these “loutish” props and survey his social gains. On the afternoon of March 1, 1917, he was probably well pleased. This new child—first son of the union between two celebrated Boston names—would surely prove another asset. Certainly, it was hard to see how such a flawless pedigree could engender positive embarrassment.


And this would have mattered quite a lot to Arthur. A Boston boy who had made his middle-sized pile as a mining engineer in Colorado, he was almost ridiculously proud of his descent from the New England Winslows who had supported George III. He wrote a history of the family that traced the Winslows back to Worcestershire. With manly lack of detail, he established that in 1620 Edward Winslow had come to America on the Mayflower; a year later, his brother John had followed, on the Fortune. John married Mary Chilton, who was “credited with having been the first woman from the Mayflower to have stepped ashore on Plymouth Rock.” And in 1817 Arthur’s grandfather had married Sarah Stark of Dunbarton in New Hampshire. Sarah was a daughter of John Stark, a renowned general in the Revolutionary War. Arthur thus had both sides of the conflict in his blood.


Secretly, though, Arthur would have preferred all his neighbors to have been prerevolutionary. But he also had a taste for the celebrity conferred by guidebooks, and on this reckoning Chestnut Street already rated several stars. If a neighbor was of faulty stock, the chances were that he would make up for this by being famous. All in all, it wasn’t the wrong street for a Winslow/Lowell to be born on.


Edwin Booth, for instance, had lived just across the street, and nearby Julia Ward Howe was still in residence (by this time so old and distinguished that “one could forget she was a woman”). So too was the neo-Gothic architect Ralph Adams Cram. Arthur had his doubts about Cram, but still made sure that he kept several of his drawings on display, “thus continually enjoying the exalted ceremonial of seeing his own just derision continually defeated by his good nature.”


Farther along Chestnut Street there were still richer pickings. Twenty buildings down the street, Francis Parkman had once lived, Oliver Wendell Holmes had just died, and on a clear day you didn’t need a telescope to sight the late residence of Percival Lowell, the celebrated Boston astronomer who believed that there was also life on Mars.


The Winslows and the Lowells: on paper it was a spectacularly correct match. Perhaps because he was married to a whimsical Southerner from North Carolina and had spent five years at school in Stuttgart as a youth, Arthur Winslow espoused a brand of New England integrity that even hard-line Bostonians considered somewhat over-rhetorical and Prussian. Few, therefore, were surprised when, after having famously discouraged several of his daughter Charlotte’s suitors (Arthur would always place himself prominently within earshot when they came to visit her), he decided to smile upon the overtures of Robert Traill Spence Lowell. The Somerset Lowles [sic] may not have come over on the Mayflower, but they had been New Englanders since 1639, and were now firmly on the list of Massachusetts’ “first families.” The historical appropriateness comfortably overshadowed any judgment of the young naval lieutenant’s personality—which, even at this early stage, was widely thought to be oafish and compliant. In the words of R.T.S.L.’s aunt Beatrice: “Bob hasn’t a mean bone, an original bone, a funny bone in his body! That’s why I can’t get a word he says. If he were mine, I’d lobotomize him and stuff his brain with green peppers.”


Most people seem to have felt this way about Bob Lowell, but Arthur Winslow was not looking to be replaced as the dominant figure in his favorite daughter’s life. Nor was Charlotte herself in need of any extra restraints upon her own natural bossiness. She had a man she worshiped; now she wanted one who would unquestioningly worship her. For both father and daughter, Bob’s combination of weak character and strong lineage was indeed perfectly correct.


The union had been easily arranged. Charlotte’s best friend, Kitty Bowles, had become engaged to Alfred Putnam Lowell in the winter of 1915. It was at the engagement party that Charlotte first met Alfred’s cousin Bob. Afterwards she said to Kitty: “A Lowell and a naval officer. He must be a genius and a buccaneer.” And Kitty replied, “Bob is the most gentle, the most cheerful, the most modest, the most Euclidian man I have ever met.” And Charlotte and Kitty’s friends in the Reading Club soon reported that the one sentence everyone used about R.T.S. was: “Can’t say much about Bob. I hear he got straight A’s at Columbia for his work in radio.”


Well before the couple’s engagement, and almost certainly before Bob knew what was being planned for him, Charlotte had done her homework on the Lowells. At the Reading Club, she mounted a charade called “The Lowells: have they tails or have they wings?” It was a slightly hysterical afternoon, and years later her son reconstructed it from the recollections of friends:




A few of Mother’s skits have been remembered. There was her A. Lawrence Lowell, the genial President of Harvard, awarding Alfred his A.B. and saying lugubriously: “Go west, young man, avoid Miss Bowles.” There was Percival Lowell, the brilliant but unsociable astronomer, who looked through the wrong end of my Grandfather Winslow’s telescope and said, “I have discovered Percival, the minutest living planet.” Then there was Mother all padded out with pillows and laundry bags, and with a clothes-pin in her mouth: pretending to be Amy Lowell, and exclaiming: “Hold me, John Keats, I am as light as the Lusitania.” There was Judge James Lowell, himself a charader, for Mother made him talk with a Jewish accent and play the role of King Solomon giving judgment. “Oi yoi, scut de kiddo in pieces.” There was Cornelius Lowell, the historian of the French Revolution, writing an article for the Atlantic Monthly entitled “Notes on the Monetary Background of Charlotte Corday.” There was Guy Lowell, the architect, being consuited  on a building for the Boston Fine Arts Museum. He was holding up photographs of St. Peter’s, the Pitti Palace, the Taj Mahal, the Parthenon and the Eiffel Tower, and saying: “Take your pick.”





And so it went on. The Reading Club politely “almost died laughing”; and on the way home, Connie Codman said, “Well I must admit Charlotte is an uproarious sport.” Kitty agreed that, yes, Charlotte was “emphatic.” But Fanny Kittredge supplied the final words: “Sometimes I worry.”


*


The potency of the Lowell name was such that Charlotte Winslow was prepared to overlook not just Bob’s less than forceful personality but also (more surprisingly) his relatively humble station in the Lowell clan. Bob was from the poor (i.e., the merely comfortably off) branch of the Lowells—priests and poets figured prominently among his immediate forebears. James Russell Lowell was a great-great-uncle and Robert Traill Spence Lowell I, James Russell’s elder brother, was moderately well known for his verses and for a novel, The New Priest in Conception Bay. The Lowell millions, though, were elsewhere, with the bankers and the lawyers and the cotton magnates: cousins all, but hardly intimates, and in a quite separate financial league. From the late eighteenth century, the Traill/-Spence line of Lowells had been the pious poor relations, admired for their good (and even for their mediocre) works, but viewed as somehow quirkily irrelevant to the main thrust of the Lowell enterprise. Bob’s feebleness, for instance, would have been seen by “real” Lowells as the to-be-expected outcome of four generations of worship and word-spinning. The view was: remove the vocation or the talent from the Traill/Spence line and you are likely to be left with a wispy, agreeable abstractedness; the Traills and the Spences had, after all, originated in the Orkneys—being a bit out of things was in their blood.


Bob Lowell’s father had died before he was born, and his mother was left to languish on Staten Island. She lived on there with her mother, and had no thought of ever marrying again. Her terrible early bereavement (after only five months of marriage) had left her in a state of transfixed bewilderment, and over the years her son had grown expert in not asking unanswerable questions, not challenging the unjust fates. His marriage to Charlotte Winslow might thus, for all he knew, have been externally decreed; certainly, it would not have occurred to him to challenge its inevitability. Bob’s response to any daunting situation was to smile, and on his wedding day in the spring of 1916, he is remembered as having particularly “smiled and smiled”:




He smiled and smiled in his photographs, just as he smiled and smiled in life. He would look into the faces of others as if he expected to find himself reflected in their eyes. He was a man who treated even himself with the caution and uncertainty of one who has forgotten a name, in this case his own.





Even in his wedding photographs, and in spite of the smile, Bob contrived to recede into the background, as if all too anxious to surrender the stage to Charlotte from the very start. And Charlotte showed no signs of being ruffled by his self-effacement:




I see her strong, firmly modeled chin, her pulled-in tiny waist, her beaver muff, and her neck, which was like a swan’s neck crowned with an armful of pyramided hair and an ostrich feather.





The Lowells spent their honeymoon at the Grand Canyon, a choice that baffled everyone who knew them, or knew Charlotte: “The choice was so heroic and unoriginal that it left them forever with a feeling of gaping vacuity. The Canyon’s hollow hugeness was a sort of bad start for us all.”


After the Canyon, it dawned on Charlotte that she had somehow become a married woman. The engagement was over. And, worse than that, she saw that far from having married into the heart of Boston’s social whirl, she had committed herself to the nomadic drudgery of the low-rank “naval wife.” The one thing everybody knew about Bob’s work was that it kept him “on the move.” Thus, immediately after the honeymoon, Charlotte found herself transferred to Jamestown, near Newport, Rhode Island, a pointless backwater where she learned that naval wives were expected to order their own groceries. Her stylishly incompetent housekeeping quite failed to irritate her agreeable new husband, and she was soon chafing for Boston, for the drawing rooms, the Reading Club, and—most of all—for “the urgent domination” of her father. Bob thought that things were going rather well.


By the fall of 1916, though, Charlotte was pregnant, and Bob’s bungling response was to find himself posted to California. Charlotte went into retreat on Staten Island and there fretted through the winter. The Lowell household she found sapless and depressed, a household with no men, no arguments or explosions; and most irritating of all, Bob’s mother so evidently looked to her to bring some long-awaited spark into the home. After a month or two of fidgety resentment “the only thing she enjoyed was taking brisk walks and grieving over the fact that she was pregnant. She took pride in looking into the great Atlantic Ocean and saying, without a trace of fear or illusion: I wish I could die.”


*


By the time Robert (Traill Spence) Lowell IV was ready to be born, Charlotte had engineered a move back to Boston, the first of many intense returns from wherever her husband’s work had ludicrously landed her. Out of Boston, she would say, she wilted: she needed the iron in the air for her will. And she needed her father. Although she had married a naval lieutenant, all her notions of military glamour were invested in Arthur—she saw him as a Prussian, tidied-up version of Napoleon.


Six years before her marriage, Charlotte had read the Duchesse d’Abrantès’ Memoirs of Napoleon, and had fallen for the conqueror’s majestic slovenliness. For a period she insisted on sleeping on an army cot, taking cold dips in the morning, bolting her food. Worst of all, she actually began calling her father “Napoleon.” Small wonder that her meek husband’s martial anecdotes, his uniform and his ceremonial sword came to seem neither enticing nor intimidating. When Bob tried to resist the move back to Boston, she simply took no notice, but cajoled her father into some nifty mortgage-juggling which eventually produced the house on Brimmer Street where Robert Lowell was to spend the first and—by his account—perhaps the least precarious years of his life:




When I was three or four years old I first began to think about the time before I was born. Until then Mother had been everything; at three or four she began abruptly to change into a human being. I wanted to recapture the mother I remembered and so I began to fabricate. In my memory, she was a lady preserved in silhouettes, outlines and photographs, she sat on a blue bench; she smiled at my father, a naval lieutenant  in a collarless blue uniform. Blue meant the sea, the navy and manhood. Blue was the ideal defining color Mother had described to Father as his “Wagnerian theme,” the absolute he was required to live up to. I was a little doll in a white sailor suit with blue anchors on the pockets, a doll who smiled impartially upon his mother and father and in his approbation thus made them husband and wife. But when I was at last three years old all that began to change. I could no longer see Mother as that rarely present, transfigured, Sunday-best version of my nurse. I saw her as my mother, as a rod, or a scolding, rusty hinge—as a human being. More and more I tried to remember Mother when she was happier, when she had been merely her father’s daughter, when she was engaged but unmarried. Perhaps I had been happiest then too, because I hadn’t existed and lived only as an imagined future.





