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Paris was very influential on E. E. Cummings' development as an artist,
both as a poet and as a painter. Perhaps more other American modernist
poets and painters, Cummings' work reflects the influence of early twentieth century Parisian aesthetics. His first visit to Paris was in 1917 when he
signed on as an ambulance driver for the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Corps
in World War I. It took five weeks from his initial arrival in Paris for the
corps to locate him, during which time he immersed himself in Paris taking in the arts, culture, and night life-and

learned to speak French flu-

ently. After three months of serving in the ambulance corps , Cummings
was arrested on suspicion of espionage and spent three months in detention,
which he describes in his 1922 The Enormous Room (Kennedy 133-58). He
later wrote of his first five weeks in Paris in i: six nonlectures. Cummings
returned to Paris several times throughout the 1920s and early 1930s. He
lived there from 1921-1923 and returned for lengthy visits between 1925
and 1932 (Kennedy 226-248).
Cummings' interest in modernist aesthetics became evident during his
college years at Harvard. By this time, Paul Cezanne was already a significant influence on his painting and aesthetics. Both Henri Matisse and Pablo
Picasso have been reported as saying that Cezanne, a leading French PostImpressionist painter of the late nineteenth century , was "the father of us
all," laying the foundation for modernist painting, especially Cubism. (Cf.
Rosenberg, for example.) Cummings attended the 1913 Armory Show in
New York, often heralded as the event that marks the beginning of the
modernist movement. While at Harvard, he sought out the work of Cezanne, Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein, and sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska. In
his 1915 graduation speech, Cummings defined and defended "The New
Art." He viewed himself as a modernist painter and poet, and sought to
make Modernism more accessible. Sarah Wasserman notes the irony of
Cummings' alignment with Modernism in his graduation speech in "E. E.
Cummings and 'The New Art' ": "his speech was highly ambitious and
comprehensive, hitting in 1915 the figures and techniques that would later
come to epitomize the modernist movement. Yet [Cummings], despite his
awareness and desire to place himself within the movement, would forever
remain a controversial outsider. ... His paintings were almost too modern-
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ist to be noticed, his poems too modern to accepted "(l 56). Among the
highlights of the speech are Cummings ' clarifications of Cubism and Futurism, which he accomplishes with wit and ease . More important , however,
are his statements about the interconnectedness of different art forms (15859). lmbued with modernist ideals and theories , Cummings continued to
paint and write.
After receiving his MA from Harvard in 1916, Cummings moved to
New York in January of I917 to start a job at Collier's . Though already a
painter and poet, this move proved essential to his development as an artist.
He painted and wrote poetry with greater focus, immersed himself in the art
scene. Richard S. Kennedy also points out in his biography of Cummings,
that, enriched by the culture and social life of New York , in the months
prior to his visit to France, Cummings had "begun to push further the visually directive ways of handling verse , and he attempted to impose form
onto material which had not usually been treated in poetry" (115) . In an
effort to better represent the revolutionary nature of his art, Cummings renamed his work and his title as artist, terming his poems "faits," [or "things
made"] and himself a "faiteur " [a "maker of things"] (116). None of his
notable works come from this period before his trip to France , though it is
clear Cummings was , as he wrote in his own journals at the time, "on the
brink of a discovery " ( 119).
Life for Cummings and many other young men changed dramatically
when the U.S . entered World War I on April 6, 1917. For many educated
young men, volunteering for ambulance service was a better and safer option than conscription , and for pacifists, it permitted them to serve without
taking part in battle directly. With the advent of the automobile ambulance
in 1899, there was a certain cachet with driving one, as they were new and
fast (Ruediger). Cummings volunteered with the Ambulance Service in
April and boarded a ship bound for France . In early May, Cummings and
his friend William Slater Brown landed in Paris. Through a misadventure ,
Cummings and Brown were able to take in Paris life for five weeks before
the Ambulance Service located them.
In June 1917, Cummings and Brown were sent to Germaine, where the
Germans had already withdrawn . Their tasks were tedious, and Cummings
and Brown did not get along very well with their commanding officer ,
Harry Anderson. After some interaction with French troops , Cummings and
Brown came into knowledge that there was a serious problem with mutiny
and desertion in the French army . Additionally, the two had written letters
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home which had been critical of their commanding officer , which eventually led to both of them being detained for potential espionage. In September of 1917, Cummings and Brown were sent to La Ferte Mace , a military
detention center, where they were held for three months . The Enormous
Room is Cummings ' autobiographical novel about his internment.
During his first five weeks in Paris in 1917, Cummings attended the
premier of the Ballets Russes' performance of Erik Satie's Parade, which
included scored parts for typewriters and ticker tape , and whose Cubist sets
were painted and designed by Picasso . Satie was at the height of his notoriety as a composer and avant-garde artist. Satie wielded significant influence on the art scene and the aesthetics of early twentieth century composers, painters , and poets in Paris. Satie's experimentalism , his abandonment
of tonal form and structure in his compositions, his abandonment of traditional notation in his manuscripts, his use of wit and parody in his compositions, and his alliance with cubist and dadaist artists, were instrumental in
influencing countless composers , painters , and writers. The term surrealism
was first used by Guillaume Apollinaire to describe Satie's style in program notes to his music (Davis 109). Attending performances such as Pa-

