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THE MIRACULOUS SEASON


V.R. “Bunny” Lang (1924–56) was a poet, playwright, actress and director born in Boston, the youngest of six daughters. She was a founding member of the Poets’ Theatre in Cambridge, Massachussetts in 1950, where she staged two verse dramas, Fire Exit (1952) and I Too Have Live in Arcadia (1954), and starred in multiple other productions, including the original performance of Frank O’Hara’s Try! Try! (1951). Her poetry was widely published in her lifetime, particularly in POETRY, and she was, for a time, editor of the Chicago Review. She died of Hodgkin’s disease at the age of thirty-two.


Rosa Campbell lives in Edinburgh, and is a British Academy Postdoctoral Fellow at the University of St Andrews, where she also teaches modern and contemporary literature. Her poetry has appeared in various places, including Oxford Poetry, fourteen poems, Perverse, Ambit, Gutter and SPAM. Her first book, Pothos, a memoir-ish lyric essay about grief and houseplants, was published by Broken Sleep Books in 2021.
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    “She is calling us long-distance in these poems, telling us how it is with her, how bright things can be, how terrible things are. She was a wonderful person. She is one of our finest poets. We are so lucky to have something of her still!”


—Frank O’Hara










Introduction


This is Miss Lang, Miss V.R. Lang. The Poet, or


The Poetess... Bynum, would you introduce


Someone else as      this is J.P. Hatchet


Who is a Roman Catholic?     No. Then don’t do


That to me again. It’s not an employment,


It’s a private religion. Who’s that over there?


You probably haven’t heard of Bunny Lang. Or, if you have, it’s because you’re a Frank O’Hara fan, and can recall poems dedicated to her: “V.R. Lang,” “An 18th Century Letter,” “A Letter to Bunny.” Or perhaps you remember the sudden shift in “A Step Away From Them,” when O’Hara pivots from the joys of cheeseburgers, Coca-Cola, and hot shirtless labourers on the streets of Manhattan to the lines: “First / Bunny died, then John Latouche / then Jackson Pollock. But is the / earth as full as life was full, of them?” To learn that someone has died before you’ve even been introduced properly seems unfair—to you, to them. Yet this is perhaps how most people first meet V.R. “Bunny” Lang, who lived for a brief and extraordinary flash between 1924 and 1956, during which time she wrote, directed and starred in numerous plays, edited a literary magazine, co-founded the first “poets’ theatre” in the United States, and wrote reams and reams of startling, fervent, visionary poetry. As O’Hara says—placing her on the same cultural pedestal as the musical theatre icon Latouche and arguably the most famous American painter of the twentieth century—“life was full” of Lang. For those that knew her, she was a “Cambridge legend of the arts,” “a formidable presence,” a “ball of fire.”


So far, though, Lang has languished in the margins of American literary history; a footnote to the rise and rise of the New York School of poets, a curio, and—persistently—Frank O’Hara’s “muse.” This is often the fate of women who happen to be connected to famous male artists and writers, regardless of their own professions or talents; relegated to the status of auxiliary, passive inspiration, they freeze into silence. The muse is not a speaking role. Yet in Lang’s archives, housed at the Houghton Library at Harvard, amongst the correspondence, juvenilia, diaries, legal documents, photographs, sketches, and half-finished playscripts, there are hundreds of poems, almost all of which have lain dormant for seventy years. It turns out she had a lot to say.


Violet Ranney Lang was born in Boston on the 11th of May, 1924, the youngest of five sisters. The Langs were a well-to-do family—old money and a good name housed in a four-storey brownstone on Bay State Road, right on the Charles River. She was a debutante who was expected to marry—like her sisters did—a respectable man of her class, and settle into the life of a socialite, wife and mother. Instead, the young woman most commonly known as “Bunny” became a renegade writer and theatre impresario, gathering around her a litany of now-famous names, including Harold Brodkey, Donald Hall, Mary Manning Howe, Edward Gorey, John Ashbery, Alison Lurie, Joan Mitchell, Jane Freilicher, Gregory Corso, Michael Goldberg, and—of course—Frank O’Hara.


