e.e. cummings
Background

Cummings was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to liberal, indulgent parents who from early on encouraged him to develop his creative gifts. While at Harvard, where his father had taught before becoming a Unitarian minister, he delivered a daring commencement address on modernist artistic innovations, thus announcing the direction his own work would take. In 1917, after working briefly for a mail-order publishing company, the only regular employment in his career, Cummings volunteered to serve in the Norton-Harjes Ambulance group in France. Here he and a friend were imprisoned (on false grounds) for three months in a French detention camp. The Enormous Room (1922), his witty and absorbing account of the experience, was also the first of his literary attacks on authoritarianism. Eimi (1933), a later travel journal, focused with much less successful results on the collectivized Soviet Union.

At the end of the First World War Cummings went to Paris to study art. On his return to New York in 1924 he found himself a celebrity, both for The Enormous Room and for Tulips and Chimneys (1923), his first collection of poetry (for which his old classmate John Dos Passos had finally found a publisher). Clearly influenced by Gertrude Stein's syntactical and Amy Lowell's imagistic experiments, Cummings's early poems had nevertheless discovered an original way of describing the chaotic immediacy of sensuous experience. The games they play with language (adverbs functioning as nouns, for instance) and lyric form combine with their deliberately simplistic view of the world (the individual and spontaneity versus collectivism and rational thought) to give them the gleeful and precocious tone which became, a hallmark of his work. Love poems, satirical squibs, and descriptive nature poems would always be his favoured forms.

A roving assignment from Vanity Fair in 1926 allowed Cummings to travel again and to establish his lifelong routine: painting in the afternoons and writing at night. In 1931 he published a collection of drawings and paintings, CIOPW (its title an acronym for the materials used: charcoal, ink, oil, pencil, watercolour), and over the next three decades had many individual shows in New York. He enjoyed a long and happy third marriage to the photographer Marion Morehouse, with whom he collaborated on Adventures in Value (1962), and in later life divided his time between their apartment in New York and his family's farm in New Hampshire. His many later books of poetry, from VV (1931) and No Thanks (1935) to Xaipe (1950) and 95 Poems (1958), took his formal experiments and his war on the scientific attitude to new extremes, but showed little substantial development.

Cummings's critical reputation has never matched his popularity. The left-wing critics of the 1930s were only the first to dismiss his work as sentimental and politically naïve. His supporters, however, find value not only in its verbal and visual inventiveness but also in its mystical and anarchistic beliefs. The two-volume Complete Poems, ed. George James Firmage (New York and London, 1981) is the standard edition of his poetry, and Dreams in a Mirror, by Richard S. Kennedy (New York, 1980) the standard biography. e. e. cummings: The Art of His Poetry, by Norman Friedman (Baltimore and London, 1960) is still among the best critical studies of his poetic techniques.
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e.e. cummings
Group Activity
Group One:  

Spring is Like a Perhaps Hand, My Sweet Old Etcetera, Paris; This April 



Sunset Completely Utters – All from Anthology
Group Two:

the Cambridge ladies who live in furnished souls; "kitty". sixteen, 5' 11", 



white, prostitute;  here is little Effie's head - Handouts
Group Three:

raise the shade; i like my body when it is with your; who knows if the moon's - 


Handouts
Group Four:

Picasso; anyone lived in a pretty how town; Buffalo Bill's - Handouts
Group Five:

r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r ; my father moved through dooms of love
Group Six:

Cummings Art Work
Please read cummings’ own discussion of technique below and your assigned poems and in your groups.  Then, prepare the following for the general discussion.

cummings’ discussion of technique (http://faculty.gvsu.edu/websterm/Cummings.htm)
In a 1920 essay on T. S. Eliot, Cummings wrote: "By technique we do not mean a great many things, including: anything static, a school, a noun, a slogan, a formula: These Three For Instant Beauty, Ars Est Celare, Hasn't Scratched Yet, Professor Woodbery, Grape Nuts. By technique we do mean one thing: the alert hatred of normality which, through the lips of a tactile and cohesive adventure, asserts that nobody in general and some one in particular is incorrigibly and actually alive" (Miscellany 27). 

Notes: Ars est celare [artem] = "Art is to conceal art" [Latin]; hatred of normality: presidential candidate Warren G. Harding called for a return to "normalcy" in 1919; Professor Woodbery = G. E. Woodberry published Literary Essays in1920. Cummings' definitive treatment of how writers adopt formulas that become tired like advertising slogans and thus avoid finding their own, "alive" forms occurs in "POEM, OR BEAUTY HURTS MR. VINAL" (SP 152).