The infant Robert Lowell may have come to see his mother as an adversary, a “scolding, rusty hinge,” but he was utterly enthralled by her; even to make small inroads on her appalling power would be to achieve victories that seemed quite beyond his father’s wit or inclination. From a tender age, Lowell became a keen student of enslavement. And from his father he learned that decency and good intentions can be abject.


One of Lowell’s earliest insights into how power within the family operates came when a flu epidemic struck the household. Bob caught the bug first, and to protect his wife he improvised a resting place in the corridor outside the still “germ-free” master bedroom:




In his quiet, smiling, feverish banishment, he meant to be an ideal husband whose demands were infinitesimal. But nevertheless, every time we moved we stumbled gracelessly upon the unselfish invalid. The strain brought about by his effort to make himself invisible was extreme; all was hushed, vexed and ajar.





After a day or two of this disruption, Bob was obliged to declare himself fully recovered; and then it was Charlotte’s turn to show how it was done:




She lay in warmth and splendour in her bedroom, supported by hot-water bottles, gardenias, doctors and trays with pink napkins on them. In her self-indulgent illness nothing was set at odds in the household; instead, everything was more smooth than ever, as if music were playing and we were all living in a floating palace.





It was for triumphs of this sort that Lowell began to see his mother as a “young Alexander, all gleam and panache.” In Charlotte’s copy of Plutarch, there was a picture of Alexander conferring with his aide-de-camp before the battle of Granicus. Lowell used to study this picture and compare the conqueror’s strong chin with his mother’s. How in the world, the child would wonder, might such a commanding, brilliant presence be undone?


One possible weak point, he noticed, had to do with Charlotte’s “nerves”—should the imperial be quite so irritable? Lowell’s earliest impressions of his mother invariably remark on her apparently unappeasable discontent. Nothing was ever quite as it should be. Charlotte was expert in haughty bon mots, glacial put-downs; she never stopped playing her “fearfully important game of keeping the world guessing what was on her mind,” but it wasn’t a game she seemed to get much final pleasure out of winning. But then pleasure was not one of her favorite pursuits. She never liked the presents she received; she either exchanged them or had them remodeled: “If you gave her a traveling case she would say with a sigh that she hoped never to see another train or boat as long as she lived.”


At first it seemed that Boston was the key to her headachy, flamboyant petulance. During the first eight years of Lowell’s life there were two enforced two-year stretches out of Boston, the first in Philadelphia, the second in Washington. Charlotte despised both places. Philadelphia society, she announced, was “limp and peripheral”; the city itself was “an over-sized and ersatz Boston.” She delighted in patronizing Bob’s naval colleagues and in snubbing their drab wives: she would spend whole afternoons waiting for the doorbell to ring so that her servant could announce that she was not at home. Much the same happened in Washington, although here her chief quarrel was with the steamy climate. She compared Washington to “a herd of tepid elephants sinking in seedy mud” and became obsessed with the threat to her son’s health. There were regular medical alarms:




“Dr. Talbot says that if it weren’t for cod liver oil,” her voice broke mockingly, “no children would survive this Washington climate. What Bobby needs are bracing winters and a daily walk around the Basin in Boston.”





This was the argument Charlotte used when, after his two years in Washington, Bob was in line for his next posting. Strings were pulled, and in 1925 a transfer was arranged to a job as second in command at Boston’s Naval Shipyard. Charlotte was triumphant and quite unabashed by the naval regulation that insisted on the three of them actually living in a house provided by the Yard. Her response was to purchase their own house on Boston’s Revere Street. The commanding officer was furious and accused Bob of “flaunting private fortunes in the face of naval tradition.” So for the next year and a half Charlotte and young Bobby lived in town while poor Bob reported nightly to his assigned quarters at the base:




My parents’ confidences and quarrels stopped each night at ten or eleven o’clock, when my father would hang up his tuxedo, put on his commander’s uniform, and take a trolley back to the naval yard at Charlestown…. Each night he shifted back into his uniform, but his departures from Revere Street were so furtive that several months passed before I realized what was happening—we had two houses!





The “private fortune” that Bob’s commanding officer objected to was a legacy left to Bob by his cousin Cassie: it was to provide him with a regular monthly income—“not grand enough to corrupt us,” Charlotte would explain, “but sufficient to prevent Bob from being at the mercy of his salary.” Cousin Cassie also left vanloads of rather grand furniture, which enabled Charlotte to inject a certain style into a house that was worryingly close to Boston’s North End slums:




My mother felt a horrified giddiness about the adventure of our address. She once said: “we are barely perched on the outer rim of the hub of decency.” We were less than fifty yards from Louisburg Square, the cynosure of old historic Boston’s plain-spoken, cold-roast elite—the hub of the Hub of the Universe. Fifty yards!





Perhaps part of Charlotte’s trouble was that she was always a tantalizing fifty yards or so from the Hub. Certainly, as Robert Lowell describes it in his memoir “91 Revere Street,” there was no lessening of tension as a result of the yearned-for move back to Boston. And for the eight-year-old boy Lowell, there was an even fiercer erosion of his father’s dignity and general substance. The nightly exits to the Navy Yard were a painful embarrassment:




On our first Revere Street Christmas Eve, the telephone rang in the middle of dinner; it was Admiral De Stahl demanding Father’s instant return to the Navy Yard. Soon Father was back in his uniform. In taking leave of my mother and grandparents he was, as was usual with him under pressure, a little evasive and magniloquent. “A woman works from sun to sun,” he said, “but a sailor’s watch is never done.” He compared a naval officer’s hours with a doctor’s, hinted at surprise maneuvers, and explained away the uncommunicative arrogance of Admiral De Stahl: “The Old Man has to be hush-hush.” Later that night, I lay in bed and tried to imagine that my father was leading his engineering force on a surprise maneuver through arctic wastes. A forlorn hope! “Hush-hush, hush-hush,” whispered the snowflakes as big as street lamps as they broke on Father—broke and buried.2





Later still on the same night, a dramatically distraught Charlotte burst into her son’s bedroom, hugged him and declared, “Oh Bobby, it’s such a comfort to have a man in the house.” Bobby replied, “I am not a man. I am a boy.”3


Although Commander Lowell’s humbling at the hands of Admiral de Stahl was consistently difficult to bear, it nonetheless permitted some room in which father and son could conspire towards a fantasy accord. For the boy, whatever his private doubts, there were always the glamorous martial trappings—the uniforms, the dress sword, the late-night mariner’s yarns. And having a naval father did win him prestige among his friends at school. There was enough, almost, on which to build a version of the father he would wish to have had—a version that his mother, perhaps in ironic desperation, helped to feed with her constant tales of the exploits of Siegfried and Napoleon, tales told with special fervor during those tranquil periods when Bob was away on sea duty in California. For Bob himself, the navy provided a screen to hide behind; the slang gave him a way of talking, the “comradeship” gave him people he could talk to, and the naval hierarchies offered simple, clear “career objectives” as well as an utterly dependable sense of “where he stood.”


The next stage of Charlotte’s discontent was to destroy all this. She set about nagging Bob into retiring from the navy, and when she succeeded—after two years of steady pressure—she came close to rendering her son fatherless. Bob took a job with Lever Brothers, the soap firm, and when that didn’t work out, he declined from job to job, still smiling but, in his son’s eyes, a ruined man, emasculated: “In his forties, Father’s soul went underground.”


Even in his new civilian job, Bob remained the butt of Charlotte’s not quite witty enough taunts: “Don’t you think Bob looks peaceful? They call him the undertaker at Lever Brothers. I think he is in love with his soap vat,” or, “Bob is the only man in America who really believes it is criminal to buy Ivory Soap instead of Lux.” Even in an account as studied and pitying as “91 Revere Street”—written nearly thirty years after the event—Lowell found it hard to suppress an exasperated loathing of his father’s spinelessness. At the time, a child of ten, he could merely look and listen—and wonder repeatedly: “Why doesn’t he fight back?”




Notes


1. This and—except where indicated—all other quotations in this chapter are from Lowell’s draft ms for an autobiography (Houghton Library) written in 1955–57. Some of Lowell’s “memories” should be treated with caution; it is likely that he added colorful details here and there, polished up or elaborated some of his quotations, and from time to time simply invented episodes from childhood.


2. “91 Revere Street,” Life Studies (New York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1959), pp. 23–24.


3. Ibid., p. 24.
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Fighting back was one of the few things Robert Lowell got high marks for during his schooldays. He is remembered as dark, menacing, belligerent; always bigger, stronger, shaggier than his contemporaries—always ready to take his own unpopularity for granted.


From Brimmer kindergarten (which he attended for one “happy” year when he was five), he moved to schools in Washington and Philadelphia. At kindergarten, he had “enjoyed every minute”; he had




learned those stories, illustrated and edifying, of Samuel and King David, also how to play soccer, and the game of the good deed, making some one smile once a day.1





In Washington and Philadelphia there were no such sunnily improving chores; long division replaced the game of the good deed, and the outsider from Boston elected to sulk his way through the first stages of his education. His mother would try to persuade him that the Potomac School, say, was every bit as congenial as Brimmer, but Lowell’s triumph here was never to reply, “Washington sure isn’t Boston.” If he had said anything of the sort, “Mother could have explained to herself, my father and above all, me, why all my tortures came from living in Washington.”


Rather than permit any such easy alliance, Lowell remained churlishly stoical, or was needling and argumentative, until the great move back to Boston in 1925 saw him reenrolled at Brimmer. Brimmer, though, was not the haven he remembered. Junior school was rather more demanding than kindergarten; smiles were no longer on the syllabus. Already aware of his unusual size and strength, Lowell seems at this point to have adopted the persona that was to serve him for most of his early adolescence: “Thick-witted, narcissistic, thuggish” was how he described it. Certainly, he was never thought to flaunt much boyish charm.


He now saw Brimmer as an awesome and perplexing place. Its eight upper grades were all-girl and therefore the “school’s tone, its ton, was a blend of the feminine and the military.” The lower, coeducational grades were incidental to the school’s real spiritual thrust, and the gawky, girl-shy Lowell soon identified the regime of Brimmer with the regime of 91 Revere Street. Both worlds were, unnervingly, worlds ruled by women. “I wished I were an older girl. I wrote Santa Claus for a field hockey stick. To be a boy at Brimmer was to be small, denied and weak.”


To boys of his own age, though, Lowell was neither small nor weak, and he was able to establish his own local tyranny by regularly bloodying the noses of schoolroom rivals like Bulldog Binney and Dopey Dan Parker or by spraying enemy third-graders with wet fertilizer: such deeds were sufficient to win him a reputation for being “difficult,” if not “impossible,” but were of little substance when it came to making an impression on the Amazons who towered over him at Brimmer. Mostly he had to take refuge in dark, vengeful fantasies:




The “contract” with Mother and Father had been that I could stay home from the Trinity Church Sunday School, if I would write my weekly English theme for Miss Bundy at the Brimmer Boys and Girls’ School on Brimmer St. One shoe was untied. One stocking was wrinkling down to my ankle. I was wearing a “Byronic” as Mother called it, a soft collar which had been specially fitted to my ordinary shirt to ease my breathing because I was still thought to be suffering from asthma. I sat in my Father’s favorite chair, spread out his mechanical drawing board, and began my composition. Miss Bundy had said that the script I had learned at my school in Washington D.C. was a snake-dance. I was learning to print. I wrote in ugly legible letters:


Arms-of-the-Law, a Horrid Spoof







Arms-of-the-Law was a horrid spoof most of the time, but an all-right guy on the 29th of February. He was also a Bostonian, an Irish policeman and a bear. I wish you could hear Arms talking big about his mansion with a mansard roof on Commonwealth Avenue. He realy [sic] and truly lived in a calcified tooth, which the neighbors mistook for a sugar-loaf. The room he like [sic] better than all other rooms in the whole world was a mushy brown abcess [sic] called “my cave.” Arms like sleep better than liquor or living. He also like to take Sunday afternoon tours with Father on the Fenway in the Old Hudson. Arms thought belly-aching at Father’s driving was more fun than a barrel of monkeys. The blood that Arms’ heart beat up was the tobacco-colored juice of a squashed grasshopper in a lawn-mower.





