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            Probably no great woman ever so successfully concealed herself by elaborate trappings.
                  The poetical Miss Lowell reminds me occasionally of  a whole-hearted and beautiful
                  dowager who, afraid that her own person  will fail to charm, hedges herself about
                  with silks and satins, perfumes, flowers, jewels, and clanking metals, until she seems
                  a veritable museum of objets d’art, and the real woman beneath, fine and true as she
                  is, becomes discernible only to those who are patient enough to look and to wait.


            
            —John Farrar, ed., The Literary Spotlight, 1924

            

            
            She had opportunities of being herself, of being sincere, that are not really given
                  to many.

—John Drinkwater, Amy Lowell Memorial Meeting

            held at Keats House, April 15, 1926

            

            
            The one time I dined at the Brookline estate, I felt as if I were in audience with
                  a later Roman emperor—possibly Nero fiddling among the flames.  And yet, I learned
                  to know her a little more closely, perhaps more accurately.  In unguarded moments,
                  she seemed an immensely feminine person, not without innocence and wistfulness, and
                  I decided—if one can ever decide anything—that her abnormal ambition and industry
                  had obscured her true character.  The role she played for the world was masculine,
                  valiant, combative—and the inner being, private, lonely, susceptible to human fragility.


            
            —Alfred Kreymborg, One Singing Strength:

            An Outline of American Poetry, 1929

            

            
            Somewhere within that face and form so closely resembling Holbein’s Henry VIII was
                  hidden a heart that the world and the critics missed.


            
            —Ferris Greenslet, Under the Bridge: An Autobiography, 1943

            

            
         

         
      

   
      Author’s Note

      
      
      

      After many years of writing literary biography, I have come to the conclusion that
         the only viable way to keep a narrative going is through a selective discussion of
         a writer’s work. Summaries of reviews and even of the contents and structures of literary
         works usually arrive dead on the page. Amy Lowell, a great but uneven poet, has been
         badly served by previous biographies that have judged her by the totality of her work.
         I have dispensed here with the trappings of literary biography and concentrated on
         her best work—and even then only on crucial poems that advance my narrative and show
         off her genius to best effect.
      

      
      Although I have read everything in Lowell’s huge archive at the Houghton Library of
         Harvard University, I have sometimes footnoted instances where the texts I quote are
         available in secondary sources.[1]   A shorter version of my introduction was previously published in the New Criterion, and some passages from my Amy Lowell Among Her Contemporaries have been adapted for this biography.[2]   My earlier book about Lowell deals extensively with many of the major figures in
         Lowell’s life (Ezra Pound, John Gould Fletcher, D. H. Lawrence, Robert Frost, and
         Florence Ayscough), as well as with the significant memoirs by her friends, so I present
         material concerning these personages here in briefer form.
      

      
      
         1. Unless otherwise noted, the letters, diaries, and memoirs cited in this biography
               are in the Amy Lowell collection at Houghton Library, Harvard University.

         2. (New York: iUniverse, 2008).
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      Introduction

      
         
         The Absence of Amy Lowell

         
      

      
      When Amy Lowell died in 1925 at the age of fifty-one, she was at the height of her
         fame. Her two-volume biography of John Keats, published in the last year of her life,
         had been greeted in this country with almost universal acclaim. She was the premier
         platform performer among her generation of poets. 
      

      
       In 1926, Lowell’s posthumous volume of verse, What’s O’Clock, was awarded a Pulitzer Prize. She had remained in the public eye ever since the
         publication of her second book, Sword Blades and Poppy Seed (1914). She had wrested the imagist movement away from Ezra Pound, producing three
         best-selling anthologies of imagist verse even as she published a book of her own
         poetry nearly every year. Pound retaliated, calling her appropriation “Amygism.” 
      

      
       The pugnacious Lowell dominated the poetry scene in every sense, supporting avant
         garde journals like Poetry and the Little Review, and publishing pronouncements about the “new poetry.” Standing only five feet tall
         and weighing as much as 250 pounds, she made good copy. The sister of Harvard’s president,
         she smoked cigars and cursed. Her forays to New York City to see publishers, columnists,
         book collectors, and friends, started with an 
      

      
         

         
          Assyrian descent

         
          Upon the Hotel Belmont, terrifying


         
          The humdrum hostelry to a wondrous fever

         
          Of preparation for the potentate

      

      

      
      who demanded that the mirrors in her lavish suite be covered in black, the clocks
         silenced, the dinner service always accompanied by pitcher after pitcher of ice water,
         and that her bed linen and pillows be puffed up like “fatted geese.”[1]   Only then would the world stand to attention on Amy Lowell time.
      

      
       She lived on the family estate in Brookline, Massachusetts, where her seven rambunctious
         sheepdogs terrorized her guests. She wore a pince nez that made her look like Theodore
         Roosevelt. She was even known to say “Bully!” Visiting guests felt they were appearing
         for an audience with the St. Paul of the New Poetry, the “Prima Donna of poets,” the
         “Queen of Cappadocia”—to name just three of the epithets Joseph Auslander, a fellow
         poet, applies to her in his rollicking poem, “Letter to Amy Lowell.” She would descend
         upon her company, walking down superb stairs as her guests rose to greet her. “Glittering
         with delight,” her “blue eyes dancing,” she commanded the table like a “Behemoth”
         over the “terrified little poets / Gaping and gasping” at her table. She spoke in
         phrases reminiscent of her prismatic poetry, Auslander recalled. Her words “coiled
         up like lightning” in the “pure thunder of thought.”[2]  
      

      
       Lowell traveled in her maroon Pierce Arrow, which she shipped to England in 1914
         when she decided to look up Pound and seize her piece of the poetry action in London.
         Pound wanted her monetary support but scorned her verse. When she chose not to play
         by his rules, he mocked her, parading around a party she was hosting with a tin bathtub
         on his head—his way of ridiculing her bath poem, written in her patented polyphonic
         prose: 
      

      
         

         
         Little spots of sunshine lie on the surface of the water and dance, dance, and their
            reflections wobble deliciously over the ceiling; a stir of my finger sets them whirring,
            reeling. I move a foot, and the planes of light in the water jar. I lie back and laugh,
            and let the green-white water, the sun-flawed beryl water, flow over me. The day is
            almost too bright to bear, the green water covers me from the too bright day. I will
            lie here awhile and play with the water and the sun spots.
         

      

      
      Reading this dithyramb to the Poetry Society of America, Lowell caused an uproar.
         This was not poetry at all, the conservative membership protested. Another account
         of this episode mentions titters, as society members envisioned the elephantine poet
         at her ablutions—or rather her profanation of what a dignified poet ought to perform.
         
      

      
       Critic Mary E. Galvin observes that the poem “begins and ends with a reference to
         the scent of ‘tulips and narcissus in the air,’” suggesting a “level of self-love
         that is deemed inappropriate for a presumably celibate (and dejected) spinster.” “Such
         love and erotic awareness of a woman for herself” overturns the “carefully constructed
         self-loathing central to the misogynist worldview.”[3]  
      

      
       Lowell went on lecture tours the way rock bands roll from city to city today—with
         an entourage, a suite at the best hotel, and a gathering of reporters awaiting her
         latest outrage. On the lecture platform, she would read a poem and then pause, looking
         out at her audience, demanding, “Well, hiss or applaud! But do something!” Almost
         always she got an ovation—and some hisses. At receptions and dinner parties, she was
         carefully watched. When would she light up? She seldom disappointed, although her
         favored stogie was, in fact, a small brown panatela and not the big black cigar featured
         in the more sensational reports.[4]   
      

      
       Other women poets—chiefly Elinor Wylie and Edna St. Vincent Millay—also commanded
         press attention, but none had Amy Lowell’s authority. Publishers deferred to her contractual
         terms. D. H. Lawrence, Richard Aldington, H.D., and others depended on her largesse
         and her business sense. She was Poetry, Inc. Today she would be, of course, Poetry.com.
         T. S. Eliot called her the “demon saleswoman” of modern poetry. Academic critics such
         as John Livingston Lowes deemed her one of the masters of the sensuous image in English
         poetry.[5]   She helped make the reputations of Edwin Arlington Robinson and Robert Frost. 
      

      
       Of course, Lowell had her detractors, but their views were rarely reflected in reviews
         of her books. As Norman Mailer said of Marilyn Monroe, Lowell had crashed through
         a publicity barrier, meaning that no matter what kind of press she got, it all accrued
         to her benefit. Although she came from a wealthy and staunchly capitalist family and
         called herself “the last of the barons,” it was not her prosperity but her poetics
         that captured the public imagination. She stood for free verse, or what she called
         “cadenced verse.” Although she would produce sonnets and other sorts of poems with
         rhyme schemes, she was celebrated for lines of uneven length, a bold, informal voice,
         and bright, colorful, sensory imagery. Lowell was all surface, her grumbling dissenters
         alleged, but she always seemed to carry the day by switching modes—from grand historical
         narratives, to hokkus, to lyrics, to polyphonic prose, to books about contemporary
         poetry that read as though she had just left the lecture platform to address you,
         the common reader. 
      

      
       It is not surprising, then, that her enemies—never able to get much traction during
         her lifetime—should pounce just as soon as the energetic Lowell dropped dead from
         a stroke. The urge to cut this incubus down to size was irresistible. Clement Wood,
         a poet and critic who had feuded with Lowell, was first up in 1926, producing a biography
         systematically dismantling Lowell’s reputation as a poet and critic.[6]   Lowell had been prolific and prolix, producing in a fifteen-year span an immense
         and uneven variety of verse and prose that made her an easy target for tendentious
         criticism. Wood’s verdict, in short, is that Lowell was no poet at all. He skirts
         her lesbianism with references to the “Sapphic fragments” of a “singer of Lesbos.”
         He employs what he called the “new psychology” to suggest her work was wish fulfillment,
         the product of a desire to be accepted. Lowell’s need was pathological, Wood implies,
         because of her obesity—a word he never uses, referring instead to her “immense physique.”
         Wood favors sarcasm, concluding, “All the Harvard pundits and all the claquing men
         can’t set Miss Lowell on a pedestal again.” He was chaffing John Livingston Lowes,
         chair of Harvard’s English department, and countless critics who had reviewed Lowell’s
         writing positively. 
      

      
       Lowell’s next biographer, S. Foster Damon, produced a monumental biography in 1935,
         noting that Wood’s snide attack had not been widely reviewed or credited, but the
         damage had been done—in part because Wood had played off the epithets of critics like
         Witter Byner, who dubbed Lowell the “hippopoetess,” a term Ezra Pound also took up
         as a way of conflating the person with the poet. Damon, a member of Lowell’s inner
         circle, restored her dignity by detailing her heroic dedication to her writing and
         to the cause of poetry, but he also unwittingly played Wood’s hand by emphasizing
         the “triumph of the spirit over the tragedy of the body.”[7]   Poetry, in other words, is what Lowell could do instead of living a full, “normal”
         life. Damon meant his words as a tribute, but because he did not tell the complete
         story of Lowell’s love life and her working days, he could not recover for readers
         the complete human being.
      

      
       Damon’s plight raises two issues that plague Lowell biography. Lowell’s lover and
         constant companion, Ada Dwyer Russell, destroyed their letters at Lowell’s request.[8]   Equally unfortunate was Lowell’s directive to her secretaries that they destroy
         the drafts of her work each day. Damon could have partly rectified this enormous loss
         had he candidly described the intimacy between “Peter” (Lowell’s nickname for Ada)
         and the poet.[9]   But Russell, who had worked closely with the poet, was also Lowell’s executor and
         resisted all requests to tell the story of her relationship with Lowell, thus depriving
         readers not only of a love story but of an insight into the poetic process. 
      

      
       Damon’s reticence made it all too easy for Wood’s virulent version of Lowell to metastasize
         in Horace Gregory’s hostile Amy Lowell: Portrait of the Poet in Her Time (1958). Employing Wood’s vulgar Freudianism, Gregory sketches a portrait of a masculinized
         woman who used her bulk as a defense against a hurtful world. Gregory seemed to have
         no idea that Russell and Lowell had been lovers, although the evidence was rather
         plain to see, eventually emerging in Jean Gould’s Amy: The World of Amy Lowell and the Imagist Movement (1975). Relying on critics such as Glenn Richard Ruihley—who published in 1957 an
         edition of Lowell’s poetry that emphasizes her stunning love poetry—as well as on
         fresh interviews with Lowell’s surviving family and friends, Gould began the work
         of restoring the person and poet to her full humanity and range. But Gould was unwilling
         to confront the implications of Lowell’s subtler poems, in which she carefully disrobed
         for the world. Gould balked at going “half-way with poets” and feeling “the thing
         you’re out to find,” as Lowell wrote in one of her last poems.[10]   Gould quotes but does not explore the subtext of her subject’s passionate poetry.
         
      

      
       Enter C. David Heymann with American Aristocracy: The Lives and Times of James Russell, Amy, and Robert Lowell (1980), determined to drag Lowell back to Gregory’s procrustean bed. Heymann cut
         and pasted the work of Lowell’s previous biographers, quoted a few published memoirs,
         and delivered a breezy reprise of the standard brief against Amy Lowell, beginning
         with Louis Untermeyer’s devastating verdict: “Amy Lowell had a genius for everything
         except the thing she wanted most: permanence as a poet.” Heymann pictures Lowell as
         “naive, unknowing, and innocent,” pronouncing her brashness a cover for a “gigantic
         inferiority complex” and a “troubled psyche.” He delivers his judgments with ex cathedra
         certainty: “The need to make a kind of technicolor charade of her life was one way
         of making up for its essential emptiness.”[11]   But Lowell seemed remarkably well adjusted, adroitly negotiating both the high
         society world of her family and the rarified precincts of poets. It is odd that her
         aplomb should so often be mistaken for ingenuousness, as if she did not know enough
         to be embarrassed by her bulk and her fortune. To be sure, she had her share of self-doubt,
         but I cannot help but think her air of self-containment nettled those like Pound and
         Eliot who could find no place for her in the narrative of modernism. Better to think
         of her as an amateur, a lady poet, and a clubwoman. Hence Heymann guywires her to
         “Miss Lowell” and “Amy,” whereas Pound is never Ezra and Untermeyer is never Mr. Untermeyer.[12]   
      

      
       Heymann declares that Lowell’s erotic poems are “androgynous,” born of a close friendship
         with Ada Russell that was not “necessarily sexual in nature.”[13]   Why is he so wary of discussing Lowell’s sexuality, when he is so confident about
         other aspects of her inner life? It seems that he cannot resist joining a long line
         of male critics who could not envision the body of Amy Lowell in the act of love.
         Although she did sometimes express anguish and even disgust about her figure (“Look
         at me,” she once said, “I’m a disease”),[14]   Lowell wrote poetry that celebrates the bodies of herself, her lover, and other
         women. Indeed, she often lectured about Whitman and shared his amative nature. Far
         from suffering from some void in her life, Lowell positively embraced her sexuality.
         To one of her friends, Lowell said in a boastful, lusty way, “[Ada] and I hunt in
         couples as far as engagements are concerned.”[15]   Ada had her own role to play, sometimes as “Mrs. Russell,” a character who appears
         in Lowell’s letters as confidant and overseer. Signing off on one of her letters,
         Lowell says, “Mrs. Russell sends her love to both you and Mrs. Newton, in which sentiment
         I join with, if possible, even more fervor. Mrs. Russell ejaculates from the corner
         of the room, ‘Impossible!’”[16]  
      

      
       Modernists like William Carlos Williams could not abide a poet like Lowell, a conservative
         who refused to apologize for her wealth. Like Pound, he wrote her letters telling
         her off while asking her for money. Heymann thought it odd that Lowell did not make
         common cause with feminists, given her own “liberated” relationship with Ada Dwyer.
         He did not see that he has contradicted himself, providing Lowell with an erotic experience
         he had previously denied her—it was just another indication of his unwillingness to
         see the person and the poet. 
      

      
       Critics like Lillian Faderman and Melissa Bradshaw, and poets like Honor Moore, who
         edited Amy Lowell: Selected Poems (Library of America, 2004), have since become attuned to Lowell’s bold eroticism,
         a force that beautifully binds the physical and spiritual, as in these lines from
         “Absence,” Lowell’s love poem to Ada Russell: 
      

      
         

         
          My cup is empty to-night. 

         
          Cold and dry are its sides . . .

         
          But the cup of the heart is still. 

         
          And cold, and empty. 

         
          When you come it brims 

         
          Red and trembling with blood. 

         
          Heart’s blood for your drinking; 

         
          To fill your mouth with love 

         
          And the bitter-sweet taste of a soul. 

      

      

      
      These were the lines D. H. Lawrence extolled when he expressed his affinity with Lowell,
         which Lowell herself acknowledged when she quoted back to him his praise for her “insistence
         on things. My things are always, to my mind, more than themselves.”[17]   She begins with a cup that is always a cup, but is also her heart and then her
         mouth, just as her lover’s coming is both a return and a climax. The literal, the
         sexual, and the symbolic merge. 
      

      
       Of even greater importance, however, are poems like “The Onlooker” (first published
         in the Saturday Review of Literature, February 1925), which fuses the personal with the historical, espying in an erotic
         encounter the fate of a civilization: 
      

      
         

         
          Suppose I plant you 

         
          Like wide-eyed Helen 

         
          On the battlements 

         
          Of weary Troy, 

         
          Clutching the parapet with desperate hands. 

         
          She, too, gazes at a battlefield 

         
          Where bright vermillion plumes and metal whiteness 

         
          Shock and sparkle and go down with groans. 

         
          Her glances strike the rocking battle. 

         
          Again—again— 

         
          Recoiling from it 

         
          Like baffled spear-heads fallen from a brazen shield. 

         
          The ancients at her elbow counsel patience 

         
          and contingencies; 

         
          Such to a woman stretched upon a bed of battle. 

         
          Who bargained for this only in the whispering arras 

         
          Enclosed about a midnight of enchantment. 

      

      
      This Amy Lowell, in her reverie over a historic moment, is akin to Constantine Cavafy
         or Zbigniew Herbert, and the conceit that she was no poet seems perverse, part of
         a master narrative that ought to be annihilated once and for all. 
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      Chapter 1

      Out of the Brood
 (1874–1912)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      
         
         To think you like “The Bather” is a surprise and satisfaction to me. When any of my
            relations really like my work (brothers and sisters excepted) it is a great satisfaction,
            for as you say those of us Lowells who are pagan are a little bit out of the brood.
         


         
         —Amy Lowell to Guy Lowell, August 18, 1917

      

      
      In 1884, when Amy Lowell was nine, her older brother Percival returned from Japan
         for a visit home. He brought with him his seventeen-year-old secretary, Tsunejiro
         Miyaoka. The precocious Amy immediately leaped into Miyaoka’s lap, pulled his hair,
         and ignored the protests of her scolding mother. Amy had a habit of embarrassing her
         parents. “I was a fool as usual. Papa evidently thought so,” she noted in an early diary.
      

      
      Miyaoka, too, had found a playmate, and he never seemed to tire of entertaining his
         employer’s sister. As the baby of the family, with grown brothers and aging parents,
         Amy was lonely—at least at home. And Miyaoka, with his stories of forest spirits in
         medieval Japan, enthralled her. In turn, she entertained him with her versions of
         Hans Christian Anderson.[1]  He was perhaps the first adult other than Percival who really responded to her sensibility.
         Reminiscing in 1961 about a friendship with Amy, Barbara Higginson Wendall wrote that
         Amy experienced a solitary childhood with “not very understanding parents.” They tried
         to entertain their daughter by including her in games of whist. The two girls met
         on a steamer, and Wendall, watching her new friend abandon herself to the moment,
         concluded that Amy was compensating for her restrictive childhood.
      

      
      Percival’s visit home was short, and he soon left for another decade in the Far East.
         But he sent home to his beloved Amy letters written on decorated notepaper, prints,
         and other souvenirs of his travels. “Japan . . . seemed entwined with my earliest
         memory,” she wrote on January 13, 1921, to Miyaoka, who amused the forty-four-year-old
         Amy by announcing his wish to visit “the baby” again. Percival’s gifts, she confided
         to Miyaoka, made Japan “so vivid to my imagination that I cannot realize that I have
         never been there.” Indeed, Japan and America blended in her imagination, eventually
         culminating in one of her greatest poems, “Guns as Keys: And the Great Gate Swings,”
         which dramatizes the encounter of American and Japanese civilizations when Admiral
         Perry steamed into Japan in 1852.
      

      
      Tsunejiro Miyaoka was himself the product of this East/West convergence. Percival
         called him “at least half a European.”[2]  And Miyaoka’s magical appearance in Amy’s life set off in her a train of thought
         that would ultimately transform the place of poetry in American culture—and also manufacture
         an engine of animosity toward her that remains a palpable phenomenon even now.[3]  That she did not become a published poet until nearly the age of forty reflects
         her hesitation in breaking out of the secure, if staid, world of Brahmin Boston, and
         her awareness that in order to do so she would have to command the world’s attention
         in a bold new way.
      

      
      The Lowell family was synonymous with Boston Brahminism. Wealthy, usually Harvard-educated,
         Puritan and Protestant, and active in academia, trade, industry, and the literary
         life, the Lowells formed an American aristocracy, an elite that set social and political
         standards. One did not divorce without scandal. Women were adjuncts to their husband’s
         enterprises, and those who made a name for themselves as authors—like Margaret Fuller—earned
         the scorn even of fellow writers such as Nathaniel Hawthorne. The close-knit family
         structures of nineteenth-century Boston and Brookline, Massachusetts, the spheres
         of Amy Lowell’s existence, were like interlocking directorates.
      

      
      Amy’s father, Augustus Lowell, born in 1830, an 1850 Harvard graduate, and a prominent
         cotton manufacturer, married Katherine Lawrence in 1854. Her family was nearly as
         old and established as the Lowells, and was also involved in cotton manufacturing.
         She hardly appears in Lowell biographies. Amy told fellow poet Archibald Macleish,
         when he was writing an article about her, that her mother had mastered seven languages[4]  and played five musical instruments, but that this frail, “soft-voiced” woman seemed
         content to function as Mrs. Augustus Lowell.[5]  Katherine suffered from Bright’s Disease (a painful ailment that attacks the kidneys
         and causes acute pain), and Amy was supervised by her governess—a woman bearing the
         formidable name of Medusa May. Amy called her Mu.[6] 
      

      
      In 1857, after Augustus and Katherine returned from a long trip to Europe, where they
         visited spas in an unsuccessful effort to cure Katherine, Augustus bought the small
         estate in Brookline that remained Amy Lowell’s home her entire life. He later named
         the family property Sevenels, because it housed seven Lowells: himself, his wife Katherine,
         their sons Percival (1855) and Abbot Lawrence (1856), their daughters, Katherine (1862),
         Elizabeth (1863), and Amy.[7]  Like his father and grandfather, Augustus loved to garden and to plan his own landscaping.
         Amy watched him get up every morning and cut roses, his favorite flowers. She claimed
         that “on one occasion . . . he cut a thousand roses in three days.” On a property
         sheltered by clipped evergreens and by natural embankments east and west, he pruned
         his shrubs and tied up his plants. To Amy, her father’s vegetal existence made him
         seem as much an inhabitant of nature as the flowers and trees he nurtured.[8]  From an early age, she shared his horticultural interests, she said, by helping
         “papa gather the seeds.”[9]  When the family estate became her sole possession, she maintained his creations
         and added to them. The garden, in fact, would become the proving grounds for her work
         as a poet.[10] 
      

      
      A man of intense energy, Augustus would rise at dawn and throw himself into activity
         with a dynamism that his daughter shared. Both father and daughter liked to be busy,
         to work—although Augustus would never be accused of the self-seeking that supposedly
         spoiled Amy’s character. For Augustus, the world had to conform to the contours of
         his inherited Puritanism, and it was precisely this fealty to the past that chafed
         Percival, his oldest son—especially since Augustus’s “strong self-assertion” repelled
         those who did not agree with him.[11] 
      

      
      Percival Lowell went abroad to become his own man. Nothing is more crucial in Amy
         Lowell’s development than her older brother’s example—certainly not the fact that
         her cousin, James Russell Lowell (1819–1891) was a poet, or that her brother Lawrence
         became president of Harvard. Although Amy Lowell often exerted the aristocratic privilege
         that came with being a Lowell, too much has been made of her background and too little
         of her efforts to transform it.[12]  To be sure, she was no rebel. But she used the resources that came with being a
         Lowell to create a world that no Lowell before her would have recognized.
      

      
      “I am the tenth generation in this country, if that is of any interest to you,” Lowell
         wrote on October 16, 1924, to poet Archibald Macleish, who was writing a biographical
         article about Lowell and her background. She was sketchy on details, admitting, “I
         am too lazy to look it up.” She neither expected nor compelled interest in her own
         genealogy. She seemed most interested in her grandfather Abbott Lawrence, who had
         been self-educated and had ensured that his daughter (Amy’s mother) received a good
         education: “I wish the same regimen had been handed out to me, it was not.” Yet Amy’s
         own diaries suggest she would have rejected any such program. Her grievance had more
         to do with her own parents, who never considered her deserving of the education lavished
         on her brothers.
      

      
      Percival sent Amy photographs of himself that showed her there was another way to
         be a Lowell. “Signs of a dandy are obvious in a light-colored silk tie and fashionable,
         Byronic low-cut collar,” observes Horace Gregory, who relays Percival’s comment in
         The Soul of the Far East that the “actions of the Japanese in everyday life were the reverse of what people
         did in Boston.”[13]  The Japanese placed beauty before bounty.[14]  Percival described an aesthetic world where the exquisite expression of the self
         reigned supreme. In 1920, in her introduction to Diaries of Court Ladies of Old Japan, Amy Lowell exulted, “And everywhere, everywhere, there is poetry. A gentleman hands
         a lady a poem on the end of his fan and she is expected to reply in kind within the
         instant.” Later Lowell would be attracted to Sappho for the same reason: Poetry on
         the Greek island of Lesbos was a daily achievement without which an individual could
         not thrive. In both the Greece of Sappho and in the courts of Japanese ladies, poetry
         was a social accomplishment and an erotic declaration. “Poems form an important part
         in the ritual of betrothal,” Lowell noted in her evocation of traditional Japan.[15]  Sappho sang her poetry at weddings and other public occasions, and Amy Lowell would
         eventually do the same, so to speak, making poetry not only part of America’s entertainment,
         a social celebration, but also part of the news that would be spread in local and
         regional newspapers that reported on Lowell as she caravanned across the American
         continent. At the same time, she would also make poetry a paying proposition that
         would benefit not only herself, but also the community of poets who followed her lead.
      

