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One’s life has taught one something, and I think it is “arrogant” to decree that it should not teach others something.


—Marianne Moore, 1938

























Preface





Greatly beloved yet little understood, highly esteemed yet barely known outside of English departments, Marianne Moore is a poet of paradoxes. She was generous to a fault in answering queries and granting interviews, yet she revealed her deepest feelings to no one. Although she left to posterity an archive that chronicles virtually every week of her life, the archive reveals little about her private thoughts, emotions, fears, and aspirations. She had lifelong, deeply devoted friendships—including those with T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Elizabeth Bishop, and other well-known writers—but she never married and apparently never fell in love. “No poet has been so chaste,” wrote the critic R. P. Blackmur in 1935. Her literary maiden-aunt persona won many fans in the 1950s and ’60s. But for too long since then the perceived chasteness in her art and life has all but dehumanized her in the public imagination.


From the time her poems first received notice, critics were divided on the question of feeling in her work. Mark Van Doren, Louis Untermeyer, and other leading critics of the 1920s called her poetry haughty, needlessly obscure, and devoid of emotion. But all the poet-critics whom we now consider important—T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), William Carlos Williams, and later Wallace Stevens—praised her in superlatives. From 1915, when her poems first attracted their attention, until 1925, when she won the prestigious Dial Award and assumed editorship of The Dial, they thought her the finest poet writing in America. They admired especially the subtlety of feeling in her work and her startling diction. “With Miss Moore a word is a word most,” wrote Williams, “when it is separated out by science, treated with acid to remove the smudges, washed, dried, and placed right side up on a clean surface.”


The one point upon which both her detractors and admirers agreed is that her readership would never be large. Van Doren placed her among the “insufferable high brows” while Eliot said her poetry was “too good … to be appreciated anywhere.” No one, least of all the poet herself, could have predicted that three decades later, at the age of sixty-two, she would launch a career as a celebrity and public poet. Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, and Ladies’ Home Journal published her poems; McCall’s paid her a thousand dollars for an interview. Macmillan and then Viking issued new books of her poems as fast as she could produce them. Her readings on college campuses drew crowds to rival those of Robert Frost and Dylan Thomas. On her eightieth birthday in 1967, she appeared on Today and a few months later on The Tonight Show. She threw out the first pitch to open the 1968 season in Yankee Stadium and was recognized everywhere for her tricorne hat and cape. She was widely hailed as America’s most distinguished living poet.


While her new books of the late 1950s and ’60s received glowing reviews from poets as diverse as James Dickey and John Ashbery, public life took a toll on her poetry. Instead of spending months on a single poem, as she often did earlier in her career, she wrote quickly and prolifically. She wrote primarily for a listening audience or for a specific publication or event. Ever more fluid and technically proficient, her late poems lose the verve of her earlier work; they charm rather than disarm the reader. The Complete Poems of Marianne Moore, published to much fanfare on her eightieth birthday, omitted nearly half the poems she published before 1951 and included virtually all those she published afterward. This far-from-complete collection distorted her oeuvre and framed her reputation for decades to come.


Meanwhile during the 1960s and ’70s young people were discovering the poetry of Allen Ginsberg, Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, and other consciousness-raising taboo breakers. To readers captivated by such voices, the witty ironies of Marianne Moore came to seem irrelevant and her elderly quirkiness embarrassing. Identity politics in the 1970s called upon women to express raw anger and honest sexuality. Rather than celebrating Moore’s success as a woman poet, the new generation of feminists accused her of repressing her sexuality in order to achieve that success.


For more than a decade after her death in 1972, Moore’s poetry languished in obscurity. Serious readers never doubted her prominence among America’s major modernists, but she became more than ever a poet’s poet, unread by all but the elite. As identity politics loosened its grip in the late 1980s and ’90s, academics began turning their attention to women poets who did not necessarily fit the post–World War II feminist paradigm. Graduate students were advised to take another look at Marianne Moore. Those who investigated the Moore archives in Philadelphia and who sought out her early poems in rare-book rooms discovered a poet quite different from the media darling who still lingered in the public imagination. Dissertations and monographs about Moore’s feminism and her contribution to modernism proliferated.


As more professors began teaching her poetry, anthologies expanded their selections of her work and substituted her early, difficult poems for the later, more accessible ones. In contrast to the anti-Semitism that was taking its toll on the reputations of Pound and Eliot, Moore’s politics began to seem remarkably prescient. Her poetry pled for multicultural tolerance and endorsed biodiversity many decades before these issues grabbed our national attention. Her posthumously published Complete Prose and Selected Letters along with new editions of her poems have provided today’s readers a more complete view of her achievements than did her Complete Poems. Yet the woman behind those achievements remains as elusive as ever.


“Moore’s poems are famously unforthcoming,” wrote Brad Leithauser in a 2004 book review, “you can study them for years and derive little sense of her family, friendships, jobs, and littler sense still of the nature of any balked hopes and private losses.”


It is not Moore’s dearth of feeling but rather its depths, she claimed, that make her poems unaccommodating. “Feeling at its deepest—as we all have reason to know—tends to be inarticulate. If it does manage to be articulate, it is likely to seem overcondensed, so that the author is resisted as being enigmatic or disobliging or arrogant.” Yet expressing her feelings in enigmatic, overcondensed poetry became for Marianne Moore a means of survival. From the time she was twenty-three until her mother’s death when Marianne was almost sixty, the two women lived together and were rarely apart for even one night. Mary Warner Moore did all of the housekeeping and mostly supported her daughter’s literary ambitions. She was the first reader of everything that Marianne wrote, and she served as a trusted assistant during the four years that Marianne edited The Dial. The two were genuinely devoted to each other and enjoyed each other’s company—while the mother exacted from her adult daughter the emotional subservience of a young child. Marianne had no place to hide—except in her poems.


Her many poems about obscure, and often armored, animals are both studies in the art of survival and acts of survival themselves. As impersonal and unforthcoming as they might seem, these poems reveal much, I have found, about the poet’s interior life. Marianne always defended her mother to outsiders. She told an interviewer in the 1950s that her mother was “the least possessive of beings,” yet said in a later interview, without mentioning her mother, that she felt herself to be “a case of arrested emotional development.” Her poetry includes many images of confinement, such as “the sea in a chasm, struggling to be / free and unable to be.” And it rails against greed, tyranny, egotism, and all forms of possessiveness. Her heroes are nocturnal, unassuming, solitary creatures. They survive by fortitude and nonviolent resistance.


As constraining as Mary’s love was, Marianne found in that love the artistic space she needed. As she wrote about the eggs of an obsessive mother in “The Paper Nautilus,” she was “hindered to succeed.” Not only did she insist to her friends that living with her mother provided the ideal environment in which to work, she proved it. With literally no “room of her own,” she wrote poetry that stands at the forefront of American modernism.


Living within the narrow confines of her mother’s love, Marianne Moore came to identify with the oppressed and marginalized. She valued individual freedom and autonomy above all else and knew from experience the difficulty of achieving them. “Politically I cannot contemplate anything but freedom for all races and persons,” she wrote. Sweeping generalizations of any kind were for her a form of tyranny, and she repeatedly warned against typecasting or lazy first impressions. Those who make the effort to be precise and to recognize nuances of individuality she praised as heroes. The cry for freedom in her domestic life becomes in her poetry a political imperative.





I knew Marianne Moore’s name before I knew that of almost any other poet. The eighty-year-old celebrity read at the University of Texas when I was thirteen, and two of my friends were driven a hundred miles to hear her. The next time her name caught my attention, I was researching an honors thesis on William Carlos Williams. I learned from his autobiography that he and Moore formed part of the circle of artists who clustered in Greenwich Village tearooms and art galleries during the years before World War I. “We’d have arguments over cubism which would fill an afternoon,” recalled Williams. “There was a comparable whipping up of interest in the structure of the poem. It seemed daring to omit capitals at the head of each poetic line. Rhyme went by the board. We were, in short, ‘rebels,’ and were so treated.” That poets, painters, sculptors, and photographers knew one another, launched magazines together, and drew inspiration from one another fascinated me. I wanted to know as much about their world as I possibly could.


Marianne Moore’s place in this world was the focus of my research in 1984, when I first investigated her archive at the Rosenbach Museum & Library in Philadelphia. I found long, vividly detailed letters about Moore’s first visit to Alfred Stieglitz’s influential 291 gallery, snippets of conversation from subsequent Village gatherings, and numerous reviews she saved of the famous 1913 Armory Show, which introduced cubism and fauvism to the American public. My findings at the Rosenbach and my growing appreciation for Moore’s enigmatic poetry convinced me that she understood the questions posed by modern art as few writers of the time did and that she responded to those questions in ingenious ways. I began to understand why her better-known contemporaries held her in such awe. This was the subject of my first book, Marianne Moore and the Visual Arts: Prismatic Color.


When Marianne’s elder brother, Warner, left home for college in 1904, the Moore family threesome began a voluminous correspondence that would last for most of their lives. While searching in these letters for Moore’s encounters with the visual arts, I became enthralled with the family’s private language and the complexities of their relationships. They called one another names such as Fangs, Biter, and Baby Fawn, and they used a private vocabulary that often baffled me. The world they shared seemed as idyllic to me as that of The Wind in the Willows, a book all three adults loved. After they read it in 1914, Marianne adopted the character of Rat, the “scribbler of verses,” for herself. Mary, her mother, became the home-loving Mole, and Warner, the distinguished Mr. Badger. Not only did I recognize in the family letters the verbal wit and playful obscurity of Moore’s poetry, but I found myself envious of the family’s closeness. The private language and mythology both reinforced their bonds of affection and excluded outsiders. But the more I read, the more I began to sense something lurking in this family idyll that was both less innocent and more interesting.


Contrary to the common perception that Moore led a chaste and cloistered life—a view she tried to foster—these letters reveal a family dynamic that was both familiar to me and strange. The value the Moores placed upon education and their high moral purpose were familiar. But not the animal names, the subterfuge, and the extraordinary agility with words—nor the absent father, the lesbian mother, the feminist upbringing, and the fierce opposition to most heterosexual unions. “Sometimes I think ‘If I could just present [Thomas] Hardy with our life story,’” Marianne’s mother once mused, “‘he might have a ready-made story needing no adjustings or additions.’” I found a drama in these letters quite different from the narrative of Moore’s first biography, which focused on the “external facts” of her life.


The first few weeks of a National Endowment for the Humanities seminar on literary biography (conducted by N. John Hall at the CUNY Graduate Center in 1998) convinced me to attempt a biography of Moore. But knowing that her family had denied the previous biographer permission to quote from her archive, I did not want to proceed if they would stand in my way. I was advised to write to Marianne Craig Moore, the poet’s niece and literary executor, and request a meeting. She called me immediately upon receiving my letter and offered to come to New York with her sister Sallie the following week. To my great surprise, they told me over lunch that they had been looking for a biographer and had been waiting for the right person to step forward. I had hoped for cooperation at best and found myself interviewing for my dream job.


In the course of our three-hour conversation, I warned them that the Marianne Moore who emerged from my pages might not resemble the aunt they knew. Sallie Moore nodded appreciatively and told me she hoped I would bring imagination as well as scholarship to the task. On the basis of my first book and our meeting that day, I was granted the full support of the estate. The Moores made it clear that they wanted me to have the freedom to tell my story as I pleased. The whole family has been remarkably magnanimous ever since, even when my findings surprised them and contradicted what they had always believed to be true. I was shown documents that no one outside the family had seen. These documents, especially a large cache of letters about Moore’s father, filled a major gap in her history.


The great majority of my conclusions, however, are drawn from archives that have been available to scholars since the poet’s death in 1972. I knew when I began the project that my greatest challenge as Moore’s biographer was not accumulating the facts—though that would take time—so much as gleaning from the abundance of facts a compelling story. But eight years and six hundred draft pages into the project, I realized that while I had come to know Mary and Warner rather well, I still knew little about Marianne. She was the least engaging character in the family drama I was piecing together. Why did she stay with her mother rather than making the break into adulthood as Warner did? And why did she appear to share her mother’s genteel pieties at the same time that she joined a group of artists whose sole purpose was to overthrow them? Most important, where out of the profusion of words that make up her archive—some thirty-five thousand letters as well as manuscripts, notebooks, and photographs—could I find answers to these questions?