Lowell’s educational destiny had, of course, been mapped out for him at birth. His name had been entered for St. Mark’s, the upper-crust Episcopalian boarding school in Southborough, Massachusetts. He was due to go there at thirteen, but was obliged to quit Brimmer at eleven. In 1928, therefore, a “respectable stop-gap” had to be found, and for several weeks Mr. Lowell was forced to spend his Sunday afternoons inspecting the posher country day schools in the Boston neighborhood. Charlotte was determined to have nothing “suburban” or “middle-class,” so on his return from each tour of inspection, Bob was subjected to an exacting quiz. Invariably, he had somehow managed to botch the assignment. He rarely got to see the headmaster in person; at best he would listen to the grumbles of a very junior staff member, at worst he would find himself soliciting advice from the school janitor. At each school he visited he learned something unpleasant about all the others, and by the end of the day he was always comfortably undecided. Charlotte announced her astonishment that “a wishy-washy desire to be everything to everybody had robbed a naval man of any reliable concern for his son’s welfare” and set about fixing things herself.


The chosen school was Rivers, “an open-air, i.e. unheated school where scholarship was low, health was high, manners were hearty.” Lowell’s own recollections of Rivers are all to do with freezing or with fighting. He played a lot of marbles and (reluctantly) some baseball. Academically, he thought he was doing pretty well if he came nineteenth in a class of twenty-seven. But his real triumphs were triumphs of brute strength. In his two years at Rivers he graduated to the status of school tough via a series of spectacular playground victories. Once, with his arm broken from an earlier dust-up, he strode into battle against an enemy gang’s “flying pears” and “stood off multitudes with only my garbage can lid as a shield, a little girl a head shorter than I was, and a boy hardly tall enough to walk on two feet.”


Lowell’s army of course won the day; and this was how he loved to see himself: the one against the many, the victor against daunting odds. He delighted in his battle scars and would fall asleep at night fondling his newly lacerated chin: 




I wanted to handle and draw strength from my scar. David Howe did it in a battle with sawed-off broomsticks. When the blood came I was friends with David, a hero to his sister and later, when the scar formed, Mother called me “old soldier.”





For the eleven-year-old warrior, there could have been no sweeter praise.


Lowell’s most intense friendship at Rivers was with a boy we will call W.A.—selected by Lowell, no doubt, because he was “a little less everything than I was,—less strong, less unpopular, less a C-minus student, less a child of fortune, less his mother’s son.” For an exciting period, the two were inseparable, comrades in delinquency and “bound closer than life, closer than breath, we used to say.” They bullied and shoplifted together, terrorized the school bus, stole smaller boys’ marbles and made themselves ever more dashingly disliked. W.A. was perhaps the first of the poet’s disciples, and—as with others he recruited in later years—Lowell believed himself to be far more than just a master to his slave. At night now, when he had finished sifting the day’s martial glories, Lowell would murmur to himself, “Every day, in every way, I am becoming a better and better friend to W.A.” What W.A. thought remains (perhaps happily) unknown.


*


Although Lowell accepted the inevitability of his transfer to St. Mark’s, he was unable to go there without putting up a decent fight. As the time approached, he would devise ever more ingenious debater’s points to counter his mother’s plea that St. Mark’s was a “gift,” a “sacrifice,” as well as a revered family tradition (Lowell’s great-grandfather, Robert Traill Spence Lowell I, had been headmaster there, and his father was a former student). For example, if Charlotte refused to buy him new fishing tackle, he would argue that she ought not to spend two thousand dollars a year on St. Mark’s if it meant that he had to be denied the things he really wanted: “You ask me to thank you for giving me what I hate.” “Why wear Sunday clothes seven days a week? Why want to be better than everyone else if you aren’t? Why must I owe my parents two thousand dollars when my allowance is twenty-five cents a week?” And finally, when none of these strong arguments could make its mark, he would simply plead, “Mother, wouldn’t it be fun to fish twelve months a year?”


These wrangles were a kind of love-play—“Mother and I loved knocking our heads together until they bled. We couldn’t do without it for a day.” And it was from these early jousts that Lowell had his first taste of rhetoric, of argument pursued for the sake of wit and wordplay rather than for any just or true solution. He relished his mother’s “wonderfully detailed and good-humoured exaggerations” and strove hard to match her in comic outrageousness. A subject like St. Mark’s was in fact far too “real-life” for them to indulge the full range of their talents—and, in any case, each of them knew that the outcome was unshakably decided. But the teasing had to be kept up. It was a vital, if complicated, bond—and for Lowell an early training that was to have ambiguous rewards.


St. Mark’s itself was not the wittiest of institutions, and still made much of its high-minded origins, its similarity to the British public school, and its annual football match with Groton. In theory, it molded the young spirit to an Episcopalian design; in practice, it provided Boston with an annual supply of clean-limbed bankers, lawyers and junior executives. Founded in 1865, it was an efficient, solemnly benign academy; its buildings were modeled on the cloisters and quadrangles of an Oxford or Cambridge college, its aimed-for style was effortless, agreeable superiority.


The original devout conception of St. Mark’s was still in evidence, though not overemphatically. The headmaster, for example, was permitted to be a layman, but




He must be a man of personal religion not first because he is the headmaster of a church school but because the faith, chivalry and mystery of religion are essential to the upbuilding of an American boy’s education and character. And being the headmaster of a church school his loyalty will be to the church and his heart will be in its worship. Only thus can the whole school, masters and boys, be one sympathetic family.2





Lowell had his doubts about the “family” atmosphere when, as a new boy at St. Mark’s, he was introduced to the pettily sadistic rituals of Bloody Monday and Sanguinary Saturday. On these days of “initiation” the prefects would set the new boys silly tests or send them on complicated errands; the punishment for a less than perfect performance was to be thrashed with a paddle or a piece of kindling wood. In October 1930 (after over thirty years’ rule by William Greenough Thayer) St. Mark’s had acquired a new headmaster. A cautiously liberal historian from Harvard, Francis Parkman was to phase out some of the school’s more barbaric customs, but for most of Lowell’s stay there the British-style monitor system remained intact: big boys beating small boys, with old men watching fondly from the wings.


Lowell’s own bloodthirstiness was maturing with the years. His hobby was collecting toy soldiers; his favorite reading was military history, or, more accurately, the history of solo, high-rank brilliance: he showed little interest in, say, the trench stalemate of World War One—unlike his contemporaries in Britain, his childhood had not been saturated with eyewitness horror stories or marked by the deaths in war of uncles, cousins, family friends.


Aside from history, Lowell was a below-average student. It was only in his last two years at St. Mark’s (1933–35) that he began to see himself as distinctively an “intellectual.” At the end of his first year, for example, he was fifth from the bottom of his class, and his letters at this time are appallingly misspelled, with each block capital carved out as if it had cost, him an excruciating effort (this childlike “printing,” and a good deal of the bad spelling, were to stay with him for the rest of his life—and a number of his friends vaguely thought of him as “dyslexic”).


As at Rivers, Lowell joined forces with the second most unpopular boy in the class: Smelly Ben Pitman or “a boy called Everett from Colorado.” He and Everett had to room together “because nobody else would room with them,” and “they did nothing but fight, from the beginning of the day to the end.” In football games, Lowell always contrived to be at the bottom of every scrimmage: “as if he were defying,” the coach remembered, “the combined might of both teams to crush him under.” At football, he was given to a bull-like domination of the mid-field, scattering opponents and teammates alike. An ex-St. Marker has recalled:




Once years ago I returned to St. Mark’s as a reuning [sic] alumnus. The aging master (Roland Sawyer) who had coached football in Lowell’s time and had taught me trigonometry recognized me. “Still fighting the world?” he said. He appeared to remember me as a quixotic schoolboy rebel and I paraphrase what he told me. “You were always fighting the world, a little like Robert Lowell. But Lowell was stronger and a whole lot wilder than you. He was ready to take on everybody. That’s why they called him Caligula.”3





The nickname “Cal,” which Lowell stuck to all his life, was part Caligula and part Caliban. Indeed, it appears that the Caliban came first, after a class reading of The Tempest, and that Lowell somehow had it transmuted to the (to him) more glamorous Roman tyrant. His classmates considered both models thoroughly appropriate:




He was called Caliban. He was also called Caligula—the least popular Roman emperor with all the disgusting traits, the depravity that everyone assumed Cal had. So between the two, well, Caligula stuck and Caliban disappeared. When I began to know him well, I refused to use those names, but I couldn’t find another name that he would accept. Bobby was out, his parents called him that. I called him Traill Spence and he complained that it sounded as though I was summoning a butler and so I too had to call him Cal.4





The “disgusting traits, the depravity” which Frank Parker speaks of here seem to have been fairly mild—unlaundered clothes, untied shoelaces and an intimidating physical awkwardness—but in the starchy atmosphere of St. Mark’s it is easy to see how Lowell came to be marked out as a “wild man.” He was also prone to intermittent fits of rage. These were “cautious rages,” according to one friend; “They weren’t really mad, challenging rages.” Even so, in someone of Lowell’s dark, disheveled bulk, they were vivid enough to isolate him from the spruce and orthodox achievers in his class. Not that Lowell was the only “Caliban” at St. Mark’s. Thirty years later he was still afraid of Billy Butler:




I can remember when everybody and his dog began to tease me with the jingle about Boston being the city of beans, Cabots and cod, where the Lowells spoke only to God. I was at St. Mark’s Boarding School in Southborough, and away from home for the first time. My class-mates mostly came from Tuxedo Park and Westport. They found the school’s tone penurious and chafing; they felt out of sorts with the New England climate. One afternoon, Billy Butler chased me under the stone hood of the chateau-sized fire-place in the junior common room. We had been reading in Roman history about the Burgundian braves who greased their long yellow hair with rancid butter. Billy’s hair was like that, or like a girl’s. His nose was arched like Garbo’s. He was sensitive, powerful, backward and cruel. Billy so terrified me that afternoon, that today, almost thirty years later, I have no need to close my eyes to see him. In front of my nose, he is shaking an expensive compass stolen from mechanical drawing class. The legs open and shut like the claw of a lobster. “Lowell R.” Billy shouts, “If God talks to the Lowells in Boston, God talks Yiddish, by God!”


I asked my Father about this Yiddish business. Father was a naval officer by profession and faith. Despite his name and connections, he felt like an outsider in Boston. “I don’t know about the Lowells,” he said, “but of course God talks Yiddish.” Father then slipped off into his typical whimsy. “God,” he said, “has promised the Zionists that he will brush up on his Hebrew. He finds it hard work talking the King’s English and Beacon Hill Brittish [sic] to Bishop Lawrence.” Suddenly, Father dropped his eyes, as though he had been blinded by sunlight. He studied the blue eagle tatooed [sic] on his fore-arm. He said, “You Bostonians want everyone, even God and Calvin Coolidge, to be cold fish and close as clams.” I was no more than twelve years old and a blithe second-former, but something in my Father’s voice made me feel meant [sic] and insulted.