rade early in his Paris experience was extremely influential in shaping
Cummings' artistic aesthetics. Many of Cummings' most distinctive attributes- his abandonment of punctuation and sentence structure, minimalism ,
use of repetition , experiments with syntax, creation of portmanteau words ,
and his wit and use of parody-can all be traced back to the influence of is
early Paris experience.
Preferring the terms "gymnopediste" (presumably after . the ancient
Greek festival dance "gymnopaedia") and "phonometrician" (a measurer of
sounds) to musician and composer , Satie rose to prominence in the avantgarde art scene of Montmartre in the 1890s. As Mary E. Davis clarifies in
her critical biography ofSatie , "Satie ' s modernist aesthetic . . . was born of
the real-world contradictions that informed hjs life. Satie proposed a new
music based on the consistent contact of everyday elements and rarified
genres and forms ." Satie v,as also a calligrapher and essayist who "redrew
the boundaries of art, devising new expressive modes based on the intersection of words, visual art, and music" (Davis back cover). Satie influenced
many musicians and composers - Claude Debussy , Maurice Ravel , and
Igor Stravinsky among them-and is considered an influential precursor to
minimalism, repetitive music , and The Theater of the Absurd. He also
worked with many other modernist artists, such as Jean Cocteau, Pablo
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Picasso, and the Dadaists Tristan Tzara, Marcel Duchamp, and Man Ray
(Davis 136-44).
Cummings attended the premier of Parade on May 18, 1917, at the
Theatre du Chatelet, a performance which drew scandalous reviews for its
juxtaposition of high and low art forms of the day. Many of the elements
that distinguish Cummings' work, especially his poetry, are evident in Parade: the mix of high and low culture and art, formal and tonal experimentation, and an urbane wit. The ballet presented dancers and dances that reflected popular culture entertainment of the time, and included "a Chinese
conjurer, a pair of acrobats, and a Little American Girl" modeled on early
American film stars like Mary Pickford and Pearl White. The choreography
mimicked circus tumbling and burlesque and cabaret performances. Picasso' s abstract cubist sets and costumes, many of them made of cardboard,
gave the dancers and stage a very striking angular, jarring appearance. Satie's score offered a similar discordia concors, "blending ragtime with
fugue and counterpoint" (Davis I 08). Satie does this with particular boldness and wit in music for the Little American Girl's main performance,
"Steamship Ragtime," a reworking oflrving Berlin and Ted Snyder's 1911
hit "That Mysterious Rag," a song that was "a centerpiece of the vaudeville
act 'A Real Girl' " (110). Davis explains that Satie does much more than
borrow the song, he transforms it:
Satie's adaptation, scored for a large orchestral ensemble, .
alters melodies, harmonies, and overall structure while leaving
the rhythms of the original almost entirely intact ... reorganizing the original material, beginning with twenty-four bars of the
original chorus, moving on to sixteen bars based on Berlin's
verse, and ending with eight bars that paraphrase Berlin's introduction. In each of these sections, Satie also alters the original
melodies, following a formula that turns rising passages into
descending ones, stepwise patterns into skips, and repeated notes
into distinct and different pitches" (112).
The performance created a scandal, spawning numerous scathing reviews
which only served to solidify its status as a seminal modernist work and its
creators' status as avatars of French Modernism (117).
The influence of Parisian culture is evident in Cummings' first major
publication, The Enormous Room . Cummings' 1920 account of his experiFall 2011
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ence at La Ferte Mace, The Enormous Room details with affection the miserable conditions of the detention camp and demonstrates the inhumanity
and incompetence of the prison officials and of the military they represent.
Cummings was a pacifist, and his antiwar stance becomes all the more pronounced in his narrative. The novel is a moving and unique perspective on
being in a damp and dismal prison with countless others who share little in
common other than their confinement. There are people from all walks of
life and from several different countries , most of whom do not share a common language.