The version of Lang that chimes with the expectations of her background (boarding at the Hannah More Academy; summers spent at a girls’ camp in New Hampshire; formal presentation to society in 1941; member of the Vincent Club, President of the Charlotte Cushman Club) seems to lie fundamentally at odds with some of the less conventional particulars of her life. During the Second World War, aged seventeen, she joined the Canadian Women’s Army Corps, because the American armed forces wouldn’t take under-eighteens. She attended the University of Chicago, where she was editor of the Chicago Review, but dropped out and returned to Boston, where she moved through a string of miscellaneous jobs, often pulled from the Help Wanted columns: bridal consultant at Fabian Bachrach’s photography studio, cosmetics demonstrator at a department store, researcher interviewing Pontiac owners, and—most infamously—burlesque dancer at the slightly seedy Old Howard Theatre. When she writes as “Anne, a Chorus Girl Quitting the Line, to Society,” it’s not—or not entirely—a persona. By 1949, with her mother dead and her sisters all married, she continued to live with her father (the organist and piano teacher Malcolm Burrage Lang) in her once-grand childhood home, now rather shabby, the family wealth not what it once was. Here she threw parties, some “wonderful,” some “terrible,” housed her Siamese cats, and in her room on the top floor wrote and rewrote, typed and re-typed her poems and plays. As Nora Sayre—who knew Lang in the 1950s—writes, “she became a legend […] a witty outlaw whose passions overflowed the confines of New England gentility.” Lang was the fiery, frantic core of the Boston and Cambridge literary scene: a poet, a playwright, an actress, a director and, according to Susan Howe, “a Valkyrie.” She died in 1956 of Hodgkin lymphoma; she was thirty-two.


Lang was, by all accounts, a brilliant and difficult person. Her accolades are many: “strong, opinionated, passionate,” “a superb comedienne” and “overwhelmingly funny, smart, ambitious.” O’Hara’s friend, roommate, and sometime lover Joe LeSueur met Lang for the first time as an unannounced visitor, finding her naked in the “grimy, grayish bathtub” of their New York apartment, from which she suggested that he make them both a drink. “I was never so quickly won over by anyone,” he writes; she was “someone to reckon with and adore.” Yet “formidable” is perhaps the word used most often by those that knew her. She was possessed of an “angry loyalty to everyone she accepted for her friends and lovers,” but caustic in her criticism, brutal in her reprisals; “once when she felt that Ted Gorey had betrayed her she sent him a Christmas card so obscene, insulting, and spiteful that he would not speak to her for a year.” At one point she became the subject of a Poets’ Theatre working group to “Stop Bunny,” as a result of her tendency to be overbearing and drastically over budget (she showed up at the meeting and declared them all her enemies). Once—in an anecdote that seems to typify both her incredible wrath and her impetuous creativity—she printed a thousand pink labels that read MY NAME IS STANLEY AND I AM A PIG in order to seek revenge on a man she had briefly dated, who she felt had slighted her. He found them pasted all over his New York neighbourhood; in his subway station, on the door of his apartment building, in his favourite bar, the bathrooms of his Madison Avenue office. For some time afterwards, she would sporadically send him postcards, often from abroad, the leftover labels pasted onto them. It is perhaps no surprise to find, in the middle of her poem “Address to the Redcoats,” Paul Gauguin’s maxim: “Life / Being what it is, one dreams of revenge.”


In 1946, one of the first classes of Second World War veterans descended on Cambridge to attend Harvard on the GI Bill. Among them was a young man in a Navy workshirt who would later become one of the brightest stars in the constellation known as the New York School. It would be easy to suggest that Frank O’Hara, with his current status as a cult icon of American poetry, must have been a significant influence on his now lesser-known friend. At the time, however, O’Hara was an aspiring musician, focused on piano concertos and Elementary Harmony, whilst Lang was in possession of relative local fame and a much more established literary career; she had already been the editor of the Chicago Review, and her poems had been published by POETRY, i.e. The Cambridge Review, and Folder. Indeed, Lang’s reputation clearly preceded her; seeing her for the first time at a bookstore cocktail party, O’Hara remembered that “as if it were a movie, she was glamorous and aloof. The girl I was talking to said: ‘That’s Bunny Lang. I’d like to give her a good slap.’” They became inseparable.