In Lowell’s fourth year, though, he made two important allies—and this time they weren’t just comrades-in-mayhem. Frank Parker was one of them, and the other, Blair Clark, recalls:




We were half intellectuals, half rebels. I never thought of Lowell, when he approached me and Parker, as an intellect, though God knows what I thought an intellect was, at the age of fifteen. He certainly wasn’t a jock, although he was the strongest boy in the class; people left him alone—although they thought he was crazy—because he was so strong. And now and then he proved he ought to be left alone.5





In Blair Clark’s account, there was an awesome deliberateness in Lowell’s metamorphosis from lout to man of sensibility: “he created himself as an intellect, as a creative spirit. It was astonishing to see such focus.”6 Certainly, until the age of fifteen, Lowell’s natural competitiveness had had no focus. It found its expression in explosive showdowns with his parents when they came to see him on weekends, in dormitory punch-ups or carnage on the sports field. The association with Parker and Clark gave him a new sort of gang to lead:




We were a mini-phalanx that he was head of—and there were only three members. But it had a definite moral function and he was unquestionably the leader—to the aggravation of both Parker and myself, as time went on. It was really the imposition of a will on us. And there was a slightly crazy element to it, even then.7





Late-night bull sessions on “the meaning of life”; immersion in translated Homer; unmerciful self-scrutiny—“What do you do with yourself, how do you make yourself better?”: these were the terms for membership of Lowell’s alternative academy. As to the regular curriculum, the whole point of his rebellion was to find St. Mark’s sadly inadequate to the requirements of the really serious truth-seeker:




On a cultural side, one art is taught, literature. In the modern languages this study is dilatory: the student never learns to speak the language; he reads, if at all, its classics without taste. Latin and Greek are better taught than at other schools but even at that with incomparably less discipline than in the last century. English is studied without enthusiasm or perception. After six uncomfortable years the student, still bordering on illiteracy, has no notion of literature’s urgency and value.8





Lowell wrote this some five years after leaving St. Mark’s, so one can imagine that, at the time, the arrogance might have been even more nakedly emphatic. It was by force of self-righteousness and exclusivity that the trio conducted their dissident maneuvers, as Blair Clark recalls:




We were never subversive of the order at St. Mark’s, however contemptuous we were of it, with its athletic values and its stockbrokers’ sons, and so on. The compulsion was moral—it wasn’t literary or cultural. It was an entirely priestly thing. He was the leader—and we were rather laggard acolytes in his view. We did challenge him a bit. But there was definitely a bullying aspect as time went on.9





Lowell, indeed, showed that he had lost none of his old taste for fisticuffs when a new master, Richard Eberhart, made his appearance at St. Mark’s. Eberhart had studied at Cambridge with the Experiment group that included I. A. Richards and William Empson, he had a small but visible reputation as a poet, he had heard of Eliot and Picasso. Frank Parker showed signs of falling under Eberhart’s spell, and was instantly disciplined: “Cal beat me up because I was going to see Eberhart.” But Lowell eventually saw that the amiable Cousin Ghormley (as Eberhart was nicknamed) was no threat to his domination of trio ideology and there was a softening. And when, after reading Eberhart’s “The Groundhog,” Lowell perceived that the man might even be a genuine artist, he decided to adopt him as a kind of senior adviser to the group—a provider of booklists, and of books.


During his final year at St. Mark’s, Lowell became associate editor of the school magazine, Vindex (Frank Parker was art editor), and published a few trifling and pretentious pieces in free verse. His most notable contribution, though, was an essay called War: A Justification.10 It was an effort Caligula himself might not have been ashamed of. Lowell’s aim is to counter the view that war merely “brings bloodshed, depravity and confusion.” He concedes that “these are very serious objections” but goes on to demonstrate that “not only the good that [wars] bring far outweighs the evil, but also that they are essential for the preservation of life in its highest forms.” In peacetime, he avers, the world is in a “pitiful condition,” there is a “spirit of listlessness and decay. The people are united by no common goal. They do not have to make any great sacrifices. Success comes to them almost without effort.” He cites Ulysses as “the man of hardship and war” who “radiates life, energy and enthusiasm.” But war is not only the test of the individual spirit: “It unites mankind, for it shows that greatness is to be achieved, not by individualism, but by co-operation.” It also gives “cowards and thieves … a chance to gain self-respect and honour.” And as to the preferred outcome:




The more deserving side may not always win; but war is the fairest test of which we know. The nation which succeeds must have the greater moral, physical, mental and material resources.





The year was 1935, but there is no evidence that Lowell was subscribing to any European periodicals. His toy soldiers had given way to a growing library of Napoleoniana, and he was already trying to reconcile his unruly energies with his almost monastic reverence for the disciplined, the harsh, self-abnegating Way.


Up to the time of Eberhart’s arrival at St. Mark’s, Lowell seems not to have thought of poetry as his calling; indeed, at that stage, Parker was regarded as the likely writer in the group. Under the shadow of Eberhart’s example, the group’s literary self-awareness started to take over. For the summer of 1935, a trip to Nantucket was decided on. Lowell had rented a small cottage—not for frivolous holidaying, but for a stretch of intense, Lowell-directed self-improvement. Both Parker and Clark still remember this and later retreats with a kind of horrified puzzlement. What was Lowell’s power over them that they should have submitted to his reading programs, his rules of conduct, his imposition of roles? Parker (still ) recalls:




I wasn’t physically afraid of him. I wasn’t really afraid of him. I think my picture of our friendship is of Aesop’s bronze vessel and clay vessel crossing the stream. The bronze vessel says: “Come and help me, give me company.” And the clay vessel foolishly does it and is jostled and of course the clay breaks and the bronze goes on. I think I rather saw myself as the clay vessel there. I didn’t want to go jostling across any stream with Cal.11





But jostle he did, and so did Clark, whose chief memories of Nantucket are to do with Lowell’s “brutal, childish” tyranny. Lowell prescribed not just the trio’s intellectual diet; he was also in charge of the daily menu: “We had dreadful health food all the time. The diet was eels—cooked by me, badly—and a dreadful cereal with raw honey. All decided by Cal.” On one occasion, Lowell decided that Blair Clark should give up smoking, and when Clark resisted “he chased me around and he knocked me down, to make me give up.” On another, it was decided that Experience required the trio to know what it felt like to be drunk. Lowell announced that the brew would be rum mixed with cocoa:




I remember I made the cocoa. And we drank it as if we were mainlining heroin. I remember the chair falling over and my head hitting the floor. We got blind drunk in about twenty minutes. Next thing I remember was staggering onto the porch outside—and how I didn’t choke on my own vomit, I don’t know. Why did we go along with it?12





Like all “natural leaders,” Lowell was probably only dimly aware of his troops’ private agony, and if he did give heed to their misgivings, he would no doubt have seen them as weaknesses which it was his duty to correct—for their sakes. In letters to Eberhart from Nantucket, he makes it clear that certain essential decisions had been made:







Dear Mr. Eberhart,


Frank has probably told you all about our surroundings. They are in many ways almost ideal. The climate is cool and we are secluded; yet it is not too cool to be comfortable and we are not so secluded as to be shut off from life. The material side of living is not very difficult, although I am afraid we are not maintaining a particularly high standard.


For the first fifteen days we studied the Bible (especially the book of Job) and I expect we will return to it off and on during the summer. I shall refrain from giving any critical opinions. It suffices to say that I now believe parts of the Bible rank with Homer and Shakespeare and that for vigour and force the Hebraic poetry is unequalled. I have been reading lately Wordsworth’s “Prelude” and Amy Lowell’s life of Keats. I have come across many magnificent passages in the “Prelude” and have found Amy Lowell invaluable as a critic. But what has impressed me most is the picture both give of the young poet forming into a genius, their energy, their rapid growth and above all their neverending determination to succeed.


During the short time that has elapsed since school ended, I have come to realise more and more the spiritual side of being a poet. It is difficult to express what I wish to say, but what I mean is the actuallity [sic] of living the life, of breathing the same air as Shakespeare, and of coordinating all this with the actuallities of the world. My beliefs haven’t changed at all only now I am beginning to feel what before I merely thought in a more or less impassioned or academic sense.13





A month later Lowell writes again to Eberhart. He has completed twenty poems, and is planning a long work called “Jonah” in Spenserian stanzas; he has read Blake, Coleridge, Lear, The Tempest, Cymbeline and a life of Christ. He also reports that “Frank is making good progress, although it is hard to define. I feel that he is standing on his own two feet, that he has a growing devotion for the highest forms of art, and he has the creative desire.” As to the group itself, its sense of a religious as well as a cultural mission had become a good deal more explicit than it was at St. Mark’s, where, although Lowell sneered at the school’s pretense to godliness (“In place of Christ the God of St. Mark’s is the Discobolus”), he had never been thought of as a particularly vehement believer. In August 1935 he submits to Eberhart the trio’s new aesthetic:




Our aims have narrowed down to an expression of God which I feel as an infinite and ever-present power, always working objectively on man for what is good. That he always forgives, suffers when we suffer, and that he seeks only to serve, and never punishes. This is the highest, and only duty of art, for here only is truth. My only doubt is in myself not in what I am trying to do. Of course God is not a physical being with likes and dislikes, but rather a force striving to perfect man. Personifying him is not however so foolish as it sounds. For man is the highest thing we know of and what can be greater than the highest virtues in man infinitely expanded. I hope you follow me, for I realise the inability of expression.


What I have done this summer has been to begin understand [sic] God, and I have grown to love my art, and those who were great in it.14





Two months earlier, Robert T. S. Lowell, Jr., ’35, had celebrated his first verse publication; called “Madonna,” it shows him to be more at ease with God than with his art:






Celestial were her robes;


Her hands were made divine;


But the Virgin’s face was silvery bright,


Like the holy light


Which from God’s throne


Is said to shine,


Giving the angels sight.


Sleep on in thy serenity;


Breathe on thy constant joy.


When I look on thee,


A vision meets my eyes,


A maiden calmly singing,


The Savior’s message bringing.


Her song will never cloy;


She will not mar the quietness


Which in eternal Paradise


Is through the silence ringing.15
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Some years after Lowell left St. Mark’s, Richard Eberhart composed a verse play called The Crystal Sepulcher;1 a strikingly inept work, it featured as its hero a tormented schoolboy poet, for whom Lowell was the model. The “action” of the play involves the anguished hero-figure being examined and pronounced upon by a succession of baffled but well-meaning adults: the parents, the schoolmaster, the school psychiatrist and then a second professional psychiatrist. The “facts” the play deals in must be seen as questionable, but there is a value in its general view of the adolescent Lowell: for those grown-ups who took an interest in him he was clearly thought to be more than just ordinarily odd or mixed-up. The character portrayed by Eberhart is demonic and possessed, not really human.


Eberhart’s personal view is (presumably) stated in the advice offered by the schoolmaster:






I am for you but I am also against you.


The cost is too great, the prize you seek too high.


The world is rough. Torn too, I give my advice:


Keep your feet on the ground, renounce the sky.








The college psychiatrist is even less sympathetic; to him the Lowell figure is quite simply “mad,” he “eats toenails,” is “rude, vain, cruel, gloomy” and “talks with bitter cryptic wit”: “Furthermore, I must point out that he is unclean.”


Small wonder that the playwright enlists more specialized assistance. The professional psychiatrist is called in and delivers the following summary of symptoms to the boy’s mother:









I note here especially the trauma at his birth,


That he growled when young, with stance of an animal


Much too long, that as a little fellow he was vicious,


Delighted in sharp instruments, was like a cannibal


In being violently able to get his way;


That early he developed the solitary and lonely, the surly.


And that with the others he did not choose to play.


He refused you as nurse, and that was early.








All this fits rather too neatly with the Caliban cartoon of Lowell as half-man, half-beast, but what does seem certain is that before Lowell left St. Mark’s, his mother had had consultations with a Boston psychiatrist called Merrill Moore and that Moore had talked to Eberhart. The Crystal Sepulcher amalgamates all the prevailing anxieties and prejudices and suggests that by 1935 Lowell had indeed become a “case.”


Merrill Moore was thought to be the right man to opine on Lowell because he was himself a poet of some reputation. He had been a fringe member of the Southern “Fugitive” group led by John Crowe Ransom and Allen Tate and was famous for writing only—but voluminously—in sonnet form. One of his books was called simply M because it contained one thousand sonnets, and a current story was that Moore kept a note pad on the dashboard of his car and could scrawl out fourteen-liners while waiting for the lights to change. At any rate, the sheer bulk of his output was usually sufficient to quell any very severe critical objections, and from Charlotte’s point of view he offered a perhaps unique combination of medical and literary know-how. She herself had been seeing him about her own “nerves” and had left Moore in little doubt that her mental balance depended largely on the balance of her errant son.