"At least my theory of technique, if I have one, is very far from original; nor is it complicated. . . . Like the burlesk (sic) comedian, I am abnormally fond of that precision which creates movement" --Foreword to Is 5 (1926) 

In i: six nonlectures, Cummings says that "all [my poems] hope to do is to suggest that particular awareness without which no human spirit ever dreams of rising from such unmysteries as thinking and believing and knowing" (six 82). 

"Poetry is what's different" (quoted in Kennedy 8). 

"Prose is if words are used by somebody to mean something. 

Poetry is if they use each other to express themselves" (quoted in Heusser 222). 

Questions for your group to consider

1. Read one of your poems to the class, and provide a short analysis.

The following questions will be discussed as a large group, but you should prepare them in your small groups.

2. How might you describe Cummings’ technique?  What devices, both grammatical and figurative, does he use to achieve difference from other poets?
3. Based on your limited reading of his work, what do you think Cummings believes in?

4. What makes Cummings modern?
GROUP TWO

the Cambridge ladies who live in furnished souls 

the Cambridge ladies who live in furnished souls 
are unbeautiful and have comfortable minds 
(also, with the church's protestant blessings 
daughters,unscented shapeless spirited) 
they believe in Christ and Longfellow, both dead, 
are invariably interested in so many things-- 
at the present writing one still finds 
delighted fingers knitting for the is it Poles? 
perhaps. While permanent faces coyly bandy 
scandal of Mrs. N and Professor D 
.... the Cambridge ladies do not care, above 
Cambridge if sometimes in its box of 
sky lavender and cornerless, the 
moon rattles like a fragment of angry candy 

from Tulips and Chimneys (1923)



"kitty". sixteen, 5' 11", white, prostitute.

"kitty". sixteen, 5' 11", white, prostitute. 

ducking always the touch of must and shall, 
whose slippery body is Death's littlest pal, 

skilled in quick softness. Unspontaneous. cute. 

the signal perfume of whose unrepute 
focusses in the sweet slow animal 
bottomless eyes importantly banal, 

Kitty. a whore. Sixteen 
                                    you corking brute 
amused from time to time by clever drolls 
fearsomely who do keep their sunday flower. 
The babybreasted broad "kitty" twice eight 

--beer nothing, the lady'll have a whiskey-sour-- 

whose least amazing smile is the most great 
common divisor of unequal souls. 

from Tulips and Chimneys (1923)



here is little Effie's head 

here is little Effie's head 
whose brains are made of gingerbread 
when the judgment day comes 
God will find six crumbs 

stooping by the coffinlid 
waiting for something to rise 
as the other somethings did-- 
you imagine His surprise 

bellowing through the general noise 
Where is Effie who was dead? 
--to God in a tiny voice, 
i am may the first crumb said 

whereupon its fellow five 
crumbs chuckled as if they were alive 
and number two took up the song, 
might i'm called and did no wrong 

cried the third crumb, i am should 
and this is my little sister could 
with our big brother who is would 
don't punish us for we were good; 

and the last crumb with some shame 
whispered unto God, my name 
is must and with the others i've 
been Effie who isn't alive 

just imagine it I say 
God amid a monstrous din 
watch your step and follow me 
stooping by Effie's little, in 

(want a match or can you see?) 
which the six subjunctive crumbs 
twitch like mutilated thumbs: 
picture His peering biggest whey 

coloured face on which a frown 
puzzles, but I know the way-- 
(nervously Whose eyes approve 
the blessed while His ears are crammed 

with the strenuous music of 
the innumerable capering damned) 
--staring wildly up and down 
the here we are now judgment day 

cross the threshold have no dread 
lift the sheet back in this way. 
here is little Effie's head 
whose brains are made of gingerbread 

from & (1925)



GROUP THREE

raise the shade 

raise the shade 
will youse dearie? 
rain 
wouldn't that 

get yer goat but 
we don't care do 
we dearie we should 
worry about the rain 

huh 
dearie? 
yknow 
i'm 

sorry for awl the 
poor girls that 
gets up god 
knows when every 

day of their 
lives 
aint you, 
                    oo-oo.                  dearie 

not so 
hard dear 

you're killing me 

from & (1925)



i like my body when it is with your 

i like my body when it is with your 
body. It is so quite new a thing. 
Muscles better and nerves more. 
i like your body. i like what it does, 
i like its hows. i like to feel the spine 
of your body and its bones, and the trembling 
-firm-smooth ness and which i will 
again and again and again 
kiss, i like kissing this and that of you, 
i like, slowly stroking the, shocking fuzz 
of your electric furr, and what-is-it comes 
over parting flesh....And eyes big love-crumbs, 

and possibly i like the thrill 

of under me you so quite new 

from & (1925)



who knows if the moon's 

who knows if the moon's 
a baloon,coming out of a keen city 
in the sky--filled with pretty people? 
(and if you and i should 

get into it,if they 
should take me and take you into their baloon, 
why then 
we'd go up higher with all the pretty people 

than houses and steeples and clouds: 
go sailing 
away and away sailing into a keen 
city which nobody's ever visited,where 

always 
            it's 
                    Spring)and everyone's 
in love and flowers pick themselves 

from & (1925)