      
      Even in Europe, while on vacation with her parents in the summer of 1884, visiting
         museums in Dresden and playing in the gardens near Lake Como, ten-year-old Amy was
         reminded that the Lowells were about business: “[W]ent with papa to his bankers,”
         is a phrase that recurs in her diary. She learned early that pleasures had to be paid
         for. In “The goblins and the grocer,” she worked it out that the money had to come
         from somewhere. In Part I, Jack, the grocer, complains to his wife, Anna, about their
         lack of business and how little there is to provide for their child, Zitta. Yet the
         next day, he is surprised to find a tumbler of jelly on his shelf, and then even more
         tumblers. Soon business is thriving. How is it that these tumblers are appearing?
         he wonders. “I know,” Zitta says, “the goblins.” In Part II, it is revealed that the
         elves have resolved to “do some good here,” and that they are indeed responsible for
         the grocery store’s success. Perhaps the moral of the story is that the child knows
         riches can come from another world that business-minded adults cannot access. Amy,
         who had been sick, apparently amused herself by playing with a toy grocery store and
         making up this story. It may have been too early for her to conclude that writing
         fiction was not her gift, but it was early enough to realize she could capitalize
         on her imagination.
      

      
      Here Amy’s mother made a contribution to her daughter’s literary labors. Mrs. Lowell
         noticed that her daughter sometimes had trouble finishing her stories and began to
         ask Amy to tell them to her. The result was “Dream Drops, or Stories From Fairy Land,
         by a Dreamer,” printed in December, 1887, in an edition of 250 copies sold at a charity
         bazaar, where the book garnered $56.60.[16]  One of the tales, “Harry’s Travels in Wonderland,” describes supper in a passage
         worthy of an Imagist. One enters a “hall dressed with icicles” through an “arch of
         a single rainbow.” The meal served there includes “iced dew-drops,” “humming-birds’
         eggs,” “roasted lunar moths,” and an “angel-cake, with bottled lightning for those
         who wish for something hot to drink.”[17] 
      

      
      Amy spent hours working on her scrapbooks, on items and illustrations for her doll
         house, trying out different color schemes and furnishing her toy world with a piano,
         a banjo, a birdcage, a grandfather clock, a kitchen, cupboards, bedrooms, screens,
         a bathroom, a cook’s room, a girl’s room, a garret, a back stairs and upper hall,
         a pantry, a lower back hall, a path, croquet grounds, tennis grounds, stables, a bicycle,
         a carriage, a wheelbarrow, and a garden scene—in short, an inventory suitable for
         Downton Abbey. Don’t think she did not have an audience in mind:
      

      
         

         
         The Private Scrap-book Arranged by Amy Lowell

         
         Preface by Amy Lowell: The contents of this book are made up chiefly of scraps cut
            out of different magazines, quotations, & one or two original pieces. The compiling
            of this book has taken a good deal of time, care & property. This book will probably
            interest nobody but myself, so do not imagine naughty reader that you will like it
            because you won’t. I must now stop because the dinner bell has rung.
         

      

      

      
      The adult Amy told one inquirer about her childhood reading, “Books have always been
         to me one of the most important parts of existence, for I have always found the life
         of the imagination to be more vivid than that of reality.”
      

      
      Young Amy had certain stock questions for the children she met: “How old are you?
         What time do you go to bed? What are you reading?”[18]  The abrupt questioning of her childhood contemporaries may have derived from the
         Rollo books she extolled in a letter to Howard Willard Cook. The series deals with
         moral issues and the rule of law, for example, in a forthright way that appealed to
         Amy’s plainspoken sensibility. She rejected the brutality of Grimm for the more wholesome
         and poetic Hans Christian Anderson. Then she became an avid consumer of adventure
         stories, enjoying the Leatherstocking tales, which her father read to her, and also
         Cooper’s The Water Witch and Red Rover. At thirteen, she discovered Dickens and read nearly all of his work in a year before
         Thackeray supplanted him. But falling upon Charlotte Brontë, as Lowell put it, was
         unforgettable, and Trollope did nearly as much for her, even as her liking for the
         very different Jane Austen puzzled her. Poetry had yet to entrance her, but it would
         come upon her with a force and passion that marked an end to her childhood following
         the years between nine and fourteen, when she had devoured Sir Walter Scott.
      

      
      At fourteen, Amy joined her family on a trek west, experiencing more of her country
         than most Americans would in the days before transcontinental travel became affordable.
         The Lowells visited Niagara Falls, sailed on the Great Lakes, toured the Chicago stockyards,
         rode cable cars in Kansas City, viewed gorges and passes on their way through Las
         Vegas, Santa Fe, and Albuquerque before landing in Los Angeles, driving to the Sierra
         Madre Mountains, and then taking a stagecoach through Yosemite.
      

      
      In the same diary that she recorded these travels, Amy confided her feelings, marked
         “private private,” about girls who aroused her affection. She liked Miriam Hamlin
         “better than any other girl I know,” although Miriam was sometimes very provoking.
         
      

      
         

         
         She is the same all the time just as if you didn’t like her and she didn’t know you
            did; but get her talking and there is no end to her depths. I never got to the end
            myself but I shall persevere and perhaps I shall some time. She is a little affected
            sometimes over at the tennis ground. And she does not always obey as I always supposed
            a girl of her age should. Her crust is hard enough to break but once through there
            appears to be no end. She has a good deal of character [sic] . . .
         

      

      

      
      Then there was Mabel:

      
         

         
         Looking prettier than ever, her hair is about as long as mine, and tied back losely
            [sic] I am awfully glad she has come home. She is more fascinating than before if possible.
            I hope that she can go to school though Mrs. Cabot [said] she might not be able as
            perhaps she cannot keep up, but if I can she surely can. I like her much better than
            before in fact I love her very much indeed, she does not pay much attention to me,
            but perhaps she will like me better by and by.
         

      

      

      
      Amy dated this encounter with Katie Bowditch May 19, 1888: “I put some violets anonymously
         on her desk yesterday, but she found out who sent them & came & thanked me & said
         that I was a ‘dear little chicken.’ I wish that she would lose a boot button in school.
         I would take it and wear it round my neck.”
      

      
      If Amy did not receive the higher education her brothers benefited from, she was hardly
         deprived of much, judging by her notebooks, which include outlines of the writings
         of Oliver Goldsmith, Thomas Gray, and Robert Burns, as well as notes on Julius Caesar,
         eighteenth-century essays, and John Ruskin. She read histories of Rome, England, France,
         and Spain; she took notes on the writing of Erasmus and Thomas More. Topics for essays
         included: “inconvenience of horse-car strikes to the public, to the managers, to the
         strikers, to the families of strikers. Strikes are bad because they leave men idle.”
         She studied “rules for the semi-colon,” colon, and comma, and worked through exercises
         in capitalization and spelling. Other exercises included writing five short sentences
         and turning them into long ones. She read Herbert Spencer’s essay on the philosophy
         of style. She also began to assemble character sketches, describing her nurse, Mu,
         as “very funny and a big bore when she comes after me.” Amy enjoyed running away from
         the scolding Mu.
      

      
      Amy was not exactly lonely; she was sometimes a loner by choice. As a sixteen-year-old
         writing in her diary, she wonders, “Why are children such fools?” In her undated composition
         book, the teenage Amy answers questions that revealed self-control as her favorite
         moral characteristic; deceit as the moral failing she most disliked; Benjamin Franklin
         as the American hero she most admired; and Alfred the Great as her pick for a hero
         from another country. The man she most hated in history was Napoleon, and her favorite
         American heroine was Barbara Frietchie. The ninety-five-year-old is said to have stood
         in a Frederick, Maryland, street waving the Union flag in defiance of Stonewall Jackson’s
         invading troops, declaiming John Greenleaf Whittier’s poem. “Barbara Frietchie”:
      

      
         

         
         “Shoot, if you must, this old gray head,

         
         But spare your country’s flag,” she said.

         
         A shade of sadness, a blush of shame,

         
         Over the face of the leader came;

         
         The nobler nature within him stirred

         
         To life at that woman’s deed and word;

         
         “Who touches a hair of yon gray head

         
         Dies like a dog! March on!” he said . . .

      

      

      
      Like generations of schoolchildren brought up to memorize their Longfellow and Whittier,
         Lowell probably knew this poem by heart. When Winston Churchill arrived in Frederick,
         Maryland, in 1943, he went to where Frietchie made her famous stand and recited the
         poem from memory on the spot.
      

      
      Lowell would later take it upon herself to invent a new kind poetic history, featuring
         heroines like Napoleon’s Josephine, whom the teenage Amy identified as the woman she
         most admired from another country. Lowell understood and approved of zealous patriotism,
         and in the power of women to make a difference in history, although any form of religious
         fanaticism repelled her. Young Amy singled out Joan of Arc as the female character
         in history she most disliked. Joan was “too masculine,” Amy added, while expressing
         her grievance over Napoleon’s ill treatment of Josephine.
      

      
      Like generations of other budding writers, Amy admired Jo in Little Women and claimed Louisa May Alcott as her favorite American novelist. Alcott’s work and
         Webster’s dictionary were what Amy chose for desert island reading. Partial to eighteenth-century
         British fiction, she liked Frances Burney. She was enough of a Lowell to name her
         cousin as her favorite poet.[19]  She sounds very bookish, but she also notes that her idea of misery was not to be
         allowed to toboggan, and she joined other girls after a dance in a discussion of the
         prettiest girl they had ever seen. Amy’s candidate was her cousin, “Miss Lowell” (Lotta),
         on whom Amy had a crush. And Amy adored the theater, saying she could go every night.
         “The lights, the people, the play, everything,” she enthused in her diary.
      

      
      Amy scorned boys who made asses of themselves—even rejecting a second cousin she dismissed
         as “stupid.” Dancing lessons were good “in theory,” she allowed, but “not as nice
         in practice.” Riding school was also stupid. She hated to admit her horse frightened
         her. Memory softened this experience for Amy when she wrote on July 12, 1922, to Mrs.
         Caroline Ade Bussigny—or perhaps Amy was just doing more justice to her experience.
      

      
         

         
         How well I remember those days! And I can hear Mr. Bussigny now saying, “Trot!” and
            I can feel the impulse given me to rise toward heaven with every stop that big chestnut
            mare of yours took. I am afraid I was not a very promising pupil. I do not think I
            ever learnt to ride well. Fast trotters were my delight in after years, until the
            motors spoilt horses as pastimes [sic]. . . . I had a vision of that large, airy ring you used to have, and four or five
            of us riding round and round and round it, as we used to . . . pleasantest memories
            of those days.
         

      

      

      
      Riding horses may have been hazardous, but driving them was another matter. “I was
         practically brought up in a stable,” Lowell recalled, “since our old coachman was
         an ex-New Market jockey and knew more about horses than anybody I have ever seen,
         and my affection and love for them led me to spend all the hours that I was allowed
         out of the house in the stable . . .”[20]  
      

      
      Teenage Amy chafed at the restraints of her sex: “Wouldn’t it be delightful to be
         a man . . . no dependence, go where you please, do what you please. I can imagine
         falling in love with a man. I should like to be a man & fall in love with a woman. Oh well! What must be must be. I would be
         a man.” All the talk about being a belle and coming out bothered her: “I had much
         rather be a boy.” After watching her father go out to his club, she wrote, yet again,
         “I wish I was a man.”
      

      
      Amy may not have been easy to love. She tended to draw away. She did not like to be
         kissed. “I hate effusion,” she declared in her diary. It seemed foolish to her. “Some
         people are geese,” she said matter-of-factly. After a snowball fight in a public garden
         that made Amy feel like a child, she was chagrinned to learn that her friends had
         gone off for a walk without inviting her. “I never shall have any intimate friends.
         Ah me!” she lamented in her diary. She would settle for one very intimate friend and had hopes that one of her companions, Polly Storrow, might be
         the girl Amy could love “better than any other girl in the world & would feel so toward
         me.” But, alas, Polly, too, shied away from a “great rough masculine, strong thing
         like me,” Amy wrote.
      

      
      Amy could be wistful as well. Receiving a thank you note for flowers she had sent
         to a friend grieving over a death in the family, Amy observed, “I don’t think anybody
         (unless they knew me very well) would guess how sensitive I really am about those things.” Not yet sixteen,
         she wrote, “What I would not give to be a poet. Well day-dreams are day-dreams. I
         never shall be a poet.” If not a poet, then perhaps she could be “Miss Amy Lowell,
         the leading photographist of to-day,” she dreamed in her diary.[21]  In the main, though, she seemed to have entirely too much time to think about how
         lonely she was. She made do with reading Punch and Vanity Fair and painting her dollhouses. A new camera also offered some solace. If only she could
         lead a literary life, but it always seemed beyond her reach, although she wrote poems
         about unrequited love.
      

      
      What was it about poetry that compelled Amy’s devotion? On her father’s bookshelf,
         sixteen-year-old Amy discovered Leigh Hunt’s Imagination and Fancy, an anthology of English poetry first published in 1844. Hunt (1784–1859), an important
         journalist, critic, and friend of Shelley and Keats, defined poetry in such a grand
         way that Amy came to regard the poet’s life as the sublime height of her ambition.
         In one sentence, Hunt provided an explanation of why she had been restless, of why
         lessons, good works, profits—in short, the whole Brahmin caboodle—meant nothing without
         the universe of poetry and what Hunt called “its ends, pleasure and exaltation.” She
         had watched her father in his garden, and doing so had given her much pleasure. And
         she had been taken along on all those trips to the bank (if not a bore, certainly
         a chore). But was there a connection between the garden and commerce? And between
         those two, what could Amy look forward to? Then she read Hunt’s answer: “Poetry stands
         between nature and convention, keeping alive among us the enjoyment of the external
         and spiritual world.” Poetry, Hunt elaborated, is the “greatest proof to man of the
         pleasure to be found in all things, and of the probable riches of infinitude.” The
         meticulous and loving observation of the material universe that Lowell would later
         invest in her poems originates in Hunt’s belief that through poetry the poet took
         possession of the world. The poet’s passion for truth and beauty, which would lead
         Lowell to write a biography of John Keats,[22]  was also, Hunt argued, a “passion for power, because power is impression triumphant,
         whether over the poet, as desired by himself, or over the reader, as affected by the
         poet.” Hunt expatiated on collaboration between poet and reader that Lowell would
         make palpable in her public performances.
      

      
      But at sixteen now in her final year of schooling, Amy hardly knew how she could begin
         to write so as to impress the world. By her own account, she wrote no poetry between
         the ages of sixteen and twenty-eight, years that she presented as a blank in so far
         as her writing was concerned.[23]  She could not conceive of an audience for her writing—that would come later. To
         whom could she confide her literary ambition, when her contemporaries hardly noticed
         her, and she herself did not feel worthy of attention? Occasionally she dared to show
         her work to an encouraging friend. “You were one of the first people who told me that
         I could write,” Amy reminisced by letter to Annie Payson Call on January 22, 1920.
         “I wonder if you remember that exceedingly bad short story that I perpetrated in my
         effort to follow your suggestion, but neither you nor I had the slightest idea that
         my writing was to be poetry.”
      

      
      The teenaged Amy, whatever her doubts about herself, still made a vivid impression.
         In a letter to the Boston Transcript, published after Lowell’s death, Arthur A. Shurcliff remembered her dramatic appearances
         during lectures at the Lowell Institute when
      

      
         

         
         a minute of suspense always occurred between the closing of the matter-of-fact side
            doors which barred out late comers, and the opening of the mysterious screened center
            door which gave entrance for the speaker of the evening. During that minute of suspense
            . . . a plump little fresh-cheeked girl . . . slipped into the hall an instant before
            the eastern door closed, walking briskly along the aisle skirting the platform and
            lifting a little rope which marked the entrance to a group of reserved seats, ensconced
            herself with many a smile among elders of her family. The presence of this spark of
            youth in the audience of elderly persons occasioned no comment except among those
            who were new to the Lowell Lectures. These new comers marked the presence of one so
            young and so high spirited and became aware, as the lecture progressed, that she was
            a most attentive listener . . . in so naïve and charming a manner. That Amy Lowell
            constantly attended lectures which were meant for older minds seems little wonder
            to us to-day . . . Certainly the sprightliness with which she entered Huntington Hall
            always at a vital moment, the good nature which she seemed to radiate and her devotion
            to ideas which impressed her, were characteristic . . . [24] 
         

      

      

      
      Such descriptions do not indicate that Amy was already self-conscious about her weight.
         She hated shopping and trying on clothes. She described slim Mr. Hubbard at dancing
         school as looking like he was made out of cardboard. She wanted to hit him to see
         if he would fall over. “He & I were a contrast.” The robust Amy loved to play baseball and tennis and was good at both. When she
         fell in love with a boy, Paul Hamlin, she thought herself a fool. “I am ugly, fat,
         conspicuous, & dull; to say nothing of a very bad temper.” Paul was “walking out”
         with Mabel, and Amy continued to moon over the unresponsive Polly, while also trying
         her hand at writing a play. Amy’s mother told her frustrated daughter that if her
         temper did not improve, she would be sent to boarding school. Amy liked to think of
         herself as made of cast iron, and she always seemed to surprise herself when she realized
         how hurt she was that others did not care for her. She called herself unlovable and
         regarded herself as a freak, “a kind of half a man.”
      

      
      In anguish, she wrote to her brother Percival, then traveling in Spain. He answered
         her on March 22, 1890: “Your cri du coeur has reached me.” He amused her with descriptions
         of bullfights and antics “not strictly down in the programme.” In one instance a dog
         had strayed into the ring, creating havoc among picadors chasing the dog and dodging
         the bull. In January, he described a Venetian channel with “gorgeous dashes of color
         mirroring themselves in wavy splashes of carmine, and gold in the faintly heaving
         water,” a passage sure to appeal to a sister so sensitive to imagery. Sometimes, as
         he evokes a day on the Indian Ocean, he approaches the polyphonic prose that Amy would
         later patent: “Today blue tipped with gold; pale blue above with puffs of saffron
         yellow vaporous cloud, clear blue below.” Percival had precisely the poetic sensibility
         that Leigh Hunt had extolled. Brother was showing sister what could be made of the
         world. From Calcutta, Percival wrote on February 24, 1891: “If you will look at the
         map of India, you will see that I have fairly squirmed up it like a serpent.” Percival’s
         letters made a positive difference—at least it seemed so to him when he learned Amy
         was doing better in dancing class. A Miss Chapman informed him that Amy was “budding.”
      

      
       The period between 1891 and 1895, however, is largely a blank. Even Lowell’s best-informed
         biographer, Foster Damon, has little to say about this period, except that Percival’s
         books on the Far East inspired Amy’s writing projects. She decided to write a biography
         of Matthew Arnold, but then desisted, as she explained in her biography of John Keats,
         because Arnold revealed himself in his tour of America to be an “arch-snob.”[25]  It is a revealing comment. If the literary life resulted merely in producing a sense
         of one’s own superiority, there was no point to it. Percy had shown her as much in
         his generous and stimulating letters: One took the world as it was and absorbed it
         into one’s sensibility, creating a new kind of beauty, a new art. Arnold was too much
         of a moralizer—which is why Lowell turned to Keats, who was not hampered by Byron’s
         bravado, Shelley’s problematic politics, Coleridge’s inconsistencies, or Wordsworth’s
         later stuffiness. Only Blake and Keats approached the kind of pure poetry Amy wanted
         to write but could not yet compose.
      

      
       The state of Amy’s own mind—other than her frustrations with writing—is impossible
         to ascertain. How, for example, did she react to the death of her mother on April
         1, 1895? Damon reports this loss without a single comment. In Horace Gregory’s account,
         Mrs. Lowell dies without even a complete sentence devoted to her demise. Jean Gould,
         a biographer hard to trust because she does not disclose her sources, makes Amy sound
         wistful: “She wished her mother could know that she had finally mastered vocabulary
         and syntax to read French with ease.” But then Gould resorts to the rigmarole used
         by all biographers who have nothing to say: “Whatever grief Amy felt must have been
         tempered with relief that her mother was at last released from the long siege of Bright’s
         disease.”[26]  Translation: “must have” means the biographer does not know. What is certain is
         that, save for Percival, Amy felt alone.
      

      
       This was Amy’s “coming out” period, and, according to Horace Gregory, it did not
         go well. He admits that no one knows what happened, although he ventures an explanation
         anyway: Some young man attracted to Amy’s wealth courted her but backed out of his
         commitment, thus wounding her vanity.[27]  In effect, the obese Amy was unlovable, the biographer concludes, and she should
         have known as much. But she did know—and at a very young age. She had no illusions
         about her appeal, as her diaries reveal, although she yearned for a lover, who might
         at this point have been either male or female. In short, there is no evidence for
         supposing that Amy Lowell ever thought she was suited for a conventional life. Gould
         may well be right: “The suitor never existed.”[28]  Amy seems to have been a popular debutante, but she was not romantically attached
         to anyone.
      

      
      Amy would later describe herself in the years between 1895 and 1902 as depressed and
         aimless—although they may have seemed more so in retrospect after she had discovered
         her life’s work. In early 1896, she toured Europe with two female friends, stopping
         in Italy, Austria, Germany, France, Holland, and England. Venice enchanted and exhausted
         her. She loved the Tintoretto in the Accademia, which, she wrote to Anna, her brother
         Lawrence’s wife, “carries me off my feet,” and she boasted of learning to “gondle,”
         holding her own in a “booming gale” that resulted in sore muscles and blistered hands
         but also compliments. “Tita thinks I am very strong & that my perseverance is splendid.”[29]  
      

      
      By the spring of 1896, Amy returned home and was not happy. Damon attributes her downturn
         to her despair over the departed suitor and over her weight. Doctors advised what
         now looks like a lunatic idea: a trip down the Nile and a diet of tomatoes and asparagus.
         Amy would sweat off her pounds in the Egyptian heat. Accompanied by chaperon friends,
         she embarked in November of 1897, and proceeded to write dutiful letters home about
         seeing the sights, but saying nothing about her diet or state of mind. What next occurred
         is typical of a woman who would later strain every muscle to move the world in her
         direction. In this case a group of cowering Arabs refused to navigate a dahabeah (a
         light houseboat with a lateen, triangular sail) over to the island of Philae, the
         site of picturesque ruins and said to be one of the burial places of Osiris. “I took
         the dahabeah across to Philae myself,” Amy wrote over twenty years later to her disciple,
         Winifred Ellerman, better known as Bryher. “To the surprise and consternation of the
         natives, and my consequent ascendency over them for the rest of my trip. I was just
         your age at the time, and was running a party consisting of an invalid friend and
         fifteen recalcitrant natives . . . I saw Philae before the dam was built and when
         the colors were still bright on those wonderful capitals.” Bryher, the daughter of
         a shipping magnate, looked to Lowell for inspiration, and Amy’s first and most important
         lesson was to take charge of your own life—whatever your circumstances, rich or poor.[30] 
      

      
      But the Nile taught Amy another lesson after she plunged down one of Philae’s cataracts
         in another dahabeah: “I am glad I am an American, and was brought up like a boy, and
         I am glad for every single time that I have been spilt out of a carriage. There!”[31]  The unmistakable declaration of defiance, of going her own way, she associated with
         being an American, an individualist, and in this respect she resembles no one more
         than her contemporary, Theodore Roosevelt. As it happens, just as Lowell was set to
         depart Egypt for Spain, the American battleship Maine was blown up—by the Spanish, American newspapers speculated. Soon TR would be leading
         the charge up San Juan Hill, while Amy Lowell returned home in the spring of 1898,
         not yet certain what kind of world she wanted to conquer.
      

      
      The diet had been a disaster. Days were one big headache, and even the slightest sounds
         jarred her.[32]  In the winter of 1888–1889, she went off to California to recuperate on a fruit
         ranch not far from the Mexican border. It was beautiful but no more restorative than
         was another European trip undertaken in the spring of 1899; acidic tomatoes were replaced
         with generous servings of Devonshire cream.[33]  
      

      
       Then, on June 21, 1900, Amy’s father died. How she reacted to his death is again
         a mystery. Damon simply states the obvious: “[I]t was necessary for her to plan her
         own life.” She was the only one left at Sevenels. But the circumspect Damon does not
         state another obvious fact: Augustus Lowell’s death had liberated Amy Lowell.[34]  Gould reports that Amy had already begun thinking about the redesign of Sevenels
         during her father’s funeral.[35] 
      

      
      Amy capitalized on the natural drama of the approach to her domain. As her childhood
         friend, Florence Ayscough remembered, “All the way from Boston to Brookline the land
         slopes up-up-up in a steady mounting grade, ending at last in a hill upon the Southern
         slope,” the site of Sevenels. The garden was situated in a basin, “some twenty feet
         below the South lawn,” Ayscough calculated. Terraces planted with carefully trimmed
         hemlocks and flowering trees surrounded the garden with blossom from April to October.
         The other side of the house looked out on lawns bordered with magnolia and lilac,
         and what Ayscough called a “pine plantation.” A separate cutting and vegetable garden
         gave way to a fruit garden, which ran up the side of a hill, planted with apple and
         pear trees, and more vegetables. 
      

      
      But the library, in Ayscough’s opinion, is where Lowell showed her self more fully

      
         

         
         when she walked up and down before the blazing logs on that wide hearth. The drying
            of the long thin sticks of wood destined for use in the house, was almost a cult,
            and when, after a process which took three or four years to perfect, they reached
            the fireplace, the glittering blaze with its handful of sparks was wonderful to behold.
            It always seemed to affect her—and her talk sparkled as the flames sparkled. She was
            witty, intensely amusing, enthusiastic and impetuous—but there was nothing superficial
            about what she said, because her knowledge was deeply rooted, and she never, never
            made any pretense. In fact if I were asked to single out the pre-eminent characteristic
            in her very complex make-up, I should say without one moment’s hesitation, “complete,
            whole-hearted sincerity, and to any lack of this quality in other people she was absolutely
            intolerant. Pose, affectation, pretense—these met with but short shrift at her hands.[36] 
         

      

      

      
      All of Amy’s siblings had lives and residences of their own. She bought out their
         shares in the family home, and she also purchased a summer place in Dublin, New Hampshire,
         and set about being the same Amy Lowell she had always been—only more so. She became
         a member of the Brookline Education Society’s executive committee and the chairman
         of its library board. She was active in the Women’s Education Association and in other
         civic groups concerned with causes such as the “suppression of unnecessary noise.”[37]  All this was part of her real “coming out,” and her activity served her well because
         she learned a good deal about how institutions operate and how public opinion can
         be shaped. She became, in fact, the first Lowell woman to speak in public and to speak
         her mind, standing up (when no one else dared to do so) to argue for the removal of
         a school official who had become too old to do the job. Her speech carried the day.
      