It was together that Lang and O’Hara worked out how to be poets. O’Hara recalled how they “sounded each other out for hours over beers, talking incessantly,” and argued over influences: “We both loved Rimbaud and Auden; she thought I loved Rimbaud too much, and I thought the same about Auden and her.” It was an intense and symbiotic relationship, sustained by their shared unwavering commitment to poetry and a potent sibling-like bond (a letter from Lang to O’Hara greets him as “Brother,” while another is addressed to “Trick” and signed “Treat”). The two poets began a routine of “coffee talks,” daily telephone calls to talk about “everything we had thought of since we had parted the night before, including any dreams we may have had in the meantime.” At the top of the Bay State Road house, according to O’Hara’s biographer, Brad Gooch, they “sat together writing joke poems, collaborating on alternate lines, or correcting each other’s work so that it was difficult to tell whose was whose.” Indeed, Lang’s poem “To Frank’s Guardian Angel” was mistakenly included in the first edition of O’Hara’s Collected Poems, after being found by Kenneth Koch, Bill Berkson, and other friends tasked with collating his poems after he died in 1966. Perhaps if Koch et al had seen the original title of the poem, they might not have been so sure it was O’Hara’s; instead of the seemingly self-reflexive naming gesture evident elsewhere in O’Hara’s work (“Some day I’ll love Frank O’Hara,” he writes in the poem “Katy”), another draft of the poem sports the rather more teasing title “To the Guardian Angel of an Aesthete Going to the Middle West to College.” Critics have occasionally used this editorial mishap to suggest that Lang, therefore, must necessarily have been influenced by, and sound like, O’Hara. It is too easy a rebuttal to suggest that O’Hara perhaps sounds like Lang, so instead we could turn to Bill Corbett, who claimed that the renowned New York School poet Bernadette Mayer’s response to reading Lang’s work was “I like her poems better than O’Hara’s.”


It wasn’t just Lang and O’Hara, however. Robert Bly, another Harvard student at the time, described a coterie made up of “an astonishing collection of intense maniacs,” often crowded into a booth at Cronin’s bar, with Lang holding court as “the Circe of that circle.” This group included Lyon Phelps, George Montgomery, Hugh Amory, Sarah Braveman, Hal Fondren, Lawrence Osgood and—later—Gregory Corso, who would go on to be a major poet of the Beat Generation. Lang had met him penniless in New York and brought him back to Cambridge, insisting that he be moved into Peter Sourian’s room in Harvard’s Eliot House, and given a job sweeping the newly-established Poets’ Theatre. It was this theatre that formed the hub of the New England literary scene at mid-century. In 1950, together with Mary Manning (Molly) Howe (mother of the poets Fanny and Susan Howe), Thornton Wilder, and Lyon Phelps, Lang co-founded the theatre, with the support and blessing of the town’s poetic grandees, Richard Eberhart, John Ciardi, and Richard Wilbur. An experiment in medium, form, and organisation, the Poets’ Theatre was to become a significant testing ground for young writers, actors, artists and designers, prefiguring the Artists’ Theatre, set up in 1953 in New York by John Bernard Myers and Herbert Machiz (who would later stage Lang’s Fire Exit in 1954), and the New York Poets Theatre, which was founded in 1961 by a group of poets including Amiri Baraka (then LeRoi Jones) and Diane di Prima.


Originally holding the position of Secretary, and later becoming Vice-President, Lang was the only founding member of the theatre to have no formal connection to Harvard. Yet as Don Share points out, she “was surpassed—slightly—in her publishing record only by the senior members of the theatre, Richard Wilbur, John Ciardi, and Richard Eberhart.” All of the theatre’s early productions featured Lang as writer, director, or actor, or occasionally all three. The Poets’ Theatre was more than a workshop for writers trying their hand at verse drama; it saw itself as the vanguard of an innovation in American literature. It was also a crucible for gossip, feuds, and vendettas—both artistic and personal. It was DIY, underground, and often broke—no thanks to Lang, who had been known to run up colossal debts for her productions. Shows could involve Victorian gothic sets by Edward Gorey and strange costumes hand-dyed by Lang in her basement, while actors bickered over the casting of roles; it had an air of “intentional delinquency.” Yet it also had lofty ambitions that were realised with surprising frequency; original works by Samuel Beckett, Cid Corman, and Ted Hughes were staged there; it hosted the first American reading by Dylan Thomas of Under Milk Wood; and the first reading of Djuna Barnes’s play The Antiphon took place in Lang’s sister-in-law’s Berkeley Street mansion, attended by Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Hardwick, Edwin Muir, I.A. Richards, and—somewhat astonishingly—T.S. Eliot, whom Lang, never one to be overawed, had personally invited. Yet Nora Sayre remembers that “above all, the company had an exciting aura of a counterculture, which was very hard to locate in the Fifties.”
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