The Enormous Room is filled with irony and absurdist humor , from the
nicknames such as The Wanderer , The Fighting Sheeney , and Rockyfeller ,
C gives to the often unnamed prisoners , to the surreal joy C gets from his
initial internment. When he finds out he and B are prisoners , C feels so
much freer than he did under the command of Mr . A that he "laughed for
sheer joy " (4 7). Many of the interactions of the other prisoners are viewed
with a sense of detachment , and their habits and conflicts are reported as
random or absurd . In the prison , much of the prisoners ' sense of cultural
context is removed , and their manners and identities translate as odd and
out of place. After getting accustomed to the prison , C delineates with irony
the "five definite and confirmed amusements which were established at La
Ferte- to wit (I) spitting (2) playing cards (3) insulting plantons (4) writing the girls, and (5) fighting " (93). After the detainee and barber known as
The Butcher "busily and carefully " (191) slashes and gashes Surplice's face
while shaving him, C reports this observation about the men with similar
irony: "however busy sixty men may be kept suffering in sommon ,there is
always one man or two or three men who can always find time to make
certain of their comrades enjoying a little extra suffering " (192) .
Upon his release, C is back in Paris, just before Christmas , awaiting his
ship back to New York . At the American Embassy , he is advised to leave
France as soon as possible and not to be in public too much , because
"they ' re picking up ambulance men left and right,men who've got no business to be in Paris" (240) . Though he notes how cold it is in Paris and
muses over whether or not the French Government has forbidden Christmas, he walks the streets nostalgically before leaving . With similar irony ,
though he is happy to be going home, his first reaction upon reaching the
U.S. is, " My God what an ugly island . Hope we don't stay here long . All
the red-bloods first-class excited about land. Damned ugly,! think " (241 ).
One striking aspect of Cummings' account of his experiences is that despite

52

Spring 18

•

the terrible treatment he received at the hands of the French government,
his affection for France remains intact, both in The Enormous Room and in
his later work. It is clear that while the book is against war, pig-headed
authorities, and oppressive governments, it is not anti-French.
The influence of French aesthetics is also evident in Cummings' poetry.
His use of surreal imagery and his experimental mode of presentation on
the page suggest the influence of Dadaism, the absurd, and the cross-genre
efforts of French Modernists. Cummings' original 1922 volume of Tulips
& Chimneys offers excellent examples of the Parisian influence on his poetry. The sections "Impressions" and "Post Impressions" offer some of the
most direct reflections of this influence. The poem "the sky a silver" from
the former section describes the nuances of a spring rain in a musical, impressionistic fashion. Kennedy compares the poem to "a Debussy
'Impression' for the piano" (235). The poem's surreal and synesthetic imagery and inventive spacing, line breaks, and punctuation demonstrate this
influence:
the sky a silver
dissonance by the correct
fingers of April
resolved
into a
clutter of trite jewels
now like a moth with stumbling
wings flutters and flops along the
grass collides with trees and
houses and finally,
butts into the river

(CP 60)