I was not much better off than the biographers who begin with a paucity of facts, I realized, and would have to pay close attention, as they do, to circumstantial evidence. Marianne remained angry for three years after Warner announced his intention to marry Constance Eustis, an intelligent and spirited young woman. But she shared her feelings with no one. To Mary she presented only a “little narrow white face with a monk-like severity.” To Warner she wrote brief, newsy letters. The long, playful letters she was not writing revealed more about her feelings than the letters she wrote. While learning to read my subject’s silences, I cut my draft by nearly half and rewrote the book. The best record of her inner life, I discovered, was in her poems.


Although Moore’s poetry does not invite biographical interpretation, it does offer excellent advice to the biographer. As an expert herself in assembling facts and quotations, she taught me the difference between “relentless accuracy”—which demands hard work, imagination, and respect for human dignity—and what she called “the haggish, uncompanionable drawl of certitude.”


Marianne Moore stands with Emily Dickinson and Elizabeth Bishop, her famous protégée, as one of America’s greatest women poets. And she stands alongside Eliot, Pound, Stevens, and Williams as one of our great modernists. She deserves to be more widely known, if for no other reason, because her work epitomized what other modernists aspired to. Eliot and Williams found little to like in each other’s work and yet both nearly idolized Moore’s. She did not just break with the past but responded in imaginative ways to the questions modernism posed.


Like the iridescent surfaces and shifting perspectives to which she was drawn, her poetry can seem puritanical to one reader and postmodern to another. And while she often took political positions that are labeled conservative, she was arguably the most liberal-minded of the modernists. She herself eschewed such labels and asked her readers to do so. With distinctive phrases such as “certain Ming products” and “miniature cavalcades of chlorophylless fungi,” she undercuts aesthetic hierarchies and reveals the poetry in America’s “business documents and school-books.” With her startling precision and unsettling wit, she invites us to view the world with what she regards as a characteristically American mind, one that is “incapable of a shut door in any direction.”





Linda Leavell


Fayetteville, Arkansas


July 2012
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Sojourn in the Whale December 1915
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On the first of December 1915, Marianne Moore made her way down Fifth Avenue in search of a now famous address. This was not her first trip to New York, but it was her first venture into the city unescorted. Many visitors at the time were unnerved by the blare of motorcars and the crush of pedestrians, the incessant motion of the city. But while Marianne compared herself half jokingly to Jonah in Nineveh and his “Sojourn in the Whale,” the city thrilled her. She had gained a sense of independence while navigating Philadelphia on her own during college, and the brisk morning air brought back that rush of freedom.


Her venture began that morning at the YWCA Training Center, a recently refurbished mansion on East Fifty-second Street. She was staying there as the guest of two sisters, family friends, who hoped that she would find the mission of the YWCA as captivating as they did. For her first two days in New York, she dutifully attended training sessions with them.


A snapshot taken before they left home shows the three women standing next to a horse-drawn buggy. Marianne is modeling her new “Airedale coat,” as she called it. Her chin tucked under, she peers at the camera from beneath her most brilliant feature—the thick auburn braid wound many times about her head. Her shirtwaist blouse with a tie at the neck and her ankle-length gored skirt make her look crisply professional like her traveling companions.


It was not, however, enthusiasm for the YWCA that brought the aspiring poet from Carlisle, Pennsylvania, to New York. As soon as she could politely break free, she headed straight for 291 Fifth Avenue. Six years earlier she had jotted the address in her notebook when a college acquaintance told her about Alfred Stieglitz and showed her his magazine Camera Work.


Although Marianne had read avidly about new directions in the arts during the intervening years and knew all about the controversial Armory Show of 1913, she read little in that time about Stieglitz or his influential gallery. Yet 291, as the gallery was called, had quietly introduced Picasso, Matisse, and other leaders of the Parisian avant-garde to New York well before the Armory Show brought them to the attention of a broader public. The gallery did not advertise or accept commissions. Its purpose rather was to open possibilities for what art might be. Alongside lavish reproductions of photographs and drawings, Camera Work published articles assessing what was “modern” in art. And 291 was as much a gathering place for experimental painters, photographers, and writers as it was an exhibition space. Its regulars used words such as honesty, freedom, enthusiasm, and individuality to describe the spirit of the place.


When Marianne arrived at her destination, a Caribbean elevator man who had himself contributed to Camera Work took her to the fourth floor. She expected to find a photography studio but instead crossed the threshold of American modernism into a modest exhibition room, fifteen feet square. A green burlap curtain covered the bottom half of the walls, and a large copper bowl gathered light in the center of the room. On the gray walls above the curtain hung the brightly colored, cubist-inspired paintings of Oscar Bluemner, an architect.


What impressed Marianne that morning even more than the room or the paintings was Alfred Stieglitz himself. Old enough to be her father, he had a commanding white mustache and thick, disheveled hair. He repeatedly adjusted his pince-nez as he talked.


“Mr. Stieglitz was exceedingly unemotional and friendly,” Marianne recalled of this first meeting, “and finally after telling me how he was hated, said I might come back and look at some of the things standing with their faces to the wall in a back room.” The exhibition room had no heat; and so, having determined that Miss Moore was the kind of visitor he liked, Stieglitz invited her to the back room, where the stove was.


He showed her works by Picasso and Picabia and by several of his American protégés, including John Marin and Marsden Hartley. (A month later he could have shown her the work of a new discovery, Georgia O’Keeffe.) He invited her to return before she left New York in case he had new things to show her and also suggested she stop by the Modern Gallery on her way back to the Training Center. There she saw recent issues of Camera Work and an exhibit of Van Goghs.




*





Little did Marianne imagine that the next winter she would herself become a regular at 291 or that within a decade she would edit an arts magazine much like Camera Work. For now the YWCA seemed a far more likely option for a twenty-eight-year-old woman such as herself. In college she was drawn to writers now associated with modernism—Robert Browning, W. B. Yeats, and especially Henry James—and she demonstrated a prescient distaste for sentimentality. But as of 1909, when she graduated, there was no modern movement in literature with which to identify. Living in Carlisle over the next six years, she read everything she could find about contemporary art, theater, music, and literature. And with nary an acceptance nor a word of encouragement for the first five of those years, she sent her cryptic, hard-edged poems to magazines such as The Century and The Atlantic Monthly.


Then in 1912 Ezra Pound, H.D., and Richard Aldington launched a new movement in poetry. Calling themselves Imagists, they rejected florid metaphor and conventional meter in favor of their own elliptical, haiku-like verses. Reading about the Imagists, Marianne learned the names of several experimental magazines and sent her work to The Masses in New York, Poetry in Chicago, and The Egoist in London even before seeing the magazines themselves. Immediately she began to receive the encouragement she had long sought. In the spring of 1915 her first published poems appeared simultaneously in Poetry and The Egoist.


When H.D. recognized Marianne’s name in The Egoist, she wrote to identify herself as a Bryn Mawr classmate, Hilda Doolittle, and as Mrs. Richard Aldington. Marianne’s poems were the finest that she and Aldington, who was poetry editor for The Egoist, had seen from America, H.D. said, and she urged Marianne to come to London. Yet as much as Marianne longed to accept the invitation, she could not consider leaving her mother even for a summer.


Just a few months after receiving H.D.’s letter, she received one from Alfred Kreymborg accepting several of her poems for Others, the magazine that he edited out of his Greenwich Village apartment. He called her poems “‘an amazing output and absolutely original’ if with his ‘uneddicated consciousness’ he might judge’” and encouraged her to come to New York. The Others contributors often met, he said, to socialize and talk about poetry. Thus, when Mary Hall Cowdrey and her sister Ruth invited Marianne and her mother to go to New York, Marianne leaped at the chance. The Moores could not at the time afford clothes for both to go, and so the mother refused the invitation for herself but splurged on a new coat for her daughter.




*





At four o’clock on the same day Marianne first visited 291, she returned to the YWCA Training Center to find Kreymborg waiting for her, as planned. She had feared he might be one of the “literary monstrosities, long-haired, speaking a lingo, etc.” that she had read about, but the young man she met was “quiet, dignified, dry, unpuffed up, very deliberate and kind.” “I was never so surprised to see anyone,” she said afterward. Kreymborg was in turn surprised by Marianne. He later described her as “an astonishing person.”


Speaking softly but seamlessly with a hint of Missouri in her vowels, she asked Kreymborg all about the New York artists and writers of whom she had read. When she asked about Floyd Dell, editor of The Masses, Kreymborg said he “couldn’t live with him.” But Marcel Duchamp, whose Nude Descending a Staircase had gained such notoriety at the Armory Show, was “a lovely fellow.” When Kreymborg asked if she had mentioned his name to Stieglitz, she said, “No, I didn’t know he knew … you or any of the men who are interested in poetry.”


Kreymborg was such a 291 devotee that he wanted to create a gathering of poets and artists along with his magazine. The previous summer he had launched Others at an artists’ colony near Grantwood, New Jersey, where the contributors often congregated for Sunday-afternoon picnics. With the onset of winter he moved to 29 Bank Street, where he both published Others and continued to host parties. Was there, Marianne inquired, to be such a party while she was there? He was not sure, since both he and his wife had been sick. But he invited her home to supper if she would be willing to accompany him on an errand on the way.


On their way to the Village, Marianne encountered her first actual bohemian. Kreymborg took her to the Madison Avenue studio of Adolf Wolff, a sculptor, poet, and anarchist who had recently been released from the political prison on Blackwell’s Island. He first appeared leaning over the banister wearing a “blouse,” Marianne thought, and after they climbed four flights of stairs, he greeted her “very limply.” She also noted his black hair, beard, and accent. She did not say that she liked Wolff’s poetry, but she admired his sculpture—“done all in right angles” yet “full of drollery and wit.”


Marianne instantly felt at ease with Kreymborg and his wife, Gertrude. Neither of them smoked, she told her mother, nor did they exhibit any “bohemian fierceness.” Yet Kreymborg seemed to know everyone in the New York art world, both poets and artists. When Marianne asked about Amy Lowell, he told her about Lowell’s lectures to the Poetry Society, a highbrow group that met in evening dress over dinner. As for Lowell herself, she was “impossible” and “about so wide.” She talked about nothing but herself and her falling out with Ezra Pound. Kreymborg did not, he confessed, like Pound’s recent poetry but liked him personally. Marianne in turn told what she knew of H.D. and the other London Imagists and offered to put in a good word for Others with H.D. and Richard Aldington. After supper Kreymborg showed her photographs that Stieglitz had given him, portraits of literary figures and “some of the most superb pictures of snow and engines and boats that I have ever seen.”


In her long account of the evening afterward, Marianne clearly wished to persuade her family of her new friends’ respectability. She noted that Kreymborg wore a suit much like one of her brother’s and emphasized the Kreymborgs’ “silver spoons like ours” and bookshelves “full of the things we have, the Brownings in lambskin and Tennyson and Shelley.” But her wall-by-wall description of the Kreymborgs’ apartment indicates that she was also beginning to envision an artist’s life for herself. It was possible, she saw, to live among artists and writers without adopting a bohemian lifestyle.


Shortly after her trip, she wrote “Is Your Town Nineveh?,” in which she contrasts Jonah’s desolation in the corrupt city of Nineveh with her own sense of freedom in New York.


IS YOUR TOWN NINEVEH?








Why so desolate?


      And why multiply


            In phantasmagoria about fishes,


                 What disgusts you? Could


                      Not all personal upheaval in


                             The name of freedom, be tabooed?







Is it Nineveh


      And are you Jonah


           In the sweltering east wind of your wishes?


                I myself, have stood


                     There by the aquarium, looking


                           At the Statue of Liberty.











It was the first of many poems she wrote over the course of her career about freedom, both personal and political.