The consultations with Moore were all part of Charlotte’s continuing campaign to “tidy up” her no longer small Napoleon. Her efforts had intensified as they had become more self-evidently hopeless. Both Frank Parker and Blair Clark have memories of her incessant, fruitless nagging:




She was very uncomfortable about him—he was so clumsy, so sloppy, so ill-mannered. She would say things to him like “See what nice manners Blair has.” And I played that role because it was helpful to him. I really think there was a psychological fixation on dominating Cal by that woman. And what does an only child do—with an obsessed mother and a weak father who goes along with that obsession?2





Inevitably, one of Charlotte’s chief obsessions was that—after St. Mark’s—Lowell should take his rightful place at Harvard. Cousin A. Lawrence Lowell was president of the college, and while still at St. Mark’s, Lowell had spent evenings with him rather as he spent evenings with Eberhart. In both cases, the extramural guidance Lowell sought was in the interests of poetry, not of academic scholarship, but for Charlotte both mentors seemed reassuringly solid and conventional. Her hope was that Harvard orderliness would eventually tame Lowell, and in the fall of 1935 she was relieved to find her son actually enrolled and attending classes. His grades at St. Mark’s had improved during his last year, and on leaving school he had been able to muster enough courtesy to write a “proper”—if slightly ambiguous—letter to his grandfather:




I have had five very pleasant years at school and I will be sorry to leave. I have at last found myself and now feel confident that I can and shall accomplish what I set out to do. College in spite of certain objections will on the whole I think prove very profitable.3





This was written before Lowell’s summer at Nantucket. By the time he actually entered Harvard, his self-educating impulse had hardened to a state of near rebellion. And, as always, the rebellion would be all the more enticing if it could be directed at his mother. Charlotte believed in Harvard; it was to be expected that Lowell would therefore decide to treat Harvard with contempt. He enrolled in an all-English course, a clear declaration of his intention merely to use the university, and, after dabbling in this for a while, simply gave up going to classes.


There were higher matters to attend to. He announced to Frank Parker and Blair Clark that the trio’s energies should henceforth be directed exclusively towards the arts. Parker, he declared, would be a painter; Clark would be a musician—or, failing that, a philosopher. He, Lowell, was the poet. Parker’s obedience was so complete that he left Harvard during his first year in order to devote himself to his new calling:






I thought myself that I’d never amount to much, perhaps no more than a cartoonist, even. But Cal thought there was no limit to what one could do. We were reading the commentary on Dante where a man can put himself into heaven or hell, and Cal sort of believed that, and made me believe it: that I was going to paint and he was going to write. It was like that—the splendours, the terrors.4





Blair Clark was less easily swayed; or maybe it was just that Lowell did not press him so hard as he pressed Parker. It is possible that he had already discerned a different role for this competent lieutenant: Clark would provide a link with the world of practical affairs and serve as a buffer between Lowell and the Lowells. As it turned out, Clark spent most of Lowell’s freshman year in California, recovering from illness.


*


In May 1936 Lowell was introduced to Anne Tuckerman Dick, a distant cousin of Frank Parker’s. A slightly over-age (at twenty-four) ex-debutante, Anne was viewed with suspicion by the smart-stuffy Boston set in which her family moved. She was thought to be too vehement and “driven,” not at all a safe marriage bet for any of the grander Boston sons. Sitting out at a ball one evening, Anne had been told by Charles Francis Adams III: “You know, none of us would marry you because we’ve heard you’ve been to a psychiatrist.”5 And she had taken this to summarize her plight. By the time she met Lowell, Anne felt herself to be drifting towards a mildly wayward spinsterhood; certainly, she was ready enough to be intrigued by the overtures of a nineteen-year-old poet:




The first time we met I said the only thing I knew how to say. “Do you like dances?” And he said, “I’ve never been to one.” Well, I’d been to maybe a thousand. I’d never spoken to anyone who hadn’t been to one. It was different.





In their first meetings, it was almost as if Lowell was weighing Anne up as a possible recruit to his exclusive tribe. Girls had not so far featured in the Lowell curriculum (not even, as with drunkenness, under the heading of “Experience”): the fear—as Lowell later described it—was that sex might enervate the group’s elevated purposes. But what if Anne was “serious” as well as pretty? At his second meeting with her, Lowell showed her a poem he had written “about sitting in a rowing boat waiting for a bite,” and she was somewhat scornful of it (indeed, she claimed much later to have found it “the most pathetic, wretched thing”). Afterwards, the poet regretfully reported back to Parker: “She won’t do.” And Anne (on hearing this from Parker) remembers wondering: “Is this some new kind of meatball?” As for Parker, he was not at all dismayed—he had originally thought of Anne as his girl.


It seems, however, that Anne was pretty enough to be given one more chance, and serious enough to accept it. An invitation was sent, via Parker, for her to have supper with “the boys.” Lowell had by this time extended his group to include Blair Clark’s brother, Bill, and a promising young Harvard poet, Harry Brown. All five of them were present for supper in a Cambridge restaurant, with Anne the only female guest: the idea was to see how Lowell’s candidate would stand up to a feast of brilliant chat. This time, Anne was willing to be dazzled:




The talk was all about the kings and queens of England. And they were talking about them as if they were so-and-so at the Porcellian Club. If I hadn’t had such a terrible background, it would have just seemed regular. But to someone who’d been with such gross people, that Social Register grossity, to have this light conversation. There was nothing pedantic about it. It was completely spontaneous and humorful and yet learned in the right way…. I felt the happiest I think I’ve ever felt in my entire life.





The following weekend Lowell visited Anne at her grandmother’s house at Appleton Farms near Ipswich, and during the course of an early evening walk in the garden he asked her—with much gravitas—if he could become one of her “suitors.”




And I said “Yes.” And then we walked back to the house. And it was still light. It was June. We sat downstairs for a while. I thought I was in a dream, a very gentle dream. We went upstairs to the landing outside my room and there was a sofa there. And I think it was then he kissed me, maybe before—probably downstairs. I don’t know if it was then or not that he told me he didn’t like kissing. I guess he’d never kissed anyone before. But that was very disturbing because kissing was all I was interested in, with anybody. It was my main thing. But it’s true, there was very little kissing after that.





For Lowell, though, this first kiss was of almost ceremonial significance; it meant, quite simply, that he had “become thoroughly and firmly engaged, almost married.” He gave Anne his grandfather’s watch to mark their (at this stage) secret pact. And immediately he made a start on her reeducation. With Parker or Clark in tow, he began to pay nightly visits to Anne’s house and would there stage readings of Milton, Donne and Shakespeare—and consume a hearty dinner. “My father hated their guts because they didn’t even say ‘Good evening, Mr. Dick.’ They sat at his table and acted as if he didn’t exist.” But Anne was still in her “gentle dream”:




I kept thinking, “I’m engaged. I’m engaged.” It seemed very unreal. “I’m engaged.” Hardly thinking who to, because who was he? What did I know except that he could talk about kings and queens?





She resolved to study, because her fiancé wanted her to study, and if being a good fiancée meant nightly readings from Samson  Agonistes, then she was happy to put up with it. Lowell had indeed acquired a new, and utterly devout, disciple.


*


For Lowell, Anne’s house was more than just a night school or a place to eat; it was also a sanctuary from his steadily deteriorating relations with his parents. His year at Harvard had not been a success; he was contemptuous of most of the English faculty, he had had poems rejected by the Harvard Advocate, and he had been patronized by Robert Frost. The Advocate rejection was particularly wounding: Lowell was an applicant for a position on the magazine’s literary board, but when he went for an interview “he was asked to tack down a carpet in the sanctum and, when he was finished, told that he needn’t come round anymore.” Frost seems to have been more subtle. Lowell had sought him out (Frost was the Norton Lecturer that year) and asked for his opinion on an epic he was writing on the subject of the Crusades. Frost read a few lines and commented that it “goes on rather a bit,” then recited Collins’s “How sleep the brave,” as a model of conciseness.


Both rebuffs were to be recalled by Lowell in later years and no doubt hurt him at the time. By the end of his first year he was in a mood to reject Harvard rather than give it another chance to reject him, and most of his quarrels with his parents seem to have centered on his future at the university. Lowell wanted to drop out at the end of his freshman year; Charlotte made it clear that if he did drop out he would have to survive without help from the family:




Neither Daddy nor I wish in any way to force you into our way of life or behavior. You are now practically a man and free to do largely as you choose, only if you choose to be independent you must also be responsible and self-supporting…. We have thought this all over very carefully and this is a final decision. We will help you when we approve of what you do but we will not help you to do things of which we do not approve.6





Lowell already planned to spend a second summer in Nantucket, and his mother and father had arranged to go to Europe. Each side sensed that the other ought to be avoided for a time, and Lowell was now holding an important card. There could be no doubt that Charlotte would share Boston society’s opinion of Anne Dick. Even so, just before Lowell set off for Nantucket, Anne wrote hopefully to Mrs. Lowell:




Bobby has decided to go back to college—he is leaving here Monday and spending that night with the Swifts on his way to Nantucket. We are happy about this final decision as I am sure you are….


Bobby and I are planning to announce the engagement—Saturday. This seems best considering all things—unless for some reason you do not wish it.7





At the end of June 1936 Lowell left for Nantucket with Blair Clark, knowing that he had constructed the beginnings of what might turn out to be a complete break with his parents. In the meantime he was anxious to consolidate the gains of the previous summer. This summer’s reading program was to include Elizabethan drama, and Clark and Parker (Parker joined them later) were given seventy-five plays to read before the end of “term.” Anne Dick was instructed to read Troilus and Cressida and to mail him her comments, which he would then return with his tart annotations (“I loved being mocked so wittily. I adored it. The more he criticized me, the more I adored it”). Lowell’s “campaign” style is well captured in this letter to Frank Parker:







Dear Frank:


I suppose I am the goat and write first. Of course I don’t dare to affirm positively that you have not written. Perhaps you wrote a letter and forgot to mail, perhaps you mailed and forgot to stamp, perhaps you stamped and forgot to envelope, perhaps you dreamt your epistle ect. ect. ad infitum. With this off my chest I can begin.


I have written two fairly long poems and a mass of scrap work. Extracts are hardly worth while, you will see what I have done when you arrive here. When do you think you can join us? I am looking forward to seeing you tremendously.


Anne wrote me about the 25th and her day with you, and your bewitching. I swear Ipswich has the weirdest power: sorcery and death. I think “Cousin Annie” deserves a sound spanking. I don’t know how much Anne has told you, but we are engaged. Reality and time crawl on us fast before we know it. 2 months ago marriage, working for a living ect. seemed far away at least 3 or 4 years in the future and now the curtain appears to have fallen almost overnight. I love her and know her as deeply and as much as anyone could in a few weeks, but must admit that she has not yet the same reality to me as you have and that the trial and tempering of the blade all lie in the future. The realities and problems are extremely powerful perhaps glorious, but at the same time infinitely sober. Can she or should she burn thru her neurosis? My indirect work with her this summer will partially answer the question perhaps. Will we be able to float our feather against the winds. All I should like to consider definite about the future is that you and I and Anne (Bobo? More?) will live and fight thru life together always working toward realizing our ideals. We have got to think about living conditions, making money; we must not compromise and sink into school teaching, we must break away from our relations and throw aside all convention that we cannot believe in. I want you to think on these things, to be a friend of Anne’s just as you are mine, to help her and tell me what is happening and to realise that you are and always will be a definite and imperative factor. I am afraid this letter has the tone of a campaign speech, but after all that’s just what we are beginning.


Could buy a cheap one volume Shakespeare for Bobo [Blair Clark]. The Oxford (Cambridge) at Grolier also Marlow complete you can get one of those green volumes in Cambridge for a dollar or two. Let me hear from you in a day or two.


Cal.