The image of the rain transforms several times in short order, from "silver
dissonance," to "fingers of April," and then to "a clutter of trite jewels" in
six lines. The rain resolves into the extended metaphor of "a moth with
stumbling wings" for the remaining five lines. These images correct and
resolve as music or like a collage, cascading like the moth that stumbles
and collides until it reaches the river. The line breaks, with short lines that
Fall 2011
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end sometimes in counterpoint to the phrases , sometimes resolved with the
phrases, give the poem both a visual and musical flow . Similarly , the extra
line-space between the words "resolved " and " into," as well as the line
spaces between lines five and six and line seven suggest changes in tempo
and movement , especially that of the "stumbling " moth .
The poem "SNO " from the Post Impressions section demonstrates a
similar visual impressionistic musicality. The poem's imagery is surreal,
synesthetic , and impressionistic . The poem employs a variety of unconven tional visual cues : capitalizations and lack thereof , unusual punctuation and
spacing of words , unusual line breaks and line spacing , and the unconventional, though phonetic , spelling of snow . All of these cues can be read as
having both a concern for poetic content and visual aesthetics , and also
representing a type of aural notation . Even the poem ' s first line invites us to
listen:
SNO
a white idea(Listen
drenches :earth ' s ugly)mind .
,Rinsing with exact death
the annual brain
clotted with loosely voices
look
look.

Skilfully

.fingered by(a parenthesis
the)pond on whoseswooning edge
black trees think
(hear little knives of flower
stropping sofa .

Thick silence)

blacktreesthink
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tiny,angels sharpen:themselves
(on
air)
don't speak
A white idea,
drenching.

earth's brain detaches

clottingsand from a a nnual(ugliness
of)rinsed mind slowly:
from!the:A wending putrescence. a.of,loosely

;voices

(CP113)