GROUP FOUR

Picasso

Picasso 
you give us things 
which 
bulge:grunting lungs pumped full of sharp thick mind 

you make us shrill 
presents always 
shut in the sumptuous screech of 
simplicity 

(out of the 
black unbunged 
Something gushes vaguely a squeak of planes 
or 

between squeals of 
Nothing grabbed with circular shrieking tightness 
solid screams whispers.) 
Lumberman of the Distinct 

your brain's 
axe only chops hugest inherent 
Trees of Ego,from 
whose living and biggest 

bodies lopped 
of every 
prettiness 

you hew form truly 

fromn XLI Poems (1925)



anyone lived in a pretty how town
	anyone lived in a pretty how town

(with up so floating many bells down)

spring summer autumn winter

he sang his didn't he danced his did

Women and men(both little and small)

cared for anyone not at all

they sowed their isn't they reaped their same

sun moon stars rain

children guessed(but only a few

and down they forgot as up they grew

autumn winter spring summer)

that noone loved him more by more

when by now and tree by leaf

she laughed his joy she cried his grief

bird by snow and stir by still

anyone's any was all to her

someones married their everyones

laughed their cryings and did their dance

(sleep wake hope and then)they

said their nevers they slept their dream

stars rain sun moon

(and only the snow can begin to explain

how children are apt to forget to remember

with up so floating many bells down)

one day anyone died i guess

(and noone stooped to kiss his face)

busy folk buried them side by side

little by little and was by was

all by all and deep by deep

and more by more they dream their sleep

noone and anyone earth by april

wish by spirit and if by yes.

Women and men(both dong and ding)

summer autumn winter spring

reaped their sowing and went their came

sun moon stars rain




Buffalo Bill's
	Buffalo Bill's

defunct

 who used to

 ride a watersmooth-silver

     stallion

and break onetwothreefourfive pigeonsjustlikethat

           Jesus

he was a handsome man

           and what i want to know is

how do you like your blueeyed boy

Mister Death


GROUP FIVE

r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r 
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my father moved through dooms of love 
	my father moved through dooms of love

through sames of am through haves of give,

singing each morning out of each night

my father moved through depths of height

this motionless forgetful where 

turned at his glance to shining here; 

that if(so timid air is firm) 

under his eyes would stir and squirm

newly as from unburied which 

floats the first who,his april touch 

drove sleeping selves to swarm their fates 

woke dreamers to their ghostly roots

and should some why completely weep 

my father's fingers brought her sleep:

vainly no smallest voice might cry 

for he could feel the mountains grow.

Lifting the valleys of the sea 

my father moved through griefs of joy; 

praising a forehead called the moon 

singing desire into begin

joy was his song and joy so pure 

a heart of star by him could steer 

and pure so now and now so yes 

the wrists of twilight would rejoice

keen as midsummer's keen beyond

conceiving mind of sun will stand,

so strictly(over utmost him

so hugely) stood my father's dream

his flesh was flesh his blood was blood:

no hungry man but wished him food;

no cripple wouldn't creep one mile

uphill to only see him smile.

Scorning the Pomp of must and shall

my father moved through dooms of feel;

his anger was as right as rain

his pity was as green as grain

septembering arms of year extend 

yes humbly wealth to foe and friend 

than he to foolish and to wise  

offered immeasurable is

proudly and(by octobering flame 

beckoned)as earth will downward climb, 

so naked for immortal work 

his shoulders marched against the dark

his sorrow was as true as bread:

no liar looked him in the head; 

if every friend became his foe 

he'd laugh and build a world with snow.

My father moved through theys of we, 

singing each new leaf out of each tree 

(and every child was sure that spring 

danced when she heard my father sing)

then let men kill which cannot share, 

let blood and flesh be mud and mire, 

scheming imagine,passion willed, 

freedom a drug that's bought and sold

giving to steal and cruel kind, 

a heart to fear,to doubt a mind, 

to differ a disease of same,

conform the pinnacle of am

though dull were all we taste as bright, 

bitter all utterly things sweet,

maggoty minus and dumb death 

all we inherit,all bequeath

and nothing quite so least as truth

--i say though hate were why men breathe--

because my Father lived his soul 

love is the whole and more than all