*





After the YWCA training sessions were over and the Cowdrey sisters returned to Carlisle, Marianne remained in New York for several days. She stayed in the Village with two friends who ran Varick House, a Presbyterian boardinghouse for working girls. Both Margaret and Laura were “in ecstasies,” Marianne said, when she brought Kreymborg to Varick House to dine with them, and Margaret thought it was “the mark of the elect” when Kreymborg, to her surprise, addressed Marianne by her first name.


Laura was a published poet herself and the older sister of the poets William Rose Benét and Stephen Vincent Benét. Marianne had known Laura and William, who were slightly older than herself, since childhood. Though she had seen little of William in recent years, he had achieved enviable success as a poet. By the time Marianne visited New York, he had published two volumes of poetry and had appeared so often in The Century that the magazine hired him as an editor. Laura, too, regularly appeared in magazines that rejected Marianne’s work. Even seventeen-year-old Stephen Vincent Benét had published a collection of poems.


It was hard on Marianne that The Masses, known for its revolutionary politics, accepted poems by William and Laura but rejected her own. She had already determined by the time she went to New York that she and William “had diverged and diverged until we had nothing in common aesthetically.” Benét’s poetry epitomized the conventional verse forms and complacencies against which Others poets defined themselves.


Although Poetry had introduced Imagism two years before the first issue of Others appeared, Others was the first of the little magazines to devote itself exclusively to experimental poetry. Despite its small circulation and as yet unknown contributors—such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, and William Carlos Williams—it received much attention in the press, mostly in the form of amused ridicule. “You know that is the most modern thing in poetry,” opined one of Marianne’s table-mates at Varick House, “no rhyme, no meter, no anything, just craziness.”


Only a few critics, such as J. B. Kerfoot of Life magazine and W. S. Braithwaite of the Boston Evening Transcript, took Others at all seriously. Kerfoot, a 291 associate, praised the “revolutionary” spirit of Others, “It is the expression of a democracy of feeling,” he wrote, “against an aristocracy of form.”


A few days after Marianne moved her things to Varick House, she and Laura called on William Rose Benét at The Century. Having recently seen the Kreymborgs’ kitchen, where Others was published, and the back room of 291, where Camera Work was published, she noted the “light, airy, club-like” atmosphere of the Century reception room, where she and Laura waited for William to see them. Despite initial apprehensions on both sides, Marianne and William soon recovered their old friendliness, and it pleased Marianne that he showed as much interest as he did in Others and the new poetry. The notices by Kerfoot and Braithwaite, she decided, had made the conservatives nervous.


The conservatives had little to worry about. They would prevail in the popular anthologies and magazines until after World War II. Despite modernism’s growing momentum over the next two decades, none of the modernists who now dominate anthologies—Eliot, Pound, Stevens, Williams, H.D., and Moore—would, for instance, win the Pulitzer Prize in poetry until Moore won it for her Collected Poems in 1952. Yet Stephen Vincent Benét had won it twice by then, and William Rose Benét won it as late as 1942. The Pulitzer and other accolades heaped upon Moore’s Collected Poems in the early 1950s not only launched a new career for her as a celebrity but also ushered in the reading public’s acceptance of modernist poetry.


During the course of her ten days in New York, Marianne did return to 291. Although Stieglitz had no new art to show her, he introduced her to J. B. Kerfoot, with whom Marianne held her own discussing the current state of literary criticism.


She also twice visited the Daniel Gallery, which was run by the Others poet Alanson Hartpence. Hartpence was “a positive dogmatist on art theory,” according to Marianne, and played an important role in educating poets about modern painting. She stood her ground there, too, in assessing the current exhibit of paintings and tapestries by William and Marguerite Zorach. The Zorachs contributed poems to Others and later designed covers for it. They may have come to the party Kreymborg hosted in Marianne’s honor, where she met several of the poets and artists who would soon form her social nexus.




*





What Marianne learned and saw in New York so impressed her that her work matured rapidly after she returned home. By the fall, when she was exploring New York galleries again and socializing with the Others group, she had developed her unique rhymed stanza, one of modern literature’s most original innovations.


Over the next few years her work received praise from both sides of the Atlantic. In a 1916 review, H.D. compared her work to “light flashed from a very fine steel blade.” And in 1918, after thirteen of Moore’s poems appeared in an Others anthology, reviews by both Pound and Eliot singled out her poetry for praise. What these poet-critics chiefly admired was her bold departure from sentimentality. Appreciation for her formal innovations would come later. To Williams, who became an early friend and ardent admirer, she epitomized all that was new and vital in modern poetry—“the unbridled leap.”


Marianne did not, as might be supposed from the boldness of her poetry and her conversation, return from New York and insist upon moving there. Just after Christmas her family did discuss leaving Carlisle, but there is no indication that Marianne’s literary aspirations were a factor in their discussion. When an acquaintance asked if she were considering a move to New York, she replied that nothing could be further from her thoughts.


Her foremost concern at the time was to persuade her elder brother, Warner, to live with her mother and herself. He had not lived at home since he left for college eleven years earlier. Yet both children knew that their mother’s deepest desire was to live out her days under the same roof with her son and daughter. Mary Warner Moore, then fifty-three, became convinced that she did not have long to live. (She would live to be eighty-five.) Marianne so feared for her mother’s life that she persuaded Warner to make Mary’s dream a reality. The following spring he accepted a pastorate in Chatham, New Jersey, and in August the three moved into the manse together.


One happy circumstance of this otherwise miserable experiment was Chatham’s proximity to New York. An hour’s train ride brought Marianne to the heart of the city.
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A Genius for Disunion to 1887
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So intense was the mutual devotion of Mary Warner Moore and her two adult children that it bewildered and incensed outsiders. William Carlos Williams complained that Marianne’s adoration of her brother and “pathological” devotion to her mother prevented her from marrying any “literary guys.” Her genius, he guessed, came from her father, who was “indefinite! maybe skipped, maybe dead—never mentioned.”


Even the poet’s ancestors were a daily presence. Their faces hung on her walls. Their things crowded her rooms. Their voices—preserved in stories and in bundle after bundle of letters—rang in her ears. As did their silences. Scotch-Irish and clannish they called themselves. It was a family of profuse words and inauspicious marriages.


Yet readers of Moore’s poetry would hardly guess that she had a family. In only one poem, “Spenser’s Ireland,” does she allow a family member to appear undisguised:








It was Irish;


    a match not a marriage was made


    when my great great grandmother’d said





    with native genius for


    disunion, “Although your suitor be


          perfection, one objection


    is enough; he is not


    Irish.”











This great-great-grandmother, Susan Henderson, was a Scot by birth. She married an Irishman, John Riddle, against her parents’ wishes. In 1815 they left the Riddle family home in County Monaghan and brought their large family to New York. Marianne’s great-grandmother there met the objectionable suitor, an American. The Riddles then followed other Scotch Irish to Pittsburgh, where the “match” of the poem was made: Mary Riddle wed Henry Warner.


The son of a wealthy Dublin businessman, Henry Warner was as defiant a youth as his wife was compliant. At the age of twelve, he ran away from boarding school to join the navy and sailed throughout the British Empire for more than a decade. He brought to the family a love of the sea, his countrymen’s gift for storytelling, and the sly wit inherited by his great-granddaughter.


Three of the couple’s four children lived to pass on the “genius for disunion.” The marriage of the youngest, Henry, to a tavern keeper’s daughter caused his mother years of grief. So did the marriage of their daughter, Annie, to an abusive alcoholic. Only the marriage of the eldest, the poet’s grandfather, received his parents’ blessing. They hoped that marriage would tame the young minister, for he had had a succession of churches and fiancées before he settled in Gettysburg and began courting Jennie Craig. Although opposite in demeanor—John Riddle Warner had a fiery temper and Jennie Craig an even one—they shared a strong Christian faith and love of books. The happy union lasted three years.




*





It was primarily through her Craig relatives that Marianne learned about her Scotch-Irish heritage. Every summer she went with her mother and brother to Locust Hill, the Craig family homestead just north of Hagerstown, Maryland, near Welsh Run, Pennsylvania. The farm animals at Locust Hill became characters in stories that Marianne and Warner made up together, and Marianne’s unpublished novel of the 1930s includes family lore that she first heard on the porch of the old farmhouse. Reminiscing about Locust Hill in 1954, Marianne wrote that “nothing will ever look as beautiful to me as the Pennsylvania corn and pumpkins and blue of the mountains.”


Formed by two Appalachian ridges in the south central part of the state, Pennsylvania’s Cumberland Valley extends from Hagerstown northeast through Chambersburg to Carlisle, where Marianne moved at the age of nine. During most of the twenty years that the Moores lived in Carlisle, their closest relative, Mary Craig Shoemaker, was compiling a genealogy and family history. She privately published Five Scotch-Irish Families of the Cumberland Valley in 1922. As Shoemaker’s title makes clear, Scotch Irish was a regional as well as a family identity.


The poet’s own “genius for disunion”—evident in her poetry of precise distinctions as well as in her distrust of romantic love—runs deep in her Scotch-Irish heritage. Early in the seventeenth century, King James I encouraged Protestant Scots and Englishmen to colonize northern Ireland, or Ulster. The Scottish immigrants resisted intermarriage with either the Irish natives or English colonists and thus maintained their Scottish Presbyterian identity—and reputation for clannishness—over many generations. Various religious, economic, and political factors forced waves of Scotch Irish to North America during the eighteenth century and to Pennsylvania in particular. Marianne’s own ancestor, William Craig, received 150 acres from the Penns in 1739. His sons fought in the American Revolution.


Like others of Scotch-Irish descent, Shoemaker claims a significant role for her forebears in building the new nation. George Norcross, the Moores’ minister in Carlisle, characterized the Scotch Irish as “strenuous asserters of civil and religious freedom … intelligent and patriotic … thrifty and hardy.” “They brought to this country an indignant sense of outraged rights and persecuted piety,” he said, and as followers of John Knox, they readily attached themselves to the Jeffersonian principle that “resistance to tyrants is obedience to God.”


After the Easter Rising of 1916, Marianne called herself Irish rather than Scotch-Irish yet proudly identified with her ancestors. “I am Irish by descent,” she told Ezra Pound, “possibly Scotch also, but purely Celtic.” Like many Americans, she supported the Irish nationalists who led the Easter Rising and opposed the Scotch Irish who sided with the Crown. Her poem “Sojourn in the Whale,” written in 1916, praises Ireland’s ability to survive “every kind of shortage” and to “rise automatically,” like “water in motion,” “when obstacles happened to bar the path.” Resistance to tyranny, in its various forms, is her poetry’s most pervasive theme.
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On April 11, 1862, John Riddle Warner and Jennie Craig became parents to their first and only child, the poet’s mother. Fifteen months later Union and Confederate armies unexpectedly converged near their Gettysburg home. Like most Gettysburg residents, Jennie and the baby took refuge in the cellar. Reverend Warner, however, watched the bloodiest battle of the Civil War through the trapdoor of his roof, even when cannonballs were “whistling around in every direction.”


In the weeks following the battle he tended the physical and spiritual needs of wounded soldiers from both sides, and Jennie made beds on her floor for strangers who came to nurse the wounded. By the end of the summer typhoid fever had spread through the region, and Jennie, whose health was fragile in any case, succumbed. She died on the last day of September and was buried in Gettysburg’s Evergreen Cemetery, within shouting distance of where Abraham Lincoln delivered his famous address two months later. Today her arched marble headstone stands between two matching stones, on one side her husband’s and on the other side a single stone commemorating her daughter and famous granddaughter.


Sightseers swarmed into Gettysburg after the battle, hungry for eyewitness accounts such as Reverend Warner’s. The battle offered him a unique opportunity to distract himself from grief. In early 1864 he delivered a two-hour lecture called “The Three Days Battle of Gettysburg” at a church in Philadelphia. Although the church setting at first inhibited applause, once it started, it was thunderous until the end.