P.S. Try and persuade Anne to come down to Nantucket with you.8 [All misspellings are in the original]





Lowell himself intended to spend the summer “wrestling with technique” and would try his hand at “satire and prose.” He was also dabbling in the fashionable moderns: Aldous Huxley he was to find “so insipid and dull that I could endure but sixty pages,” but Wyndham Lewis’s Snooty Baronet won marks for “rough-hewn craftsmanship.” There is no evidence that he was reading Auden at this time, but who else might have caused him to “wonder if the Old Anglo-Saxon alliterative poetry isn’t coming back, loosened up a bit and strengthened by assonances and off-rhymes”?9


What is certain is that Lowell had been deep in Eliot and Pound during his year at Harvard (and also William Carlos Williams, under the encouragement of James Laughlin), and a comparison between the work he was sending to Richard Eberhart in the summer of 1935 and his work in 1936 shows an immense gain in directness and self-confidence. In 1935 he was blusteringly Miltonic, and most of his verse was, as he later called it, “grand, ungrammatical and had a timeless, hackneyed quality”:10






Turn back, look down, then turn thy face away


Look up, away, thy eyelids to the ground


See! God is shining forth in midst of day


There see! He stands on yonder sloping mound


The air is vibrant, swollen with the sound;


His voice is sung by birds, the song of mirth,


Of Eden lost and now forever found,


Of love immortal, Spring, and mercy’s birth


Of Lord and Savior wandering on the earth.








All the 1935 poems are in this vein: awesome revelations of the deity (“a gleaming face is bursting through the clouds,” “a mighty soul was sailing out to sea”) or prostrated hymns to the potency of Art (“O Art, I am a beggar at thy shrine”). The voice is always mechanically grandiloquent; archaisms and inversions abound and the meter has a textbook regularity. By the following year all this has changed, and there is a pervading caution in Lowell’s poems, as if he genuinely has become humble about the difficulties of his art: his modest aim now is for accuracy of observation, for natural—if not neutral—speech rhythms, and for some sparing exercise of the ironic intelligence. He had begun to grope towards the idea of himself as a “modern” poet, and in 1936 one way of being modern was to play it safe. This typical poem from the 1936 summer is possibly a reworking of the poem he showed to Anne Dick:






I pulled up anchor well after mid-day


Swishing the prongs back and forth in the water


To shake off the mud:


Washed the entrails and fish scales


From my fingers


And rowed thru the lily pads to shore


My rods, a waving tuft of grass


In the bow,


Little perch with white-holes


Between their back-fins


Flapping against the sides of the bait-pail


Cool water, loggy faded fish


Prospect of picnic lunch ahead


The shadow of tall trees above me.11








And a prose piece called “Grass Stroke,” which seems to date from this year—it is headed “Robert T. S. Lowell, Lowell A.41, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.”—has a sharp, surrealistic power; its transformations issue from feverishly intent scrutiny—if you look hard enough, and fiercely enough, it seems to say, you might injure your brain, but you will be rewarded by strange visions and elisions:




Sometimes, when we are in disorder, every pinprick and scraping blade of grass magnifies. A pebble rolls into the Rock of Gibraltar. I got a sunstroke regarding the gardener mow the lawn. He dumped matted green grass into a canvas bag and emptied the bag into a rut pond behind a clump of shrubbery. People had emptied ashes into the pond; which otherwise might have been wild and unsullied with turtles flopping from rotten logs. I watched him dunp grass on the surface where there ought to have been frogs. I smelled the odor of dried verdure in my sleep; tons of it, wet and lifeless, floating and stifling. At morning the grass tide rose up gruesome.


The sea lay grass green and ever so serene. Sharks’ fins ripped the ripe slick. The fish rythmically approximated each others’ courses and crossed at intervals. The water was toothed with their tusks. Oil dripped from the tusks. Short cropped grass drooped over their round eyes. Whales spouted, and their flat tails flopped and towered, making me conscious of umbrageous trunks surrounding the sea; a Nether World or antideluvian scene; shimmer of shiners, floating logs and submerged shadows.


The grass adjoining the garden house on a golf links was grisled, bleached to hay, and piled in heaps. As I handled it the grass came off in layers. The underneath was damp. Maggots crawled and crawled, searching after a putrifying rat, buried under grass. Fermentation and stagnation had set in. The grass was a sieve for their seething. They had bright colors; orange with black spots (bees fly in front of the blazing sun); grayish-white with pale gray spots on a soft sloat torso; sheeny brittle beetle shells, unbreakable with a sledge. And the maggots seethed and seethed, searching for the rats, with eyes that could not see in terrible grass smell.


I perceived a golf ball, hidden among weathered boards, near-by the hay pile. The ball was imbedded in a rut and had perhaps hibernated out the winder frozen. Rubber wrapping was visible through a dent. The cover was discolored and already undergoing the process of return. The earth devours her offspring: I am observing the earth-process, a huge globe masticating a little ball. I am addressing the earth; I have been addressing the earth some time. Earth, I am able to momentarily retard your dinner. I have not time to wait until you have finished your meal. I have leisure because I have a pain in my head; but you are tortoise-paced beyond reason, only tortoises are numbered among the rapid. I could swallow your golf ball; or, if I were profound, I could place it in a glass case with crossed brassies and a little white card inscribed “Preserved”; or I could throw it into the rut pond behind the clump of shrubbery, where the gardener deposite mown grass. I observed the golf ball sinking through water; and the grass settles in layers in the rut pond. I have seen grass settling and descending for days, blade by blade. Gravitation is very grave in her demeanor, gravitation is the grave of grass blades. At noontide her odor increases as a rat putrifying, and at evening decreases as cobwebs crumbling. Gravitation is as the growth of a rose deified.


When I woke up and lay for months in bed, the membranes of my brain sprained, I wondered if the coincidence existed between noon, the putrifying rat, and my sunstroke.12 [All misspellings are in the original.]





On July 4, 1936, Lowell permitted himself a brief holiday from Nantucket. It was Anne’s twenty-fifth birthday and he decided to visit her at Appleton Farms. He had barely seen her since the engagement, and his letters had been more concerned with her instruction than with any sentimental small talk. Anne’s memory of his visit (recorded some forty years after the event) may have to be treated cautiously, although both Parker and Clark have said that it rings true:




The night he arrived, or the next night, he comes into my bedroom. I’m glad to say this now, because I want to. And he got into my bed. There were two twin beds in his room, with straw matting everywhere.… and I was a virgin, in the sense … well, I was a virgin, but a lot of necking. But I was engaged. I somehow felt I wanted it to be a complete rounded experience. Now this is the irony, and this is the sour part. He got into my bed, and said in a very unCal-ish, very unloving way, “You know, I’ve been to a whorehouse, twice.” And that was awfully depressing. He didn’t say anything about love, anything about me personally—he just said: “I’ve been to a whorehouse, twice. And I can tell you what the whores do. I can tell you and you can try and do it.” That was that. I guess I did try a little bit, but that was the only time we ever … we went downhill from then on.13





Nonetheless, they persisted with their engagement, and on his return from Nantucket, Lowell took Anne to meet his parents at Marlborough Street. The effect was as he might have wished:




There they were, at the door. Mr. Lowell had the most inane smile on his face. He was in the background. He was like some kind of flabby Halloween pumpkin, long after Halloween, long after it had any point. And it had started to smell a little. And she wore a mask, hiding nothing, hiding not the power of zero, but zero simply. They didn’t know what to say. They were speechless.





This is Anne Dick’s account, told with the vindictiveness that the Lowell parents managed to arouse in most of their son’s women, but there seems no reason to question the outline of her recollection.


A liaison with an older, manifestly unsuitable woman seems to have been rebellion enough for Lowell at this point. He agreed to return to the university for another year, although in a letter to Eberhart about Frank Parker he made it clear that his view of Harvard was unchanged, “College, and especially the life it forces on one became a lid squashing down all [Parker’s] energies and sufferings, so that he got into a neurotic condition, confusion piling up inside and nothing able to gain an outlet.”14 For the moment, though, Charlotte had the problem of Anne Dick to grapple with, and Lowell could content himself with now and then threatening to elope with Anne to Europe and with adopting an even more offhand attitude to his Harvard classes.


Charlotte was not moved to oppose the Anne Dick affair openly until it was proposed that the couple’s engagement be made official. She then wrote to Anne saying that Lowell “cannot possibly marry with our consent until he is at least 21 and self-supporting.” Why could not Anne be patient and postpone any formal announcement for a year or so? “Continue to consider yourself engaged if you want to, and give him an inspiration to work for.”15


In Charlotte’s mind, it was not entirely a question of Lowell’s tender age. It was, she thought, his general instability that had led him into the relationship in the first place, and his stubbornness that obliged him to hold on to it. She was still attending her sessions with Merrill Moore and had picked up enough psychoanalytic jargon to enable her to see Anne as just another symptom of her son’s disorderly attachment to his mother. But, like the writing of poetry, Anne was also a source of “over-excitement” and therefore to be warned against until she too was happily outgrown.


A marriage, though, would be disastrous, and it was perhaps Charlotte’s mounting nervousness on this score that prompted the events of Christmas, 1936. On December 22, Lowell’s father had written to Anne’s mother, again warning against the consequences of an official engagement: “We feel we cannot co-operate in an engagement which would not be for Bobby’s good at present.”16 On the following day, Anne’s father, Evans Dick, received a call from Mr. Lowell’s lawyer cousin Alfred: could he meet with Alfred and with Mr. Lowell at the Gourmet Club “on a matter of vital importance.” Evans Dick turned up and was lectured by both Lowells on his daughter’s immodesty; she had, it was charged, been visiting Lowell in his rooms at Harvard, without a chaperone. That same evening Mr. Lowell followed up his lecture with a note:




In continuation of our conversation this evening, I wish to ask that you and Mrs. Dick do not allow Ann [sic] to go to Bobby’s rooms at college without proper chaperonage. We know that she has been there once, and rather think that she is in the habit of doing so. Such behavior is contrary to all college rules, and most improper for a girl of good repute.17





On December 27 Anne’s father wrote back to Mr. Lowell, denying that there had been any impropriety: “Cal and Anne both tell me this, and I believe them…. [I] wonder whether there is not some person trying to make a situation already bad enough—even worse.”18


Next day, Anne gave Mr. Lowell’s note to her “fiancé.” Thirty years later, Lowell recollected his response as follows:






My father’s letter to your father, saying


tersely and much too stiffly that he knew


you’d been going to my college rooms alone—


I can still almost crackle that slight note in my hand.


I see your outraged father; you, his outraged daughter;


myself brooding in fire and a dark quiet on


the abandoned steps of the Harvard Fieldhouse,


calming my hot nerves and enflaming my mind’s


nomad quicksilver by saying Lycidas—19








In Anne Dick’s account, Lowell instructed her to drive to Marl-borough Street and then wait in the car “for a minute.” Fifteen minutes later he reappeared and told her that he had handed the note back to his father and then struck him to the ground. He had stormed out of the house with Mr. Lowell still half prostrate on the floor: 




FROM THE STEPS OF THE HARVARD GYM




Crossing a new


hour’s athletic credit from my debit card,


I blanked on the steps of the gym at Harvard;


furies muscled in on me from the blue,


from my paranoia’s Hawawiian azure—


their mission was to reasure.







In my velvety polo coat’s pocket


was my allowance’s last dollar,


Father’s letter to my “fiancee’s” father:


“We have heard your daughter has made a habit


of visiting our son


in his rooms at Lowell House without a chaperon.”










I hummed the adamantine


ore rotundo of Lycidas to cool love’s quarrels,


and clear my honor


from Father’s branding Scarlet Letter….


“Yet once more, O ye laurels”—


I was nineteen!







In the Marlborough Street Parlor,


where oat meal roughened


the ceiling blue as the ocean,


I torpedoed my Father to the floor—


How could he stand


without Mother’s helmsman hand?







With the white lipped masochistic


coolness of Billy the Kid or a stoic,


I streaked for my borrowed station wagon—


and girl! I could hear


Mother in slippers at the bannister:


“Bobby? Oh Bobby!” This happend.20


[All misspellings are in the original.]