The line breaks, spaces, and enjambments create physical white space on
the page-textual snow-and also suggest pacing and tempo, such as the
separation of "sof' and "a" in sofa and the separation of the "a" from
"nnual" in annual. Line breaks where phrases are cut in two, and as in
"voices I look" and "Skilfully/ / fingered" (lines 5-8), create physical space
in the words and phrases and suggest pauses and pacing, as well as offer
additional interpretation of the phrases' meanings. Lines with words separated only by punctuation suggest pauses of varying length, as well as suggest the tone and volume of the words they precede and follow. Likewise,
words run together, such as "whoseswooning" and "blacktreesthink," render the dense stillness of the woods. The repetition of words and phrases
with variation is like a variation in a musical refrain.
The visual, painterly component to Cummings' poetry is undeniable,
and it is readily evident in most of his writing, just as there is a poetic quality and movement in his paintings. Early in his career, Cummings saw himself as a painter first and a poet second. Clearly, he gave considerable attention to the visual representation of his poetry in a way no other poet had
done prior to him. Poems such as "dim" (CP 696) and "l(a" (CP 673) are
unmatched even today in the inventiveness of their visual representation. It
is also clear that Cummings' vision of "The New Art" and its practitioners
aimed to break down the boundaries of not only traditional aesthetic rules
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and expectations, but also to break down the barriers between art forms:
poetry , visual art, music , dance . The Ballets Russes' Parade, with the combined genius of Satie, Cocteau , and Picasso, was exactly the sort of revolutionary genre- and media-defying art that Cummings aspired to create. Just
as his paintings are filled with color , movement , and humor , so is his writing filled with image, lyric, movement , and cadence . Cummings ' use of
punctuation , line breaks and spacing , and word placement and enjambment ,
can be seen as aural cues as well as visual cues .
There has been ongoing discussion in the last thirty years over the status
of E. E. Cummings' poetry and place in the literary canon. Even though
there is a growing body of criticism that argues for a more sophisticated
consideration of Cummings ' poetry , there is still a pervasive attitude that
Cummings is a notable minor modernist poet at best. The seventh edition of
The Norton Anthology of American Literature, Vol. D, describes Cummings as an author "of a particularly agreeable kind of modernist poetry "
who was "less ambitious in his attempts to reshape poetry than Stein, Eliot,
Pound, Stevens, or Williams" (Baym , et al. 1807-08) . The seventh edition
shows some reassessment of Cummings from earlier editions , stating that
"there is always humor in his poetry , and his outrage at cruelty and exploitation is balanced with gusto and celebration of the body " ( 1808), whereas
the fourth edition goes so far as to apologize for this " less ambitious style"
by offering that " if his poetry was simpler in thought and technique than
the major Modernists of his day, it compensated by a gusto and humor that
they often lacked" (Baym , et al. 1449). Such an assessment fails to consider
the avant-garde , cross-genre influences at play in Cummin1;s' poetry . Visual art and music, and especially Surrealism and Dadaism and its main
European practitioners , inform Cummings' wit and experimentation . As
Norman Friedman asserts in "Cummings ' Uneasy Mask and the Divided
Audience ," it may be difficult for us now to realize that in the 1920s and
'30s "Cummings was deemed to be .. . among the foremost of avant-garde
and experimental writers and artists" (85) . It was only later , when definitions of Modernism shifted , that Cummings ' reputation changed: " if
' modernism ' is defined as Pound and Eliot, the mythic method , and objectivism , then Cummings may not be seen as one of the modernists" (Wasserman 160).
Ironically, these very things that make Cummings ' poetry exceptional
and distinct from the high modernist poets, as well as make his poems exceptional representations of European Modernism , are the very things that
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have marked him as a minor, marginally modernist poet. The introduction
to Cummings in the fourth edition of the Norton continues , saying that his
poetry is "distinguished by clever formal innovation" through experimentation with "punctuation, line breaks, hyphenation . . . verse shapes," and
through writing poems "without beginnings or endings, consisting of fragmentary lines" (1478). These descriptions of Cummings ' s poetry not only
echo most definitions of Modernism and modernist poetry, but they also
sound very similar to descriptions of the poetry and theory of the high
Modernists. The Harper Handbook to Literature defmes Modernism as a
stance in which:
art became subject to change in every way, that the content ,
forms, and techniques inherited from the nineteenth century existed to be challenged, broken apart, and reformed. Life was
viewed as_ incoherent , experience was fragmented , and reality a
matter of perception. . . . Both poets and prose writers fragmented their themes, their images , and their narrative. Many
extended their experimentation to the structure of language itself.
(Frye 301)
Sanford Schwartz , in The Matrix of Modernism , adds to this definition the
distinguishing features of "abrupt juxtaposition, irony, paradox , and the
like" (3). Pound's and the other Imagist poets ' use of the most precise word
from common speech and William Carlos Williams ' articulation that poetry
should present "no ideas but in things" are very similar to the stance ascribed to Cummings. Likewise , Eliot ' s concept of a "new compound"
which creates "new combinations" ("Tradition " 54-55), or Wallace Stevens' "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction" that identifies art as the only true
medium through which to interpret "reality," is not so different in kind to
themes and ideas in Cummings's poetry . The formal, thematic, and crossgenre experimentation of Stein in such works as Tender Buttons is also not
entirely unlike Cummings' experimentation .
Cummings ' vision of the New Art was of a Modernism that was "a
widespread and inclusive phenomenon, stretching across painting, sculpture, architecture, the stage, literature, and music" (Wasserman 156). Performances like the Ballets Russes' Parade with the collaboration of Satie,
Cocteau, and Picasso exemplified his vision of this New Art. Erik Satie was
a particularly good example of such an artist , being an essayist , calligraFall 2011
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pher, and sketch artist in addition to a musician and composer , as well as
being a larger-than-life celebrity figure , the avant-garde "Velvet Gentleman" who influenced fashion and popular culture as well as art. In many
ways, the formal aspects of Cummings' poems are not unlike Satie's impressionistic , spare , and repetitive "gymnopedies ." To ignore the influence
of composers like Satie on Cummings , composers whose work he admired ,
is to limit the scope of our understanding of Cummings ' vision . Cummings
embodied the notion of the artist , the fait eur who made art that defied genre
and classification. He wrote prose works with surreal images and absurdist
scenes , he painted vibrant , imagistic figures , and wrote poetry with astonishing surreal images, and with revolutionary form that added meaning
through creative use of punctuation for visual and auditory representation
on the page. Perhaps Cummings ' value has not been accurately assessed
because he is judged based on genre-specific ideals, an idea that stands in
direct opposition to what most modernist artists had envisioned . Perhaps
the study of Cummings and the modernist movement needs to be recon sidered in terms of viewing its main practitioners as faiteurs , makers of things ,
rather than as poets , fiction writers , painters, and the like. If such a revision
were made of the modernist movement , Cummings would be at its center
as a true Modernist Faiteur.

- Kentucky State University
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