John Riddle Warner spent the next six months delivering the lecture in churches and lecture halls from Baltimore to Boston. In February he addressed an audience of twenty-five hundred soldiers and dignitaries at the Academy of Music in Philadelphia, and in May Congress passed a resolution allowing him to speak in the House of Representatives, where the audience included President Lincoln. Invitations arrived less often after the first year, but the lecture drew crowds in Chicago and St. Louis as late as 1867. The minister friend who booked him in St. Louis arranged at the same time for him to preach in nearby Kirkwood—which resulted in Reverend Warner’s accepting the pastorate at the Kirkwood Presbyterian Church the following November.


Seven decades later, when Marianne Moore gave her first public poetry reading, she felt her grandfather’s fortifying presence. “Our ancestry speaks through us,” she told her mother, “when we are put to the test.”
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Mary Warner was a beautiful child who quickly won the affection of all who knew her. Her paternal grandmother wanted to take her home to Allegheny (now part of Pittsburgh) as soon as Jennie died, but Mary lived with her aunt and uncle in Chambersburg for the next year. George and Mary Craig Eyster, Jennie Craig’s sister, had two daughters a little older than Mary and provided a comfortable home for her. Although she got her share of “little whippens,” she received indulgences, too, such as permission to wear a new pair of shoes to bed. All seemed content with the arrangement—except that Reverend Warner could not get his sister-in-law to write the kind of letters he craved. He had little sympathy with the demands of managing a household and three small children, and Mary Eyster’s weekly notes assuring him of his daughter’s good health did not suffice.


The burning of Chambersburg—and the Eysters’ home—by Confederate cavalry in July 1864 provided the occasion for change he needed. In September he took Mary with him to Allegheny for two weeks’ vacation and left her there with his parents when he returned to Gettysburg. Despite Mary’s greater distance from him and his concerns about burdening his aging parents, he could count on vivid letters from his father and on the familiar discipline of his mother—who disapproved of children wearing new shoes to bed.


The decision did not please Mary Eyster, whose recent effort to write longer letters revealed the deep affection she and her daughters had for little Mary. She continued to press for Mary’s return and over the years insisted upon seeing her, either by accompanying Reverend Warner to Allegheny or by having him bring Mary to Chambersburg.


Not only had Mary lost two mother figures before she turned three, but she also entered a more frugal existence with her grandparents than she had known before—without servants and without young playmates. She learned, however, to ask her grandfather to “bring out the moosy [music]” and to dance while he played the flageolet. From the time Mary arrived at her grandparents’ home, she sat every week by her grandfather’s side as he wrote a letter to her father. She soon began to “write” letters herself by scribbling lines on tiny sheets of paper that her grandfather tucked into his own letters. Life with her aging grandparents offered few amusements beyond the weekly ritual of writing letters, a ritual to which Mary attached great emotional significance for the rest of her life.


Her father came to visit twice a year, in December and August. “My own sad babyhood was kept on fire by a wild longing for my father,” she recalled. Yet one morning when she saw him after his arrival late the night before, she was “horrified and cried terribly.” “It is not my Pa,” she cried, “take him away.”


Despite his busy lecture schedule, Reverend Warner did not recover quickly from his wife’s death. In 1867, when Mary was five, he moved to Kirkwood, Missouri, for its milder climate and better-educated congregation but mostly to relieve the “brown study” his relatives observed in him. Loneliness and despondency, however, continued to haunt him. He occasionally thought of bringing his daughter to live with him, but she remained in Allegheny, nursing her grandparents and keeping house for them until their deaths in 1873 and 1876. Mary was fourteen when she moved to Kirkwood, yet not even her adoring presence could lift the cloud over the pastoral study.


If he could not provide his daughter with a cheerful home, Reverend Warner did provide her with a first-class education. He had, despite his parents’ limited means, graduated at the top of his class from Duquesne College (later absorbed into what is now the University of Pittsburgh) and then completed the Theological Seminary of the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church in Allegheny. Rather than send his daughter to the local Kirkwood Seminary, where he served on the board, he sent her a short train ride away, to the highly regarded Mary Institute in St. Louis.


The Mary Institute was founded by William Greenleaf Eliot, a Unitarian minister of Reverend Warner’s acquaintance, and named in memory of Dr. Eliot’s beloved daughter. The founder also of Washington University, Dr. Eliot is now best remembered as T. S. Eliot’s grandfather. Readers have sometimes marveled that two poets of such prominence as Eliot and Moore were born within a year of each other in the same western city. The coincidence may be at least a little explained by the value their grandfathers placed upon education and by Dr. Eliot’s indirect influence on both poets.


Mary Warner attended the Mary Institute under the progressive leadership of Calvin Smith Pennell, the nephew and protégé of the famous American educator Horace Mann. Whereas Kirkwood Seminary and most other girls’ schools of the time emphasized character development over academic subjects, Pennell implemented a curriculum whereby the girls had to demonstrate academic proficiency before they could advance to the next grade or receive a diploma. A report card from Mary’s senior year shows that she studied reading, English literature, French, English history, history and geography, mathematics, physics, and drawing.


Mary made high marks in school and shared her father’s love of books. But people who knew her as a young woman thought of her not as an intellectual like her father but as a beauty. Her friends at the Mary Institute provided her access to society in St. Louis, and the Eysters provided access to society in Philadelphia, where George Eyster served as assistant treasurer of the United States, in charge of the Philadelphia mint. Mary spent months at a time with her aunt and uncle, who had lost both of their own daughters to tuberculosis. She received the attentions of young men in Philadelphia and St. Louis, but she met her future husband through a Kirkwood family, the Rickers.


Mary became friendly with Louisiana Moore Ricker, a professional journalist and mother of five, while “Lou” was visiting her in-laws in Kirkwood. Lou was so named because she was born on a steamboat en route to Louisiana, and she had grown up on the banks of the Ohio River in Portsmouth, Ohio. During the winter of 1882–83, Mary went to visit her friend in Portsmouth and there met Lou’s younger brother, John Milton Moore, the sixth of seven Moore children.
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If Marianne Moore’s maternal ancestors commanded a presence in her life, her paternal ones commanded an equally great absence there. Her parents separated before she was born, and she never met her father. When she was asked as a college freshman what her father did for a living, she replied that she could not remember. She never saw a picture of him until late adulthood, and she refused to answer journalists’ questions about him until she was almost seventy. Her mother, rarely at a loss for words about anything, described herself as “deaf and mute” when anyone asked about her husband.


Mary’s silence lasted for fifty years, from shortly after Marianne’s birth in 1887 until the 1937 flood of the Ohio River aroused her concern. She asked her banker to contact the Portsmouth Moores and send them a hundred dollars. Several months later she learned through her banker that John Milton Moore had died and that his five sisters had as well.


Another five years passed before Mary wrote directly to her nieces, Elizabeth and May Ricker, the recipients of her hundred dollars, and began a regular correspondence with them. They responded warmly, sent photographs and other mementos, and put Mary in contact with other Moore cousins. Over the years these cousins wrote to Marianne and her brother, included them in family reunions, and provided reminiscences and other forms of family history.


Marianne and Warner heard vivid stories from their cousins about Captain William Moore, their paternal grandfather. He and his three brothers were riverboat men. With one brother he designed and built the steamer Hope, which he served as captain, and with another brother he established a foundry at Portsmouth to make steamboat boilers. He cut quite a figure in his Prince Albert coat, diamond pin, and silk top hat. A man of solitary habits and few words, Captain Moore spent most of his leisure hours in his library, reputedly one of the finest in the state. Like his poet granddaughter, he enjoyed performances of almost any kind and never missed the circus. Most impressive to his juvenile relatives was his tender regard for animals. One grandchild saw him “take a struggling fly from syrup, wash it in a teaspoon, dry it with his napkin then set it free.”


By contrast, Marianne and Warner learned little from their cousins about their own father. Marianne told an interviewer in 1965 that her father and his brother were engineers, both graduates of the Stevens Institute in Hoboken, New Jersey. In fact, neither graduated. John’s younger brother, Enos, entered Stevens first, and John joined him there for only one year.


The 1879 Stevens yearbook indicates that John nevertheless made an impression. He was known for his sense of humor, his devotion to the theater, and his proficiency in debate. The Moore brothers’ duet of “There Is a Balm in Gilead” culminated one evening of hilarity. On another memorable evening, twenty-seven Stevens boys ferried across the river to New York to see a performance by the popular actress “Miss Lotta” Crabtree. They presented her with a basket of flowers at intermission and afterward, at Delmonico’s, christened themselves “The Lotta Racket.” Credit for the success of the evening was given to “the untiring zeal” of John M. Moore, the “committee of one” who made all the arrangements. His zeal and extravagance undoubtedly account for his short career at Stevens.


It is easy to imagine what John Moore saw in Mary Warner. Like Miss Lotta, she had a petite figure and a doll’s face framed by curls. Mary did not think John handsome, but this mattered little to her. She liked his boyish spirit and sense of humor. When he called on her in Philadelphia during the fall of 1883, the subject of marriage had already been mentioned. The Eysters liked him, but Mary was not ecstatic over him, she told her father, and would not be brokenhearted if her father did not approve.


Reverend Warner thought highly of the Moore family but did have misgivings about John himself. John bought Mary a diamond brooch and planned a monthlong wedding trip, but he had no job at the time of the wedding. A month earlier he left his position in his father’s foundry under murky circumstances. Reverend Warner did not, however, stand in the way of his daughter’s happiness, as his ancestors had done. The couple were married in Kirkwood on June 4, 1885.


Reverend Warner’s fears were not unfounded. To pay for the brooch and wedding trip, John Moore borrowed $1,200, using his and his brother’s stock in the foundry as collateral, but he allowed the stock to be undervalued, thus threatening the financial stability of the entire business. The money lasted long enough to move himself and his bride to Newton, a suburb of Boston, where he and Enos believed they had prospects. After working in their father’s foundry for years, the brothers had at last had enough of their father, the Old Gentleman, or “O.G.,” as they called him, and decided to strike out on their own.
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Cheerfulness prevailed in the early months of Mary’s marriage. Enos lived with the newlyweds, and the brothers pored over the newspaper in search of work. But while there was much laughter among them, four months of looking brought no jobs. The country was experiencing a depression in 1885, and the brothers demanded high salaries. Mary observed how wearing the ordeal was to John, but his optimism did not falter until October.


“I am utterly helpless,” he then confessed one morning. “I never knew before what ‘helpless’ meant: it seems to me the Lord has made me as humble as I can get to be: I am now willing to do anything he wants me to do: I know of no earthly place to go for a situation, and my heart just sinks within me.” They then prayed together, and Mary wrote her father that she felt blessed to have found “the most thoughtful, and in every way the most devoted husband that my imagination can conceive of.”


A week later John Moore wrote Reverend Warner himself, apologizing for not providing better for Mary. He had had no income since April. But unlike Enos, who went out daily to look for work, John relied on prayer. Reverend Warner began supporting the young couple, as he would for the next two years. He invited them to move to Kirkwood, but they would not consider it. By Thanksgiving Enos had found a job, but John’s spirits continued to plummet.


Enos quickly earned the favor of his employer and a new respect from Mary, who called him “a mechanical genius” with a “remarkable business ability.” Enos wanted to invent a smokeless furnace—one that through combustion of gases would burn only a blue, hence smokeless, flame. He convinced his employer to form the Stevens Furnace Company and to employ both brothers for a handsome salary of $1,500 each.


For the first two months of 1886 Enos and John conducted their experiments with “untiring zeal,” according to Mary. She describes them flying up and down stairs, back and forth between roof and cellar, clutching their wires and insulation. The brothers laughed and teased each other when their efforts failed and then went back to work. John mostly withdrew from the project in March due to a lingering cold and exhaustion. Enos persisted through the summer, making steady improvements until July, when two models proved more disappointing than ever. Enos then moved to Virginia to accept a lucrative position there.


John and Mary both feared that God was punishing the brothers for breaking the fifth commandment—honor thy father—and John began a program of earnest Bible reading. At first Mary approved. But when Reverend Warner came to Newton in August, he observed that his son-in-law could talk about nothing else and that his talk was often irrational. By January John cared for nothing except “the question of eternal salvation” and would take no action of any kind, such as finding employment, until that question could be resolved. “He talks much to me on this subject,” wrote Mary, “and I must say I’m often weary and confused.”