      
      By the time Amy neared twenty, she had become an avid book collector and a charming,
         if dilatory, correspondent, according to Percival, who complimented her by remarking,
         “Your handwriting is becoming distinguished.” It was a remark to be taken seriously
         in an age when fine penmanship and good character went hand-in-hand. By 1902, Amy
         was collecting Keats, the Brontës, the Brownings, Shelley, Byron, Thackeray, Eliot,
         Carlyle, Ruskin, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Blake, Scott, Milton, Shakespeare, Jane Austen,
         Edgar Allan Poe, biographies of Horatio Nelson and Emma Hamilton, French literature,
         and eighteenth-century writers including Samuel Johnson, James Boswell, Edmund Burke,
         Horace Walpole, and Daniel Defoe. In other accounts of Lowell, it sometimes seems
         as though she burst on the public scene in 1914, forsaking what otherwise had been
         a quite conventional and maidenly life. But to the contrary, she spent the first decade
         of the twentieth century already on the stage, so to speak—albeit in small arenas.
         On November 17, 1903, she addressed the Tuesday Club on the subject “Does the literature
         of an age lead its thought or express it?” She drew her references from Matthew Arnold,
         Hippolyte Taine, John Dryden, and Ernest Dowson. Taine’s emphasis on the milieu in
         which literature is created informed Lowell’s argument and shows why she later believed
         so fiercely that she had to campaign for the kind of literature she loved: “Literature
         is as much effected by the surrounding conditions as any form of animal life by environment.”
         An organic connection must be made between poetry and people, and poetry had to lead
         the way: “Thought cannot be said to really exist until it is made concrete . . . put
         into words. To this extent literature leads thought,” Lowell lectured. “Once put into
         words it becomes the common coin of all minds.”
      

      
      But for almost ten years, from 1893 to 1902, Amy Lowell struggled to find her own
         voice. She was powerfully attracted to the theater, but neither her figure nor her
         voice allowed her to suppose she could make a career as an actress—although she continued
         to perform in amateur productions and took an avid interest in set design. In April,
         1893, she had seen the great Duse perform in Camille in Boston, but it was not until October, 1902, when Amy witnessed Duse’s exquisite
         acting in Gabriele D’Annunzio’s Francesca da Rimini that the actress ignited Lowell’s desire to be a poet. Duse was a modern who broke
         away from the declamatory style of the nineteenth-century stage. Her naturalistic
         technique was very much in line with Stanislavski’s emphasis on psychological realism
         and self-analysis. Duse seemed to live for her characters, and her impact penetrated
         the psyches of many women who were also invigorated by Ibsen’s complex explorations
         of women’s lives. Sara Teasdale’s tribute to Duse evokes the actress’s subtle style:
      

      
         

         
         Oh would I were the roses, that lie against her hands,

         
         The heavy burning roses she touches as she stands!

      

      

      
      A delicate touch, a simple gesture, brought the actress and her characters into intimate
         contact with her audiences. The note of devotion in Teasdale’s lines can be heard
         in many of Amy Lowell’s love poems. Lowell later wrote another poet, Eunice Tietjens,
         that Duse “revealed me to myself . . . I just knew I had got to express the sensation
         that Duse’s acting gave me, somehow.”[38]  
      

      
      Lowell’s blank verse poem commemorating the first night performance of Francesca da Rimini was first published as an apprentice work in Poetry (August 1923), and it revealed that watching Duse had opened Lowell’s heart, as the
         actress expressed the idea that art could draw forth the nobler part of the self.
         While Teasdale watched Duse’s expressive hands, Lowell marveled at how the actress’s
         face “vibrates to every thought.” Indeed, Duse appeared as a landscape of emotion,
         with “shades of feeling” crossing her face “like clouds / That trail their shadows
         over distant hills.” Duse made herself into an instrument of art. Amy Lowell, disheartened
         for nearly a decade, became intoxicated, imagining that she could transform herself
         with the performance of her own words. But she had to learn how to work that transformation
         for others in order to attract the audience that adored Duse.
      

      
      Melissa Bradshaw provides the most powerful explanation of what Duse meant to Amy
         Lowell in 1902. Lowell had seen several of Duse’s performances before—in 1893 and
         1896—and had even met the actress briefly in Philadelphia. But none of these earlier
         encounters left Amy with an overwhelming urge to dedicate herself to poetry. What
         had changed? In 1900, Duse appeared in a dramatization of her lover D’Annunzio’s novel
         about an aging diva in love with a cruel and brutal young playwright. In 1902, audiences
         attended Duse’s performances in D’Annunzio’s play to watch the actress cope with her
         public humiliation. That she triumphed—for her art, so to speak—inspired Amy 
Lowell, who could identify with Duse’s abasement and exalt in its transcendence.[39]  Duse, in short, had shown Amy Lowell how to redeem herself.[40] 
      

      
       But it was not Duse alone who brought new passion into Lowell’s life. At the same
         time, Amy had found a new love and an intimate circle of friends prepared to share
         her ambitions and her desires. A recent discovery in the papers of Robert Grovesnor
         Valentine (1871–1916) situates Lowell among a group of poets and with a female companion,
         who is unacknowledged in previous biographies and whose very existence is excluded
         from Lowell’s otherwise capacious Harvard archive.[41]  Valentine, who became President Taft’s Commissioner of Indian Affairs, has been
         described as “a classic American Renaissance man—before coming to Washington he had
         been a poetry instructor at MIT and a Wall Street bond trader, as well as an acolyte
         of Frederick Taylor, the father of modern American management theory.” Lowell may
         have met him in the company of the Palfreys, an old Brookline family.[42] 
      

      
       From 1902 to 1907, in handwritten correspondence memorializing their deepening friendship,
         Lowell lauded Valentine as a “source of great interest & inspiration to me.” Without
         his example, and that of the Palfreys, she told him, “I should never have attempted
         to write poetry myself.”[43]  She seemed, in fact, to desire support for what was still a shaky faith in her own
         vocation: “[H]owever bad one’s things may be, a readiness of expression is a great
         find. Don’t you think so?”[44]  Above all, she wanted a frank assessment of her work: “I want you to tell me exactly what you think . . .”
      

      
       Lowell accompanied this call for candor with her own unsparing critique of Valentine’s
         poetry, finding fault with his meter, metaphors, imagery, rhyme schemes, structure,
         sentimentality, and trite expressions, even as she praised his successful lines and
         sometimes suggested improvements. She commingled her likes and dislikes while apologizing
         for her outspoken opinions. She looked forward to his visits to Sevenels. In person,
         she assured him, she could better convey her appreciation of his work. Indeed, in
         these colloquies in her family home, she seems to have first developed her modus operandi:
         lavish entertainment of guests, coupled with dialogues and debates that won her friends,
         followers, and what might be called fellow travelers. Even as Americans abroad were
         establishing literary salons and coteries, Lowell was beginning the work of establishing
         her own circle on home ground. Sevenels, her venue for theatricals and concerts, would
         also become, in the next decade, the exhibition site for the new poetry.[45]  Judging by one of Lowell’s undated letters and by others in which she maintains
         her “brutal frankness,” Valentine accepted her assessments amicably—as did the Palfreys.[46] 
      

      
       Early on in this correspondence, Lowell mentions Miss Seccombe, who has “gone on
         a little vacation, so I have had to do all of her work as well as my own,” thus delaying
         Lowell’s answer to one of Valentine’s letters. What work? And what was Seccombe to
         Lowell? This first reference to Seccombe is made in a matter-of-fact manner that suggests
         Valentine was already quite familiar with her.[47]  Within a few years, Lowell’s letters give evidence of a close companionship with
         Seccombe—one that would end in disaster.
      

      
       Elizabeth “Bessie” Seccombe (1877–1915) was the daughter of a Cunard line sea captain,
         W. S. Seccombe, a well-read man who made friends with writers who sailed aboard his
         ships. He liked to quote his favorite authors, and he assembled a large library of
         literary classics, including novels and poetry, that was later inherited by one of
         his sons. The Lowell family may have befriended Bessie’s father on one of their Atlantic
         crossings. Bessie was one of eleven children in an English family that had settled
         in 1897 in Peterborough, New Hampshire, not far from Lowell’s summer home in Dublin.[48]  In his Peterborough home, Captain Seccombe put quotations from his favorite authors
         above his window frames.[49]  He is said to have greatly favored his daughters over his sons.[50]  The women in the family had strong personalities. Bessie’s handwriting, as her great-niece
         notes, is “very good and she has a very distinct way of crossing her t, always above
         the vertical stroke, never through it.” Indeed, compared to Amy Lowell’s delicate
         and occasionally indecipherable hand, Bessie’s is legible and bold.
      

      
      Bessie worked as a trained nurse, housekeeper, companion, and secretary.[51]  Perhaps she first served Amy in one or more of these capacities. By 1905, if not
         sooner, the two women were inseparable and appear together as a couple in Lowell’s
         letters to Valentine and his wife. Three years younger than Amy, Bessie, a member
         of the Boston Athenaeum, shared Amy’s cultural interests.[52]  Duse’s performance and Seccombe’s devotion, seconded by the Palfreys and Valentine,
         seem to have brought Lowell out of her nearly decade-long depression (1893–1902),
         a period still not very clearly understood, when she was in crisis, despairing over
         what to make of herself and her life. It is hard to exaggerate the sense of isolation
         she experienced in the concluding years of the nineteenth century, when women lived
         together in so-called “Boston marriages” with one another and dared not do more than
         appear in public as companions. Bessie seems to have been the first person in Lowell’s
         life to share her passions and to become the soul mate that Amy had yearned for in
         her diaries.
      

      
      Certainly no one in Lowell’s family could have provided the kind of care and understanding
         that Bessie evidently proffered. Percival visited Amy when he could, and he resided
         with Amy and Bessie in the Dublin summer home in 1905, but his life was elsewhere.
         Amy’s brother Lawrence maintained a careful distance from his flamboyant sister. Even
         though they were on cordial terms and exchanged views on many matters (as revealed
         in Lowell’s letters), his views of human sexuality were not merely conventional, they
         were downright intolerant. The appalling record of his persecution of homosexuals
         at Harvard hardly suited him to be Amy’s confidant, although whether she knew about
         the “secret court” he established in 1920 to purge the undergraduate body of a group
         of gay students has not been determined.[53] 
      

      
      Robert Valentine apparently welcomed Lowell and Seccombe into his company without
         a qualm.[54]  When he decided to marry, Lowell was anxious not to lose him and wrote to his fiancée,
         expressing a wish to be friends and praising Valentine as a “fine and noble person.”[55]  On the same day, she wrote to Robert, “You make such a good friend that I am sure
         that you will make a good husband.” Lowell missed him, now that he was working in
         Washington, DC: “I have wondered how your work was going on, and I have wanted your
         criticism on my work more than anyone else’s.” When Valentine became seriously ill,
         an alarmed Lowell cautioned him, “But you must not hurry. I have been ill too much
         and too long not to have learnt that the more trying to get well quickly often really
         retards getting well.”[56]  When Valentine resumed work, Lowell commiserated with him, “I know well the fatigue
         of going back into a real busy life after the backwater of semi-invalidism.”[57]  The Valentines welcomed Amy and Bessie, who sent gifts in both their names to the
         newlyweds.[58]  One Lowell letter to the Valentines survives in which she says “Bessie joins me
         in a great deal of love.” Included is Bessie’s postscript thanking the Valentines
         for a visit she and Amy made to the Valentines’ Washington home, and mentioning that
         she hopes they will have just as happy a Thanksgiving together “as we will.”[59] 
      

      
      After a trip to the World’s Fair in November 1904, Lowell wrote to Valentine on the
         18th expressing her “great surprise” at how fascinating the fair had made the vastness
         of America. Even though she had twice crossed the continent to California, she had
         never quite taken in the land’s diversity: “And then the crowds, hardly two people
         from the same state! All this is very confused, very chaotic, but it has left a feeling
         of grandeur; crude & rough we are, but we are also superb with elemental forces.”
         It is no wonder that Amy Lowell, an elemental force herself, should later exult in
         Carl Sandburg’s robust poetry, or that Sandburg, in his turn, would say arguing with
         Lowell was like arguing with a big blue wave.
      

      
      Still searching for a basis on which to project her ambition, Lowell came more and
         more to confide in Valentine, conveying to him the deep impression that the Life of Francis Parkman made on her: “To me the fact that he laid out a definite task for himself in his sophomore
         year, and died at the age of seventy, having lived long enough to first finish it,
         is very inspiring and impressive. Splendid to die feeling that your life work is accomplished!”
         Clearly she felt the need to drive herself to a similar destiny. In this determined
         mood she once again enjoined Valentine to point out her poetry’s “faults and it’s
         good points, unsparingly, please.”[60] 
      

      
      Amy and Bessie traveled together in the summer of 1905, sometimes with Amy’s sister’s
         family and sometimes by themselves. In February 1906, Amy and Bessie accompanied Miss
         Fanny Chapman, a sister of Amy’s favorite aunt, to Charleston, South Carolina. Nothing
         in Amy’s letters even hints at any trouble with Bessie.[61]  Lowell telephoned the Valentines from time to time and encouraged them to extend
         their stays at Sevenels. She took an interest in Robert’s work: “I feel as though
         there were some hope for the poor indians now that you have even a little say in their
         treatment.” Bessie had become such a fixture at Sevenels that Amy felt obliged to
         tell the Valentines when Bessie was spending a few nights away with her family. Lowell
         told the Valentines many times that she loved them. In speaking of those dear to her,
         she said that only love and work mattered: “It is tremendous, this life of ours, and
         the wonder of love, which makes work possible, is the greatest thing in it.”[62] 
      

      
      And then, on September 17, 1907, from Peterborough, came dreadful news from Bessie,
         in a letter addressed to “My dear Sophie & Robert.” Bessie had just returned from
         a two-month convalescent stay in England. Sick and sad, she had been too exhausted
         to write the Valentines sooner. But the “evil day” had arrived, and Bessie then blurted
         out: “I have left Amy we have not seen or written to each other for three months &
         there seems no chance for our ever meeting again she does not wish it so that ends
         it.” This unpunctuated report reads like an outpouring of despair that Bessie could
         not bear to explain to the “two dear people” who had been such a source of support
         to her. Instead, she turns to them for advice about securing employment. A doctor
         advised her not to do settlement work for at least a year. But she has to find something
         to do, or she would surely “fret myself into a grave or lunatic asylum.” She considers
         Boston “out of the question” (too close to Amy?) and living at home was unaffordable.
         She hoped that Robert could find something for her to do in DC. She wanted to be near
         them now that the “bottom had dropped out of the universe & there is no use wanting
         to live any more.” In this dark mood, a grim humor came over Bessie: “It’s a great
         pity suicide is out of fashion.” But she dispels her gloom, attributing it to seasickness
         that had confined her to bed since her landing.
      

      
      Bessie awaited their advice. What the Valentines wrote to her does not seem to have
         survived. Bessie did not succumb to despair. After her father died in 1910, she became,
         according to one account, the “mainstay of her family.”[63]  As for Amy, no explicit evidence of her reaction to the breakup survives, save for
         Bessie’s single grief-stricken sentence. However, a month after Bessie wrote her letter
         to the Valentines, Lowell wrote what appears to be her last letter to Robert, which
         begins, “It is quite impossible to tell you what comfort your letter gave me.” She
         apologizes for her behavior during an autumn visit to her and promises to do better.
         The visit had been a “failure” because she had been struggling with “conflicting forces”
         that had taken away “all my feeling of freedom & spontaneity.” To Robert’s assurance
         that her life will be a success, she replies, “I don’t know why you think so as I
         have never made a success of anything. But it does cheer me to have you believe so.”
         She urges him to come to her; a visit from him would be such a help to her, since
         “the work of reconstruction is not easy . . .”[64]  Although Lowell expressed her desire to see the Valentines again, there is no record
         of continued correspondence. Perhaps she later decided that the work of reconstruction
         also required her to sever her ties to them.
      

      
      Why Amy and Bessie parted may never be known. Lowell’s insistence on the break, suggests
         that Seccombe had been found wanting. “I quite agree with your theory of the sternness
         and sweetness of love,” Lowell wrote to Valentine on June 13, 1902. Almost any lover
         would have ultimately disappointed Lowell. This much is clear from “Madonna of the
         Evening Flowers,” a poem that elevates the beloved into an icon, an object of worship.
         What companion could continuously fulfill Lowell’s imperious yearning for a perfect
         lover, one that could not only withstand the buffeting moods of an impetuous poet,
         but stand by Amy’s side not as a mere prop, but as her own inviolable person, the
         very cynosure of the artist’s life and work. That such a paragon actually materialized
         in the figure of Ada Dwyer Russell would remain a wonder to an ever-grateful Lowell.[65] 
      

      
       But until such a nonpareil presented herself, Lowell’s life and work seemed stagnant,
         although increasingly polished. One of her first accomplished poems arose out of a
         public campaign to save the site of a sacred cultural institution. The Boston Athenaeum,
         a venerable institution that had been supported by several generations of her family
         (including a great-grandfather and grandfather who had both been presidents), was
         slated to be moved to a new location. This was a horrifying thought to Amy, who had
         spent many pleasurable hours there. As a shareholder, she advocated alterations to
         save the building and its site, and after her successful campaign, which included
         buying another share to tip the balance in a close vote of shareholders, she received
         a note from Percival. “Bravo! Bravo!,” he began, supporting her belief that it was
         important to preserve not merely the institution, but one of the landmarks of Beacon
         Street. He later wrote in the Boston Transcript, “We are learning very slowly, but we are learning, the value of association and
         historical sentiment in this country, and it is a pity to throw it away unless it
         is absolutely necessary.”[66] 
      

      
      “The Boston Athenaeum” is one of those conventional poems that Lowell would later
         regret. Its language is undistinguished, if correct in its employment of nineteenth-century
         tropes of an elevated “poetic” kind. The poet pictures herself in reverie over a gallery
         of books, “high shelved / From careless grasp of transient interest.” The best lines
         are the simplest:
      

      
         

         
         For books are more than books, they are the life,

         
         The very heart and core of ages past.[67]  
         

      

      

      
      She needs this gallery in which the “noisy city-sounds of modern life” penetrate to
         remind her that “even a poet’s divinest thought / Is coloured by the world he knows
         and sees.” The poem has a moment, when Lowell could be writing not just about the
         Athenaeum but about the role of place itself in the imagination:
      

      
         

         
         We know ourselves the richer to have sat

         
         Upon this dusty floor and dreamed our dreams.

         
         No other place to us were quite the same,

         
         No other dreams so potent in their charm,

         
         For this is ours!

      

      

      
      All along the poem refers to “we” and “us,” to suggest the complex linkages between
         books, the past, the present, the poet, and her readers that burgeon into a sense
         of history as a “long inheritance.” To move the Athenaeum would have deprived the
         modern age of something that it lacks, even as the modern age finds the building itself
         wanting. It would be a central tenet of Amy Lowell’s aesthetic that she remain rooted
         in an American place as revered as Faulkner’s “little postage stamp of native soil.”
         Her modernism would not scorn the past, even as she sought to throw off the very conventions
         that made poems like “The Boston Athenaeum” seem derivative and jejune.
      

      
      The bindings on those old books in the Athenaeum exerted an irresistible hold on Lowell.
         She was a discriminating book collector and a hard bargainer, as a letter dated February
         1, 1904, from Ernest Dressel, a New York City bookseller, demonstrates. He explains
         why he can not offer her a discount (he consulted “ruling prices” in New York and
         London), adding that she had done well by him: “It may interest you to know that you
         are one of my very good customers and as such I frequently give you your first choice.” Her Keats collection, he noted, was now worth five times what she had originally
         paid for it.[68] 
      

      
      After her foray into the public jousts over the Athenaeum, Lowell stepped up her public
         appearances, addressing the Tuesday Club on February 23, 1904, on the topic “Is the
         present High School education prejudicial to individual development.” She argued for
         a strong foundation in the liberal arts, especially literature and history, instead
         of focusing on vocational skills. She believed in required courses, even though she
         recalled that many of hers seemed to her, at the time, nugatory. It would have been
         disastrous if she had been left to her own caprices, she admitted. But she also wanted
         time devoted to play rather than just practical subjects. Above all, she believed
         the curriculum had become cluttered with too many courses that led to superficiality.
         She believed that modern education had contributed to a loss of individuality. Her
         remedy was aesthetic, clearly based on what her own father had taught her. She quoted
         one authority on education who reported, “[N]early every rural school in Prussia possesses
         a garden devoted to the use of the master where he is able to initiate his pupils
         into the mysteries of cottage gardening.”
      

      
      By 1907, Amy Lowell’s name had become associated with certain social events and causes,
         although none that presaged her career as poet. On April 6, Town and Country reported: “Boston, forgetting all merriment during Holy Week, waxed jolly as soon
         as the penitential season was over. The fun of the little season began early on Easter
         Monday morning. Society had planned with enthusiasm an ‘All Fool’s Day Festival’ at
         the Women’s Athletic Club. . . . Very amusing was the discussion of the question ‘If
         Either Sex should be Abolished, Which?’” Miss Amy Lowell was listed among those who
         “argued,” but what she said, alas, was not recorded. On May 4, Town and Country reported that Miss Amy Lowell was among the “Boston men and women of prominence who
         are moved to assist in the cause” of Mrs. Ballington Booth’s prison work.
      

      
      Not all of Lowell’s public activities were so conventional. At a party for the singer
         Lina Abarbanell (1879–1963) to celebrate Abarbanell’s appearance in the operetta The Merry Widow,[69]  the guest of honor sang the songs of courtesans at Sevenels, and Boston society
         was affronted: “Several of the guests on departing told their hostess that they would
         not have come had they guessed what the entertainment was to be. ‘And on a Sunday,
         too!’ was the unanimous chorus in all accounts of what happened.”[70]  “People are still bubbling over Amy Lowell’s shocking play,” wrote one gossip, who
         heard that for all the supposed outrage everyone was “climbing on chairs to see better.”
         Reactions to Amy’s behavior varied from calling it “crazy” to labeling it “nasty.”[71]  Abarbanell apparently visited Sevenels on several occasions, and it has been said
         that Amy had a “crush” on her.[72]  But there may have been more of a romance than previous biographers imagine, since
         they have been loath to credit Lowell with the passionate nature she so clearly evidenced
         in her poetry.
      

      
      This was the same Amy Lowell who went abroad on book collecting expeditions.[73]  In June, 1905, she called on the master of Trinity College, Cambridge, and presented
         a letter of introduction from William Everett (1839–1910), a Trinity College graduate,
         former congressman, and the master of Adams Academy in Quincy, Massachusetts: “I wish
         to present to your kindest notice my friend Miss Amy Lowell. Nothing good has been
         done in Boston for many generations that her family, immediate & collateral, has not
         helped . . .” The rest of the note is indecipherable, except for Everett’s mentioning
         that Amy wanted to examine rare books and autographs.
      

      
      Amy did not always make the most tractable of traveling companions. Barbara Higginson
         Wendall remembered that Amy never got up before noon, but she expected Barbara, fuming
         in a hotel room, to stick around until Amy was ready for an excursion. Wendall noted
         other peculiarities: Amy’s trunk packed with black cloth, pillows, thumbtacks, and
         wedges, which the poor maid used to hermetically seal up fireplaces, windows, doors—anything
         that would let in unwanted light or sound. Perhaps Amy was still suffering the aftereffects
         of her tomato-and-asparagus diet, which seemed to make her ultra-sensitive. Or it
         may just as well have been her desire for a sense of privacy, which she would maintain
         later on her speaking tours, when she always stayed in a hotel, booking the rooms
         on either side of her own. Wendall claims Lowell hired five rooms at every hotel,
         not only those adjacent to hers, but also those directly above and below.
      

      
      Then there was Amy’s preference for heavy underwear, packed by the dozen in another
         trunk. When one of those trunks broke through its netting as a crane transferred Amy’s
         effects from one ship to another, a group of Russians watched the cargo crash into
         the water and, Wendall recalled, “leaned over limp with laughter” as Amy cried, “My
         drawers, my drawers, what shall I do without my drawers.” One would want to get a
         good look at Wendell’s face when, upon arriving in Athens, “[Amy] was able to commandeer
         someone to dredge the harbor and so retrieve her trunk.” On another trip, Amy brought
         along her automobile and chauffeur, a bad driver who hit a horse-drawn vehicle, sending
         the frightened horse, according to Wendall, “running madly down the road. Amy was
         so upset she flung her purse containing many thousands of lira at the man without
         waiting to see what the damage was.”
      

      
      Wherever Amy went, she presented a spectacle. Wendall recalled going to a gambling
         room at Monte Carlo: “Everyone stared at Amy, 5 feet tall and 244 pounds next to Clementine
         Crafts, well over six feet who looked like a beanstalk.” It was also on one of these
         European tours (between 1906 and 1909) that Amy took up smoking cigars: “She would
         sit on the deck with her chair turned with its back to the railing and keep watch
         so that she did not puff smoke while other passengers were passing by.” Wendall called
         Amy a “self-centered but stimulating companion,” who in the days before 1910—that
         is before the beginning of her fame—was “much more amenable to people’s feelings and
         reactions.”
      

      
      Lowell, returned home from her trips abroad, gave more lectures based on her firsthand
         experience with manuscripts—for example, giving a talk at Littesville, Massachusetts,
         on January 24, 1906, that dealt with Jane Austen, the Brontës, John Bunyan, Frances
         Burney, Thomas Carlyle, Daniel Defoe, Charles Dickens, Benjamin Franklin, Victor Hugo,
         Edgar Allan Poe, Ralph Waldo Emerson, George Eliot, and Nathaniel Hawthorne. Besides
         including much biographical background, she confessed to a much broader concern: “Do
         you know I think there is a reason why we, here in America, care, as a nation, so
         little about reading. I think it is because we are in such a hurry that we get hold
         of the first book that comes along, and very often it is not in the least interesting.
         And we do not know quite what we want to read, and we give it up in despair.”
      

      
      Writing poetry and speaking in public about literature brought out the best in Amy
         Lowell, a sulky and solitary child no more. Between 1909 and 1912, she received twenty-two
         letters from Helen Bell (1830–1918), a friend who does not appear in any of the Lowell
         biographies. And yet Helen seems to have been passionate about Amy: “I bless you for
         your love and your deeds of love,” Helen wrote. “You dearest of Amy’s, do come and
         lunch with us on Tuesday Feb’y 2d at half past one of the clock. There is so much
         to talk about.” Such exhortations belie the portrait prevalent in other biographies
         of a lonely, overbearing, and unwanted spinster. Indeed, Lowell emerges in these letters
         as a sort of Sappho, schooling her contemporaries: “[H]ow full of grace & charm your
         poems are—If I had a voice or could recall mine from the vasty deep where it now reposes,
         how I should like to sing some of them! Only they sing themselves without my poor
         help.” And Amy Lowell was just getting started.
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      Chapter 2

       A Voice in the Land 
 (1910–1914)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      In the spring of 1910, Amy Lowell made her move. She contacted Ellery Sedgwick, editor
         of the Atlantic Monthly, her “only personal contact in publishing.” Amy had grown up in Brookline with Sedgwick’s
         wife, Mabel Cabot. When the couple married, Amy had given them “several shelves of
         morocco-bound English classics,” and she had maintained their friendship.[1]  Now she submitted three poems, “Dreams,” “A Fixed Idea,” and “A Japanese Wood Carving,”
         to the periodical. The editor raised some doubts about her technical facility, but
         he published the latter two works. Although Lowell always described Sedgwick’s tastes
         as conservative, he shared with her a growing disenchantment with late nineteenth-century
         poetry, which seemed to have stiffened into factitious poses and sentimentality.
      

