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Matthew Josephson, biographer and author

Rejecting puritanism

of The Robber Barons
I ... first met Cummings in 1922 in his big dusty studio on Fourteenth
Street. . . .
He was nothing if not vivacious in those days; and, in fact, was a man
of irrepressible wit and a great mimic as well. His pale blue eyes, which
Edmund Wilson once described as "narrow and self-regarding," used to
take on a wicked light as, with breakneck speed, he delivered himself of his
monologues ....
At twenty-eight Cummings was tall, bony, and long-legged, with a mop
of blond hair. Sometimes his expression was a little mocking and hard; he
would throw back his head and jut his jaw when in his "challenging" mood.
But often he wore a fine broad smile, and his sudden laughter was infectious . . ..
In contrast to his power of language, Cummings ' range of intellectual
interests seemed limited, consisting in two or three ruling ideas: Cummings
must be "alive;" he must live in "freedom" and in full reaction against the
typically Protestant-American training he had received-that is, as a nonpuritan . . .. (New York)
from Life Among the Surrealists , by Matthew Josephson (Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1962)

*****
Malcolm Cowley, literary critic

More Dada than I

I didn't regard myself as one of the Dadaists . I tried to judge them dispassionately and take no part in their quarrels; I was a foreigner after all
and would soon be returning to my own country . StilJ I could not help absorbing their notions of literary conduct, as if from the atmosphere. One
evening ... Dos Passos and Cummings came down from Paris . . . we went
to a restaurant and had a gay dinner with several bottles of wine; then we
returned to my studio over the blacksmith shop. I made a speech against
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book fetishism . The burden of it was that wherever J lived books seemed to
accumulate ; some were bought , some were gifts, some came by mail and
others appeared one didn ' t know how ; they moved in like relatives and
soon the house was crowded . . . I went to the shelves and pulled down an
assortment of bad review books and French university texts that I wouldn ' t
need again . After tearing some of them apart , I piled them all on the asbestos mat in front of the stove ; then I put a match to the pile . Jt was a gesture
in the Dada manner , but not a successful one , for the books merely smoldered. We talked about bad writers while the smoke grew thicker ; then
Cummings proved that he was a better Dadaist-at least in someone else ' s
studio-by walking over and urinating on the fire. (Giverny , France , early
1920s)
from Exile 's Return: A Literary Odyssey of the 1920s, by Malcolm Cowley
(The Bodley Head, 1934)

*****
Lunching and scribbling

John Dos Passos, novelist

... Cummings already had his room on Patchin Place .. . .
Cummings and I would occasionally lunch together at a Syrian restaurant he frequented down on Washington Street. We would eat a special
clabber known as leben and a marvellous dish made of raw eggplant
mashed to a paste with sesame oil. With the thin unleavened bread , these
made an excellent meal for people who might have had too much to drink
the night before.
Afterward we' d roam around the vegetable and flower stalls of the old
Washington Market or go to see the fish in the Aquarium down at the Battery. Cummings never tired of drawing sealions. As he walked, he would
be noting down groups of words or little scribbly sketches on bits of paper.
Both of us lived as much for the sights we saw as for the sound of words .
(New York, mid- l 920s)
from The Best Times: An Informal Memoir, by John Dos Passos (New
American Library , 1966)

*****
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Noble bony head

Peter Quennell, novelist and critic

. . . spent an extraordinary evening with the poet E. E. Cummings,
whom I watched tiptoe along the terrifying narrow parapet of his apartment
house in Greenwich Village, arms outstretched, his noble bony head silhouetted against the flickering Manhattan sky . .. (mid-1930s)
from The Marble Foot: Autobiography 1905-1938, by Peter Quennell
(Collins, 1976)

*****
A. 1. Ayer, philosopher

Best of Puritanism

. . . On the afternoon of their arrival [in Oxford] I had been playing tennis in the Parks and I called at Museum Road immediately afterwards , hot
and tousled and still carrying my tennis-racket, to find them sitting in
Solly's [Zuckerman's] living-room and looking a little bewildered and forlorn. We took to each other at once and I invited them out to dinner . It happened to be an evening on which our philosophical group was due to meet ,
and not liking either to miss the meeting or abandon the Curnmingses, I
brought them with me to Isaiah's [Berlin ' s university] rooms. The result ,
which I should have foreseen, was that instead of our usual philosophical
discussion we had a lively party . Mis-hearing Isaiah's nickname , Cummings referred to him as 'The Shah,' which seemed to me quite appropriate . . . .
In 1937, when I first met them, he was forty-two years of age, and
Marion at least ten years younger. With his proud, slightly rugged , questing, humorous face he had the looks, as well as the accent and bearing , of a
New Englander of long lineage . Though he was not, in any obvious sense , a
puritan, there was something of the best of Puritanism in his self-reliance
and his independence of spirit. The America in which he believed was the
America of Emerson and Thoreau: he was not at home in the 'century of
the common man. ' He was not in the least a social snob, but he valued people only as individuals and hated anything that in any way savoured of collectivism .. . .
from Part of My Life: The Memoirs of a Philosopher , by A. J. Ayer
(Harcourt Brace Jovanovich , 1977)
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*****
Enjoyed living