Meanwhile, on June 18, 1886, Mary delivered a son. She named him John Warner Moore after her father and called him Warner. Her mother-in-law pleaded with John to bring his family to Portsmouth, where a job was waiting at the foundry. And Reverend Warner urged them to move to Kirkwood. But John would not discuss any change whatsoever and was in such an incapacitated state, Mary told her father, that she could not bear to bring him to Kirkwood even if it meant using all of her future inheritance and going to work herself in order to support him.


Throughout the spring of 1887, Mary agonized over her own connubial responsibilities. Above all, she wished to do right by her wedding vows, even if it meant considerable sacrifice. Although John took no interest in anything except the Bible, and occasionally the baby, she assured her father that she never felt herself in danger. “He is kind and cheerful in all his treatment of me,” she said, “and our attitude toward each other is pleasant, and even loving.” They thus conceived a daughter.


At times Mary reasoned that the man with whom she was living was not the man she married. At other times she blamed herself. She asked God how one as prayerful as herself could make such a mistake. She concluded that it was her own blind will that deceived her, that John was the same person he had always been, and that she had thought marriage would change him. She lived with a man obsessed with the Bible, her own greatest authority, and yet marveled at “how silent the Bible is about wives ever being justified in leaving their husbands!”


Hers was not the only tragedy in the family. After suffering from a series of financial disappointments and an unspecified “affliction,” George Eyster died suddenly, probably by his own hand, on the last day of 1886. Mary Eyster—having now lost her entire family—accepted Reverend Warner’s invitation to move into the Kirkwood manse. She had for many years been like a mother to Mary, and after Warner’s birth Mary began calling her Mother. The children would call her Grandma.


Fearing for Mary’s and Warner’s safety, Reverend Warner sent Mary Eyster to Newton in April 1887. Mary found her aunt much changed after her recent ordeal, and they set out a garden together, a pleasure for both women. Mary wrote her father in June that for some months she had had “vague, random thoughts” of going to Wernersville, Pennsylvania, or to Battle Creek, Michigan, for medical treatment. She thus informed him of her pregnancy. It was the cue for which Reverend Warner had been waiting.


In August he came to Newton himself. He sent Mary, Mary Eyster, and fourteen-month-old Warner off to the Battle Creek Sanitarium and stayed in Newton with his incapacitated son-in-law. Enos arrived to help divide the household goods and then took John to Portsmouth.


Though now best known for the cornflakes he invented with his brother, J. H. Kellogg was a renowned abdominal surgeon. Mary expected to stay at Battle Creek until her child could be delivered surgically. She found Dr. Kellogg and the “hygienic” staff at Battle Creek eccentric but thought the treatments “splendid.” These treatments included rest, fresh air, exercise, and a vegetarian diet rich in nuts and whole grains.


“I certainly look very different from when I came,” she wrote her father after ten days, “and not all the change is due to the treatment, for I’m sure that absence from those dark scenes at Newton is of great benefit physically.”


Although she continued to have confidence in Dr. Kellogg’s surgical ability, she did not like his policy that children be kept from their mothers (for the relaxation of the mothers). After three weeks, she decided to take Warner to Kirkwood, but she expected to return to Battle Creek for the delivery.
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Mary gave birth to her daughter, without surgery or complications, at her father’s home on November 15, 1887. Mary sent word of the birth to Portsmouth and received a prompt, affectionate reply from her mother-in-law. A letter from her husband, who did not yet know he had a daughter, arrived about the same time from the Cincinnati Sanitarium. It was the first letter he had written since they parted in August, and he guessed Mary knew more about what had happened to him in the intervening months than he did. He was recovering from a psychotic episode, during which he was admittedly “real crazy” for several days.


John soon returned to Portsmouth and reluctantly began work at the foundry. But his letters and normally fluid handwriting reflect an agitated mind. He wrote his wife throughout the winter, pleading for reconciliation. After he wandered away from home without apparent purpose the following summer, Enos had him committed to the state asylum in Athens. John was diagnosed, according to court records, with “delusional monomania,” his delusion being “that he is appointed to find the truths of the Bible.”


A few months after Marianne’s birth, Mary stopped answering the letters she received from her husband and in-laws. Her father encouraged her to cut relations with them completely. Though Mary worried that it was not right to do so, she wrote her mother-in-law that her memories of Newton were so sorrowful that all she wanted was relief from them.


Two years after the separation (there was never a divorce), Reverend Warner learned through the Rickers in Kirkwood that John Moore had severed his own hand. The patient took literally Matthew 5:30: “And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off.” Reverend Warner wrote to Athens, offering to go there if needed. The asylum superintendent answered that John Moore was in good physical health and that his mental health had not changed.


“He does not deplore the accident,” explained the superintendent, “thinks he has done right and that the time will come when we will think as he does … On all other subjects he talks sensibly and the case is one of the most interesting and peculiar I have ever seen … He never asks about his family and seems to be entirely absorbed in his religious duties as he has interpreted them. In my view it is useless for his wife to anticipate much improvement or a restoration to his family.”


Court records indicate that in 1895 and 1896 John Moore was often granted leave for up to two months at a time. And in November 1896 he was discharged from the asylum as recovered. He returned to Portsmouth, where he would remain for thirteen years until, after a gradual decline, Enos again had John committed. The doctors who examined John this time found him well-groomed and mannerly and his “remembrance of dates and events remarkable.” But John told them that Captain Moore was not his father, “that God was his father.” Noting in the report that John had no insane relatives, the doctors diagnosed him with “mania on moral and religious matters.” He would remain in the Athens State Hospital until his death on May 11, 1925.


Mary sometimes sent photographs of the children to Portsmouth but refused the Moores’ offers of affection and financial assistance. John Moore’s release from the asylum in November 1896 coincided with Mary and the children’s move to Carlisle. Enos attempted to call on her in Carlisle. But Mary sent ten-year-old Warner to the train station to meet his uncle—who in a stovepipe hat loomed tall over the boy—and to turn the man away.
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In the late 1960s, Marianne Moore told one of her nieces that she thought half of who she was came from her father. She told another niece that she thought her creativity came from her father. What could she have meant? Surely something beyond her red hair (a Moore trait) and the predilection for circuses, animals, and fine hats she shared with her grandfather. She knew that Captain Moore kept a diary for most of his life and that Louisiana Ricker did as well, besides earning a living as a journalist. But the drive to put pen to paper was just as strong, if not stronger, on her maternal side. Perhaps it was her father’s “untiring zeal” she sensed within her, a combination of what she called “perseverance” and “gusto.”


Perhaps, too, she identified with his “silence,” the silence she associated with her own most profound feelings. “Silence,” a 1924 poem, suggests this possibility. The first line, “My father used to say,” is followed by a ten-line quotation that ends:








the deepest feeling always shows itself in silence;


not in silence, but restraint.











The citations Moore included in Observations and subsequent books identify the speaker of the poem’s first line as Miss A. M. Homans, thus informing the reader that the father in the poem is not her own. Some critics have seen a feminist irony in the long quotation, the daughter silenced by her father’s praise of silence. But Moore perhaps enjoyed another dimension to the irony. The seemingly casual first line, “My father used to say,” breaks her family’s biggest taboo, their own great silence. Unlike the stereotypical Victorian patriarch, John Milton Moore was not a silencer of women but was himself silenced.
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Designing Heaven 1887–1896
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James Dickey once wrote that if he could choose a poet to design heaven, he would choose Marianne Moore. A Utopian impulse does run through her poetry. Not only do poems such as “In the Days of Prismatic Color” directly describe a prelapsarian world but most of her animal and landscape poems create a quirky Eden: “an imaginary garden with real toads in it,” as she wrote early in her career, or an “unconquerable country of unpompous gusto,” as she wrote later. In an unfinished memoir that Moore began during the 1960s, she makes a utopia of her childhood.


Green shutters adorned the white-frame manse where she was born, and Victorian gingerbread trimmed its porches. On the side of the house opposite the church, a galvanized fence supported jacqueminot roses and a sprawling vine of tiny white clematis. In the back a potted oleander once broke the fall of a three-year-old Marianne from a second-story window. And in front a path led to the picket fence that separated the house from Kirkwood’s main thoroughfare. Oaks, acorns, and blue jays impressed themselves upon the memory of the future poet, as did the small persimmons gathered on an upstairs porch to ripen in the frost.


The Kirkwood of Moore’s memoir is a place of safety, harmony, and “picturesque estates.” On the estate of one church elder a lighthouse stands next to a small lake. And in the sunroom overlooking the grounds of the estate, a glass case holds two chameleons—probably responsible, she says, for her “extreme interest in lizards.” In the vineyard of another estate, small bags are tied around each bunch of white grapes to protect them from bees and flies.


Kirkwood was Utopian by design. As the ills of industrialization reached St. Louis during the 1840s, its residents longed for the fresh air and woodland streams of their agrarian pasts. Yet they were unwilling to forgo urban prosperity. The opening of a fifteen-mile stretch of Pacific Railroad in 1853 made it possible to have both. Kirkwood became St. Louis’s first suburb and the first planned community west of the Mississippi. Men could work in the city and yet protect their families from urban dangers such as the cholera epidemic and fire that devastated St. Louis in 1849. The planners of Kirkwood laid out broad streets and in the 1870s planted thousands of elms and maples alongside them to complement the native groves of oaks and cottonwoods. By the end of the century, trees arched nearly every street, and the town boasted a “high location, excellent drainage, freedom from smoke, clear, sparkling water, and high standards of morals.”


Social diversity did not appear to threaten those standards. One of the earliest churches in Kirkwood was African Methodist Episcopal, and the suburb attracted Europeans of all social classes. One could witness Kirkwood’s diverse population even within Reverend Warner’s own household. The family of five employed four servants: an Irish-Catholic nursemaid, a Danish cook, a white country girl, and a black manservant, who had charge of, among other things, the fastidious reverend’s clothes.


As a girl, Mary Warner Moore had liked to watch sparrows build nests in the eaves of her father’s church. Returning to Kirkwood after her ordeal in Newton, she yearned for a nest of her own. She bore her second child in the upstairs corner bedroom of her girlhood. A large portrait of her father hung over the mantel, and wives of the church elders busied themselves about the room. No one paid attention to Warner, the shy toddler in a white starched dress, or explained to him that he had a sister. Yet he instantly understood, Mary believed, the importance of the new bundle in her bed. When one of the women approached the side of the bed where the bundle lay, he threw back his yellow curls and howled. The women smiled at his innocence, but Mary empathized with his fear, as she imagined it, of the attempted theft against them.


As word of the arrival spread, the parlor downstairs hummed with callers. It was indeed a week for celebration. Two days before the birth of his granddaughter, John Riddle Warner had celebrated his twentieth anniversary at the First Presbyterian Church. Following the anniversary service at the church, one of the church elders invited everyone to a reception at his country estate north of town, and there the elders surprised Reverend Warner with twenty gold pieces and plans for a new church building. One anonymous participant in these festivities described them in detail for the weekly newspaper and included just below the article the news that on Tuesday, November 15, “Mrs. Moore, nee Mary Warner” gave birth to a daughter. Mr. Moore was not mentioned.


Following the announcement was an anonymous thirty-two-line poem. “We welcome thee!” it begins, “With loving arms outspreading; / We welcome thee, / To fill our hearts with joy.” The child did bring joy to the Warner household. She grew to be, in her mother’s eyes, “the most gentle considerate nestling that ever made a bird’s nest a thing to be sung about or warm the heart.” “And what is the home,” Mary added, “but a nest, where the young are cherished, and where the old again grow young, beholding childish joy?” The first six years of her daughter’s life allowed Mary to indulge such sentiments and brought relief to all three adults—her father, her aunt, and herself—from the years of loss that preceded them.




*





Even before Warner could talk, he named his sister the “yah-yah” after the sounds that emanated from his mother’s room. “The solemnest baby mortal ever looked at” is how her mother remembered the early weeks of her daughter’s life. And then, when the baby was first brought downstairs, Warner danced around the baby carriage beating two sticks together. To the astonishment of the adults, the baby burst into laughter, not a child’s squeal but according to Mary a genuine laugh.