      
      These three poems, included in Lowell’s first book, A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass (1912), hardly seemed groundbreaking to reviewers like Louis Untermeyer—or even to
         Lowell herself or to her biographers and critics. Especially in retrospect, the book
         reflects her novitiate. Yet on November 4, 1912, Sedgwick wrote to compliment Lowell
         on the publication of her first book and to single out her “skill in giving vivid
         expression to interesting ideas.” What had stirred his enthusiasm? The poems seem
         to contain little that would excite a conservative mind, and yet Sedgwick, looking
         at the book from the perspective of the past, concluded, “In work like this there
         is the stuff that life is made of.”
      

      
      Initially, Sedgwick had taken all three of the poems Lowell submitted, even though
         “A Japanese Wood-Carving,” seems undistinguished, with trite phrasing (“gay, sunny
         wind,” “flashing waves”) and poeticisms like “colours dim.” The half rhymes in “Dream”—“moods”
         and “woods,” for example—probably troubled him, although the passionate Lowell of
         later lyrics emerges briefly in
      

      
         

         
         When you go

         
         It is as if some sudden, dreadful blow

         
         Had severed all the strings with savage ease.

      

      

      
      This eruption of feeling, like the breakup with Elizabeth Seccombe, signals the advent
         of a modern sensibility still struggling within the conflicted, if stilted, lines
         of “A Fixed Idea”:
      

      
         

         
         You lie upon my heart as on a nest,

         
         Folded in peace, for you can never know

         
         How crushed I am with having you at rest

         
         Heavy upon my life. I love you so

         
         You bind my freedom from its rightful quest.

         
         In mercy lift your drooping wings and go.

      

      

      
      Because Lowell destroyed the drafts of her poems that might have documented dates
         of composition, what the relationship with Elizabeth Seccombe might have contributed
         to the intensity of “A Fixed Idea” cannot be determined. How curious it is, however,
         that no biographer even wondered what intimacies could have inspired the poem, and
         why in “A Fixed Idea” the lover is a crushing burden, representing a heaviness that
         the poet seeks to overcome as Lowell did by banishing the wretched Elizabeth, whose
         love, perhaps, seemed too dependent, too smothering.
      

      
      A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass, for all its faults, is a courageous effort to explore a woman’s despair and an artist’s
         sensibility, to discover just what the world outside of Lowell’s native Brookline
         made of her desire to write. The book is in a curious way a confession of failure,
         personal and aesthetic—sometimes uttered through a persona, but often through a voice
         that seems Lowell’s own. After a decade of writing mainly for herself, Lowell no longer
         shielded herself from the world at large. She wanted to know where she stood, and only through publication can a writer brave a verdict. 
      

      
      Amy Lowell was a proud and sometimes testy woman. She seemed to exude authority, calling
         herself “Mme la Baronne” in letters to Carl Engel, a musicologist she first met in
         the company of Lina Abarbanell. Lowell addressed Engel as “Monsieur le Marquis” and
         “Cher Marquis.” She treated him, by turns, affectionately and caustically, but always
         as an intimate to whom she vouchsafed her hopes and fears—never more so than when
         he was abroad:
      

      
         

         
         I want you back dreadfully, & as soon as possible. I knew that I had been fool enough
            to count on you too much, & now I am reaping the harvest which I have sown. I wonder
            why I, with all the natural appetites for love and happiness in a superlative degree,
            should have managed so badly as to carve out for myself a life made of ashes and fog.
            I envy you in Paris, I envy you anyway, if only I had your power, your talent. How
            mad you will be at my saying that! I have been collecting my poems for the book, &
            they do seem to me so bad. Barely half a dozen which I like at all. Tonight it seems
            to me that the best thing would be to put them into the fire and take to crochet,
            only of course I should even crochet badly.[2]  
         

      

      

      
      This letter was handwritten and reveals an Amy Lowell far more vulnerable than she
         was willing to disclose to most of her other correspondents. She was practically telling
         Engel he was all she had, although she wanted so much more out of life and out of
         her art.
      

      
      Lowell came as a kind of supplicant to the altar of poetry. Indeed the first poem
         of her first collection, “Before the Altar,” features a disconsolate figure who refers
         to the “gifts I have not brought.” The “poet’s dreams” have come to naught, “hopes
         turning quick to fears.” This failure of nerve is personal, with certain poems expressing
         her keen loneliness and sense of incompleteness: “[N]ever shall I be fulfilled by
         love,” the speaker of “A Fairy Tale” laments. So distraught is her mood in “The Starling,”
         she yearns “to be some other person for a day.” Many of the poems are not merely an
         expression of failure; the poems themselves are failures. It is almost as if Lowell
         sought public humiliation, a confrontation with the worst that could be said about
         her work. A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass is certainly not a work of self-delusion. 
      

      
      And yet Lowell’s first book contains pieces—if only a few—that show promise. Would
         anyone notice? Few did. The reviews were lukewarm. Even so, Lowell did not give up,
         no matter how she much she rued the “poor restless soul” that appears in “The Starling.”
         She read Harriet Monroe’s Poetry, founded in the same year that saw the publication of A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass. On September 7, 1912, she wrote to encourage Monroe, enclosing a check for a subscription
         and “a little more” for a publication that would “foster poetry” that had a hard time
         getting noticed. After the first issue, Lowell wrote again praising Monroe’s “exceedingly
         interesting” magazine, “a most cheering thing to all who care for poetry, and for
         us who are trying to make it.” She had instructed Houghton Mifflin to send Monroe
         all her forthcoming titles.[3]  
      

      
      In Poetry, Lowell discovered in Ezra Pound’s article about imagism a credo she could identify
         as her own. Again, commentators have puzzled over her declaration that she was an
         imagist, when A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass—so they claim—lacks the discipline, precise observation, and devotion to what
         William Carlos Williams later called, “no ideas but in things.” Richard Benvenuto,
         one of Lowell’s most discerning critics, wonders if these skeptics actually read Lowell
         with any care.[4]   Take, for example, “The Green Bowl.” The first three lines exemplify the cadenced
         free verse Lowell would later champion:
      

      
         

         
         This little bowl is like a mossy pool

         
         In a Spring wood, where dogtooth violets grow

         
         Nodding in chequered sunshine of the trees;

      

      

      
      The subtle rhyming of bowl and grow, the liquid sounds and the sibilance of the s’s, provide a pictorial and musical composition that unites the worlds of art and
         nature, which is what, I believe, stirred Ellery Sedgwick. The sounds of the words
         merge and confer coherence on one another. 
      

      
      In the next three lines, Lowell emerges as a modern poet adapting the formal grandeur
         of her beloved Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” to a far more relaxed musing on art’s
         extension of nature’s impact on human consciousness:
      

      
         

         
         A quiet place, still, with the sound of birds,

         
         Where, though unseen, is heard the endless song

         
         And murmur of the never resting sea.

      

      

      
      The quiet place is the bowl, which is “still,” but also the mossy pool, the remembered
         nature scene that is also part of the artist’s anticipation of seasonal change that
         is evoked in the next line (see below). The shaping of the bowl/cup becomes a sacramental
         act, a devotion to life itself in the shape of a work of art that both mimics and
         cherishes nature, even as it expresses the human defilement of what it loves:
      

      
         

         
          ‘T was winter, Roger, when you made this cup,

         
         But coming Spring guided your hand

         
         And round the edge you fashioned young green leaves,

         
         A proper chalice made to hold the shy

         
         And little flowers of the woods. And here

         
         They will forget their sad uprooting, lost

         
         In pleasure that this circle of bright leaves

         
         Should be their setting; once more they will dream

         
         They hear winds wandering through lofty trees

         
         And see the sun smiling through the leaves.

      

      

      
      If the ending seems forced and trite—shouldn’t the poet close with the “shy and little
         flowers of the woods”?—the image works, even with the word “shy,” since dogtooth violets
         do naturally bend their yellow petals toward the ground in a reticent posture. The
         rest of the poem is overstatement. The notion that art somehow compensates for nature’s
         loss seems didactic, the kind of supererogatory “moral” that nineteenth-century poets
         appended to their poems. This is to say that Lowell was only halfway to imagism,[5]   without realizing as much—or rather, she realized it as soon as she read Pound.
         He represented a new century and a bold mode of poetry she could pursue only after
         writing herself out of the old forms.
      

      
      If the predominant style of A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass was derivative of the nineteenth-century poets Lowell admired, it was also produced
         on her own terms and presented in precisely the form she conceived. She exercised
         this privilege because of the contract she negotiated with Ferris Greenslet, head
         of Houghton Mifflin.[6]   “We shall be very glad to undertake . . . publication upon the so-called commission
         arrangement, of which we spoke the other day. Under this arrangement the author pays
         the charges for the manufacture and advertising of the book, receiving in return the
         proceeds from the sales less a commission to the publisher of 15% upon the list price
         for his service in handling, storage, selling, etc.” Thus Lowell reversed the typical
         terms of an author’s contract, which had the publisher bear all the expenses, while
         the author received royalties usually amounting to something less than 15 percent
         of list price.
      

      
      Ferris Greenslet was the first of many in his trade to defer to Lowell’s dictates
         about many different aspects of book publication. “The type we have used,” he assured
         his author in the spring of 1912, “is the nearest approach we have to that in the
         first edition of ‘Lamia.’” She also insisted the book be cut to the size of Keats’s
         published works and to have labels pasted on the spines just the way it had been done
         in her predecessor’s day. “We note your criticism of the ink,” Greenslet wrote to
         her on May 29, 1912, assuring her this was used only for the rough proofs. When she
         complained about the advertising copy for her book, the publisher admitted it was
         “uninspiring” and that her own copy would be used in subsequent bulletins.
      

      
      The hardheaded and practical Amy Lowell did not suppose that her work would take the
         world by storm, but every effort had to be made to reach anyone who might already
         be an avid reader of poetry—a point Greenslet acknowledged: “I gather you have no
         illusions in regard to the possibilities of sale for poetry in this inattentive age,
         so I don’t need to dwell upon that, as is customary on these publishing occasions.
         May I say, however, that we shall undertake the publication of your book, not perfunctorily,
         but with a real liking and admiration for the quality of the work in it, and that
         we shall do what we can to embody it to your satisfaction and to give it the circulation
         that it deserves.” 
      

      
      But this fledgling poet was not relying on her publisher, or on reviewers, or family
         connections. Boston, in fact, was not big enough even for a Lowell. She had been in
         contact with Ezra Pound, the impresario of modern poetry, and was heading his way.
         On July 1, 1913, the Cunard Steamship Company acknowledged receipt of a $1,410 check
         to cover the cost of Lowell’s trip to England. On her arrival at the Berkeley Hotel
         in Piccadilly, Pound sent a note discussing various poets she might meet, including
         Yeats, H.D., and Richard Aldington. She also met John Gould Fletcher, whose work would
         have an immediate and galvanic impact upon her, and F. S. Flint, critic and poet.
         All of them—save Yeats and Pound—would eventually congregate around Lowell as their
         best hope to be heard in an age still resistant to literary modernism. As Richard
         Aldington put it in his autobiography, Pound acted like a “czar”: “[H]e had the bulge
         on us, because it was only through him that we could get our poems into Harriet Monroe’s
         Poetry, and nobody else at that time would look at them.”[7]   In due course, Lowell would show that she could serve as broker for Aldington et
         al. and get them published in Poetry and elsewhere.
      

      
      Unlike the dictatorial Pound, Lowell seemed collegial and resourceful. But it is doubtful
         that in the summer of 1913 she had anything more in mind than to seek out the company
         of congenial sensibilities who could help her mature as a poet. Aldington admits that
         he did not think much of her early poetry, but he grew to trust her judgment. She
         was also eager to be included in Pound’s anthology, Des Imagistes, and he obliged her by including “In a Garden.”
      

      
      The poem is nothing like what had gone before. It has a sensuous energy and confidence,
         evoking the gushing, gurgling, running water of a garden fountain that reflects the
         speaker’s aroused wish “for night and you.” It is an exuberantly erotic poem that
         creates a cathedral of shimmering desire in the midst of stone and granite and marble.
         To a nineteenth-century sensibility, the scene, stripped of the poeticisms of Lowell’s
         previous poetry, seems almost pornographic, if idealized: “I wanted to see you in
         the swimming-pool / White and shining in the silver-flecked water.” The next three
         lines, suspended in a sentence fragment, create the architecture of desire:
      

      
         

         
         While the moon rode over the garden

         
         High in the arch of night, 

         
         And the scene of the lilacs was heavy with stillness.

      

       

      
      The wonder, the anticipation, the sheer fantasy of swooning among lilacs (heavily
         fragrant flowers) over a lover culminates in the last line, with its dangling, climactic
         word: “Night, and the water, and you in your whiteness, / bathing!” 
      

      
      The poem seemed a piece of silly romanticism to some in Pound’s circle. They could
         not identify Lowell with this kind of passion and therefore were quick to dismiss
         it as factitious—although Allen Upward, one of Pound’s acolytes, wrote to Lowell on
         July 12, 1914, that the poem’s “notes of pure & haunting passion . . . kills most
         of the other contributions to the book [Des Imagistes], including my own.” This is the same Allen Upward that John Cournos (another Poundian)
         reported as reading “In a Garden” at a conclave of Imagists so as to “perturb and
         vex her puritanic soul” by identifying Lowell with the speaker of the poem.[8]   It is impossible to know who to trust, Upward or Cournos. But the idea that Amy
         Lowell, hardly a conventional New Englander, would be embarrassed by a burlesquing
         of the poem is unconvincing. Her robust work, no longer fixated on the departure of
         Elizabeth Seccombe, could not possibly be made to shame her.
      

      
      The poem—whatever its excesses—was not a sham. If not for Ada Dwyer Russell, “In a
         Garden” might never have been written. Russell became, as Lillian Faderman puts it,
         the muse and lover Lowell had yearned for in “A Fairy Tale,” a companion “along the
         parching highroad of the world.”[9]   The two women first met in Boston in 1909, two years after Amy Lowell had sent
         Elizabeth Seccombe away, after Russell’s performance in The Dawn of a Tomorrow. The women renewed their acquaintance in 1912, when Russell returned to play in The Deep Purple. That second encounter convinced Lowell she had found her life’s love. That Russell
         had been married, raised as a Mormon, and was eleven years older than Lowell did not
         matter. She was charming, graceful, physically attractive, and nobody’s fool. When
         Lowell first read to Russell from A Dome of Many-Coloured  Glass, Russell told her to exclude “Petals.” The poem’s first three lines tell you why:
      

      
         

         
          Life is a stream

         
         On which we strew

         
         Petal by petal the flower of our heart.

      

      

      
      Such banality could easily be found in newspapers that published the poem of the day,
         or in the volumes of vanity verse subsidized by their authors. How Ada put her objection
         to Amy has alas escaped posterity, but as Damon notes with characteristic delicacy,
         “At last Miss Lowell had found the friend who understood her thoroughly and whom she
         could trust utterly.” Or, to state it more baldly: “Miss Lowell” (so many have written
         about her as though she were only an effigy), finally found someone who could stand
         up to her and justify her respect but also arouse her adoration. Jean Gould, relaying
         the testimony of one of Russell’s friends, neatly sums up Ada’s appeal: She had “large,
         soft brown eyes that ‘could look right through you at times . . . or that could embrace
         you with a calm, bright gaze of fond understanding.’”[10]   It was too late, by the way, to exclude “Petals” from A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass. Perhaps it occurred to Amy Lowell that Ada Russell might, in the future, save the
         poet from other embarrassments.
      

      
      Ada would require considerable wooing. Russell had declined Lowell’s invitation to
         accompany the poet to England on her 1913 trip, but after Amy returned from England,
         Ada accepted Amy’s invitation to her summer home in Dublin, New Hampshire. Lowell
         beseeched Russell to leave the stage and to live with her at Sevenels, but the actress,
         for the time being, demurred. The importunate Amy summed up her feelings in the last
         two lines of “Patience”: “You are my world and I your citizen / What meaning can patience
         have then?” Faderman calls “Patience” and “The Taxi” (both included in Sword Blades and Poppy Seed) “courtship poems,” and it is difficult not to see them as such when coming from
         the staid and somber world of A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass, in which the longing for the beloved becomes an encumbrance. The urgency of Lowell’s
         need for Russell drives the entropic rhythms of “The Taxi”: 
      

      
         

         
         When I go away from you

         
         The world beats dead

         
         Like a slackened drum.

      

      

      
      Blinded by street lamps that prick the poet’s eyes, the lover disappears from sight,
         provoking a plea in the form of a question: “Why should I leave you,/ To wound myself
         upon the sharp edges of the night?”[11]   That Russell would nevertheless not be rushed made her, of course, all the more
         precious to Lowell, who in her haste to possess Russell becomes the chagrined voice
         of poems like “A Blockhead” and “A Bungler.” Lowell stumbles about after her draughts
         of “goblets of desires,” drunk on the liquor of love. Blockhead is a very good eighteenth-century
         word we expect Dr. Johnson to employ, but it also evokes Lowell’s picaresque, robust
         pursuit of Russell.
      

      
      It would be a biographical fallacy, however, to credit the advent of Ada Russell as
         the sole spur to Amy Lowell’s creativity. The invitation to Ada hung fire as Amy sailed
         to and from England, taking home with her a fortified dedication to a new kind of
         poetry. She became nearly as enraptured with John Gould Fletcher—not as a man to woo,
         but as a poet she embraced so wholeheartedly he seemed ravished by her spirit. He
         was flattered but also suspicious of her motives—as he was of nearly everyone at some
         point. She indulged him and overlooked his carping sensibility. Who else but Fletcher
         would call H.D., a poet of extraordinary integrity, “another arriviste,” as he did
         in an early letter to Lowell (September 7, 1913)? 
      

      
      Amy Lowell enters Life is My Song (1937), John Gould Fletcher’s autobiography, by way of a story he was told about
         her disruptive visit to Constable, the British publisher that handled her first published
         book of poetry. An unhappy Lowell, on her first visit to England, kept a taxi waiting
         two hours while the harried staff searched for copies of her book, which she demanded
         they produce before she would leave. When Fletcher told the story to Ezra Pound, Fletcher
         was surprised that his friend took offense and defended her: “I have already met Miss
         Lowell, and she is both generous and genuinely interested in modern poetry. I am to
         meet her again at the Berkeley Hotel in Piccadilly, tomorrow night. Why don’t you
         come along and see what she is like, for yourself?” 
      

      
      That evening, Fletcher watched Lowell emerge from her rooms in a “reddish-purple silk
         dress, with a high choker collar, cut in a style which was old-fashioned at the period
         of which I write.” She had a “round pleasant face, equipped with eyeglasses and brown
         graying straight hair simply dressed, standing up around her forehead and fastened
         into a knot at the back,” quite in the style of a high school English teacher who
         used to “electrify her class by remarking, apropos of some pointless answer by a student,
         ‘That doesn’t cut any ice with me at all.’” Fletcher noted a “resolute and masculine
         determination.” He remembered that after a six-course meal, he and Pound declined
         the large cigars Lowell offered them, but she lit up one for herself after having
         cut the end with a cigar cutter, explaining that her doctor said these smokes were
         “good for her nerves.” Large cigars? Perhaps if Lowell was trying a new brand. Her
         own favorites were small Manilas. 
      

      
      Pound discussed his theories of poetry, especially imagism, submitting himself to
         Lowell’s intense questioning. He was rather surprised, Lowell thought, because he
         expected that as the sister of Harvard’s president he would “find New England at its
         most academic.” She, in turn, had expected to deal with an “erratic young poet.” Instead,
         an amused Lowell enjoyed watching Pound “thaw.” In fact, she had to send him away
         after he had stayed until nearly one in the morning. Commentators on the Lowell-Pound
         rivalry are quite mistaken in supposing there was no attraction between these opposites.
         Pound suggested that Lowell maintain a London residence, even though Lowell doubted
         she could write in the city’s hectic atmosphere: “The quiet & remoteness from literary
         gossip of Brookline, U. S. A. is better for me to work in.” In these early days, Pound
         came round to Lowell’s hotel suite nearly every night with an aspiring poet in tow,
         and they all talked until midnight.
      

      
      Fletcher liked Lowell’s forthright manner and friendliness. She asked Pound to read
         his work, mentioning she had just bought all of his books. After Pound read a few
         poems, Lowell said they had much in common, especially their taste for Browning. Fletcher
         confessed he felt left out as he watched Lowell focus on Pound. As Fletcher rose to
         leave, he surprised himself by blurting out that he would like to see her again and
         read her some of his poems. “Certainly, by all means,” Lowell replied, setting a date.
         His envy of Pound formed a pattern: Fletcher would often turn hostile in the company
         of others who were in Lowell’s favor. 
      

      
      Compared to Pound, who took so much credit for ideas not entirely his, Lowell seemed
         open and impressionable, but also independent minded. Fletcher felt he had a chance
         with her and an opportunity to detach himself from the Poundian agenda. Not only did
         Lowell respond well to Fletcher’s reading of his work, she exclaimed, “Why, my dear
         boy, you have genius.” The expression startled him—exactly why he did not say, except
         that no woman had ever called him “my dear boy.” Fletcher’s biographer, Ben F. Johnson
         III, suggests Lowell was taking a “maternal” interest in a young man twelve years
         her junior. Johnson also discounts another biographer’s view that Lowell was “smitten”
         with Fletcher. Indeed, Johnson suggests that on the contrary, Fletcher was attracted
         to a figure of “polysemous and dramatic” sexuality.”[12]   It was just as likely , though, that Lowell was behaving like one of the boys,
         affecting a chumminess confected with an air of authority that charmed Fletcher, who
         grumbled that Pound and his circle had certainly never been so impressed with him.
         “My dear boy,” after all, is an English expression. Pound had promised to place some
         of Fletcher’s poems with Harriet Monroe’s journal, but Lowell was already talking
         about finding an American publisher for Fletcher’s Irradiations, his recently completed book. Lowell was as good as her word, although Fletcher did
         not know that she was less effusive about his poems when she wrote to Harriet Monroe:
         “Queer as they are, they seem to show great originality.”[13]   
      

      
      The lights of Piccadilly could be seen glowing from Lowell’s long French windows as
         Fletcher talked about his latest poetry. He would like to orchestrate in words the
         vibrant modern city they could see from her apartment.[14]   He wanted to go beyond the imagist concern with fragments (brief, crisply described
         scenes) and integrate the entire city into his poetry. Fletcher, a man of nervous
         and fluctuating temperament, opened himself up to Lowell in ways he never had attempted
         with Pound and his cohort. Forming plans to meet her again, Fletcher departed at two
         in the morning, full of dreams of glory. He had found, in his biographer’s words,
         an ideal mother figure who appeared to express unqualified approval of his writing.
         
      

      
      From then on Fletcher’s phone rang with Lowell’s invitations for him to come to dinner.
         On their one outing to his flat, the taxi broke down, and only then did it strike
         him what an odd pair they made. A group of “street urchins and solicitous street loafers
         swarmed around” them. “I began to be aware of the physical bulk of Miss Lowell, so
         much in contrast with my own marked leanness.” Lowell had told him that she never
         dined out, and now he could see why. She had also told him that she never walked.
         So what to do? An uneasy Fletcher noticed that Lowell seemed “oblivious of the stares
         and the smiles of the onlookers, and, in fact, seemed to be rather enjoying the experience
         of attracting so much attention.” There it is: although so many commentators on Lowell’s
         obesity presume it was a burden for her, it was also a benefit for someone who wanted
         the weight of her presence recognized. 
      

      
      When the taxi managed to maneuver the couple within a block of Fletcher’s apartment,
         Lowell “imperturbably got out” and they “walked resolutely around the final corner.”
         The incident, Fletcher emphasized, was much harder on him—an underweight man with
         legs that were “abnormally long in proportion to the rest of my body”—than on Lowell.
         Fletcher dressed so as to disguise his odd figure. “Not so Miss Lowell,” he observed:
         “The old-fashioned cut of her clothes recalled the nineties; the mannish coats and
         stiff collars she affected emphasized her square-build masculinity; and her figure,
         to say the least, was constructed on principles entirely different from mine.” In
         short, not only did Lowell not seem sensitive about her appearance, she dressed to
         be noticed. 
      

      
      Lowell loved the view of London from Fletcher’s flat, praised his book collection,
         and “admired all the details of my apartment with the gleeful avidity of a child.”[15]   Fletcher regarded Lowell’s infectious enthusiasm as an antidote to Pound, who tended
         to patronize the young poet. Fletcher liked her deference to his generation, the way
         she would apologize for calling him “dear boy,” although he admitted that “in many
         ways, her mind was actually far younger than mine.” But Fletcher mistook Lowell in
         one respect when he remarked, “It was a mind that seemed to have lain long dormant,
         and which now, for the first time, was awakening: avid, greedy of sensation, fast
         becoming aware of its own possibilities.” In fact, Lowell’s first trip to London might
         better be regarded as the culmination of a ten-year plan to fashion herself into a
         significant poet. It was true she needed the stimulating contact with Pound, Fletcher,
         and the other imagists, but she was already determined to break away from the style
         of A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass and what Fletcher called the “cramping conventionalities of girlhood.” He was quick—perhaps
         too quick—to see their kinship: “I, too, had but recently thrown off my own academic
         shackles, and had committed myself to the hazardous experience of ‘Irradiations.’”
      

      
      Fletcher, however, seemed dismayed that on her first visit to London, Lowell seemed
         so taken with Pound, whom Fletcher now regarded with some wariness because of arguments
         over theories of poetry. Lowell also had her disagreements with Pound, she told Fletcher,
         but, in Fletcher’s words, she found Pound “quite fair and open-minded as regards all
         modern and experimental work. . . . It was necessary, she felt, at this stage of the
         game, that all those who were modern and were writing the new, freer type of poetry
         should band together and not create needless quarrels.” Realizing that Lowell was
         not receptive to complaints about Pound, Fletcher desisted. Otherwise, he would likely
         have told her that Pound would never stand for such an inclusive notion of the “modern.”
         