For Charlotte, who had witnessed the beating from the top of the stairs, this was the crisis: her son had finally gone mad. Frank Parker, who called at Marlborough Street the next day, found Mrs. Lowell “raging like a tiger”:




If you had a German shepherd, taking care of it and getting the best food and care and so on, and then it bit you, wouldn’t you shoot it? Or wouldn’t you have it shut out—that’s what she said to me. Anger, fear, you know. Mr. Lowell was nowhere to be seen. He was nursing his jaw.21





Charlotte’s first outraged reaction was to contact Merrill Moore in order to have Lowell committed to an institution. It is impossible to know how serious she was in this, but Moore is to be given credit for taking a placatory line. His first move was to persuade Lowell to apologize to his father. This wasn’t difficult. Lowell was already remorseful and had told Frank Parker that the blow had been provoked by Mr. Lowell’s description of Anne Dick as “no better than a whore.” He hadn’t “meant” to do it.22 By March 24 he was able to write to Aunt Sarah Cotting:




You probably know that I am back in the family. Daddy could not have been more reasonable, and I think everyone realizes that a great deal of the friction was needless and merely the result of misunderstanding. Nevertheless I sometimes feel rather uncertain about the future, the atmosphere is strained. My father is leaning over backwards too much, more than he can enjoy. Intercourse creaks: I have been home once. I haven’t spoken with my mother, set times are made for meetings. All this is inevitable after a wide rupture. I hope above all that a mutual sympathy can be reached. Individual demands are relatively trivial.


I want to formally thank you for being so kind to both Anne and myself during this awkward “interregnum.” It has meant a great deal to both of us.23





And on the same day he wrote to his grandmother Winslow:




I have apologized to my father, and believe myself to be back in the family. I do not know how things will work out but chances are rosy. A small amount of experience has taught me to be less intolerant, less headstrong, a state of cooperation is above all necessary.


I have been trying out for the Harvard Advocate and have every chance of making it…. If I make it you will have the doubtful pleasure of seeing me in print.24





With the temperature thus reduced, Moore suggested that Lowell be put in touch with Ford Madox Ford, who was at Harvard on his way to visit Moore’s friend Allen Tate in Tennessee. The idea was that Lowell should meet a “real writer,” and if Ford agreed to help, perhaps some arrangement could be arrived at by which Lowell could be separated from his parents without abandoning either his academic prospects or his ambitions as a poet. Such an arrangement would also entail a separation from Anne Dick. The Lowells agreed, and a cocktail party was held at the Dicks’ house. Frank Parker and Blair Clark were detailed to round up the local poets and to make themselves agreeable to Ford. As a social event the party was a flop. When Clark introduced himself to Ford, he was told that Ford spoke only in French; and Parker committed the supreme faux pas by dismissing the work of Gaudier-Brzeska as “admirable but trivial.” But Lowell fared rather better. After the party, Ford announced that Lowell was “the most intelligent person he’d met in Boston.” In later years Lowell modestly added, “I think that was more his low opinion of Boston than his high opinion of me.”25 In any event, Ford agreed to give assurances to A. Lawrence Lowell that the young malcontent had enough seriousness to warrant the kind of apprenticeship Moore had in mind. It was agreed that Lowell travel South with Moore in the spring of 1937.


En route, Lowell wrote to Anne Dick from a hotel in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: he told her that Merrill Moore might be willing to “take her on” as “a voluntary patient.” Moore also intended to improve the quality of her social life:




He has several “voluntary” jobs up his sleeve and is going to pass on all his literary invitations to you, i.e. going to parties, not giving them. Keep on the point of marriage! Perhaps you’ll get an invitation to dinner with Robert Frost in a few days.


Reading over the “Fugitive” poets on the train I decided Allen Tate is very topnotch, a painstaking tecnician [sic] and an ardent advocate of Ezra Pound. Three things I want to do. I doubt if Moore is in sympathy with any: Reach Ezra, keep up my organization, and have you prepare for our marriage.26
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I was wearing the last summer’s mothballish, already soiled white linens, and mocassins, knotted so that they never had to be tied or untied. What I missed along the road from Nashville to Clarksville was the eastern seaboard’s thin fields, chopped by stone walls and useless wildernesses of scrub. Instead, plains of treeless farmland, and an unnatural, unseasonable heat. Gushers of it seemed to spout over the bumpy, sectioned concrete highway, and bombard the horizon. Midway, a set of orientally shapely and conical hills. It was like watching a Western and waiting for a wayside steer’s skull and the bleaching ribs of a covered wagon.


My head was full of Miltonic, vaguely piratical ambitions. My only anchor was a suitcase, heavy with bad poetry. I was brought to earth by my bumper mashing the Tates’ frail agrarian mailbox post. Getting out to disguise the damage, I turned my back on their peeling, pillared house. I had crashed the civilization of the South.1





The sneakily whimsical but condescending tone adopted here was to become familiar to Lowell’s Southern friends throughout his later life. It is unlikely, though, that he was feeling specially satirical when he first arrived at Allen Tate’s “Benfolly,” in Clarksville, in April 1937. A fugitive from the victorious North, he was seeking refuge with the Fugitives; and Allen Tate was perhaps the most lordly and dogmatic of that heavily embattled group. Tate had helped found the Fugitive magazine (with John Crowe Ransom, his professor at Vanderbilt, and Robert Penn Warren, his room-mate at the same university); he had contributed to Agrarian manifestos, such as I’ll Take My Stand and Who Owns America; he had written biographies of Stonewall Jackson and Jefferson Davis. If Ransom was the Southern writers’ spiritual chief, Tate was their unflagging, impetuous polemicist. For Tate, to have captured a Lowell from Boston was almost a political victory. Lowell viewed such postures as mere “themes” or “foibles”;2 for him the pilgrimage was wholly literary: it was not Tate’s secessionist fervor that had drawn him down to Tennessee, it was his status as an international man of letters. Tate and Ransom, in Lowell’s mind, connected America with the exhilaratingly convinced narrowness of European modernism. Ransom had studied at Cambridge, was admired by T. S. Eliot. Tate had served his time in Greenwich Village in the mid-twenties, and then in Paris and London from 1928 to 1930:




He felt that all the culture and tradition of the East, the South and Europe stood behind Eliot, Emily Dickinson, Yeats and Rimbaud. I found myself despising the rootless appetites of middle-class meliorism.3





As to the Southernism, Ransom and Tate’s regional self-consciousness simply had the effect of intensifying Lowell’s sense of his own significance; it led him to “discover what I had never known. I too was part of a legend. I was Northern, disembodied, a Platonist, a Puritan, an abolitionist.”4


Evidence of this legendary status was provided shortly after Lowell’s arrival in Tennessee. Part of Merrill Moore’s plan for Lowell had been that if his trip South was a success, he might switch from Harvard to Vanderbilt to study under Ransom. With this possibility in mind, Lowell attended some of Ransom’s poetry classes at Vanderbilt during what was left of the academic year. In May, though, Ransom was offered a handsomely paid job as head of the English Department at Kenyon College, in Gambier, Ohio. Vanderbilt refused to match Kenyon’s offer, and Ransom, perhaps piqued by this, was publicly toying with the idea of abandoning the South. To Tate, this was unthinkable, and he at once fired off an open letter to the local newspaper—a letter which, in the end, had the effect of making it impossible for Vanderbilt to keep its negotiations with Ransom on a discreet and friendly basis. In the short term, though, it stirred a merry row. And for Lowell the letter flatteringly implied that in the eyes of the South he was more than just “a torn cat, [who] was taken in when I needed help.”5 His presence in Tennessee was offered as a significant measure of Ransom’s national renown:




It is now common knowledge that Mr. John Crowe Ransom is about to leave Vanderbilt to join the faculty of a college in Ohio. I know nothing of the reasons that may prompt Mr. Ransom to go, after twenty-five years at his Alma Mater, to another institution. If he goes, it will be a calamity from which Vanderbilt will not soon recover.


Mr. Ransom is, I fear, a little more famous internationally than locally. He is one of the most distinguished men of letters in the world today. Where Vanderbilt is known outside her Alumni Associations and similar groups of persons whose enlightenment of interest is not quite perfect, she is known as the institution where John Crowe Ransom profoundly influences, through his teaching and writing, the course of modern literature. I need not cite any of his more brilliant achievements, but I should like to bring to your attention two recent incidents that illustrate the far-reaching character of his reputation. The Lowell family of Boston and Harvard University has just sent one of its sons to Nashville to study poetry with Mr. Ransom—I do not say Vanderbilt, because young Mr. Lowell will follow Mr. Ransom to Ohio. In the past few months a correspondent of mine at Cambridge, England, has informed me that his fellow students repeatedly express a wish to study under John Crowe Ransom.6





The following week, Lowell did in fact travel to Kenyon with Ransom. Ransom had proposed that should he take the job, then Lowell should enroll at Kenyon in the fall. Lowell wrote to his mother that “the conditions would be almost ideal.”7


During the first month after his break with Boston, Lowell returned home twice. “The atmosphere seemed less strained and more sympathetic” than before.8 Both parents adopted a cautiously polite approach, taking pains not to seem either interfering or indifferent. Evidently, they were resigned to whatever prospects Lowell might eventually decide on. Mr. Lowell still had hopes that his son would graduate from Harvard, but for the moment he was keeping these hopes to himself. Lowell may have extended the olive branch to his family, but he could as easily snatch it back. This much is clear from the letter he wrote to Charlotte just before setting off on his trip to Kenyon:




It is poor strategy but good ethics to call to your attention that charity begins in the home, and that the finest thing you could do would be to be kind to Anne, who I know would greatly appreciate it. Nothing could make me happier or love you more. The hardest and only things that matter in life demand relinquisment [sic], development or sacrifice. I am under the impression Dr. Moore would agree with me.


I have always believed that people must to remain healthy speak those things they feel most otherwise relationships become an arid frosting of useless courtesies. I enjoyed both book and maple sugar. In fact the book is one of the five or six unselected presents given me by anyone that I have really wanted. I really appreciate actions of that sort and am only unresponsive when no kindness is shown where it matters most.


To go back to my last two visits home. For the first time I really felt that your [sic] interested in my wellfare [sic] and happiness as such unconnected with whether you directed it or not. If you can only go on with what you have started everyone will be much the happier. I wish that both you and Daddy in writing would write what is in your minds. You are both prone to allowing an ambiguous state of affairs to exist. I am afraid this letter sounds like a sermon, but I have never been good at proprieties and concealments, if my feelings are right I cannot lose by expressing them.


Much love,


Bobby


P.S. See if you can’t get Daddy to write a real letter of his [own] accord.9





Aside from being exasperated by the letter’s pompous tone, the Lowells would certainly have noticed that Bobby still could not prevent himself from balancing each tentative compliment with a solemn admonition. Even so, a wobbly truce had been achieved, and the parents were not going to be the first to wreck it.


And in this, Merrill Moore continued to be the sturdy go-between, not only in his repeated praise of Tate and Ransom, but in offering to handle all the small but potentially disruptive practicalities. Moore, for instance, arranged for his friend Milton Starr to act as Lowell’s Southern banker. Mr. Lowell could thus grumblingly hand over his son’s allowance to Moore; Moore could then mail it to Starr, and Lowell would remain protected from any direct money transactions with his family. As Lowell later remarked, “For my Father money was the oxygen he survived on. Spending and even using money made him tired.”10


Moore’s other charitable gesture may well have been less selfless than it seemed. He invited Charlotte to take a part-time job in his office; her tasks were mainly secretarial, but after a time Moore allowed her to “take on” a few of his milder “cases.” Apparently, her brisk approach to mental illness could now and then jolt self-pitying society ladies into health. Lowell snootily approved of his mother’s new career, feeling it to be “more lasting than needles and lampshades”—though here again he felt he should remind her “that any occupation in order to be sustaining requires hard work and discipline.”11


*


In spite of Tate’s politicking, and in spite of a student petition organized by Randall Jarrell (who was just completing his final year at Vanderbilt), Ransom finally decided for Kenyon. It wasn’t simply the money or Kenyon’s offer of a rent-free campus house. Ransom had fought one or two losing battles against the gradual liberalization of the Vanderbilt curriculum, and he had no taste for the fairly heavy administrative load that his professorship entailed. Kenyon would give him time to write, and a teaching brief vague enough for him to do more or less what he wanted. He also knew that Jarrell, along with a few of his brighter undergraduates, would follow him to Kenyon.