Paul Bowles , composer and novelist

. . . He reminded me of the members of my own family : eccentric, intolerant, and querulous. The great advantage he had over them, apart from his
intelligence and talent , was his capacity for enjoying the act of living . He
took me to my first burlesque show; it was on the Bowery; we shelled and
ate peanuts throughout the performance . (New York , late I 930s)
from Without Stopping, by Paul Bowles (Hamish Hamilton, 1972)

*****
Rugged individualist

Harold Norse , poet

. . . spring 1953. I . .. visited Cummings in early May . He was nothing
like the public perception of him as a feisty racist with a shotgun ready to
blast all trespassers off his property . He was a rugged individualist and independent artist and thinker , member of no school , cult , or coterie . He
stood alone , charming , witty , amusing , and above all candid. His house on
Patchin Place, the little mews off Greenwich Avenue by the Women ' s
House of Detention , was one of the old frame dwellings there, a slice of
rural New England collaged into the urban stone and brick of downtown
Manhattan. In fact, entering the house was like stepping into a surrealist
collage. The living room with the colonial windows on the dead-end street
had weird paintings by Cummings , easels , and sagging bookshelves ; there
was an old coat rack , an upright piano , a baroque mirror over an eighteenthcentury fireplace with a blazing fire, a parrot in a cage, and objets d'art. Cummings had a cubist face: a lopsided nose and misaligned features . His fingers were gnarled with arthritis . . .. (New York , 1953)
from Memoirs of a Bastard Angel: A Fifty-Year literary and Erotic Odyssey, by Harold Norse (Morrow , 1989)

*****
Susan Cheever , novelist and memoirist

The worlll a wonderful place

l met Cummings when he came to give a reading at the [unnamed]
girls' preparatory school where I was a sophomore. He was suffering from
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arthritis then , and too old to be doing small-town readings , but they brought
him some money. My father [novelist and short story writer John Cheever]
and I appeared , unannounced, at the stiff little gathering in the headmaster' s office before the show, and the two men embraced. The force and
openness of their affection for one another seemed to shake that airless,
heavily draped room. Cummings was so glad to see a loving face among
those furnished souls that he could have wept, although he threw back his
head and laughed instead. At the reading, his musical voice held the audience of girls spellbound , and he was called back for encores until he appeared for the last one in his muffler and coat. I sat with my father as Cummings read "my father moved through dooms of love," his elegy to his dead
father. After the reading we drove him back to New York City in our secondhand car, and all the way he regaled us with hilarious accounts of his
ride out- he had been doubled over so completely in the English teacher's
sports car that he was sure he would be at least temporarily crippled . Cummings talked and told stories about visiting Russia, about visiting friends at
Peter Cooper Village, and about the debilitating pain of his arthritis. He
treated his pain with a fine mixture of humor and scorn . When he talked
about the world, it sounded like a wonderful place . ( 1958)
from Home Before Dark : A Biographical Memoir of John Cheever by His
Daughter, by Susan Cheever (Houghton Mifflin, 1984)

*****
Edward Robb Ellis , journalist and diarist

Oriental countenance

. .. I plan to write a series of articles [for the New York WorldTelegram] about the charming streets in this city. One of them is Patchin
Place in Greenwich Village .. .
. . . Ever since 1925 , house No. 4 has been the home of E . E .
Cummings ...
Cummings fascinates me. A rebel , a Bohemian, he never held any salaried job-or so I've read . Of course, he paid a price for his independence.
He wrote: "I have always been poor and never gotten used to it." ...
Extending a slim hand , he put his heels together and bent over as we
shook hands . In this mannerism there was a hint of the ritualistic courtesy
of a Chinese mandarin. He is 67 years old, weighs only 120 pounds and is
shorter than his wife . He looks like Henry Miller , the novelist , whose face
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is familiar to me through photographs. Cummings sat down in a straightback chair to my left while his wife sank into a more comfortable chair near
windows fronting upon Patchin Place.
He would be all bald but for the crescent of fuzz fringing his head. His

'!
I

long lean face slopes down and forward, ending in a pointed chin beneath
taut lips. I always look at faces with the eye of a caricaturist. The day was
drab and the room dim , so I could not see his eyes, which are small, closeset and seemingly lacking eyelashes . His naked eyelids and the fact that his
skin was drawn drum-tight over high cheek bones lent an Oriental cast to
his countenance . He has big ears. He wore a light blue shirt , a darker blue
sweater buttoned down the front , a loosely knotted yellow tie, and rumpled
pants. Despite the informality of his attire , though , he had an aura of elegance , for he was the soul of courtesy. (1961)
from A Diary of the Century: Tales from America 's Greatest Diarist, by
Edward Robb Ellis (Kodansha International, 1995)

- Toronto, Canada
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