      

      
      Not wishing to impede Lowell’s enthusiasm, Fletcher acceded to her importunate desire
         to read her new poems to him. They marked a “new stage” in her development, she told
         him. Of the six poems he remembered her reciting, “The Precinct, Rochester,” and “The
         Cyclists” stood out as expressing the “keen disillusionment” Fletcher, Pound, and
         other Americans felt about an England that was smug, rotting with inertia and “emotional
         anemia.” But Lowell’s poems, Fletcher noted, were “sharper and more personal and more
         free than any which I commanded at that time.” “The Cyclists” is most explicit in
         its exposure of an England that is “dying” and “rotting / Before time,” whereas “The
         Precinct, Rochester” envelops the present in a historical continuum stretching from
         the image of an old Roman wall against which a pear tree ripens, to those discontented
         people who would tear down the cathedral and use its stained glass windows for their
         children’s toys, to the dean of the cathedral perusing plans for its restoration and
         musing on how quiet and peaceful his garden is. Both poems are disturbing and pessimistic—perhaps
         inspired by Thomas Hardy, whom Lowell had just visited, although Fletcher does not
         make the connection. 
      

      
      “The Captured Goddess” echoes rather directly lines Fletcher had read to Lowell during
         an earlier visit. They were part of a poem that Pound had rejected, but Fletcher decided
         not to say so, or to point out that Lowell was imitating him. He did, however, say
         that he thought their poetry contained similar ideas. But would Lowell have been surprised
         if Fletcher had spoken more directly? After all, he reports her as saying, “Of course
         I owe it all to you, dear boy.” The only discordant note occurred when Fletcher expressed
         his preference for Shelley over Keats.[16]   Fletcher extolled
      

      
         

         
         Shelley’s magnificent use of symbolism in such a work as “Prometheus Unbound,” together
            with his love of wild nature, that made him able to project himself into every mood
            of a landscape, as well as his white-hot passion for perfection which was no less
            moral than aesthetic. Miss Lowell simply and sharply replied that Shelley was merely
            a freak and a cad; while Keats was of the great line of Chaucer and the Elizabethans.
            I preferred not to argue the matter, realizing that something in her puritanic upbringing
            had kept her aloof from Shelley’s half-mystical and half-pagan pantheism, and that
            not a grain of this so-called “atheist’s” search after God was in her practical New
            England nature. It was, however, an indication of that lack of sympathy which was
            later to develop between us, the first real rift in the lute of our concord.
         

      

      

      
      Critics of Lowell have often recurred to her Puritan heritage when explaining her
         tastes and opinions. Yet such “explanations” seem facile and, in some instances, far-fetched.
         Just as her brother Percival had journeyed to Japan, surely she had come to London
         precisely to supplant that “puritanic upbringing.” Fletcher reports that Lowell told
         him she was a “complete agnostic,” finding little even in religious rituals that she
         could honor. Similarly, Lowell’s refusal to make of poetry a kind of religion—as Fletcher
         put it, to see in beauty a holiness—he attributed to her “stubborn Yankee practicality
         and common sense.” Most likely, Shelley’s radical politics, which informed his poetry,
         put Lowell off him. 
      

      
      Fletcher began writing to Lowell shortly after she returned to the United States late
         in the summer of 1913. Now he returned to his animus against Pound, claiming Pound’s
         Des Imagistes anthology was merely an effort to “boom” Richard Aldington. Indeed, Pound’s behavior
         was apropos of “‘artistic’ ‘literary’ life as it is lived in London today,” Fletcher
         wrote Lowell on September 7, 1913. “A lot of tradesmen puffing each other’s wares
         would be a better name for them. I do not call such people artists. I call them dealers
         in self-advertisement.” He wanted Lowell to renounce all of her recent English contacts:
         “Of all things on Earth, the most nauseating, the most abominable, is the London literary
         clique with its external politeness and internal petty jealousies and underground
         tactics.” He even proposed that he and Lowell bankroll their own anthology. As much
         as Lowell admired Fletcher and wanted him in her fold, she shrewdly discounted the
         words of a captious man who could write in the same letter, “I am one of art’s martyrs
         and mean to die in the last ditch.” When Lowell showed no inclination to write off
         Pound, Fletcher followed up with another admonitory letter on October 15, 1913: “If
         I were you I wouldn’t scruple to be a little high-handed with Ezra. You ought to know
         what is good in your work better than anyone else.” Fletcher mistook her tolerance
         for naiveté, but no one was going to outplay Amy Lowell, who bided her time and refused
         to deepen Fletcher’s disenchantment. In fact, she seemed to have a calming impact
         on him: “I think you are perhaps right when you say that Pound is sincere,” Fletcher
         wrote to her on November 28. 
      

      
      So much has been made of Lowell’s early contact with the Pound circle that it has
         obscured the course of her own development before her first London trip. She had been
         on Harriet Monroe’s list of poets to be invited to contribute to Monroe’s new magazine,
         Poetry, which began publication in October 1912. Monroe sent out personal letters to the
         poets she admired, inviting their interest in “this rather adventurous attempt to
         give the art of poetry a voice in the land, and that you will submit some poems for
         early publication.” Monroe mentioned a sonnet Lowell had published in the Atlantic Monthly, and the poet responded, enclosing a $25 check and calling Poetry “a most excellent undertaking—it ought to do much to foster poetry which has a hard
         time now to get itself published.”[17]  
      

      
      In A Poet’s Life, Monroe describes first meeting Lowell in Chicago, where Amy was attending an event
         honoring her brother Lawrence, then Harvard’s president. You can almost hear Monroe
         putting on her armor when she describes Lawrence’s wife exclaiming, “‘Oh, there’s
         Amy!’ . . . in a voice which accepted resignedly anything which Amy might do.” Monroe
         “watched the ponderous and regal figure descend the steps,” taking “possession of
         the occasion and the company.” Was Monroe a little upset to see Lowell poaching on
         her territory? The two women would over the years engage in a sometimes testy correspondence,
         although Lowell was not alone in expressing her frustrations with Monroe. “Harriet
         is a bloody fool,” Pound wrote to Lowell on November 26, 1913.
      

      
      When Monroe was introduced to Lowell, Amy, who had two poems in the Poetry queue, “turned a powerfully reproachful eye upon me with the query, ‘Well, since
         you’ve taken ‘em, why don’t you print ‘em?’”[18]   Lowell knew when to be peremptory, when to placate, when to flatter, and when to
         encourage. Harriet Monroe’s Amy Lowell, as Monroe herself said, was “a daughter of
         the Caesars”: “I yielded gladly to the spell of her half-magnificent, half-humorous
         personality—for there was always a laugh in her to confuse the magnificence. She literally
         sank into a chair, spreading herself comfortably and quizzing the crowd; doing not
         more than her share of talk, perhaps, but monopolizing more than her share of attention.”
      

      
      It was to Monroe that Pound wrote after Lowell’s summer 1913 sojourn in London: “When
         I get through with that girl she’ll think she was born in free verse.” Lowell was
         equally condescending and overconfident: “That he will outgrow some of his theories,
         I feel sure. His taste is too fine to confine itself within the walls of any school,
         even his own. He is so young that all sorts of developments may be expected. I think
         the chip-on-the-shoulder attitude will disappear in time.”[19]   
      

      
      Lowell wrote her assessment of Pound just before departing for England a second time
         on June 23, 1914. Much had changed in the year since she had last been in London.
         In February, she had organized a second collection of her poems, Sword Blades and Poppy Seed, and by May she was reading the proofs. This book included a preface that emphasized
         poetry was not merely a matter of inspiration, but a trade with techniques that had
         to be mastered. She denounced didacticism in poetry and declared a poem should exist
         “simply because it is created beauty, even if sometimes the beauty of a gothic grotesque.”
         Poetry was not decoration like scroll-work, but “as much a function of the Universe
         as an Equinoctial gale, or the Law of Gravitation.” If she was partial to French poetry,
         it was because of its exquisite form and style, which tolerated no “slovenly workmanship”
         for the sake of a “fine idea.” She invoked what is now a commonplace of modernism:
         the search for new metaphors to replace outworn expressions. Her poems, she emphasized,
         were built on cadence and stress—not metrics—although certain subjects and emotions
         seemed to call for traditional rhyme schemes. In short, she had fully worked out a
         rationale for her work before braving her second foray into literary London. 
      

      
      Lowell’s publisher tried to talk her out of the preface. She would annoy readers and
         provoke critics. But that is exactly what Amy Lowell wanted to do. She was the same
         as that young girl who had written a preface to her private scrapbook and declared,
         “This book will probably interest nobody but myself, so do not imagine naughty reader
         that you will like it because you won’t.” The preface to Sword Blades and Poppy Seed shows that Lowell was making every effort to become a principal player in modern poetry.
         As she wrote to Harriet Monroe on February 14, 1914: 
      

      
         

         
         Don’t forget that I really mean what I say about reviewing books, and writing any
            other little articles you may happen to want. I should be perfectly happy to do anything
            I can. It is all grist to me, and you cannot think how much I have the welfare of
            your magazine at heart. The more I see of them in New York, editors and their papers,
            the more I realize that “Poetry” has a field all to itself, and one which I believe
            to be of immense importance.
         

      

      

      
      Heretofore, Monroe had relied on Ezra Pound as her conduit to the new. Amy Lowell
         set out to enlarge the field of play—with or without Pound’s contribution.
      

      
      But Amy Lowell did not set out alone, and it is to the detriment of previous biographies
         that her companion on this voyage should have received such short shrift. To some
         extent, this omission is understandable, since Lowell instructed Ada Russell to destroy
         their correspondence, and references to Russell in the extant correspondence to and
         from Lowell are not very revealing. Amy usually refers to Ada as Mrs. Russell and
         almost never as “Peter,” the nickname Amy gave her. Even so, the role Russell played
         on this second adventure is crucial to understanding Lowell’s circumstances and how
         previous accounts have distorted her activities in London. 
      

      
      The reticent Foster Damon, writing under Russell’s watchful eye, provides the official
         biography. Ada was born in Salt Lake City, on February 8, 1863. Her father, James
         Dwyer, was a bookseller. Ada’s mother is not even mentioned. Her father sent Ada to
         school in Boston, where she excelled in school plays and made an easy transition to
         the professional stage. Damon lists her theater credits, including productions in
         New York, Chicago, and London. Ada married Harold Russell on February 26, 1893, and
         their daughter, Lorna, was born on September 5, 1894. What happened to Harold Russell
         is of no account to Damon; Harold simply drops out of the picture. And then before
         you know it, Damon has Ada accepting Lowell’s invitation to accompany her on the second
         expedition to London—complete with maid, a maroon Pierce Arrow touring car, and a
         chauffeur in maroon livery.
      

      
      Why did Ada decide to accompany Amy to England? To be sure, the play written for her
         was not ready and, according to Damon, “never would be.”[20]   All Horace Gregory can do is add a few details about Ada’s taste for reading poetry
         aloud and her “modest, seemingly self-effacing personality,” although this much certainly
         explains part of her appeal to Lowell: 
      

      
         

         
         Ada Russell was as much at home in a library or at a literary cocktail party as on
            the stage, and as securely at ease. She had an air of sparkling gently as she talked,
            as she inclined her head to listen to someone speak to her, or as she raised a glass
            of water to her lips. Her easy alertness had the art of putting others, particularly
            the restless and unnerved, at perfect ease.[21]  
         

      

      

      
      Amy needed Ada for others as much as for herself. With Ada you could chat, as Joseph
         Auslander affirms. He calls her a “soul of polished silver,” invoking the image that
         Lowell’s poems associated with Ada.[22]  
      

      
      It was a hard life on the road for even a successful actress, and good roles were
         hard to come by, especially for a woman entering her fifties in 1914. Ada had always
         enjoyed good health, but in the spring of 1912 she fell ill, Gregory notes. She recovered
         and resumed her career, but one factor in her decision to accompany Amy to England
         may well have been a desire to relax and consider her next move. Gould reports that
         some time after the summer of 1913, Russell was again feeling poorly and accepted
         Lowell’s invitation to convalesce at Sevenels. But when Ada still rejected the idea
         of permanently residing with Amy, Lowell, according to Gould, suggested that Russell’s
         retirement from the theater would be handled “on a business basis.” In other words, Lowell would pay Russell what she would earn on the stage in exchange
         for assisting Lowell with her literary work. Try it for six months, Amy urged Ada.[23]  
      

      
      Like Damon and Gregory, Gould explains that Russell became Lowell’s inspiration, but
         what was Amy Lowell to Ada? That is the question no biographer can answer with any
         certainty. Did they become lovers? Richard Benvenuto is typical of biographers who
         have found it difficult to believe that the obese Lowell and an aging actress were
         romantically involved.[24]   These biographers consign Lowell’s love poetry to the realm of the imagination.
         But a comment of Foster Damon’s opens the possibility that whatever the Lowell-Russell
         liaison looked like from the outside, from the inside, to the principals, it was an
         entirely different matter. In his papers at Brown University, Damon included a letter
         about Lowell addressed to “Dear Greenbaum” and dated October 21, 1935, just as the
         biographer was publishing his work: “[Lowell’s] size was her tragedy—it blighted her
         life as far as it was blightable—from the age of 8 on.” This is the standard take
         on Amy Lowell. But then Damon adds: “Mrs. Russell told me, with as much excitement
         as I have ever seen her exhibit, that my manuscript seemed to be obsessed with her
         [Lowell’s] size, and I agreed without hesitation to strike out all unnecessary references.”
         To Ada, it seems that Amy’s weight did not matter and that it should not loom so large
         in her biography. Damon, concerned to please Russell, may also have complied with
         her request because of Russell’s vehement feelings, which told him something he never
         expressed about the intimate nature of the Lowell-Russell relationship.[25]   
      

      
      Jean Gould comes closer to establishing that Lowell and Russell became lovers. Gould
         had the cooperation and the approbation of Eleanor Robson Belmont. (1879–1979), an
         actress who performed with Ada for many years and who became Mrs. August Belmont,
         a prominent public figure in New York City. Mrs. Belmont also became one of Amy’s
         dearest friends. On January 29, 1975, Belmont wrote to Gould: “Ada knew the Foster
         Damon book was not a good one, but she gave him the facts, and she felt they were
         there and that a good book would, and of course, should, be forthcoming some day.”
         On November 3, 1975, Belmont wrote again to Gould: “Congratulations, bushels of congratulations.
         . . . I find it a remarkable piece of work you have done. The research is far-reaching.
         The understanding of Amy’s character and generosity of her intentions is made very
         clear.” Gould was the only biographer to even begin an exploration of Lowell’s lesbianism.
         If Belmont had objected to Gould’s approach, the biographer would have received a
         far different letter. Indeed, Gould’s papers at the University of Toledo reveal that
         Mrs. Belmont insisted on approving Gould’s manuscript before it could be published.
         Belmont was wary of biographers because of Horace Gregory’s book:
      

      
         

         
         I can still feel the shock and indignation I felt when it came out. Not only did I
            find many of his statements inaccurate—even things where a small amount of research
            would have made the accurate facts available—then to my infinite surprise, I too thought
            he was positively “hostile” to a fellow poet . . . at times he seemed almost vindictive,
            as if he held a personal grudge against her.[26]  
         

      

      

      
      Indeed, Gregory’s constant characterization of Lowell as a “clubwoman” suggests the
         condescension that colors his book. No wonder Mrs. Belmont welcomed the first biography
         that attempted to explore in Amy Lowell’s life in full. 
      

      
      Gould’s archive yields no insight into why Ada Russell was attracted to Amy Lowell,
         but Mrs. Belmont’s memoir does. In spite of her size, Lowell “still moved with grace.
         Her hands and feet were quite beautiful. Amy’s head was small and well proportioned.
         When dressed, she wore a false braid of hair like a tiara, in an effort to keep her
         head in balance with her body.[27]   This is an actress’s acute perception of how bodies move in space, and an appreciation
         of Amy Lowell’s style and presence. Ada Russell, we know, worked with Lowell on her
         public portrayal of herself, and so it is hardly a stretch to say that Ada believed
         in her beloved’s beauty and wanted it to show. 
      

      
      Writing in the 1970s, Gould still treated Lowell’s lesbianism rather tentatively,
         perhaps out of respect for Mrs. Belmont’s delicate sensibility, and perhaps out of
         concern that a more robust treatment would receive a rebuff, or at least a skeptical
         response.[28]   So Gould settled for selecting those aspects of Russell’s background that established
         her affinity for Lowell. Gould notes, for example, that Ada’s father’s bookstore was
         a “landmark among the pioneers,” and that by the age of eight he had instilled in
         her a love of the classics. Gould calls him a “jack-Mormon,” apparently a term used
         to denote someone who did not practice Mormonism but was tolerated “as part of the
         community.” Harold Russell, we learn, was a British actor. He made Ada “radiantly
         happy,” but then the marriage felt apart after the birth of their daughter.[29]   No other men are mentioned as possible replacements.
      

      
      But Gould does not give nearly enough background about the world Ada came from. As
         a later biographer reports,[30]   James Dwyer had been baptized in the Mormon Church in 1860, and he married Sarah
         Ann Hammer in 1862. They had seven children, all of whom were steeped in their father’s
         cultural activities. Like Amy, Ada grew up amidst greenery, with a garden, landscaped
         walkways, and a hothouse. Her father stocked his bookstore not only with Mormon publications,
         but also with the Atlantic Monthly, the New York Ledger, and other cosmopolitan publications, establishing, in effect, the “official headquarters
         for the ‘intellectuals’ of Salt Lake Valley.” Teachers held meetings in his back room,
         and scholars, artists, musicians, and actors were invited home for dinner. Students
         used his store as a study hall. In short, this was a man who had the energy and courage
         to engage with a broader world and culture. Soon he was involved in plans to improve
         the educational system of the entire territory (Utah did not become a state until
         1896). Dwyer read many of the books he stocked and gave away many others to friends,
         asking that they report on their reading. His desire to reach beyond his region is
         reminiscent of a sensibility like Amy Lowell’s. Indeed, Dwyer personally knew the
         owners and managers of D. A. Appleton, Houghton-Mifflin, Charles Scribner’s, and Harper’s—in
         short, many of the most important publishers. When Amy invited Ada to work with her,
         she was well aware that Ada had been immersed not only in the world of literature
         and ideas, but also in the world of publishing. James Dwyer helped build the Salt
         Lake Theatre in which his daughter first performed. “There was never a teacher of
         elocution, or any foreign language, that came to Utah in pioneer days, that my father
         did not have me take lessons from.” He took her to Detroit when she was only eight
         to study recitation. 
      

      
      Although Ada never repudiated the Mormon Church, her contact with it “dwindled,” according
         to her best-informed biographer. But one aspect of Mormon history may very well have
         influenced Ada’s attitude toward Amy. In May 1913, it was reported to Mormon Church
         authorities that James Dwyer had been “teaching young men that sodomy and kindred
         vices are not sins, [but] only the [sexual] connection with a woman is sinful.” Although
         Dwyer’s views caused scandal in certain circles—his bishop wanted to excommunicate
         him—scholar D. Michael Quinn notes, “Dwyer’s views reflected those of other nineteenth-century
         Mormons, who looked upon sodomy as less serious than other sexual sins.” To avoid
         controversy, however, Dwyer voluntarily withdrew his name from church membership.[31]   Ada never seems to have commented on her father’s convictions or on her own, but
         that she was open to Amy’s advances and was known to be so by her closest friends,
         such as Eleanor Robson Belmont, seems indisputable. Like her father, Ada desired no
         scandal, but that did not mean she would not do as she pleased in private.
      

      
      Quinn’s research also establishes a lively lesbian and gay culture among Mormons,
         beginning as early as the 1840s and 1850s in the American West, a period when Brigham
         Young hosted dances for males only. One of his sons, Brigham Morris Young, performed
         for decades as a female impersonator. In 1903, the Mormon Church’s Young Women’s Journal published Kate Thomas’s lesbian love poetry. Salt Lake City had a Bohemian Club, founded
         in 1891, that Mormon gays and lesbians patronized. It was not unusual for women in
         polygamous marriages to fall in love with each other. Quinn cites Mormon Church publications
         that report on these same-sex relationships with a degree of tolerance that extended
         into the 1920s, when rigid morality gave way to homophobia.
      

      
      Every account of what happened next in Amy Lowell’s life—most notably her decision
         after her second trip to England to become the fulcrum of the imagist movement—has
         been distorted by biographers and literary historians alike, who hardly mention Russell
         in accounts of Lowell’s 1914 trip to London. When poet Jean Burden read Jean Gould’s
         biography, she lamented: 
      

      
         

         
         But the passion that must have existed for those poems of Amy’s to have been written,
            never comes alive for the reader. I don’t know how it could have, considering the
            paucity of resources, but it does leave me vaguely dissatisfied. I have to take it
            on faith. And Ada herself remains a rather shadowy figure whom we see only in the
            mirror of Amy’s devotion. I keep wondering what fires she had and why Amy was able
            to keep her at her side all those years. It couldn’t have been an easy life.
         

      

      

      
      Burden’s letter helps explain why Gould remained somewhat hesitant in re-creating
         Ada. The evidence wasn’t there—except that it was, and still is. Amy Lowell did want
         to the world to know what Ada Russell meant to her, even though Lowell could not bear
         to reveal the intimacy expressed in their correspondence. Lowell nevertheless told
         it all in one poem, “Madonna of the Evening Flowers,” which, as she admitted to John
         Livingston Lowes,[32]   was of course about Ada.
      

      
      Ada’s “generous mouth and long upper lip . . . her graceful, rounded arms, and her
         hands, long and slender, the deep half-moons of her fingernails” would become, as
         Gould notes, the “pivotal subject of more than one poem.”[33]   Indeed. Gould, perhaps wary of all those male writers who could not conceive of
         Amy Lowell’s sex life, never quite comes out with the truth, taking refuge instead
         with a Lowell friend, the publisher John Farrar, who remembered the poet saying there
         was nothing quite so exciting as a young girl’s naked body. Yet as late as 1980, C.
         David Heymann, in a book on the Lowell family, tried to re-attach the veil, saying
         the Amy-Ada romance was “not necessarily sexual in nature.” 
      

      
      But in “Madonna of the Evening Flowers,” the first three lines express the poet’s
         raw need and her anxiety:
      

      
         All day long I have been working.

         
         Now I am tired.

         
         I call: “Where are you?”

      

      

      
      Lowell would sometimes spend all night in long writing jags, while Ada slept. Depleted
         after work, the panicky, anxious poet sought her lover, and even in the midst of her
         great personal wealth, felt desolate:
      

      
         

         
         But there is only the oak-tree rustling in the wind.

         
         The house is very quiet,

         
         The sun shines on your book,

         
         On your scissors and thimble just put down,

         
         But you are not there.

         
         Suddenly I am lonely: 

         
         Where are you?

         
         I go about searching.

      

      

      
      These lines are almost banal, with their expression of an obvious need. And yet, they
         signify the preciousness of those objects that Ada has just left behind, traces of
         herself. She cannot have gone far, and yet Lowell feels the urgency of her absence.
         Then at the first sight of Ada in the garden—the garden that Lowell wrote about so
         lovingly in so many poems—the verse itself moves from the mundane to the magisterial:
      

      
         

         
         Then I see you,

         
         Standing under a spire of pale blue larkspur,

         
         With a basket of roses on your arm.

         
         You are cool, like silver,

         
         And you smile.

         
         I think the Canterbury bells are playing little tunes.

      

      

      
      These last are flowers, too, but they also stand in for a cathedral of love, with
         their tall pointed flower stalks like spires of a church. The worshipful Amy (and
         surely she saw the humor of this) is taken to task by her beloved:
      

      
         

         
         You tell me that the peonies need spraying,

         
         That the columbines have overrun all bounds,

         
         That the pyres japonica should be cut back and rounded.

         
         You tell me those things.

      

      

      
      Although Carl Sandburg once said that arguing with Amy Lowell was like arguing with
         a “big blue wave,” she needed someone to tell her a thing or two. As Ada instructs
         her, Amy is adoring:
      

      
         

         
         But I look at you, heart of silver,

         
         White heart-flame of polished silver,

         
         Burning beneath the blue steeples of the larkspur,

         
         And I long to kneel instantly at your feet,

         
         While all about us peal the loud, sweet Te Deums of the

         
         Canterbury bells.

      

      

      
      That mingling of heart and heat and cool silver, the amalgamation of this love-match
         that Lowell so loved to celebrate is surely a literature and a life worth knowing,
         worth exploring. The poem is, of course, wonderful even when one knows nothing about
         its maker, but isn’t it wonderful, too, to know where the poem comes from? Amy Lowell,
         lost in her heaven of poetry, is brought down to earth, like the captured goddess
         of one of her finest poems, by her beloved—only to have the poet ascend yet again
         in her worship of Ada.[34]  
      

      
      On June 23, 1914, Amy Lowell and Ada Russell sailed first class in rooms 23 and 25
         on the SS Laconia to Liverpool. A showdown with Pound was already in the making, judging by his April
         30, 1914, note agreeing that Lowell could write about their differences in a poem:
         “By all means ‘Astigmatize’ me. Tres honoré.” But he still believed she could be of
         service to him. On February 23, he had written to ask her if she wanted to edit the Egoist, a journal founded by Dora Marsden that Pound wanted to shape into a vehicle for
         the poetry he touted. He went into business details, hoping to entice Lowell as an
         investor, although any Pound-sponsored enterprise was surely, at this point, out of
         the question. Still, as late as June 26, Pound proceeded cautiously, saying he was
         too tired to critique her poetry and suggesting she try F. S. Flint or Richard Aldington.
         
      

      
      In “Astigmatism,” Lowell portrays a highly cultivated poet employing an elaborately
         beautiful walking cane to knock off the heads of daisies, irises, dahlias—all because
         they are not roses (his notion of supreme perfection and beauty). In Lowell’s view,
         Pound could not see and did not know how to preserve the everyday beauty that she
         celebrated in her work. As she remarks in A Critical Fable, “Pound was born in an orchard, but his / trees have the rust.” Even worse, he could
         see art only in terms of a very narrowly defined ideal. Even as he saw her as indiscriminate,
         she saw him as too rarified. His ideal ultimately led to death and destruction. She
         admired his work but thought poetry per se suffered because of his dogmatic principles.
         As the poem’s title suggests, Lowell focused on Pound’s imperfect vision, his inability
         to take in life as it is and make something of it. He was always off in a world of
         his own. “Pound has only found Pound,” she concludes in A Critical Fable, “a poet with his own atmosphere.”
      