“Yah-yah” may, in fact, have been Marianne’s earliest name, and it remained in the family vocabulary for years to come. Sometime within the first few days or weeks of her life, she was given the name Marian. Her mother always pronounced her name this way, even after changing the spelling a year later to Marianne. The name Marianne honored her great-aunts, Mary Craig Eyster and Annie Warner Armstrong; and her middle name, Craig, honored her maternal grandmother’s family.


But the practice of “home names,” as Mary called it, started early, if unimaginatively. Warner was called Buddy, and Marianne, Sissy—a name her mother never altogether relinquished in the six decades they lived together. As the children grew into adolescence, they took the practice of “home names” to elaborate heights of fancy and developed a private vocabulary that would preserve their childhood intimacy until the end of their lives. Much of their “home language” drew on the baby talk of their Kirkwood years: vey for very, kam for calm, yah-yah for baby. Mary began early to reinforce the bond between her children, and she, especially, preserved their childish expressions in her conversation and letters. But the children’s mutual devotion needed little encouragement.


“One day Warner and [Marianne] were playing they were birds,” Mary wrote shortly after Marianne’s sixth birthday, “now robins, then thrushes, and again ‘chippies’: when Warner said, ‘When I’m a chippy, you have to be a frush!’ ‘O no Buddy,’ she replied in a dear little coaxing voice—‘You know we are just almost the same; and when you are a chippy, I have to be a chippy too; and when you are a fwush, I have to be a fwush!’”


Warner and Marianne never outgrew this game. Although they assumed many different personae over the years, the one constant past childhood was Marianne’s insistence that she be Warner’s brother and hence he in the home language—perhaps so that she and Warner would be “just almost the same.” One of Marianne’s most vivid memories from these years was a neighborhood birthday party at which boys were divided from girls for a game of London bridge. Even this separation from Warner terrified her. As late as 1945 she wrote, “Every time I go to a party, let alone speak in public, I feel away with it. I could just run home the way I did from the children’s party in Kirkwood.”


The adults in the family enjoyed watching the children’s unique personalities emerge. Marianne was the more cheerful of the two children, their great-aunt Annie observed. “Marianne is very well—bright and happy,” said her grandfather, “and one of the most charming companions you ever saw. I could not begin to tell you of her sweet winning ways. She has a quick temper, a real little ‘spitfire,’ but is soon over it and will kiss and caress you two minutes after she has been scolding you severely.”


A few years later her mother reported an incident revealing Marianne’s “funny mixture of dignity and impatience.” The servant girl was filling glasses before dinner and asked each person, “Will you have some water?” According to her custom, she would not pour a drop until receiving an answer. When she reached Marianne and slowly asked her if she would have water, Marianne sat “straight as a ramrod” to conceal her irritation and answered calmly, “I always take water.” People who knew Moore later in life recognized her quick—and quickly suppressed—temper by a flash of red in her cheeks.
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Concepts of childhood changed rapidly during the nineteenth century, and Mary reared her children under different assumptions from those under which her grandparents had reared her. Although her grandparents and aunts and uncles doted upon her, they considered whipping and scolding essential to her upbringing. Good was instilled through memorizing the catechism. Mary recalled that her elders “demanded perfect righteousness of everybody, of me more than of all the rest,” that they “filled my life with Don’t.” There were no birthday presents, no parties, no playmates. Her most vivid memory of childhood was playing with her shadow on the wall while her grandparents read the Bible by candlelight.


By the time her own children came along, Mary subscribed to a Victorian understanding of childhood that was born of the industrial age. Children were seen as emissaries of God, and their innocence required protection against the corrupting influence of industrialization—thus, the appeal of suburbs such as Kirkwood. While Mary’s child-rearing methods were gentler than her grandmother’s, it never occurred to her that children could get too much parenting or ever outgrow the need for it. Overindulgence, or “spoiling,” was considered a real threat, and no imperfection was trivial enough to pass without correction.


As her children entered adulthood, Mary’s attachment to the concept of childhood became central to her moral and religious vision. She often advised Marianne in college to “be a little child again” and wrote to Warner as a young man: “Remember how well Peter Pan flew, till he began to consider the manner of his flying. Oh! don’t be introspective! We are bidden to be like little children that we may enter the kingdom of heaven.” The child as a model for Christian faith is a frequent theme in Mary’s letters. The ever youthful Peter Pan captivated the public imagination in the first decade of the twentieth century, and Mary remained a devoted admirer of J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan’s creator, long after the public lost interest in him. All three adult Moores read children’s books and shared them with one another. Most notably, in 1914 they read Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows and adopted its woodland personae for themselves.


What most distinguished the new view of childhood from that of previous generations was its emphasis on play as a necessary stage in a child’s development. Mary encouraged her children to play and fantasize but had lingering doubts that she should have directed their play more than she did toward “ennobling purpose.” The validation of play created a new market for toys and child-size furniture among parents and grandparents entranced by the world of childhood. Warner and Marianne were indulged with both. Although Marianne later described dolls as “abhorrent and meaningless” to her, she owned at least two.


Not surprisingly, she preferred toy animals and recalled “a sheep with wool and green glass eyes that could baa, a horse with real skin, [and] a rubber elephant.” There were real animals, too: a baby alligator, Tibby, brought by Mary Eyster from Florida, and Toby, the pug dog of a friend in St. Louis. Both would survive as family personae: Toby for Warner and Tibby for Marianne.


Kindergarten, the phenomenon most responsible for widespread changes in the attitude toward play, encouraged children to impersonate birds and animals, as Warner and Marianne did then and later. They started kindergarten in May 1893 just after a long article on the kindergarten movement appeared in The Century. In contrast to the prevailing method of teaching through recitation, kindergarten encouraged children to develop their own imaginations and follow their natural curiosity.


A mainstay of kindergarten was the object lesson, during which the children would sit in a circle while the teacher presented for their scrutiny a natural object such as a seashell, quartz crystal, or flower. Following an object lesson about a bird’s nest, the children might sing a song about birds, play a game pretending they were birds, or hear a story about birds. Along with gardening and nature walks, such activities directed the child toward close observation of the natural world and toward a sense of connection with its forces.


Kindergarten also included playing with special toys, called “gifts,” designed to develop the imagination through manipulation of abstract forms. To give their play an underlying geometric structure, children played with these gifts at long tables etched with a one-inch grid. Marianne specifically recalled weaving mats with strips of colored paper and making three-dimensional shapes out of toothpicks and dried peas.


Marianne entered kindergarten at the age of five and attended less than a year. It is at least minimally significant for being her first educational experience outside her own family. At most, it began to shape her modernist sensibility. One of the hallmarks of this sensibility is close observation of nature and especially of its geometric forms: birds’ nests built “in parabolic concentric curves,” a crape myrtle blossom’s “pyramids of mathematic circularity,” a seashell’s “close-laid Ionic chiton-folds.”


Even the stanza she invented in 1915 and 1916 might be seen as a kind of self-imposed “grid” of syllable count and rhyme. In “The Fish,” where the stanza’s pattern demands irregular breaks in the flow of the sentence, it is not hard to imagine her “playing” against that grid:








All


external


      marks of abuse are present on this


      defiant edifice—


            all the physical features of










ac-


cident—lack


      of cornice, dynamite grooves, burns, and


      hatchet strokes, these things stand


             out on it; …











Perhaps the most significant legacy of Marianne’s kindergarten experience is her almost instant affinity, when she encountered it in the early twentieth century, for the work of other moderns. When she visited New York in 1915, she learned about the theories of Kandinsky and soon afterward purchased Der Blaue Reiter, a large illustrated volume in which Kandinsky explains his concept of “inner necessity.” Closely resembling the theoretical basis for kindergarten—which Kandinsky attended at the age of three—“inner necessity” is a spiritual force that drives genuine art and that connects artists across geographical and historical boundaries. It manifests itself in the abstract patterns of art and nature.
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The luxury of taking comfort and plenty for granted ended abruptly for the Moores. On February 20, 1894, after a short bout of pneumonia, the Reverend Warner died. In later years, Mary would often recall her father’s dying words—“The children oh! the children!”—to convey the helplessness thrust suddenly upon her. A year earlier they had traveled to Pennsylvania to bury Mary Eyster, the only Grandma the children ever knew. And now they traveled to Gettysburg to bury Grandpa. When the family returned to Kirkwood, first Warner and then Mary contracted scarlet fever and were quarantined in the back sitting room. Preparations were made for Marianne to stay elsewhere, but when the carriage arrived to take her away, she refused to go.


In the late spring, Mary decided to leave Kirkwood. She hired seamstresses to make new curtains for the quarantined rooms, stored their furniture, and rented the manse to the new minister. She feared that if she stayed in Kirkwood, her in-laws would try to contact her. And so she went to stay temporarily, she thought, with her first cousins Henry and Annie Armstrong, who lived in Ben Avon, Pennsylvania, just up the Ohio River from Pittsburgh. Their mother, Aunt Annie, died soon after her brother did, and the surviving brother, Uncle Henry, suggested that the three cousins could mitigate one another’s grief. Mary and her children lived with the Armstrongs for more than two years.


They were not happy years. Although Mary had gladly removed herself from the flow of callers in Kirkwood, she was unprepared for the loneliness that awaited her at Ben Avon. Despite the beautiful countryside near the Ohio River, the new house had no garden or even chickens to fill her hours, and trips to Pittsburgh were inconvenient and infrequent. She felt indebted to her older cousins for alleviating the loneliness of her childhood but felt no deep kinship with them. Henry Armstrong worked in real estate and—as would later become painfully evident to the Moores—did so with few scruples. Mary pitied Cousin Annie for the way Henry treated her and for the disruptions that Warner’s rowdy antics brought to her formerly quiet life.


Ever resourceful in finding female companionship, Mary chose a Craig cousin, the same age as herself, for her confidante and began a correspondence with her that would last the rest of her life. Mary Watson Craig graduated from Vassar in 1885, taught English and math at Wilson College for two years, and then married Ira Shoemaker. At the time the Moores moved to Ben Avon, the Shoemakers lived in Harrisburg, where Ira worked for the Pennsylvania Railroad. The letters that Mary Craig Shoemaker received—and saved—from Mary and later from Marianne document the Moores’ lives for more than six decades.


Mary also turned at this time for both emotional and financial support to Uncle Henry, who lived near Pittsburgh with his wife and children. From her earliest memories, Mary had regarded Uncle Henry as the next best thing to her absent Pa. A former bank president, state legislator, and land developer (he founded Aspinwall, a Pittsburgh suburb), Henry Warner had managed his brother’s investments for years. After his brother’s death, he managed the combined assets of John Warner and Mary Eyster, which provided Mary with a modest income. The estate consisted of two rental houses in Allegheny (the Warner home and her grandfather’s store next to it), the manse in Kirkwood, some utility bonds, some undeveloped land in Kansas, and mortgages in Colorado and Montana.


In August of their first summer together, the Moores and Armstrongs traveled east, where they went sightseeing in Washington and Boston, and then went to Cape Ann in Massachusetts. The next summer Uncle Henry took them via Niagara Falls to Canada, to a businessman’s retreat at Muskoka Lake, where Marianne recalled writing letters on birch bark and “the pleasure of catching and liberating frogs from the edge of the lake.”


“You would laugh heartily,” Mary wrote her cousin after the annual visit to Locust Hill, to hear the children reminisce about the pigs and sheep. “Marianne talks lovingly of the dear sheep with their ‘stick legs’ and fondly pats her own well-rounded figure when partially undressed declaring: ‘Now I am a sheep—with a nice fat little body.’”


The children found pleasures in Ben Avon, too: riding a merry-go-round at church picnics by the Ohio River and skipping stones over the water, chasing the ice truck in summer to get chips of ice, and in winter making snow angels in the churchyard. Among the pleasures was the smell of print in new books at Miss Lizzie Dalzell’s school. In the fall of 1894 Marianne and Warner both entered primary school, their first formal education other than kindergarten.