As soon as Ransom had made the decision, Lowell set about organizing his summer. In July and August he would follow Ford and Tate to two writers’ conferences that they had signed up for, and he would enroll at Kenyon in the fall. In the meantime he would stay in Tennessee. Ford—together with his mistress, Janice Biala, and his secretary, who was in fact Biala’s sister-in-law—was now installed at the Tates’ house for a two-month stay, and it seemed only sensible to Lowell that he should be as close as possible to his new mentors. He asked Tate if he could lodge at Benfolly until the writers’ conferences began. Tate gave him a polite brush-off; the house was so crowded, he said, that any new visitor would have to pitch a tent on the lawn. Lowell, with “keen, idealistic, adolescent heedlessness,” took this as a command: “A few days later, I returned with an olive Sears-Roebuck-Nashville umbrella tent. I stayed three months.”12


Lowell parked his tent under a lotus tree, and with barnyard stock meandering around him—“occasionally scratching the tent side or pawing the mosquito net”13—could not have felt more thoroughly agrarian. There were occasions too when he was glad not to be a full member of the household. Ford was in a grumpy mood most of the time, and there was a running dispute over Tate’s fierce guardianship of the water supply. It was a brutally hot summer, and when the cistern ran dry, Tate blamed Ford and his entourage for their too profligate flushing of the toilets. Ford retaliated by attempting  to build a dew pond. He sank a bathtub in a nearby meadow, filled it up with twigs, and was baffled and outraged when it failed to produce a drop of liquid. There were also grumbles about the Southern cooking, which Ford loathed, and intermittent squabbles about politics; both Biala and her sister-in-law had left-wing attachments and didn’t take kindly to Tate’s magisterial pronouncements on behalf of the old Southern aristocracy: “The South of course should have seceded, it would have been better for the North. Communism is just a ruse to maintain the New York supremacy.”14


Despite all this, work did get done. “It’s awful here,” wrote Janice Biala to a friend in New York:




In every room in the house there’s a typewriter and at every typewriter there sits a genius. Each genius is wilted and says that he or she can do no more but the typewritten sheets keep on mounting.15





Allen Tate was writing The Fathers, Mrs. Tate (Caroline Gordon) was working on The Garden of Adonis, and Lowell was experimenting, on the Tate model, with “grimly unromantic poems—organized hard and classical.” He had sent a few of these to periodicals and had them rejected, but “I’m in no hurry for recognition. I have no doubt of my ability to produce in the end.”16 The obsessed and frantic industry of Benfolly did not admit of failure or self-doubt and was a perfect match for Lowell’s own rather self-consciously ferocious dedication. He wrote to his mother at the beginning of July:




I feel convinced that I have never worked so hard or reaped such favourable results before. This interim between Harvard and the writers schools has convinced me more than ever that my vocation is writing and that if I should fail at that I should certainly fail in anything else: fail to make good and fail to gain happiness.17





Lowell’s hopes of “happiness” no longer seemed to include marriage to Anne Dick. Frank Parker had organized an expedition to the South, bringing with him Anne and “the boys,” Harry Brown, Blair and Bill Clark. The trip was not a success. Lowell was unresponsive, and Anne had to content herself with the attentions of Parker and Bill Clark. Without any explicit declarations, the message from the master’s tent was that the master was now living in a different world. Blair Clark recalls: “I still don’t understand the theory of the trip. Part of it was to wind up the Anne Dick affair, but not in any neat and orderly way.”18 Whatever the theory, the effect certainly was that the affair became wound up. Anne was quietly acquiescent; after all, she barely knew what she had lost: “I guess Cal cared for me—loved me, as he would say—for about 10 days, the first 10 days of our engagement.”19


*


In July 1937 the Tate ménage transferred itself to Olivet College in Michigan. The Tates, Ford, Janice and Lowell squeezed into the Tates’ car, but at the end of the first day’s drive Ford was so exhausted that he and Janice continued the journey by train. By this stage, Ford had had enough of the Tates’ argumentative intensity: “consorting with the Tates is like living with intellectual desperadoes in the Sargoza [sic] sea.”20 He was also nervous of Lowell; Lowell had written to Richard Eberhart earlier in the summer: “I am not on speaking terms with Mr. Ford, the explanation given being that he is afraid I will write memoirs 30 or 40 years from now in which I will describe him as an over-stout, gouty old gentleman deluded by the poetry of Christina Rossetti and potentialities of the ideogram.”21 Ford’s own version was: “That boy will write something terrible about me one day.”22


At Olivet, Lowell listened admiringly to lectures by Ford, Tate and Katherine Anne Porter—“all of whom,” wrote Lowell to his mother, “I think would be numbered among the score of living writers worth reading”—and he showed around his poems: “Everyone I have seen here appears to be convinced that should I keep on as I have been doing I should be a really good poet, and good poets are rare.”23


The “rarity” of the good poet was one theme on which Ford and Tate could be depended to agree. Ford’s lectures at Olivet, for example, were rambling, anecdotal, and now and then inaudible, but invariably they communicated “Ford’s conviction of the sacred character of the writer’s function, the unqualified dedication it required of anyone committed to it.” Robie Macauley, a student at Olivet in 1937 (and another who was to follow Ransom to Kenyon), commented: “This is a very subversive idea and, if it were taught clearly enough, it would probably … reduce all creative writing classes … to a couple of students here and there.”24 Of all possible subversive notions, none could have been more congenial to Robert Lowell.


From Olivet, Lowell followed Ford to the University of Colorado at Boulder, where the conference starred John Peale Bishop, Sherwood Anderson and Ransom. The main attraction, though, was to be Ford’s formal lecture on “The Literary Life”; and this proved to be a symbolic enactment, almost, of the truly serious man’s separateness from the uncomprehending mass. Lowell certainly saw it in this way:




I watched an audience of three thousand walk out on him, as he exquisitely, ludicrously, and inaudibly imitated the elaborate periphrastic style of Henry James. They could neither hear nor sympathize.25





Ford’s biographer, Arthur Mizener, has modified this description by pointing out that the Boulder auditorium held only six hundred and fifty, that Ford refused to use a microphone even though his voice had been weakened by a recent illness, and that much of the lecture was a description of his relations with Jozef Korzeniowski, whom most people failed to identify as Joseph Conrad. As to the mass walkout, Mizener says:




The audience behaved with sympathy and respect, but about halfway through, little clusters of them began quietly to slip away until, by the time Ford had finished, very few were left.26





For Lowell, however, Boulder did boast some local seriousness; among the assembled literary hopefuls he was particularly struck by Jean Stafford, a graduate student who had taken her master’s degree there, and who had been delegated by the college to act as receptionist for the visitors. She herself had not yet published, but she was the daughter of a well-known writer of Western yarns (he called himself Jack Wonder but was sometimes known as Ben Delight), and she had been born and brought up in cowboy country. “As soon as I could,” though, “I hotfooted it across the Rocky Mountains and across the Atlantic Ocean,”27 so that by the time Lowell met her she had spent two years at a German university and was sparklingly eloquent on the “European scene.” She knew the latest on Auden and Isherwood; she was witty and attractive. Lowell was impressed, and although nothing developed between them during his eleven days at Boulder, Jean promised to write to him at Kenyon in the fall.


Ford’s fear of future biographical barbs did not prevent him from taking Lowell back to Olivet at the end of August to serve “as a sort of conscripted secretary … taking dictation in the mornings, and typing it out afternoons.”28 Ford was desperately trying to meet a deadline for The March of Literature and did not mind if a few lines of the manuscript were refashioned by his young admirer; he did briefly panic, though, when he heard a (Stafford-inspired) rumor from Boulder that Lowell was planning to be on the boat when he and Biala eventually returned to Europe. His Boulder informant, Natalie Davison, tried to calm him with some commonsense advice: “If I were in your boots, and he succeeded in his little plan, I am sure I would push him off the rail before we reached Cherbourg.”29 Lowell seems to have been unaware of the small dramas of discomfiture that tended to erupt around him; so far as he was concerned, his work for Ford was all part of the essential apprenticeship he had embarked on: “As he is a very great master of English prose the training is very valuable and I would not want to miss the opportunity.”30


On September 12, Lowell returned to Nashville to prepare himself for enrollment at Kenyon on the fourteenth. As he saw it, the initiation stage was over; he had found his true masters and the way ahead was finally uncluttered:




The summer has been very hard work and very much worth all the sweat that has gone into it. Much credit is due to Dr. Moore for his initial decisions which made it all possible. Many of the people I have met are above average but the Tates and Ford and Ransom are in a class by themselves.31





The bemused response from Boston simply underscored the victory Lowell knew he had already won:




I am glad to hear that you met so many interesting people and think your plans for next winter with Prof. Ransome [sic] sound very pleasant.32
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Ransom’s arrival at Kenyon was viewed with some resentment by a proportion of the forty-strong and fairly close-knit faculty: rumors of his inflated salary had been “confirmed” by a story about the Vanderbilt controversy that had appeared in Time magazine, and also a popular junior instructor had been removed in order to make room for this Southern interloper. The Agrarians were thought of by some Kenyon Northerners as a somewhat cranky, perhaps even near-fascist Southern sect, and it was some time before Ransom’s courtly and benign manner, and his immense conscientiousness, persuaded his new colleagues that he was no reactionary firebrand, nor even a grand poet come to exploit the idealism of the college’s new president.


At first, though, he did feel isolated and was glad to have “his” students to support him. He arranged for Lowell and Jarrell to share a second-floor bedroom in the large campus house he had been given and was grateful for their company. They are, he wrote to Tate, “both good fellows in extremely different ways. Randall has gone physical and collegiate with a rush: tennis is the occasion…. Cal is sawing wood and getting out to all his college engagements in a businesslike but surly manner.”1


Ransom’s isolation at Kenyon didn’t last too long; any personal opposition gradually fell away as people got to know him, and his own involvement with the college became instantly more deep and durable with the founding—in 1938—of the Kenyon Review. A literary magazine of international pretensions (it aimed to fill the gap left by the demise of The Criterion), the Review enabled Ransom to transform Kenyon from a sleepy Midwest backwater into an acknowledged center of high-powered literary bustle.


At first, however, his separateness from the faculty was thoroughly congenial to his disciples. For Lowell, certainly, it meant that he could legitimately keep himself to one side of the college-boy routine. He was still noticeably the wild man: “loud-humoured, dirty and frayed, I needed to be encouraged to comb my hair, tie my shoe-laces and say goodbye when leaving a house.”2 His tactics on the football field were as before: “the man of the Kenyon squad who played sideways into his own team-mates, but strong as a bull, spilling them over, [he] never won a game.”3 And the room he shared with Jarrell was soon reduced to such chaos that it was only a matter of time before “alternative accommodation” had to be sought.4


The “alternative accommodation” turned out in fact to be the perfect move for Lowell. Douglass House, a “carpenter-Gothic” construction in the center of the Kenyon campus, was earmarked as the ideal “isolation block” for Ransom’s studious, eccentric followers. In 1938 Lowell moved in (after an interlude lodging in the house of another Kenyon professor: “There was a certain unpleasantness and Cal was asked to leave”5) and shared a room with Peter Taylor, a student of Ransom’s whom Lowell had briefly met between classes at Vanderbilt. As Taylor has recalled, Douglass House proved to be “the ideal thing…. Kenyon was a very small school and a rich boys’ school, and we were rather out of things. People lived in fraternities and dormitories and we didn’t want to do that.”6
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