      
      Throughout July 1914, Amy, with Ada at her side, watched and waited. Lowell brought
         the tensions of the imagist group to the table, so to speak, when she invited all
         members to a dinner on July 17 at the Dieu-donné restaurant at her expense. The venue
         was unusual for her, since she preferred dining in her own suite when traveling and
         rarely patronized restaurants in Brookline or Boston. In effect, she was ceding the
         battleground to Pound. The guest list included Pound and his wife Dorothy, Mr. and
         Mrs. Ford Madox Ford, F. S. Flint, Ada Russell, Allen Upward, John Gould Fletcher,
         John Cournos, H.D., and the sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska. Amy sat at one end of
         the banquet table and Pound at the other. Pound set the tone by putting a tin bathtub
         on his head in a burlesque of her bather poem.[35]   This action seemed to be his way of dealing with the hostility that he, Ford Madox
         Ford, Gaudier-Brzeska, and to some degree, John Cournos and Allen Upward felt about
         the way Lowell’s presence disrupted their own notions of imagism and how to promote
         it. 
      

      
      Most accounts ignore Ada Russell, who was present at the bathtub scene. Damon mentions
         Russell without explaining how her presence affected the group. Did her appearance
         add a peculiar frisson to Pound’s antics, which were aimed at Lowell both personally
         and professionally? If he expected Lowell or Russell to be disconcerted, he was probably
         disappointed. At the very least, Ada’s presence contributed to the confidence and
         calm Lowell exhibited at the dinner. John Gould Fletcher recalled in his memoirs that
         Amy mildly commented that Ezra must have his joke, and that by not taking the bait,
         she turned the dinner turned into a “general display of high spirits, a good deal
         of it at Ezra’s own expense, which he was forced to bear as he best might, his face
         twitching at every reference to his own Wild West upbringing.”[36]   Richard Aldington felt the same: “Amy came out well that evening,” he records in
         his memoirs.[37]  
      

      
      What did the imagists make of Amy and Ada? Did they ignore Russell? That is hard to
         believe, given the experienced stage actress’s poise. By all accounts, she defused
         awkward situations with aplomb. It is a grievous loss to Lowell biography that Russell’s
         participation in this key moment in Lowell’s development as poet and impresario of
         imagism has not even been acknowledged by Pound’s or Lowell’s biographers, so obsessed
         with the clashing of poets’ egos. In truth, what has not been written about this conflict
         may be as important as what the few eyewitnesses have selectively reported. 
      

      
      However the famous bathtub scene is interpreted, the fact is that Pound destroyed
         his chances with H.D., Richard Aldington, John Gould Fletcher, and R. S. Flint—all
         of whom he thought were part of his stable. They defected en masse, with the addition
         of the independent-minded D. H. Lawrence, who Lowell recruited with fervor because
         she recognized his genius. That such a diverse group of writers should stake their
         fortunes on her leadership is in itself amazing. Overlooked by commentators on the
         Lowell/Pound conflict is the key role H.D. played. Her letters show that she avoided
         controversy whenever possible and went out of her way to placate Pound. But his overbearing
         behavior had become intolerable, and Lowell’s belief in H.D.’s genius was irresistible.
         If H.D. was willing to break with Pound, hardly anyone would think it advisable to
         remain in Pound’s camp, except for Ford Madox Ford—but then Ford was already an established
         figure and a force all his own. Pound could do him no favors, but Ford, a master,
         could bestow his approval on his junior partner. There simply was no place for the
         burly Ford in the circle now rotating around Amy Lowell. 
      

      
      On August 1, Pound wrote to Lowell that he had no objection to her bringing out an
         imagist anthology, provided the book opened with an announcement that Pound had dissociated
         himself from the group but wished them well. He predicted, however, that the ensemble
         would dissolve in acrimony. He also predicted their effort to be creative by committee
         would result in some “splay footed and some sentimental” poetry. But none of the poets
         concerned ever thought the anthology would merely represent their opinions of themselves.
         There was to be give-and-take among them, and they would have to come to some agreement
         on which poems to publish.
      

      
      F. S. Flint, for one, seemed not only unembarrassed by Lowell’s wealth, but almost
         jubilant about it, addressing her on August 19 as “Cara mia buonissima donna,” and
         expressing the “hope that we are not ruining your purse as well as your patience.
         But if you will come across laden with bills to rub shoulder with a set of starveling poets . . .
         if you can squeeze dollars out of American editors . . . we will make you famous!”
         He mentioned a dozen poems of his own and thought that perhaps six would be worth
         anthologizing. Such messages buoyed Lowell, for she recognized that her wealth was
         both an asset and a burden: “In old days it used to be a stigma to be indigent now
         it is a stigma to have any money and I run up against it at every turn,” she wrote
         to Harriet Monroe on October 17, 1914.
      

      
      In an oblique way, “Wakefulness,” which appears in Men, Women and Ghosts, conjures memories of the strains and stresses of the London contretemps that Ada
         was able to alleviate simply by remaining at Amy’s side:
      

      
         

         
         Jolt of market-carts;

         
         Steady drip of horse’s hoofs on hard pavement;

         
         A black sky lacquered over with blueness,

         
         And the lights of Battersea Bridge

         
         Pricking pale in the dawn.

         
         The beautiful hours are passing

         
         And still you sleep!

         
         Tired heart of my joy,

         
         Incurved upon your dreams,

         
         Will the day come before you have opened to me?

      

      

      
      “Wakefulness” seems a companion poem to “The Taxi,” especially in the image of the
         pricking lights. What is striking is the beloved’s self-containment, “incurved upon
         your dreams,” but it is also the “tired heart of my joy” that is “incurved” on the
         beloved’s dreams. Amy now seems certain of the part she can play beside Ada. The break
         of day and the opening of the beloved, like a flower about to bloom, become one and
         the same to the poet. The sounds of urban life on the cusp of dawn give way to a scene
         that seems painted in the poet’s recollection, like the “black sky lacquered over
         with blueness.” The light is about to change—just as their lives are in transition,
         with Amy Lowell just beginning to write the greatest poems of her career.
      

      
      On September 14, now ensconced once again in Sevenels, Lowell wrote in answer to Harriet
         Monroe’s reference to the “quarrel between Ezra and the rest of us” that it was a
         “schism.” Pound had wanted $5,000 from her, supposing she could afford it: “Like many
         people of no incomes, Ezra does not know the difference between thousands and millions,
         and thinks that anyone who knows where to look for next week’s dinners, is a millionaire,
         and therefore lost his temper with me completely, although never told me why, and
         he accused me of being unwilling to give any money toward art.” But Amy Lowell did
         not want to be a patron, she wanted to be a poet—although she was willing to pay for
         the imagist anthology if no publisher could be found. Pound had threatened to sever
         his ties to Richard Aldington and H.D., who were old friends, but they remained loyal
         to their new confidant, who praised their “utmost honour” to Monroe, even after Pound
         complained to Lowell’s publisher that its advertisements for her work called her the
         leader of the imagist movement. She quoted to Edward Marsh (her publisher at Macmillan)
         Richard Aldington’s response: “After all you are the only member of the crowd who
         has the courage to stay in America, so why shouldn’t you be [the] American leader?
         . . . as you’ve published so much more widely than any of us . . .”[38]   
      

      
      The imagist anthology was part of a larger campaign for poetry—as Lowell revealed
         to Harriet Monroe on September 16, when Lowell broached a scheme to boost the circulation
         of Poetry by putting posters in bookshops and getting friends to ask for multiple copies of
         the magazine—”something on the plan by which you ‘paper’ a theater.” Writing to Richard
         Aldington on November 11, Lowell described herself as a “prophet of you all, and I
         feel that all of us working together will in twenty years reconstruct the taste of
         this country.” In fact, it would take her less then ten. Americans were “quick to
         learn,” she pointed out, as long as there was someone to teach them. But the imagists
         had to stick together. She found the attitudes of Pound and his supporters poisonous.
         She had written on November 2 to Harold Monro, whose bookshop was in the vanguard
         of promoting Pound’s new poetry, “I do not know why England is as a rule so anxious
         to welcome expatriated Americans and so down upon those of us who feel that it is
         our duty to our country to remain at home.” 
      

      
      At the same time, Lowell decided to move her work to Macmillan, telling Ferris Greenslet
         at Houghton Mifflin that his firm had not kept “abreast of the most talented work
         the time offers. I am afraid this is a very cheeky letter . . . I hate to think that
         Boston is getting behind hand all along the line, and I cannot help looking to you
         to keep its prestige in the matter of publishing.” It was typical of Amy Lowell to
         administer both a rebuke and a compliment, especially since she might very well need
         Greenslet for another day when she would have to goad him into action. In fact, it
         would be Greenslet, eager to capitalize on the imagist movement, who would publish
         the imagist anthology.
      

      
      The first months after Lowell’s return from England were depressing, but she soldiered
         on. Ada had been called away to attend to her dying father, and Amy had no idea when
         she would return: “I find standing with my back to a tree all day long and every day
         awfully tiresome and wearing. It is kind of hard to keep one’s courage up, but that
         is nonsense really. Just give me that tuft of grass, Richard, and I will wipe off
         my sword and get it clear and slicked up for the next bout.” On November 23, H.D.
         wrote Amy to cheer her up, expressing admiration for Amy’s work, affirming that Pound
         and Ford were not reliable, and indicating that her husband, Richard, would benefit
         from Lowell’s friendly criticism. “Poor Ezra—what blunderingly stupid things he had
         done,” H.D. concluded. 
      

      
      On December 7, Aldington told Pound about Some Imagist Poets, the title the group had decided on after much back-and-forth owing to Pound’s belief
         that he had somehow owned the word imagisme. To Lowell, Aldington described Pound’s reaction:
      

      
         

         
         I said, “We have practically fixed up the anthology for 3 years.” His face fell tremendously;
            he said, “Good,” insincerely. I said: “We are using the title you suggested . . .”
            He nodded. I said, “We have said in our preface how much indebted we are to you for
            the work & how we regret your absence from this vol & how we hope to have you in the
            other.” He sniffed. Pause. He said “Macmillan’s publishing it?” I said, “We are negotiating.
            The agreement is not signed yet.”[39]   This is my report, most noble ambassadress!
         

      

      

      
      Aldington’s elation is obvious, as is the relief he felt from escaping the heavy-handed
         Pound, who was so sure that Lowell could not keep her band of imagists together. A
         week later, Aldington reported to Lowell, Pound had turned unctuous and was “meditating
         some devilry.” An alarmed but resolute Lowell replied on December 24: 
      

      
         

         
         As to your saying to Ezra that we hope he would come in later—that I have simply got
            to decline. You can see yourself that, after the way Ezra has treated me, it would
            be extremely undignified and weak for me to admit him into a venture which I was financing
            . . . his day is over and ours has just begun; but he did it himself and did it maliciously,
            and there is nothing whatever which I could do to alter it that I did not try to do
            while I was in London.
         

      

      

      
      After securing Greenslet’s agreement to publish Some Imagist Poets, but still without a signed contract, Lowell wrote on December 24 to Aldington: “Be
         a little elastic with him [Greenslet], and do not propound your views too violently
         or too uncompromisingly. To get things into people’s heads, insinuation is better
         than clumping them over the cranium with a shilaly. We have a got a jewel in Greenslet
         and a publishing medium of whom we may well be proud.” Aldington signaled his cooperation
         two days later: “Amy, do please remember that Hilda & I are ready to fall in with
         anything you suggest or desire. We are deeply grateful to you for the trouble & expense
         you have been to over the anthology . . . the remaining band of us, loyal, open &
         disinterested, as I believe we are, should not only make a stir in the world but,
         what is more important, produce work of first-rate quality.” 
      

      
      Engineering the first anthology of the imagists was apparently not enough for Amy.
         She was also calculating whether she should become an investor in Margaret Anderson’s
         Little Review. “I am a very businesslike person,” she wrote Anderson, “and everything must be carefully
         talked over and definitely arranged and put on paper, if we are to have any agreement.
         I think we could do something that would be mutually satisfactory, and I feel sure
         from all I know of you that we should work together very well. Do not misunderstand
         me—I do not in any way mean to put myself on a par with you in running the paper;
         I should only wish to manage the practical side of it—be poetry editor in fact. And
         I think, when I see you, I can prove my fitness for the position to your satisfaction.”
      

      
      Amy proposed contributing somewhere between $500 and $1,000. Nothing came of this
         venture, and though other biographers have tended to think Amy would have been too
         domineering, her experience with the imagists suggests otherwise. John Gould Fletcher,
         then visiting Chicago to introduce himself to Harriet Monroe and Margaret Anderson,
         may also have had an impact on the wary Lowell. “Your chief difficulties,” he wrote
         on December 23, “if you go into the Little Review—will be restraining Miss A’s exuberance;
         preventing Harriet from becoming jealous; keeping an eye on the Jew printer; and generally,
         combating other people who already have an influence on Miss A, such as Emma Goldman,
         Lindsay Brookes, etcetera.” Fletcher’s anti-Semitism would not have ruffled Lowell.
         Such prejudice was common enough among modernists such as T. S. Eliot and Pound, and
         Lowell herself complained on June 4 to Richard Aldington that “every worst Jew poet
         in the country is calling himself an Imagist.”[40]  
      

      
      Relatively little was said in Lowell’s correspondence about the war that had broken
         out while she was still in England. The catastrophe was brought home for most Americans
         on May 7, 1915. A German U-boat torpedoed the Lusitania, a passenger ship with 1,959 people aboard. The ship sank in less than twenty minutes,
         making it impossible to deploy lifeboats, so that 1,198 passengers drowned. Among
         the dead, sharing cabin B-35, were Elizabeth Seccombe and her brother, Percy. They
         were on their way to England to visit family.[41]   How Lowell reacted to Seccombe’s loss has not (so far) been ascertainable. But
         as the war continued, her personal losses mounted—and her anti-German attitude hardened.
      

      
      Unlike many of her fellow Americans, Amy believed from the beginning that the war
         was her cause and that her writing should reflect her support of the Allies. Before
         an audience of four hundred, she performed one of her poems, “The Bombardment,” composed
         of several scenes in which the sound of war—“Boom!”—crashes through streets, disturbs
         a lady in her drawing room as she watches her precious possessions shatter, flattens
         the earth, frightens a child, destroys a scientist’s laboratory, and turns a cathedral
         into a torch. Toward the end of the prose poem the “Boom!-Boom!-Boom!” reaches a crescendo,
         and the “poet rushes into the street, and the rain wraps him in a sheet of silver.”
         “The City burns. Quivering spearing, thrusting, lapping, streaming, run the flames.
         Over roofs, and walls, and shops, and stalls.” In the poem’s denouement the “old man
         sits among his broken experiments and looks at the burning Cathedral.” All is consumed
         in the boom of the bombardment. On the page, the poem seems overwrought even for its
         subject matter, but in performance—and Lowell was a performance artist—it was a different
         matter. Lowell called the recitation an “immense success.” The composer Carl Engel,
         Lowell’s friend, “did the booms on a big bass drum, concealed from the audience, as
         my voice wouldn’t carry them with any effect. I was afraid it might seem a little
         too futuristic, but it didn’t . . . I do believe there is great hope in the American
         public. If we all stick together and whack at it.” 
      

      
      Whack at what? “It” was poetry—but it was also the war and life itself, since Amy
         Lowell did not see her work as separable from everything else that mattered to her.
         She ended the year with a plea to Richard Cabot, hoping that he could find a job for
         Jack Burn, the son of a Brookline blacksmith who had lost his arm in an automobile
         accident. Amy had known him since “my earliest childhood and, since the father’s death,
         the mother had been constantly in my employ,” she wrote on December 15. Burn had studied
         bookkeeping, had worked as a clerk and chauffeur. “He is a plucky fellow, with plenty
         of character, and since his accident has taught himself to write and cipher very acceptably
         with his left hand. Dr. Crandon, who has been taking care of him, pronounces him fit
         to take a place at any time, and I cannot tell you how


       

      grateful I shall be if something can be found for him through your Bureau.” Was something
         found? I don’t know. But I have trouble believing that Amy Lowell would have been
         content until Jack Burn found suitable employment.
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      Chapter 3

       Sword Blades and Poppy Seed 
 (1915)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      It is customary in literary biographies to summarize reviews as a way to gauge a writer’s
         reputation, but most reviews are no more than snapshots that reveal the temper of
         the times, rarely telling us much about the writer’s ultimate worth. Of keener interest
         is how Lowell’s fellow writers responded to her second book. D. H. Lawrence is an
         especially good guide because he was incapable of mere flattery. He disliked the “poppy
         seed” side of Lowell, prone to dreamy, weighty symbolic narratives:
      

      
         

         
         I like you in your poetry. I don’t believe in affecting France. I like you when you are straight
            out. . . . Why don’t you always be yourself. Why go to France or anywhere else for
            your inspiration. If it doesn’t come out of your own heart, real Amy Lowell, it is
            no good, however many colours it may have. I wish one saw more of your genuine strong,
            sound self in this book, full of common-sense and kindness and the restrained almost
            bitter Puritan passion. Why do you deny the bitterness in your nature, when you write
            poetry? Why do you take a pose?
         

      

      

      
      He liked best “A Tulip Garden,” the last poem in Sword Blades and Poppy Seed, because of its “real old English strong gusto.” Tulips are arrayed as if in battle
         dress: 
      

      
         

         
         Here infantry

         
         Wheels out into the sunlight.

         
         What bold grace 

         
         Sets off their tunics, white with crimson lace!

      

      

      
      The poem seems like the starting point for Sylvia Plath’s “Tulips,” in which the flowers
         represent the rude life that seems to be slipping away from the bed-ridden poet. 
      

      
      Lawrence’s portrait of Lowell as a passionate, bitter Puritan expresses perhaps more
         of what he wanted to find in her than was ever actually present. He saw a side of
         her akin to himself, the “fierce, feverish intensity of spirit” that interested John
         Gould Fletcher when he described Lawrence in Life is My Song. Fletcher remarks on Lawrence’s bitterness and his search for a “few congenial spirits.”[1]   Lowell was, of course, right in telling Lawrence her “French” was not a pose—not
         something got up for the purposes of a book of poetry. And yet he was right, the poems
         that remain alive are the ones he and Thomas Hardy treasured.[2]   Among the poems Hardy especially liked is a Lowell masterpiece, “The Captured Goddess.”
         The first two stanzas describe the descent of the goddess, “through sheeted rain”
         in a “lustre of crimson,” which is a reflection of her wings, the poet suddenly discovers.
         The flashing wings set off an array of colors that fill the speaker’s eyes and send
         her into “Flights of rose, layers of chrysoprase,” the green apple color of a gemstone,
         followed by “Points of orange, spirals of vermilion.” This exquisite divinity is found
         in “The narrow-streeted city. / In the market-place . . . Bound and trembling.” Cords
         confine her wings and men bargain for her beauty in “silver and gold.” As the goddess
         weeps, the poet hides her face and flees, a grey wind hissing behind her “Along the
         narrow streets.” This poem, better than the titular narrative that opens Sword Blades and Poppy Seed, expresses the “fighting truths” and “lulling dreams” that are the clashing chords
         of Lowell’s second book. 
      

      
      “The Captured Goddess” also seems to express the fate of poetry in a commercial world.
         The poem gives the lie to Pound’s characterization of a crass Lowell who wanted to
         dumb down poetry so that it would be popular. She would not forsake the beauty she
         wanted to bring down to earth for the sake of silver and gold. As in “The Taxi,” urban
         life seems inimical to the poet’s passion, and yet she is in the taxi and knows however
         much hurt poetry suffers in the narrowness of the marketplace, it is the poet’s mission
         to bring beauty into the world and to widen the reception for her work.
      

      
      On January 15, Macmillan prepared a circular announcing Sword Blades and Poppy Seed that would be distributed to librarians, literary editors, book dealers, members
         of the poetry society and the drama league, and to other selected lists. The cost
         to Lowell for production and mailing: forty-eight dollars. Lowell could seem too much
         of a capitalist not only to Pound and Eliot, but also to Margaret Anderson, who decided
         not to accept Lowell’s investment in the Little Review. “In spite of my being ‘businesslike’ I am so much in sympathy with everything you
         are trying to do that I do not think you would have found me quite the fish you imagine,”
         Lowell wrote to Anderson on March 19.[3]   At the same time, she deplored writers who showed no feeling for the marketplace.
         On February 27, she had written Richard Aldington in disapproval over a scornful letter
         he had sent to a New Republic editor. She had admired the periodical’s first issues, singling out the work of Rebecca
         West, which augured well for the acceptance of work from British writers. “And really
         your scorn of America is a little insular,” Lowell upbraided Aldington, “no nationality
         likes to be told that it belongs to a silly nation.” 
      

      
      Yet Lowell herself did not mind sparking controversy when it served her purpose, which
         was to shake up the poetry establishment. In late March, she telephoned Jesse Rittenhouse,
         secretary of the Poetry Society of America, to request five minutes to explain imagism
         at the organization’s March 30 meeting at the National Arts Club in Gramercy Park.
         Margaret Widdemer’s account of the famous bathtub poem—as it came to be called—which
         Lowell read to a titillated audience that laughed at the vision of Lowell frolicking
         in her bath, demonstrated the poet’s unwillingness to defer to that organization’s
         sense of propriety. She just read on without any concession to the rude snickers,
         and without any desire, apparently, to retaliate. It was enough for Amy Lowell to
         have her say, it seems. It is Widdemer’s supposition, not Lowell’s, that Lowell had
         expected too much of her audience, believing they would not associate her personally
         with what she was reading. Was Lowell not to read such a poem because of the way she
         looked? If anything, Lowell’s apparent aplomb could well be a sign of how well-adjusted
         she became in the peace she made with her own imposing presence.[4]  
      

      
      In April 1915, Some Imagist Poets was published, the first of three anthologies that would appear in subsequent years.
         The preface, written by Aldington and edited by group members, announced their credo:
         
      

      
         
            
            	
               To use the language of common speech, but to employ always the exact word, not the nearly-exact, nor the merely decorative word.
               

            

            	
               
               To create new rhythms—as the expression of new moods—and not to copy old rhythms.
                  
               

            

            	
               
               To allow absolute freedom in the choice of subject matter. . . . 

            

            	
               
               To present an image . . . render particulars exactly and not deal in vague generalities.

            

            	
               
               To produce poetry that is hard and clear, never blurred nor indefinite.

            

            	
               
               Finally, most of us believe that concentration is of the very essence of poetry.

            

         

      

      
      Even in truncated form, much of this credo was redundant and not terribly new, except
         for its rather austere confinement of poetry to images. Lowell never thought imagism,
         as such, was new; rather, it cut out some of the “vague generalities” that her own
         first book of poetry had perpetuated, which is why for her imagism remained a therapeutic
         enterprise. She herself would stretch the idea of imagism to the breaking point, including
         D. H. Lawrence, who was not an imagist, except in so far as he created images. Strictly
         speaking, H.D. was the only poet in the group who fulfilled its purest precepts. 
      

      
      In “Oread,” a densely metaphorical six-line poem, H.D. begins, “Whirl up, sea— / whirl
         your pointed pines.” Repetition, or what Lowell liked to call “return,” is evident
         in the poet’s use of whirl to evoke the jagged swirls of the sea, seen in the poem
         as a kind of pine forest swaying—an exact picture. Pines do often come to a point
         and they create a sort of wave effect in heavy winds. In other words, the metaphorical
         and literal tend to merge in H.D.’s spare verse, which derives, in part from her sharing
         Aldington’s admiration for the unadorned style of classical poetry.
      

      
      In “Soliloquy-I,” Aldington describes the horrors of war: 

      
         

         
         Dead men should be so still, austere,

         
         And beautiful,

         
         Not wobbling carrion roped upon a cart . . . 

      

      

      
      His avidity for Greek art is suggested in his desire to see the idea in repose, like
         figures in classical sculpture. Understatement carries the weight of his emotions,
         as does H.D.’s evocation through images alone of the intense attraction to the immensity
         and power of nature. 
      

      
      Lowell herself contributed one of her greatest poems, “Venus Transiens,” which Harriet
         Monroe—not one to overpraise Lowell—extolled for its “fine precision and fragile beauty.”
         The first stanza, with its cascading questions and intimate address, is a dazzling
         display of emotion infused into imagery: 
      

      
         

         
         TELL me,

         
         Was Venus more beautiful

         
         Than you are,

         
         When she stopped

         
         The crinkled waves, 

         
         Drifting shoreward

         
         On her plaited shell?

         
         Was Botticelli’s vision

         
         Fairer than mine;

         
         And were the pointed rosebuds 

         
         He tossed his lady

         
         Of better worth

         
         Than the words I blow about you

         
         To cover your too great loveliness

         
         As with a gauze 

         
         Of misted silver?

      

      

      
      Words emerge, as in the imagist credo, as the language of common speech, hard and
         clear, but also lovely in their simplicity. The love Lowell speaks of in vague generalities
         in A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass has become as tangible as Botticelli’s painting, even as the poet announces a love
         that feels greater than what is represented in the old master’s work. Like “The Captured
         Goddess,” “Venus Transiens” makes the ineffable palpable. But the poem’s second stanza
         also shows why Lowell could never confine herself to H.D.’s rigid regimen:
      

      
         

         
         For me,

         
         You stand poised

         
         In the blue and buoyant air,

         
         Cinctured by bright winds, 

         
         Treading the sunlight.

         
         And the waves which precede you

         
         Ripple and stir

         
         The sands at my feet.

      

      

      
      In a romantic denouement, nature itself seems to move in tune with the poet’s passion.

      
      If Lowell benefitted from H.D.’s astringent style, she craved Fletcher’s more fanciful
         manner, displayed in his poem about a rainstorm in the city: “Sudden scurry of umbrellas:
         / Bending, recurved blossoms of the storm.” The recurved may well have instigated
         Lowell’s use of “incurved” to describe Ada’s repose in “Wakefulness.” Similarly, what
         mattered most to Lowell in F. S. Flint’s contribution was an unabashed conflation
         of imagism and romanticism, as in his poem, “London”: 
      

      
         

         
         [A]mong the stars,

         
         I think of her

         
         and the glow her passing

         
         sheds on men.

      

      

      
      In D. H. Lawrence, Lowell found an energetic reciprocating soul, as seen in lines
         like “The morning breaks like a pomegranate / In a shining crack of red.” His letters
         to her, she said, made her want to see the countryside in his poetry more the countryside
         itself. This creation of a world in words is, indeed, what she meant by her references
         to the words the poet blows about her Venus. 
      