Although a dozen years would pass before Marianne thought of herself as a writer, she already had the hum of poems in her head and was sometimes, according to her mother, “possessed with the writing frenzy.” In March 1895, while Mary was writing a letter to her cousin, seven-year-old Marianne composed two poems, which Mary transcribed in her letter: “The shadows now they slowly fall making the earth a great dark ball. Pussy in the cradle lies—and sweetly dreams of gnats and flies.” Anticipating a key element of her daughter’s modernist aesthetic, Mary sagely remarked, “If ‘brevity is the soul of wit,’ surely this point is early reached in the aspirations of our young poetess.” When Mary returned briefly to Kirkwood, Cousin Annie reported that Marianne would have written letters to her mother all of the time had she been permitted to do so.


Marianne’s chief literary education of these years took place not at Miss Lizzie’s, but at home. As soon as the family returned from vacation in the summer of 1894, Mary began reading her father’s sermons with the idea of publishing a selection of them. She devoted much of their first year in Ben Avon to this project and particularly to the fifteen-page biographical sketch she wrote as a preface. Uncle Henry encouraged the project and bought her a mahogany desk—at which Mary braved the battle of justice to her father’s memory.


The florid prose of Mary’s preface stands in marked contrast to the unadorned style of the sermons themselves. One sermon celebrates the democratic principles of the Presbyterian Church, which from its earliest presence in America “ever strove to educate the head while she won the heart”—the goal apparently of Reverend Warner’s own sermons. Another, a children’s sermon, instructs its listeners to “look away from yourselves to the very animals,” to “see how the Creator intended each one of them to do something, and something that no other kind of animal could do.” The one perhaps extreme position taken among these sermons pertains to observation of the Sabbath: not even the purchasing or reading of a newspaper, not even exposure to advertising, should taint the day reserved for worship and sacred rest. Mary paid J. B. Lippincott of Philadelphia to publish the volume, which she dedicated to the congregation in Kirkwood. “Bound in maroon,” the book impressed young Marianne “as verity itself.”


Mary’s grandmother allowed no fiction in the house while Mary was growing up, and so she relished nineteenth-century children’s literature as much for herself as for her children. She read to Warner and Marianne as much as she possibly could. During the Ben Avon years she developed a devotion to Jacob Abbott, a Congregationalist minister, educator, and author of 180 children’s books. When asked in 1962 to jot down the books “that most shaped your attitudes in your vocation and philosophy of life,” Moore put at the top of her list four Abbott characters who provide practical, historical, scientific, and moral instruction to their young charges. Like these gentle mentors, Moore’s poems never doubt the reader’s appetite for information.
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The second year in Ben Avon brought greater hardship than the first. Uncle Henry died in September 1895, barely a year after their move. Mary was devastated. Within three years she had lost Mary Eyster, Pa, Aunt Annie, and now Uncle Henry, her last bastion against the outside world. Although Uncle Henry’s bank in Pittsburgh continued to manage her father’s estate, Mary had trouble collecting the rent from Kirkwood and blamed herself for not having made a lease. In April a mortgage she expected to sell for $3,000 brought only $2,000. And unanticipated expenses depleted the rental income from Allegheny. (Cousin Henry oversaw the two properties, as he would for decades, and it is possible that he was already embezzling her profits.) From the late summer through the spring, Marianne had a continual fever. She was often so frail that Mary feared for her life. Mary herself lost hearing in her left ear after Uncle Henry died. She could hardly afford a doctor. She tried unsuccessfully to get a job in a store and considered returning to Kirkwood to take in boarders.


In the spring Mary allowed herself to fantasize to Mary Shoemaker about a cottage of her own, where she could be far away from any neighbors and where her children could play without disturbing anyone’s fragile nerves. She secretly inquired of the Shoemakers about housing in Carlisle, Chambersburg, or Greencastle—all in the Cumberland Valley and convenient by train to the Shoemakers in Harrisburg—and about schools that Warner and Marianne could attend together. Chambersburg seemed the obvious choice because her mother’s oldest brother owned a thriving lumber business there. But while she would welcome her uncle’s protection, she did not want to be under the scrutiny of certain cousins who also lived in Chambersburg.


In August and September, Mary took her children for several weeks to Cape May, New Jersey. (Sea trips and books were necessities to the Moores, not luxuries.) And she made up her mind then to make the move. On their return from vacation, they stopped in Harrisburg to see the Shoemakers, who helped Mary find a house in Carlisle. Carlisle gave Mary distance from her cousins but was only a short train ride from Harrisburg and Chambersburg. The house she rented at 343 North Hanover Street stood, moreover, directly across the street from a school that accepted into its primary department both boys and girls.
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A Peculiar People 1896–1904
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When Mary moved her children the two hundred miles from Ben Avon to Carlisle, she brought with her not only a vision of the childhood for which she had always yearned but also a vision of family—of “love and intensity of feeling and enjoyment in one another’s presence”—that she had witnessed among her elders but never fully shared. Although she and her father had sometimes vacationed alone together, she knew that he preferred to spend vacations visiting his brother and sister. “How they did talk when they got together!” she recalled. “And no one could say they made religion dull. The walls rang with laughter—jokes—satires—anecdotes—sermons. Bible passages discussed; and then their prayers together night and morning!”


Her vision of family was both ethnic—“the clannish feeling of the Scotch, their almost idolatrous family love”—and religious. “Don’t forget that we three are ‘a peculiar people,’” she repeatedly told her children, “that is, according to the Scriptures, a people set apart. We have a mission to the world; as the old prophets used to call their message, ‘a burden.’”


One of the main attractions of Carlisle as a setting for this family idyll was the presence there of Metzger College, a girls’ school that occupied an imposing brick structure and sprawling green campus across the street from their new home. For the first two months that the Moores lived in Carlisle, November and December 1896, they slept and boarded at Metzger while awaiting improvements to their house and the arrival of their furniture from Kirkwood. Since the primary department admitted boys, Warner and Marianne both started school there.


Metzger was in its heyday. Formerly Metzger Institute, it had recently added a college department to its primary and secondary departments and changed its name to Metzger College. It had moreover doubled its enrollment and faculty in two years. One reason for the sudden growth was a generously illustrated brochure that almost certainly influenced Mary’s decision to move to Carlisle. It draws attention to Metzger’s elegant and spacious interiors, its parklike grounds—including a croquet lawn and tennis court—and its location in Carlisle.




Carlisle, the site of Metzger College and capital of Cumberland county, was laid out by the Penns, and derives its name from Carlisle, England. It is well known all over the United States as an educational center, and is noted for its healthfulness, historic association, fine scenery, and the intellectual and social refinement of its inhabitants … The town has upwards of 12,000 people, wide, well kept streets, a dozen or more churches, a fine public school system, three daily and three weekly papers, good stores, alert, obliging business men, and its citizens number judges, ex-judges, active and retired clergymen, army officers, professors and others prominent in the various walks of life.





One evening, less than a year after moving to Carlisle, the Moores were walking home, perhaps from their favorite ice cream parlor, when Warner exclaimed, “Mother, don’t you think we are the happiest people in the world?” The moment was a revelation to Mary, who still thought herself a “bowed, grief-stricken woman.” She realized that her dream of happiness had become a reality, at least for her children. She felt more financially secure than she had during the second year in Ben Avon, Marianne had recovered her health, and the family at last enjoyed her much-desired privacy. Although Mary was never meticulous about housekeeping and it took her months to unpack, she loved having a house of her own and took great care in arranging it.


The redbrick row house that for twenty years the Moores called home—or “343,” or later “the Nest”—stood five blocks north of the town square on the east side of a tree-lined street. The external doors and windows displayed the colonial-style moldings popular in Carlisle during the 1830s, the most distinctive features being the arched garden door and the circular window of the upstairs sitting room. Double windows admitted light into the street-level parlor, a wide hearth and bookcases lined the parlor’s north wall, and French doors perpendicular to the hearth opened to the narrow courtyard that ran beside the dining room and kitchen. A path at the rear of the house crossed the backyard to a small stable at the back of the property. Though not spacious, the courtyard readily accommodated Mary’s green thumb. She planted yellow snapdragons, yellow iris, and yellow violets. Upstairs were two bedrooms, one of which the children shared until Marianne was fourteen, and a front sitting room for sewing, reading, and writing letters. A balcony over the courtyard held a hammock for summer reading.


Much of the Moores’ home life revolved around books and reading aloud to one another. Mary instructed the children in French and piano and gave them books as rewards for piano practice. Christmases and birthdays also brought new books into the household. “You would have laughed surely could you have heard my daughter’s lament that the poetry book was for Warner rather than her,” Mary wrote her cousin just after their first Christmas in Carlisle. “She dotes on poetry to a perfectly horrible degree. I know we shall yet have a poetess in the family and finish our days languishing in an attic (prior to the ages when posterity and future generations will be singing our praises).” (At least as notable as Mary’s prediction of a poetess in the family is her vision of our days and our praises.)


Marianne later claimed that she never liked poetry as a child, especially the poems that she and Warner had to memorize for school. “Strike the tent, the sun has risen,” she remembered Warner reciting from the top of the stairs. As for “The Red Hen,” which she had to memorize, she resented even then its lack of verisimilitude.


The Moores’ favorite site for reading aloud was a rented rowboat on Conodoguinet Creek. To Mary this creek overhung with weeping willows exemplified Carlisle’s “English aspect.” Part of the appeal of The Wind in the Willows would be the memories it invoked of excursions on Conodoguinet Creek. Always in their lunch basket was something to read: one of their many Jacob Abbott books, a copy of The Youth’s Companion, or a particular favorite of Marianne’s, Stories Mother Nature Told Her Children by Jane Andrews.


In the summer of 1898 Mary invited Laura and William Benét, who were visiting Carlisle for the summer, to join them for a boating expedition. The Moores were “storybook people to us,” Laura recalled, “and we were thrilled.” Mary read aloud Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Three Golden Apples,” and Warner’s affability made the day “a huge success” for the older children.


Ten-year-old Marianne, however, spoke hardly at all. She was “a quiet child—very much of a ‘clam,’” according to Laura. Marianne later admitted that she had little use for childhood playmates, especially girls. She disliked games and dolls. She enjoyed the company of kittens, however, and that of Rex, the Shoemakers’ Skye terrier.


Mary moved to Carlisle in part because of the anonymity it provided her, and she intentionally selected a house near the edge of town. Having endured in Kirkwood as many as twenty-five callers a day, she now enjoyed the luxury of not returning calls. She was not shy, however, and always had as many friends as she wanted. Her earliest friends in Carlisle were Miss and Mrs. Rose, the aunt and grandmother of the Benét children. Miss Elizabeth Rose was the children’s teacher and lived with her mother in a gabled cottage on Metzger’s campus.


Mary also joined the socially progressive Second Presbyterian Church, where the congregation included many community leaders. Dr. George Norcross, its pastor since 1869, had earned a doctorate at Princeton and a reputation for scholarship as well as homiletics. He supported the temperance movement and advocated equality for women and racial minorities. When he addressed the Scotch-Irish Congress in 1896, he began his history of the Cumberland Valley when it was “first invaded by the white man.” General Richard Henry Pratt, the founder of America’s first school for Native Americans, was a member of his congregation. And when members of the community voiced fears about the presence of Indian students in Carlisle, Norcross argued that the school caused far fewer problems than had the army base that preceded it.


Norcross’s brother-in-law, Sheldon Jackson, was a missionary to Indian tribes of the American West and later a powerful lobbyist on behalf of native people in Alaska. Jackson is the subject of Marianne’s 1940 poem “Rigorists.” His daughters Dais, an attorney, and Lesley, an artist, often visited Carlisle from their home in Washington, D.C.


Mary quickly adopted Dr. Norcross and his wife, Louise Jackson Norcross, as surrogate parents. The Norcrosses had lived in Carlisle twenty-seven years before the Moores arrived and were well established socially. But their eldest daughter, Delia, was soon to marry, and the other three—Elizabeth, Mary, and Louise—were away at Bryn Mawr College. Their only son had died in boyhood. They welcomed Mary and her young children into their own family. Barely a year after their arrival in Carlisle, the Moores had Christmas dinner with the Norcrosses and thus began an annual tradition.


Not only did Dr. Norcross provide all three Moores a certain paternal affection—the children called him “Dockey”—but the Norcrosses also provided Marianne with a learned society such as she later sought at Bryn Mawr and in New York. “Blake, Rembrandt, Giotto, Holbein, D. G. Rossetti and Christina Rossetti, Turner, Browning, Ruskin, Anthony Trollope, George Meredith,” Marianne recalled, were “household companions of the family and their friends.” The Norcrosses gave her The Divine Comedy a volume at a time over three Christmases. “Derogation in the Norcross family was unknown,” she wrote, “tolerance, commendation if it was appropriate, high quality, sobriety, kindness, art and constancy characterized the members, all.”


The Moores’ affection for the Norcrosses extended to their housekeeper, Agnes Butcher, and her family. “Aggie” had come to work for the Norcrosses as a girl so young she had to stand on a stool to wash dishes, and she remained with the family until her death in 1923. The Moores sometimes attended weddings and musical programs at Aggie’s church, one of three black churches in Carlisle.




•





For the first twelve years of her life, Marianne shared her mother’s attention with no one but Warner. “I was hand reared,” she said late in life. “I got almost too much individual attention.” Then in September 1899, Mary accepted the position of English teacher at Metzger. Marianne would come to value the knowledge of literature her mother acquired, but at the time she deplored her mother’s schoolbooks and papers to be graded.


The previous English teacher had a degree from Vassar, and Mary had no college. But the principal had been urged by his friends Ira and Mary Shoemaker to hire Mary, and John Hays, a trustee, enthusiastically endorsed the appointment. She was offered $150 per year plus board for her family and tuition for Marianne. Knowing that the previous teacher had earned $350, she finally agreed to $200 (about $5,000 today) but wondered whether she had been a fool to accept such an offer.


Marianne had attended Metzger for two years when Mary transferred her to public school for sixth grade. Marianne much preferred her new teacher to Miss Rose, who taught all of Metzger’s primary grades. But Mary’s accepting the teaching position at Metzger and compensation in tuition (thirty dollars per year) meant that Marianne would return to Metzger for the next six years, until she graduated from high school.


Metzger’s growth spurt passed quickly. By the time Mary started teaching there, it was a college in name only. Metzger struggled financially throughout the fourteen years Mary taught there, and she was not the only teacher receiving compensation in board. She observed that most of the teachers (nine including the principal) ate in the dining room but only five students did. Nevertheless, she liked the food and borrowed books from Mary Shoemaker to prepare her classes. Throughout Marianne’s childhood and adolescence, the family ate three meals a day at Metzger in the company of women such as Miss and Mrs. Rose. Marianne grew up in a society of single, educated women like her mother.


Metzger struggled to recruit enough students to pay the bills and drew fewer still who shared Marianne’s academic aspirations. She later said that she “experienced society vicariously” through her tall, handsome, ebullient brother. Warner attended public school, edited the high school newspaper, and “abounded in invitations.” She sometimes accompanied Warner to barn dances and hayrides even though, as she recalled later, they “intimidated” her.


Marianne had a genuine fondness for one of her Metzger teachers, Elizabeth Forster, who taught art and German and had studied at the Art Students’ League in New York. Miss Forster “made us think we liked teasels and milkweed pods, jointed grasses and twigs with buds that had died on the stem.” She also valued the precision of Cornelia Thompson, from whom she took piano and voice lessons, the latter “not because I could sing, because I could not.” But she would receive little of the academic preparation that she needed to enter college. She was one of two students in Latin, the only student in French, and she “felt considerable antipathy” toward her French teacher, “who inevitably had a cigarette in his fingers smoked to almost nothing.”


Mary was Metzger’s only English teacher. Marianne remembered reading Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Tennyson, George Eliot, and Dickens for her mother’s class but with little enthusiasm, especially for poetry. After school, however, she enjoyed adventure books such as Robin Hood, Kidnapped, Treasure Island, Lorna Doone, Captains Courageous, Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, and Pilgrim’s Progress.




*





Marianne said several times in adulthood that she felt as old at thirteen as she ever would again. She had already lost much of her mother’s attention to teaching by the time she turned twelve. But before she turned thirteen, she faced a more formidable rival.


Mary Norcross, the third Norcross daughter, returned to Carlisle in 1900 after graduating from Bryn Mawr. She often called at the Moores’ house that summer. And by the fall, thirty-eight-year-old Mary Warner Moore and twenty-five-year-old Mary Jackson Norcross had fallen in love. “Will you laugh and say, ‘Second childhood!’” Mary wrote her cousin, “when I tell you I have deliberately turned my footsteps after school to South Hanover St., and have indolently taken to the luxury of a college divan covered with pillows, that is owned by Mary Norcross. We have all spent several Saturday evenings there and have stayed all night.” A year later she was begging her cousin to accept her new love: “indulge me, and don’t throw me over, but take her into the family also, and then you’ll understand all about it.”


What was there to understand? Although sexual acts between members of the same sex had been acknowledged for centuries, few people in central Pennsylvania would have heard of homosexuality, much less of lesbianism, as psychological proclivities. The terms would not come into common usage until the 1920s. Because the Victorian era assumed that only men felt sexual desire, women often held hands, kissed, and slept together. When Mary was visiting relatives in Chambersburg, Norcross did omit the usual darlings and sweethearts from her letters, but this is the only indication of their hiding anything except their most intimate relations from family and friends.


Although none of Mary’s letters to Mary Norcross survive and Mary later destroyed most of those she received from Norcross, those that do survive leave little doubt about the physical nature of their relationship. The earliest one is a note Norcross wrote in March 1901. It laments their just missing each other one Sunday afternoon and says that Norcross cannot leave the house for a week while her cousin is visiting. “I fear I shall devour you on Sunday to repay me for my long long wait,” the letter concluded. When the next weekend did arrive, the two women took a spontaneous trip to Atlantic City, leaving Marianne and Warner behind, presumably at Metzger.


In a series of letters written in 1904 while she was visiting her cousins in Washington, Norcross refers often to her physical longing. She indicates that it has been seven months since she and Mary slept together and imagines that once they do, they will not get much sleep. She looks forward to their vacation in Monhegan, Maine, the following summer: “Think of having each other at night and all through the day for a whole month, Darling! I’ve never been so starved before. How I long to hold you in my arms and feel your precious self against me.” And: “To think of having you again night after night! I wish the rooms would be so small that Sissy would have to have a room to herself. You see how greedy doing without makes me.” But she promises to “be good when we are up in Monhegan and think of your fears, instead of my own gratification.”


Mary Norcross’s starry-eyed passions required a certain indulgence from her family, and while she had none of John Milton Moore’s hilarity, she courted Mary with a similar zeal. She had started Bryn Mawr in the class of 1899 but graduated in 1900 with her sister Louise, the only family member who disapproved of her relationship with Mary. For years Louise would not speak to Mary if they met in public, and Mary avoided visiting the manse if Louise was at home. For in college Mary Norcross had demanded of Louise much more than sisterly affection, insisting that they dress alike and do everything as a couple. Louise thus felt betrayed and abandoned when she returned from a year abroad to discover her sister in love.


The first year after Mary Norcross graduated, she lived at home, but the following spring she accepted a position as Bryn Mawr’s assistant bursar. From 1901 to 1903 she lived in the Low Buildings, campus apartments for women faculty and staff, and Mary came to visit her there, sometimes alone and sometimes with the children.


The children came often enough to develop affection for Norcross’s roommate, Fanny Borden, a librarian. She must have entertained them often to give the lovers privacy, for they addressed her as “Aunt Ann” and corresponded with her for years. Fanny Borden eventually became the head librarian at Vassar, her own alma mater. There, in 1934, she would make her mark upon literary history by introducing a student and aspiring poet, Elizabeth Bishop, to an old family friend, a friend whom she first knew as “a strange and appealing little creature with bright red hair.”
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Henry Warner (1795-1873) m. Mary Riddle (1803-1876)
John Riddle Warner (1827-1894) m. Jennie Craig
Mary Warner (1862—1947) m. John Milton Moore
John Warner Moore (1886—1974) [see Moores]|
Marianne Craig Moore (1887-1972)
Anne Warner (1829-1894) m. Robert Armstrong
Henry Warner Armstrong “Cousin Henry” (1854—c. 1936)
Anna Isabella Armstrong “Cousin Annie” (1857-1920)
Mary Warner (1834-1847)
Henry Warner (1838-1895) m. Annie Little
Mary Warner (1866—1870)
Elisabeth Patterson Warner (b. 1869) m. Samuel Kennedy
three children
Henry Warner (1871-1877)
Edward Warner (1875-1906) m. Jessie
one child
Anna Isabel Warner (1880-1958) m. Presley Dowler
four children





OEBPS/a039_online.jpg
4

A Peculiar
People

1896—1904





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/a012_online.jpg
2

A Genuus for
Disunion

to 1887





OEBPS/a003_online.jpg
Sojourn in
the Whale

December 1915





OEBPS/xxi_online.jpg
MOORES

Levi Moore (1793—1865) m. Amanda Gunn (1793—1888)
William McKendrie Moore (1815-1902) m. Elizabeth Frances
Smith (1826-1904)
Louisiana Margaret Moore (1848-1934) m. James Wood Ricker
Margaret Ricker (b. 1871)

Will Ricker (b. 1873)
Carl Ricker (b. 1876)

May Ricker (1878-1950)
Elizabeth Ricker (b. 1880)
Mary Elizabeth Moore (1850-1931)
Virginia Sarah Moore (1853-1920) m. Elisha Barton Greene I1I
nine children
Elizabeth Florence Moore (1856—1929) m. Richard R. Peebles
seven children
John Milton Moore (1858—1925) m. Mary Warner
John Warner Moore (1886—1974) m. Constance Eustis
Mary Markwick “Mark” Moore (1919-2010) m. John Reeves
Sarah Eustis “Sallie” Moore (1921-2007)
Marianne Craig “Bee” Moore (b. 1923)
John Warner Moore, Jr. (b. 1926), m. Virginia H. Smith
John Warner Moore IIT (1956-1991)
David Markwick Moore (b. 1962) m. Elizabeth McCabe
three children
James McWilliams Moore (b. 1972)
Marianne Craig Moore (1887-1972)
Enos Levi Moore (1860—1932) m. Helen “Nellie” Robinson
Anna Lora Moore (1863-1865)
Milton Moore (1819-1855) m. Hannah Weller
Maria Moore (1822—1894) m. Solomon McCall
Enos Bascomb Moore (1823-1906) m. (a) Maria Pratt (b) Mary
Ellen Switzer
six children

Lora Moore (1827-1844)

Samuel Gunn Moore (1833-1911) m. Isabella Flanders
five children

Mary Ellen Moore (1837-1862)
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William Craig (1794-1855) m. Mary Vance Watson (1797-1878)
John Watson Craig (1830—1908) m. Caroline Crossan
nine children
Hugh Boyd Craig (1831-1904) m. Martha Orr
Mary Watson Craig “Cousin Mary” (1862—1955) m. Ira Hayes
Shoemaker
John Orr Craig (1865-1942) m. Elizabeth Brewer
Sue Brewer Craig m. Ralph Stauffer
Ralph Stanley Stauffer (b. 1925)
John Craig Stauffer (b. 1926) m. Phyllis Schilt
three children
Martha Craig Stauffer (b. 1934)
Mary Watson Craig m. Clifford Heindel
Clifford Craig Heindel (b. 1939)
Mary Craig (1833-1893) “Grandma” m. George Eyster
Jennie Eyster (1859-1877)
Sallie Eyster (1860—1881)
Jennie Craig (1835-1863) m. John Riddle Warner
Mary Warner (1862—1947) m. John Milton Moore
John Warner Moore (1886—1974) [see Moores]|
Marianne Craig Moore (1887-1972)
William Henry Craig (1837-1899) m. Sarah Ellen Keyser
two children
David Vance Craig (1841-1878) m. Louisa J. Reed
four children