      
      Now in full flow, Amy Lowell was attracting the notice of William Stanley Braithwaite,
         an anthologist in a position to promote the new poetry—and she was, in her words to
         Richard Aldington on May 19, providing the imagists with “quite a sendoff through
         various talks I have been giving here: one before the Poetry Society . . . the Round
         Table Club . . .the graduating class of the English department of Wellesley College.
         . . .” She found the $430.98 bill sent to her for advertising “a bit staggering,”
         she admitted to Aldington, “but never mind!” Lowell did not think much of Braithwaite’s
         poetry or his critical abilities, but he was—as the communists used to say—”a useful
         idiot.” When Conrad Aiken attacked the imagists in the New Republic, Lowell counted on Braithwaite to compose a riposte. “He is half English and half
         Negro, and the trouble with the man is lack of education, but I cannot sufficiently
         commend his loyalty and disinterestedness.” She assured Aldington, “A friend of his
         went to him the other day and asked him if he realized that he was endangering his
         position as a critic by championing us. He replied that he thought he was making no
         mistake but it really is immensely spunky of him, as he is very poor, is paid almost
         nothing for his articles in ‘The [Boston] Transcript,’ and has a wife and four children
         to support.”
      

      
      Businesslike, Amy Lowell was consolidating her movement, rejecting Aldington’s suggestion
         that they expand the core group of imagists because, she said, such additions would
         confuse the public. She also had to mollify R. S. Flint’s concern, expressed on May
         31, that Fletcher’s touting of Lowell had been bad for group morale. Flint was extremely
         careful, however, not to offend Lowell, who remained indispensable to the group’s
         success: “Please believe me when I say that I feel as warmly towards you as I did
         during those bright and curious days of early war last summer when we had such good
         times together. Please do not think I blame you for Fletcher’s shortcomings.” 
      

      
      When Fletcher learned of the group’s concern, he informed Lowell that he was resigning
         from the imagists in order to “silence slander, which may declare that simply because
         I have eaten dinners in your house, I am your humble slave.” In typical Fletcher fashion,
         he announced his decision as “irrevocable”—and then shortly afterward revoked it.
         Why it is not clear, but like the other imagists, he started to enjoy the royalties
         that began to accrue in late September, which Lowell scrupulously divided into shares
         and royalty checks. She would do so faithfully for the next three years, exactly according
         to the plan she had devised for them. On June 13, she wrote to the Aldingtons that
         Some Imagist Poets was selling about five copies a day, “a good show for an anthology.” 
      

      
      Sword Blades and Poppy Seed, together with Some Imagist Poets, catapulted Lowell into the front ranks of contemporary poetry. It is no wonder that
         Louis Untermeyer, already established as one of the arbiters of the new poetry, should
         write Lowell on July 26, “I refuse to believe that you are the same person that wrote
         ‘A Dome of Many Colored Glass’ and this review is sent to tell you.” Later, Lowell
         admitted to Untermeyer that his dismissive review of her first book of poetry had
         driven her to tears. By late August, he had re-read A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass and realized it did contain the “embryo, or rather the seeds of ‘Sword Blades & Poppy
         Seed.” He urged Lowell to look him up when she visited New York City. 
      

      
      In August, Lowell published what is undoubtedly her most famous, most popular, and
         most anthologized poem, “Patterns.” It seemed so bold Lowell agreed with Ada that
         it had best be published not in a mass circulation magazine, but in the Little Review. The poem deals with a woman’s sexual needs, with the societal constraints on her
         freedom, and with a male-dominated world in which war prevails over private and personal
         desire. Although set in the eighteenth century, the poem inescapably alluded, as well,
         to World War I, with the mention of the Flanders battlefield. Both in terms of its
         language and its theme, the poem was a shocker that nevertheless became an instant
         success. “Patterns” is a protest poem, too, proclaimed by an individual who repudiates
         and yet must conform to the regimen of tradition. Situated in a garden, this dramatic
         monologue is also the highly sublimated story of Amy Lowell and Ada Russell, a couple
         that had surmounted the confines of conventional society and yet were bound to remain
         in public as Miss Lowell and Mrs. Russell. Regardless of subtext and its ostensible
         theme, “Patterns” is also a well wrought work capable of being admired for its own
         sake—a gem that Sara Teasdale described as “an exquisitely enamelled old French snuff-box—so
         fresh and undaunted is the clear color, and the design so firm and so delicate.”[5]   Influential critic Joseph Warren Beach wrote Lowell on August 18, “It satisfies
         my craving for emotion! And I like it for its comparative reticence, for its one or
         two removes from the immediate. Your imagiste method goes very well with the Queen
         Anne subject and mise en scene. (I think you are very ingenious in your historical
         excursion). The most effective thing of all is the allusion to the present sorrows
         in Flanders by way of the great Duke of Marlboro!”
      

      
      Lowell knew quite well the nature of her accomplishment. She had just completed the
         poem when Ada Russell returned to Sevenels from a trip. Lowell hardly allowed her
         to put down her suitcase before beginning to recite the poem. When I mention this
         poem to women who are now in their seventies and grew up in a generation that still
         read Amy Lowell avidly, they react with immediate, intense excitement and pleasure.
         The poem has an unforgettable impact on adolescents, similar to the romantic appeal
         Thomas Wolfe’s writing has on young readers.[6]   Perhaps this is why the poem is often now dismissed as “middle brow.” But “Patterns”
         persists—now online—as one of the defining poems about a woman’s identity.
      

      
      A woman walks down a patterned garden path in her “stiff, brocaded gown” and “powdered
         hair and jewelled fan,” and declares that she “too” is a “rare pattern.” But she is
         not just walking, she is wandering and is about to leave the patterned path—at least
         in her own mind. Her confining dress is implicitly contrasted with the blowing daffodils
         that need not conform to any pattern except their own. Although a biographer might
         think of Lowell’s own garden, the setting could also be at court or on an aristocrat’s
         estate, and the speaker might as well be one of those Japanese court ladies Lowell
         so admired. 
      

      
      In her “richly figured” dress, which has a train that stains the gravel path with
         pink and silver—the only kind of imprint she can make on her world—the marginal woman
         sees herself as a fashion plate imprisoned in her “whalebone and brocade.” She is
         angry because “my passion /Wars against the stiff brocade.” As poetry, the lines may
         seem too explicit and flaccid for the terse modernism we have been accustomed to admiring.
         But this is the monologue of woman who is bursting out of restraints, whose language
         reflects a bold and blunt resolution to say exactly what she feels. In fact, she is
         war-like in her outburst. 
      

      
      The “plashing of waterdrops / In the marble fountain” arouses this agitated woman
         to reveal that “Underneath my stiffened gown / Is the softness of a woman bathing
         in a marble basin.” For just an autoerotic moment, the woman is by herself in this
         line, watching herself, so to speak, until the poem gives way to a scene in which
         “she guesses he [her lover] is near,” and that the “sliding of the water / Seems the
         stroking of a dear / Hand upon her.” Not his hand, though, even if that much is implied.
         A reader of Lowell’s “In A Garden,” might well remember the climactic line: “Night,
         and the water, and you in your whiteness, / bathing!” Then, switching from third to
         first person, the woman in “Patterns” exclaims, “I should like to see it [the fine
         brocaded gown] upon the ground. / All the pink and silver crumpled up on the ground.”
         Here repetition—what Lowell liked to call the “return” of the poem—reflects the obsessive
         need to throw off all restraint, to ruin the pattern.
      

      
      Lowell knew she was skirting what was acceptable in mass circulation magazine verse,
         even as she was playing up to its romance novel conventions. But the presentation
         in “Patterns” of a woman’s consciousness also prefigures Dorothy Richardson’s novels,
         which Lowell read avidly and with great admiration. Lowell’s woman is naked, although
         the word is never used. Instead, she announces, “I would be the pink and silver as
         I ran along the paths.” The language of romance novels intrudes as her “heavy-booted
         lover” catches her in the shade. The cunning Lowell now harlequins the scene: “And
         the buttons of his waistcoat bruised my body as he clasped me. / Aching, melting,
         unafraid.” 
      

      
      It is ironic that Lowell has been chastised for this clichéd scene when, in fact,
         she is burlesquing it—or rather, presenting it through her protagonist’s romantic
         sensibility. This is the sentimental scene women have come to expect, Lowell implies—although
         she is a generous enough artist to want her readers to also revel in that sentimentality,
         even though it is a fantasy. The woman comes out of her revery saying, “I am very
         like to swoon / With the weight of this brocade.” Am I the only reader to find this
         line funny, even as it expresses the woman’s plight? Swoon, one would have supposed,
         is the outcome of all that melting and aching. That Lowell, instead, recurs to the
         heavy dress the woman is lugging around seems to magnify the absurdity of the protagonist’s
         existence. 
      

      
      Then, of course, comes the melodramatic kicker. All along the woman has known that
         her lover, Lord Hartwell, died in action. She has created a scene like those in eighteenth-century
         novels Lowell loved to read. And like the plots of those novels, the woman in the
         poem is “held rigid to the pattern.” She is a walking cliché. This is her tragedy—not
         simply that in a month she was to be married, and their novel was to have a happy
         ending. The woman projects a bleak future for herself, walking up and down the garden
         paths, “boned and stayed.” The man who would have “loosed” her is dead in a “pattern
         called war.” Had Lowell stopped here, she would have been fairly confident about placing
         her poem in, say, the Atlantic Monthly. But the last line seemed to preclude that possibility, since it explodes expectations
         and detonates clichés: “‘Christ! What are patterns for?’” That disgust, that sense
         of futility, that refusal to be reconciled to the “normal” and the “conventional,”
         is Amy Lowell’s ultimate, uncompromising credo. Could a poem like “Daddy,” with its
         ultimate declaration, “I’m through,” have been written without the imprint of Amy
         Lowell?
      

      
      This was the audacious Amy Lowell who appeared for a second time at the National Arts
         Club. That Lowell was expecting more trouble is apparent in a letter she sent to Stephen
         Vincent Benet on November 26: “Cannot you and Mrs. Benet come to my talk at the Poetry
         Society on November 30th? Make the Untermeyers put you up, but come. Come and sustain
         my mangled remains in the face of that blood thirsty crew! . . . If you have any taste
         for rescuing a forlorn damsel, I beg you to be present.” To an audience she estimated
         at between three hundred and four hundred, she read from all the imagist poets, provoking
         what she called in a letter to Aldington “a sort of gladiatorial contest,” with Lowell
         herself “impersonating the early Christians.” 
      

      
      Unquestionably, she relished the fight, and noted that only Louis Untermeyer had come
         to her defense.[7]   On December 3, Edward C. Marsh at Macmillan wrote, “I am overwhelmed with admiration
         for your resources as a debater. I wish we could send you to the United States Senate.
         Seriously, I think you had all the best of it, and that you won your audience in spite
         of a good deal of hostility.” That Lowell thoroughly enjoyed herself seems likely:
         “Mr. Untermeyer tells me that echoes of the famous night at the Poetry Society are
         still rumbling in New York,” she wrote to Stephen Vincent Benet on December 18.
      

      
      Untermeyer had, at this point, become Amy Lowell’s unabashed champion. On December
         5, he wrote to her: “My wife is threatening to write you a lettre d’amour—& I, to
         get even, am threatening to go to Boston.” It was the beginning of a close friendship
         that brought mutual rewards. Lowell was now reading Jean Starr Untermeyer’s poetry
         and recommending it to friends like Richard Aldington for publication. 
      

      
      More than once Amy Lowell wondered how long her own creativity and energy would hold
         up, which is perhaps why she seized her own moment with such fervor and ferocity.
         As she wrote to critic and poet Maxwell Bodenheim on December 29, “Your pretty picture
         of me in the Chinese garden makes an excellent poem, but as a picture I fear it is
         not true to life. I am neither ‘awesome’ or ‘mist-draped,’ but a hard-working poet,
         trying as you are, to do a little decent work before that other jade gate bangs behind
         me forever.”
      

      
      
         1. See Amy Lowell among Her Contemporaries for a chapter on the Lowell/Lawrence friendship. Lowell went to considerable trouble
               to make Lawrence’s life easier—not only by sending sums to support him and reviewing
               his work, but also in the most practical ways, as when she sent him a typewriter during
               the war. On October 7, 1914, she wrote in flattering fashion to William Pyatt, chief
               steward of the SS Laconia: An immensely pleased Lawrence received the typewriter in good time, and William
               Pyatt continued to correspond with Amy Lowell and visit her at Sevenels.

         2. Damon, 261–262, gives the full text of Hardy’s letter about Sword Blades and Poppy Seed. Damon also rushes through a ten-page summary of the book that merely obscures the
               strongest poems in it.

         3. Lowell had also been rebuffed in her quest to become poetry editor of the New Republic. She wrote to the editor, Herbert Croly, on December 14, 1914, “It did not seem to
               me that one or two pages once a month would wrest much honor away from them [the editorial
               board]. But since they feel otherwise, I can only regret it.” On January 12, 1915,
               she wrote Croly, “Let me congratulate you on having taken hold of Rebecca West. She
               writes a fine, trenchant English, and it is very interesting.”

         4. Margaret Widdemer, Golden Friends I Had: Unrevised Memories of Margaret Widdemer (Doubleday, 1964), 112–113. For other accounts of the March 30 uproar, see Damon,
               292–294, Gregory 140–143, Gould, 172–174, Heymann, 212.

         5. Sara Teasdale to Amy Lowell, October 13, 1915.

         6. Fred M. Hechinger, “About Education,” the New York Times, December 19, 1990: “[T]he late William Bradley Otis, a mid-Westerner of dyed-in-the-wool
               conservatism, could nevertheless move a class of young radicals to tears with a rendition
               of Amy Lowell’s anti-war poem, ‘Patterns.’”

         7. See Damon, 323–325, Gregory, 145, Gould 187–188, Heymann, 214.

      

   
      Chapter 4

      Reaping 
(1915–1916)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Amy Lowell was now a public figure. The Boston Globe included an item about her at least once a month, and her poems published in magazines
         were reprinted in newspapers. “Fireworks,” published in the April Atlantic Monthly and reprinted in the Boston Globe on April 7, 1915, is an example that the editors thought would appeal to their readers:
         “You hate me and I hate you,” the poem begins, as it fairly revels in animosity: “I
         shine in the windows and light up the trees, / And all because I hate you, if you
         please.” Her adversary is a “flaming wonder”—so that together “Such fireworks as we
         make, we two! / Because you hate me and I hate you.” This kind of work certainly burnished
         Lowell’s reputation as a pugilist, but the poem also evokes the joy of battle that
         never forsakes civility: “And we are so polite, we two!” As always, Amy Lowell had
         her hostilities under control.[1]  
      

      
      In the Fort Wayne Journal-Gazette (November 28, 1915), Nixola Greely-Smith published an interview, praising Sword Blades and Poppy Seed and a new book, Six French Poets, calling Lowell the “most energetic unmarried woman in New England.” Lowell shied
         away from the word feminist, noting “certain inescapable restrictions” on what Greely-Smith
         called the “submerged sex.” The conversation, though, was about free verse, a term
         Lowell disliked, preferring “vers libre”—not a picky point, really, since free verse
         carries the connotation of writing unfettered by form, and Lowell believed that her
         work observed certain organic requirements of structure and style. The interview took
         place in Chicago, with Alice Corbin Henderson, associate editor of Poetry, by Lowell’s side. The poet praised the magazine, backed by contributions of fifty
         dollars each from one hundred investors, marking the “first time that anyone has ever
         considered it worth while to offer money for the encouragement and development of
         poets.” Lowell observed that poor education, including her own, had held women back,
         and she doubted that women, who tended to be dabblers, would ever equal men of achievement,
         who would go further “because of purely physical causes.” And yet she concluded, “mind
         . . . has no sex.” 
      

      
      Six French Poets, published in November 1915, received good to mixed reviews in America. The book
         reveals the influence of Paul Fort’s vers libre on Lowell’s work.[2]   She regarded his mixing of prose and poetry as a precursor to her own brand of
         polyphonic prose. She liked his long flowing cadences, although her own, studded with
         adjectives and alliteration, verges on the vertiginous. Later critics have ignored
         the book, only mentioning its conversational style (derived from Lowell’s lectures)
         and surprising popularity, which they have attributed to Lowell’s own renown and the
         appeal of French literature during the war. It is more likely, though, that her deft,
         succinct biographies of these poets and her own translations made them appealing and
         accessible to an American audience. She wrote with an insight and compassion that
         made these foreign figures intriguing: “Albert Samain would seem to lack his century,
         were it not that one cannot help feeling that in no century would the shy, solitary
         diffident man have been at home.” Who would not want to read about Emile Verhaeren,
         “the greatest modern poet using the French language,” after this: “He stands out as
         the finest flower of a ruined country, and as such can never again be contemplated
         as merely walking step by step with the writers of any other country; no matter how
         great . . .”
      

      
      Lowell’s selection of Henri de Régnier reveals how deeply immersed her poetry is in
         his saturation of images and sounds and smells associated with the sea, and the garden
         in an erotic setting that is also a display of the poet’s own sensual grip on the
         reader:
      

      
         

         
         There are swords, mirrors, jewels, dresses, crystal goblets and lamps, with sometimes
            outside the murmur of the sea and the breeze of forests. Listen also to the singing
            of the fountains. They are intermittent and unceasing; the gardens which they enliven
            are symmetrical. The statue there is either of marble or of bronze; the yew is trimmed.
            The bitter smell of box perfumes the silence; the rose blossoms next to the cypress.
            Love and Death kiss each other on the mouth. The water reflects the foliage. Make
            the round of the basins. Go through the labyrinth; wander about the grove, and read
            my book page by page, as tho with the end of your tall jasper cane, solitary stroller,
            you turned over on the dry gravel of the walk, a beetle, a pebble or some dead leaves.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell wanted her own poetry to run off the page in just this way, enclosing her readers
         in a world of her own sensations by confecting a poem-like prose with a cadence and
         internal rhyme scheme that seems self-sufficient and all encompassing.
      

      
      The reviewer in the North American Review (February 1916) does not seem to have realized that his synopsis of Six French Poets could have served just as well for Amy Lowell’s own wide-ranging poetry:
      

      
         

         
         The striking impressionism of Verhaeren; the tender artificiality of Samain; the powerful
            suggestiveness of de Regnier, reporting the vision of the world which he sees from
            the gold casements of his onyx-pillared palace; the intoxicating sensuousness, verbal,
            musical, emotional of de [Remy] de Gourmont; the childlike simpleness and surprising,
            quaint revelations of [Francis] Jammes; the ingenuity, intensity, many-sidedness of
            the energetic Paul Fort—all these impress themselves deeply upon the mind that does
            not resist impressions.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell’s biographies of these poets certainly did justice to them, but her chapters
         were also projections of her own gargantuan desire to devour and display all the potentialities
         of poetry. 
      

      
      In England, critics by and large dismissed Six French Poets. Especially wounding was Lytton Strachey’s ironic comment: “Nothing could well surpass
         the patient sympathy with which Miss Lowell scrutinizes her poets, her refined enthusiasm
         for their achievements, her enlightened tolerance of their faults.” Thus he disposed
         of this Bostonian lady of the manor. Jean Gould reports that Lowell cried over Strachey’s
         review—on what authority I do not know.[3]   Lowell attributed some of the hostility to anger at American authors whose country
         remained neutral in World War I,[4]   although Lowell and her family were stout supporters of the Allied cause—so much
         so, she assured Aldington, that “one would think we were still a colony. I think my
         whole family would walk to the front with guns on their shoulders, if they could.”[5]   H.D. thanked Lowell for sending support: “Everyone is hard up.”[6]   Amy was devastated when she learned that Richard Aldington had been called to serve.
         The thought of losing his brains and blood appalled her, and though she would have
         had no trouble supporting an exemption for poets, she also saw the war as enlarging
         his outlook—poetry, after all, had to be part of the real world.[7]  
      

      
      Edward Marsh of Macmillan was concerned enough about the nasty British reviews to
         write Lowell, telling her not to take the attacks personally or to respond to them.
         She should regard the attention as itself positive, indicating “how much life the
         subject has.”[8]   When F. S. Flint sent Lowell his warm appreciation of Six French Poets, she responded, “I had all the difficulty in the world not to burst into tears.”[9]   Although Lowell would soon discover that she had other English admirers, she would
         continue to trouble herself over her lack of impact abroad. At home, though, she had
         become a celebrated arbiter of contemporary poetry. “There is no doubt about it, that
         poetry is a vital issue over here now, and people get as excited about it as they
         do over politics,’ she reported to Richard Aldington on January 31, 1916.
      

      
      Lowell, of course, was part of the excitement. On January 3, she had appeared before
         the Middlesex Women’s Club in Lowell, Massachusetts. Although not everyone there enjoyed
         the “new” vers libre, they all “surely enjoyed Miss Lowell, the jolliest, healthiest
         and apparently happiest lecturer who appeared before the club in a long time,” reported
         the Lowell Sun the next day. In fact, she made poetry fun. The audience had been expecting that
         the sister of Harvard’s president would be a “woman of formidable literary appearance;
         instead they met a charming woman with the gift of natural humor who did not take
         herself too seriously in the morbid way of the stock poet.” She seemed, in fact, of
         a piece with her sparkling, unconventional verse. Lowell’s cunning as a platform performer
         comes through in the report, which noted that she began with a conventional love poem,
         “Apology.” The first stanza has an archaic quality that would have been familiar to
         her audience:
      

      
         

         
         Be not angry with that that I bear

         
         Your colours everywhere,

         
         All through each crowded street,

         
         And meet


         
         The wonder-light in every eye,

         
          As I go by. 

      

      

      
      Genteel and chivalric at the same time, the poem rhymes in the simplest syllabic way
         calculated to soothe her audience. Gradually, Lowell guided her listeners to appreciate
         a more intricate narrative poem, “The Book of Hours of Sister Clotilde,” which the
         reporter praised for the beautiful medieval picture of a “staid convent, “quaint gardens,”
         and “brown-garbed nuns walking two by two.” Then Lowell turned to vers libre, but
         began with the readily accessible “Fireworks,” pointing out the role of cadence and
         rhythm, which gave poetry a more musical quality than had been conventionally acceptable.
         The unabashed Lowell then read with “lilting joyousness” the lines about bathing that
         had become her signature. Such moments, among a skeptical or wary audience that had
         become receptive, established the poet’s extraordinary rapport with her listeners.
         When Lowell then read one of her Yankee dialect poems, “Off the Turnpike,” the reporter
         “wondered how the writer who revelled in tapestries and glories of the Orient could
         so truthfully give the homely atmosphere of the farm.” 
      

      
      But of course that was Lowell’s point: Poetry is an infinitely flexible and imaginative
         medium that had been too long confined to the rarefied precincts of aesthetes or to
         the bathetic commonplaces of pedestrian verse. Lowell has often been criticized for
         stretching herself too much, for trying to write in too many forms, and for too often
         veering toward the banal or the tiresomely histrionic—in short, that she tried too
         hard. She conceded as much, and yet could not confine herself to one kind of poetry,
         since in person she was attempting to show what poetry, in toto, could do. She concluded
         her program with a war poem, “Slightly Disguised” (retitled “Lead Soldiers” in Men, Women and Ghosts), demonstrating how poetry could address itself to the moment. “Slightly Disguised”
         also introduced her audience to polyphonic prose, although the reporter made no mention
         of the term. By the firelight in a nursery the toy soldiers march in “prismed patriotism.”[10]   Tommy is pictured moving his soldiers and wheeling his guns, as they sing themselves
         off to battle. But like Thomas Hardy’s darker war poems, the simple jolly scene is
         inflected with grim apprehension: “Tommy’s army’s off to war— / Not a soldier knows
         what for.” It is indeed a leaden army, unable to think for itself, to contemplate
         the nature of its actions—unlike the “nodding mandarin on the bookcase” who “moves
         his head forward and backward, slowly” as if contemplating the very nature of events,
         of past and future, that the army cannot comprehend. When Tommy spills a pitcher of
         water on the nightstand, the water by firelight turns red, like a pool of black blood
         growing and growing, covering the lead soldiers who still gleam in the nursery fire,
         whose sparks are like stars, “as though a gala flamed a night of victorious stars.”
         Those were the last words Lowell spoke, bringing her performance to a close on a somber,
         yet thrilling note.
      

      
      References to Lowell, character sketches, and her poems appeared in regional papers
         across the country. In Ohio, for example, the Portsmouth Daily Times carried this item on March 23: “Amy Lowell, leader of the imagist poets, smokes black
         cigars and is plump and fond of ease. She wrote a poem to her bathtub, telling how
         well it fitted her form and what a sense of pleasing luxury it gave her.” What other
         American poet’s work turned into newspaper copy this way? Another item in the Cambridge City [Indiana]   Tribune reported how the subject of Lowell bathing had become a joking matter in the Ohio State Journal and the Houston Post, which ran pieces about like-minded bathers who worried about “what’s coming when
         we get out of the tub”—or in it, as another plump writer watched while the “water
         promptly gets out.” Lowell, who allowed very few pictures of herself to be published—virtually
         none that were not formal portraits—had broken the mold that readers of female poets
         filled in for themselves, as an item in the Boston Globe reveals: “One of life’s little surprises experienced by A. L. C.: ‘Mentally visualizing
         Amy Lowell as blue-eyed, fluffy-haired 17-year-old fragile sylph-like—and then suddenly,
         without warning, coming face to face with a magazine photograph of her.’”[11]  
      

      
      In March, Lowell embarked on a second successful trip to Chicago, lecturing about
         imagism and the new poetry in an auditorium “crammed to overflowing, with people standing
         in the aisles.” She also took the opportunity to berate Harriet Monroe for not featuring
         the imagists more often in Poetry.[12]   On March 2, she wrote to Robert Littell, literary editor of the New Republic, who told her that the magazine had lost fifty subscribers because of her poem “Reaping,”
         published in the October 30, 1915, issue. She was sorry, especially since she had
         a “great many nice remarks about that poem, too.” It is one of her New England dialect
         poems, a monologue in the first person, in which a wife tells her husband about her
         adultery, expresses no regrets, and spurns his advances. Perhaps what disturbed subscribers
         is her matter-of-fact attitude. She is not bitter because her husband no longer pays
         attention to her, and she does not suffer because her lover had his way with her and
         does not return. The poem begins in almost quasi-feminist fashion: “You want to know
         what’s the matter with me, do yer? / My! ain’t men blinder’n moles?” But the woman
         blames herself as much as her husband for a marriage gone sour. She was a “silly fool”
         when she married him, became preoccupied with the birth of a daughter and then “mopey”
         about her death. Her husband’s long hours of work on the farm left her alone and susceptible
         to Elmer, who arrived to install the telephone. And though the affair is over, it
         has brought her back to life—but only as her own person:
      

      
         

         
         Don’t, Jake, don’t, you can’t love me now!

         
         It ain’t a question of forgiveness.

         
         Why! I’d be thinkin’ o’ Elmer ev’ry minute;

         
         It ain’t decent.

         
         Oh, my God! It ain’t decent any more either way!

      

      

      
      Lowell thought enough of the poem to include it in Men, Women and Ghosts (1916). It was just one of several similar works that told hard truths about country
         life in language reminiscent of Eugene O’Neill’s early plays. Although Lowell greatly
         admired Robert Frost’s New England poems, she thought they were filtered too strenuously
         through his own sensibility, and that he was unwilling to probe the language and sensibility
         of his subjects.[13]   Edgar Lee Masters, author of Spoon River Anthology (1915), a collection of monologues set in a midwestern small town and told with great
         regional flavor and heightened realism, called “Reaping” “great, wonderfully humorous
         and true to life and dramatic. I have laughed over it more than anything I’ve seen
         lately; and last night Harriet Monroe was at my home and we read it aloud and had
         a great laugh. She admired it greatly.”[14]  
      

      
      Lowell’s country people interest her in the same way Hardy’s rustics appeal to him,
         or Sir Walter’s Scott’s down-to-earth country folk extend his canvas of humanity.
         Both of these writers were Lowell favorites. She did not use her dialect poems to
         score political points, and she rarely discussed politics, although she made no secret
         of her political disagreements with liberal friends and associates like Louis Untermeyer.
         And yet she was hardly a down-the-line conservative. On August 11, 1916, she wrote
         to him deploring the actions of Boston’s Mayor Curley and of a judge who had sentenced
         Van Kleek Allison, a birth control advocate, to three years in prison for distributing
         leaflets advocating contraception: “As a matter of fact, I think the whole Van Allison
         business was abominable,” Lowell declared. “The trial was a disgrace, the remarks
         of the presiding judge were to my mind more objectionable than the theories he was
         combatting.” But she could not side with radicals or conservatives. As with the suffragettes,
         she rejected those who pursued changes in public policy by resorting to campaigns
         in a “hectic and tasteless manner. . . . Of course, I believe, like everyone else,
         that a sane kind of birth control is often necessary, and more often expedient, but
         I think I also have a distinct feeling that there is too much ‘prevention,’ not only
         of births but of other things in our modern life, and that a certain luxuriance, profusion,
         waste, and self-sacrifice are necessary to civilization. If I were asked, I should
         say that we really need large families more than we need birth-control.” Lowell regarded
         her view as “unattractive” because it was “temperate and logical.” Then she withdrew
         from comment, perhaps realizing that she had already said more than her literary vocation
         demanded: “I feel that personally I have no business with these things—it is not my
         job.”
      

      
      But Lowell felt differently about the war. She adopted a jingoistic stance in a series
         of poems entitled “Phantasms of War,” published in the Independent. She drew on stories that depicted imperial Germany’s atrocities and sabotage of
         the Allies’ food supplies and crops. In “The Cornucopia of Red and Green Comfits”
         (November 3, 1917), for example, she dramatized a report that poisoned candies had
         been dropped from German airplanes onto a French town, Bar-le-Duc. She portrays a
         “misshapen Kaiser” and a laughing Germany confecting a witch’s brew of toxins that
         will melt on children’s tongues as “blood-drops.” The “little children, sweet as honey”
         are “like berries snapped off and packed in coffins.” In “blue, peaked Germany,” the
         poem’s final stanza announces
      

      
         

         
         the cooks wear iron crosses,

         
         And the scullery maids trip to church

         
         In new ribbons sent from Potsdam.

      

      

      
      “Phantasms of War” notwithstanding, Lowell did not let politics interfere with her
         dedication to the cause of poetry. “I do hope there is nothing in the report that
         the Federal Government is about to shut you up,” she wrote to Margaret Anderson at
         the Little Review. Lowell did not approve of the magazine’s “political attitude,” but she admired its
         “artistic attitude . . . If they do suppress you, I see nothing for it but to begin
         again under another name.”[15]   Publications such as the Little Review and Poetry were vital to Lowell in reaching discerning readers, even as she also placed her
         poetry in mass circulation magazines and newspapers. But so were women’s clubs, whose
         activities received special treatment on the society pages of newspapers: “The Poetry
         Society of Utah will meet Monday evening at the public library. Mrs. Katharine Howard
         will read poems of Amy Lowell,” reported the Salt Lake Tribune on April 16. This kind of attention later damned Lowell in Horace Gregory’s estimation,
         proving (at least to him) that she was no real poet—although the previous week the
         society had discussed the poetry of Conrad Aiken.
      

      
      By April 25, Ferris Greenslet could report that 2,060 copies of the first imagist
         anthology had been sold, and two hundred copies had been shipped to England. The book
         would have a small, but steady and respectable sale throughout much of the year, including
         a reprinting of 270 copies in September.[16]   Lowell wrote to her publisher: “I think we have done that almost impossible thing—come
         very near to changing the whole taste for poetry, certainly in this country.”[17]   In fact, such statements signaled that the imagist collaboration was coming to
         an end. Fletcher wrote letters to Lowell that the other imagists were using her. Lowell
         herself believed that H.D.’s imagism had become too confining for the kind of poems
         Lowell wanted to write, and that at least one of the poets, F. S. Flint, had no more
         good poetry in him. Fletcher seemed bitter about the imminent group breakup, but Lowell
         seemed to think their parting of the ways quite natural and even desirable for everyone
         concerned.[18]  
      

      
      Lowell was also buoyed by a visit from a young Harvard student, Foster Damon, who
         had just completed an essay on her work. During an informal talk shortly after the
         publication of his biography, Damon remembered how seven barking sheep dogs surrounded
         him. A maid came in and handed him the Boston Transcript—“[T]hat was my only defense,” he said. The dogs barked continuously from the time
         of his arrival before seven until about ninety minutes later, when Lowell “made her
         hearty appearance.” After dinner, in the library, covered in a Turkish towel, “those
         fierce dogs were now exceedingly affectionate, and couldn’t love me enough,” he assured
         his audience.[19]  
      

      
      Damon’s letters, in his Brown University archive, reveal the electrifying impact Lowell
         had on the young men who sought her company:
      

      
         

         
         June 26, 1916


         
         I have become famous! Yes indeed, Mahomet being too bashful to go to the mountain,
            it turned out that the mountain had been seeking him. That is cruelly said. But, to
            put an end to prolixity, I have dined with the divine Amy, sister to our President.
            It happened this way.
         

         
         ​ Conversation (as reported by her to a friend of mine):

         
         ​Pres. Lowell (with the Lowell inter familias sarcasm): “Well, sister, there is a
            Bowdoin Prize Essay that lost out, that you might like to see. It is on Imagism and
            Free Verse.”
         

         
         ​Amy: (sweetly): “Of course it didn’t win the prize, if it was on Imagism & Free ​Verse.”

         
         Of course such essays are anonymous: & for 2 months she had been seeking me. I heard
            of it indirectly—called her up—and was invited to dinner. A delicious meal. And after
            we smoked delicious cigars while I read her “Essay” & poetry. But what is nicest,
            she invited me again.
         

         
         ​ I have become famous.

         
         ​ She is perfectly natural, & extremely likable. As for the cigars—she would be preposterous
            with a cigarette!
         

         
         ​ It was great to read her what I had said about herself. She took it very nicely,
            especially as I had quoted two of her favorite lines—she told me what they were at
            dinner.
         

      

      

      
      Damon would continue to see her on almost a monthly basis with an enthusiasm that
         never diminished: “She is also beyond doubt the most natural woman I have ever met,” he wrote to a friend on July 11. She loved to argue, Damon
         noted, and so did he. Lowell’s friends had no trouble expressing their dissent. As
         Louis Untermeyer told her, “Why shouldn’t we have our differences of opinion?”[20]  
      

      
      Damon does not mention Ada Russell in his letters, but she remained at the center
         of Sevenels. Jean Starr Untermeyer, visiting Lowell for the first time, extolled Ada’s
         “quiet dignity”—and then said to Lowell, “You, you see, we got in one blinding flash,
         ‘for keeps’ I hope.”[21]   Another friend, Grace Hazard Conkling, who taught at Smith College, described how
         restful and comforting a visit to Amy Lowell could be: “I wonder if you have been
         sitting in your blue room, next door to that white tower of the cherry-tree, writing
         more of that marvelously vital verse of yours? . . . I’m so happy thinking it over,
         and remembering many delightful details . . . from whistling to your enchanted dogs
         to hearing talk of poets docile and otherwise; or from eating some of your greenhouse
         strawberries.” Lowell had spent an evening listening to Grace confide her troubles.[22]   Grace had first met Amy at a meeting of the New England Poetry Society. Amy had
         telephoned her to say: “I liked you, the minute I heard you speak.”[23]  
      

      
      By November 1916, when Men, Women and Ghosts, Lowell’s third book of poetry, was published, she had been welcomed aboard the train
         of distinguished American authors. “This way for Emerson, Amy Lowell and points north
         of Boston,” announced an item reprinted between September and November in the Logansport [Indiana]   Chronicle, the Cedar Rapids [Iowa]   Republican, the Charleston [West Virginia]   Daily Mail, the Salt Lake Tribune, the Janesville   [Wisconsin]   Daily Gazette, and other newspapers. 
      

      
      Lowell received many congratulatory letters about Men, Women and Ghosts, but she probably treasured most the one from D. H. Lawrence, whom she considered
         a genius.[24]   He pronounced the volume “better than ‘Sword Blades.’” He singled out several poems
         for praise, including “Reaping,” “a real straight jet of a story,” and “An Aquarium.”
         Like “Bath,” but perhaps more so, “An Aquarium” appealed to Lawrence because it embodied
         his notion that Lowell led her fellow American poets in registering the “physico-sensational
         world, apprehension of things non-human, not conceptual”:
      

      
         

         
         Streaks of green and yellow iridescence,

         
         Silver shiftings,

         
         Rings veering out of rings,

         
         Silver—gold—

         
         Grey-green opaqueness sliding down,

         
         With sharp white bubbles

         
         Shooting and dancing.

         
         Flinging quickly outward.

         
         Nosing the bubbles,

         
         Swallowing them,

         
         Fish.

      

      

      
      Lawrence deemed “An Aquarium” an example of “non-emotional aestheticism,” and he meant
         this as a compliment. For him, Lowell’s therapeutic value derived from her pristine
         perceptions, her ability to render a tangible world in its own terms in so far as
         language and speech rhythms could do so. At their best, Lowell’s lines are tightly
         tethered to the shape, color, and movement of creatures we name “fish.” “An Aquarium”
         has an uncanny ability to paint fish at a level of abstraction that resists the human,
         mimetic impulse to reproduce an object in space. Lowell’s fish become “blue brilliance
         cut by black bars,” “an oblong pane of straw-coloured shimmer,” “a smear of rose,
         black, silver.” Hers is a submarine world of “shadows and polished surfaces” and “facets
         of mauve and purple, / A constant modulation of values.” This last phrase is an especially
         brilliant touch, linking the nonhuman and human, the perceiver and the perceived—but
         not as in the romantic tradition that Wordsworth defined as the poet half perceiving
         and half creating his world. Lawrence understood that Lowell’s verse was a kind of
         giving over of herself to the other, nonhuman world. And she was never more herself
         than when in this mode of allowing “a constant modulation of values” to arise out
         of her perceptions. Or as Lawrence put it, she was unlike the English who “still see
         with concepts.” Lowell, in other words, did not impose herself on the world depicted
         in her best poems. 
      

      
      Men, Women and Ghosts was a huge success. The first edition sold out in little more than a week.[25]   The first sentence in Lowell’s preface highlights her work’s simple appeal: “This
         is a book of stories.” She led off with “Patterns,” which encapsulated the volume’s
         perfect balance between tales of past and present. The strongest poems, such as “Reaping,”
         are dramatic monologues, and among the weakest are her war poems like “The Bombardment,”
         which sound like dramatic effects in films before the technology was perfected. She
         avoided lyric verse and instead set her stories to music—quite literally in narratives
         such as “The Cremona Violin,” in which she attempted to mimic the “suave, continuous
         tone” of that instrument.[26]   Such experiments, as she called them, have not worn particularly well. They seem
         too tricky, although her fraught polyphonic prose in her return in “Malmaison” to
         the spurned Josephine’s plight remains haunting and popular to this day. The best
         passages are quiet ones, in which the internal rhymes, alliteration, and exclamatory
         repetition that are cloying become subdued and sublime. 
      

      
      “Malmaison” begins stridently: 

      
         

         
         How the slates of the roof sparkle in the sun, over there, over there, beyond the
            high wall! How quiet the Seine runs in loops and windings, over there, over there,
            sliding through the green countryside! Like ships of the line, stately with canvas,
            the tall clouds pass along the sky, over the glittering roof, over the trees, over
            the looped and curving river. A breeze quivers through the linden-trees. Roses bloom
            at Malmaison. Roses! Roses!
         

      

      

      
      Much better are diminuendos like this one: 

      
         

         
         There are rumours about the First Consul. Malmaison is full of women, and Paris is
            only two leagues distant. Madame Bonaparte stands on the wood bridge at sunset, and
            watches a black swan pushing the pink and silver water in front of him as he swims,
            crinkling its smoothness into pleats of changing colour with his breast. Madame Bonaparte
            presses against the parapet of the bridge, and the crushed roses at her belt melt,
            petal by petal, into the water.
         

      

      

      
      In her preface, Lowell argues that what looked like prose was merely a “typographical
         arrangement,” and that polyphonic prose was poetry: “It enables the poet to give his
         characters the vivid, real effect they have in a play, while at the same time writing
         in the décor.” She has yet to persuade many critics of her point.
      

      
      In Men, Women and Ghosts, Lowell had stretched what was left of her imagism to another breaking point. What
         had begun as liberation was now seen as confinement. She was not entirely surprised,
         since imagism had been a form of opportunism, a way to change the discourse about
         poetry in her country. Now that she had succeeded, she could allow herself to feel
         some bitterness over the very movement that had made her career possible. “The Dinner
         Party” may allude to the July 1914 dinner that Pound disrupted: 
      

      
          

         
         So . . . they said,

         
         With their wine glasses delicately poised

         
         Mocking at the thing they cannot understand

         
          So . . . they said again

         
          Amused and insolent.

         
          The silver on the table glittered,

         
          And the red wine in the glasses

         
          Seemed the blood I had wasted

         
          In a foolish cause.

      

      

      
      Was this Lowell’s reaction in her heart of hearts? One reading of the poem makes her
         involvement in the imagist cause a matter of regret. She watched these sophisticates
         divert themselves at her expense. They treated her as not deserving of their respect,
         although, in truth, they were incapable of appreciating her cause. Their very disdain
         made her feel that she had given her all to a silly project and made a sacrifice of
         herself for nothing. But Lowell published this poem in 1916, when she was still very
         much involved with the imagists and working indefatigably on their behalf, making
         sure they received their royalties from the anthologies she shepherded into production,
         and enjoying her success. 
      

      
      Quite another interpretation of the poem is possible, even preferable. The point of
         view conveys her imagining how “they” concluded that she had expended herself in a
         “foolish cause.” The wine that metamorphoses into her blood represents her life force,
         which they are feeding on. These smug superior diners continue to talk, unaware of
         their own inhumanity and stupidity. Lowell treats this posh meal as a revelation of
         carnal ferocity in this civilized group, which their exquisite composure belies. They
         are the ones who are foolish, and to Lowell goes the victory as she puts them in their
         place.
      

      
      
         1. Well, not always under control. Sedgwick, 495, 497 reports that Lowell “broke the
               protocol between writer and editor by telephoning” the Atlantic editor to ask him to reverse his rejection of her article on imagism. “During a heated
               exchange, frustration apparently overwhelmed her tact. She assailed Sedgwick’s tastes
               as amateurish and reactionary, and his conduct of the Atlantic as giving maximum support to conventional mediocrity while ignoring imaginative genius.”
               When she submitted “Fireworks,” Sedgwick curtly accepted the work as “original and
               effective.” On January 12, 1915, she expressed her “immense surprise” to Herbert Croly,
               editor of the New Republic, that Sedgwick had accepted the poem. Thereafter, Lowell continued to press her case,
               but more diplomatically. 

         2. For an example of Fort’s influence on Lowell, see below the discussion of “Leaden
               Soldiers.”

         3. Strachey is quoted in Gregory, 145; see also Gould, 200.

         4. Lowell to Aldington, February 5, 1916.

         5. Lowell to Aldington, January 13, 1916.

         6. H.D. to Lowell, January 20, 1916.

         7. Lowell to Aldington, June 28, 1916.

         8. Marsh to Lowell, February 5, 1916.

         9. Lowell to Flint, December 29, 1915.

         10. Paul Fort’s influence on this poem can be felt in Lowell’s translation of him in Six French Poets: “Fire! Tommy . . . My heart capers to the banging of our cannon. Be calm, old fellow.
               Ah! it is a long way, a long way to Tipperrary. Since yesterday’s thirst without a
               drop of whiskey, I shoot, everyone shoots. Ah! . . . it’s fine. . . O cannon, your
               balls are tinged with our blood, our blood which makes our uniforms red again: in
               front of us the Germans are bleeding fear; they believe that we load your jaws with
               our hearts.”

         11. “So They Say,” April 14, 1916. Lowell carefully controlled and severely limited use
               of her image, although late in her career she may have become a little less sensitive
               about her appearance, judging by this good-humored if slightly chagrined message sent
               to her friend, John Farrar, on November 3, 1923: “Heavens and Earth! I look like a
               drill sergeant on parade. I am afraid I think the hair is a perfect portrait; the
               nose is not; mine does not turn up. On the whole, I do not know whether I had not
               full as lief be made out a senile, triple-chinned duck as this modern Boadicea. What
               do you think the effect on my poems will be? More than ever will they insist that
               I am without emotion. How could That have an emotion! However, as you say, I must not be vociferous, I will forebear.
               You are a clever child to have the thing in proofs before one can repudiate it.” She
               mentions putting a Boston Transcript caricature of her into the fire before it could be published. 

         12. Lowell to Richard Aldington, March 25, 1916.

         13. For more on the Lowell/Frost relationship, see Amy Lowell among Her Contemporaries, 67–81.

         14. Masters to Lowell, March 29, 1915.

         15. Lowell to Anderson, February 1, 1916. The Little Review was not shut down.

         16. Ferris Greenslet to Amy Lowell, September 6, 1916.

         17. Amy Lowell to Ferris Greenslet, September 5, 1916.

         18. Lowell to Fletcher October 11, 1916; Fletcher to Lowell October 31, 1916.

         19. November 19, 1935, Bookshop for Boys & Girls, informal talk after lunch at Perkins
               Hall, Boston, S. Foster Damon Papers, Brown University.

         20. Louis Untermeyer to Amy Lowell, May 2, 1916.

         21. Jean Starr Untermeyer to Amy Lowell, February 1, 1916.

         22. Grace Hazard Conkling to Amy Lowell, May 14, 1916.

         23. Amy Lowell to Grace Hazard Conkling, June 10, 1916.

         24. Lawrence’s letter in quoted in Damon, 386–388.

         25. Gould, 207.

         26. In London, Lowell had attended performances of the Russian ballet and opera, calling
               Chaliapin the “greatest tragic singer” and “Le Sacre du Printemps” “insanity.” (Lowell to Carl Engel, July 26, 1913.
               Quoted in Bedford, 530–531). As Bedford notes, Lowell’s interest in music was wide-ranging
               and probing. She wanted to experience the work of new composers and often had music
               performed at Sevenels. Bedford, 536, quotes Lowell’s December 30, 1921 letter to Engel:
               “I dined with [Edward Burlingame Hill, then chairman of Harvard’s music department].
               . . . He played me his eight new orchestral waltzes, all but two of which I liked.
               The truth is you have trained my ear better than you know, and I don’t like banal
               progressions (is that the word?) and reminiscent phrases.” Engel set to music two
               of Lowell’s lyrics, “Sea-Shell” and “The Trout.” Jane P. Ambrose, “Amy Lowell and
               the Music of Her Poetry,” New England Quarterly 62 (1989): 47, sees striking parallels between imagism and modern composers such
               as Stravinsky. See also Amy Lowell, “Some Musical Analogies in Modern Poetry,” Musical Quarterly 6 (1920): 127–157

      

   
      Chapter 5

      Winning 
 (1917)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      On January 22, poet John Peale Bishop wrote Lowell his congratulations on scoring
         a complete victory in arguing for the principles of free verse, winning over both
         students and faculty at Princeton University. Lowell, in high spirits, had appeared
         yet again at the Poetry Society of America, overcoming her conservative opposition
         with brilliant sallies punctuated by “tossing and catching a gold-meshed vanity bag,
         to the delight of the diners.”[1]   “I still hear echoes of the meeting Thursday night and of the impression you made
         on the audience that was evidently hostile a year ago. Surely you have won them in
         a most remarkable degree,” Edward Marsh wrote to Lowell on January 29. A third printing
         of Men, Women and Ghosts had just been ordered, Marsh informed her on February 5. The book was selling well
         in Cincinnati, where Lowell had taken her show on the road later that month. She was
         much in demand, speaking as well at Radcliffe College and in Brooklyn. 
      

      
      Lowell had become such a popular platform performer that it seemed to some of her
         friends she had become too entertaining, thus diminishing poetry itself. “I wish you
         would drop your lectures—I think their work is done,” John Gould Fletcher wrote her
         on April 23. He was even more censorious a month later: “You are overdoing the “thrill”—the
         “effect.” But Lowell believed that poetry had to be heard, not just read. She had worked on her voice with Ada Russell and was proud of the
         result. She had also worked with Professor William Morrison Patterson of Columbia
         University, convincing him that the cadences of polyphonic prose, when read aloud,
         produced a syncopated and “occult balance” that was not detectable when read silently
         on the page.[2]   Occult may seem an odd word choice, but to Patterson it evoked what he also called
         the “spell” of vers libre.
      

      
      Lowell’s insistence on the aural power of poetry grew directly out of her family experience
         and was reflected in her philosophy of education: “I well remember, “she wrote to
         C. H. Goddard,
      

      
         

         
         racing with one my nieces, when she was about twelve years old, to see which of us
            could learn Poe’s “Raven” first, and then we used to recite it out loud together with
            tremendous expression, and if one of us made a slip which the other could correct
            the delight of the corrector knew no bounds. I used to keep a bookcase in my room
            full of books—poetry, fairy stories, everything—for my nieces and nephews, which they
            could come to whenever they wanted, and many is the time I have come in and found
            them grouped round the room, all reading, and then there would be the cry, “O Aunt
            Amy, listen to this.”[3]  
         

      

      

      
      Lowell’s notion that her poetry had to be performed has been shared by other poets, of course—notably Sylvia Plath, who insisted to the
         critic Al Alvarez that her poetry had to be read aloud. Poets like Fletcher did not
         know how to recite their work, Lowell realized. And he did not know how to cultivate
         an audience, she pointed out to him, as he departed for England just when he was beginning
         to catch on in America. In her papers is a letter from an audience member at the Brooklyn
         Institute who pointed out that no more than five poets in the entire country could
         bring off a performance approaching Amy Lowell’s. True enough, but did that mean poetry
         should not be heard and that poets should not train themselves to address their public?
      

      
      That Lowell enjoyed performing and did not mind making a spectacle of herself is obvious,
         but perhaps not so evident was her belief that a writer, especially a poet, had constantly
         to improve her platform. Long before the advent of social media, she realized how
         quickly poetry, like any other form of art, could be shunted aside and made to seem
         esoteric and recondite. Some writers seem to revel in their marginality, and to regard
         their obscurity as a badge of honor. Something has to be wrong with an author who
         seeks publicity, such writers suggest. Fortunately, Lowell had the strength of mind
         to reject this all-too-familiar arts community folderol. She wanted poetry to be part
         of a national discussion; she wanted poets to be discussed in newspapers. The attention
         she wanted for herself she wanted for others as well—as she had already shown in Six French Poets, and that she would soon demonstrate again in Tendencies in Modern American Poetry.
      

      
      Even the urgency of the war did not alter Amy Lowell’s belief in the centrality of
         poetry. On July 16, not quite two weeks before the United States declared war on Germany,
         she wrote to Fletcher:
      

      
         

         
         Do not lose heart, dear boy, and do not feel that the war is the end of everything,
            and realize how extremely important you are in the world. . . . Poetry is not a thing
            outside of man; it is absolutely inherent. It is one of the distinct needs of humanity,
            and it is as important to administer to that need as it is grow wheat or raise cattle.
            Nothing has ever been able to crush poetry out of the world, and it will not be crushed
            now, because there are people like you in it. So you must not let yourself feel, as
            you say in this letter: “Of what use is your brain—your feeling—your strength—before
            this?” It is of infinite use, of such far-reaching use that that use cannot now be
            analyzed.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell did not see the war as only a catastrophe, or as an event that suddenly obliterated
         the importance of poetry. To William Ganson Rose at the chamber of commerce in Cleveland,
         Ohio, she wrote: “The truth is that America is turning away from its early materialism
         and developing an idealism of its own, and poets are the voice of this new hunger.
         At the request of Dr. Herbert Putnam of the Congressional Library in Washington, I
         sent poetry libraries to all the training camps in this country, and the response
         has been really extraordinary. I had no idea that so many young men cared to read
         poetry.” She could say as much because she had their letters in hand.[4]  
      

      
      Lowell worried that her literary contemporaries, such as the pacifist James Oppenheim,
         editor of Seven Arts, could harm American democracy by attacking the war effort. She compared the world
         of her own time with the final period of the Roman Empire: 
      

      
         

         
         [O]ne civilization stands in the balance in the face of another, but that other is,
            to a certain extent, the return of autocracy, I hardly think can be denied. . . .Which
            way the world will now go depends upon the power of the democratic countries to protect
            themselves and keep the world free for their ideals. If they are unable to do this
            when brought face to face with a violent and militant would-be dominating force, they
            will fail, and the ideals for which they have striven will fail in them, and the world
            will not again reach those ideas until several centuries have passed.
         

      

      

      
      Searching for another historical analogy, she lighted on Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo.
         It was a disaster for civilization. Notwithstanding the crown he had placed on himself
         as emperor, France represented the “cause of free thought, free speech, and individuality.”
         England then stood for the reactionary force that “imposed itself upon all the nations
         of the world, until it again had been outgrown.” Germany was now that agent of reaction.
         It was “not content to exist for itself, but wishes to impose its ideals upon all
         the rest of the world.” Lowell was no warmonger; indeed she regarded “war as a social
         illness”—”or rather let us call it an inoculation to escape a greater sickness, which
         we should undoubtedly have to undergo without it.”[5]  
      

      
      Lowell had written in “Phantasms of War” about German American secret agents putting
         fish hooks in solders’ rations, but she had also been impressed that hardly more than
         a hundred German Americans had been interned. They were “really American at heart.
         . . . The internal insurrections, which we feared, have not taken place, and only
         occasional sporadic outbursts here and there have succeeded the declaration of war.
         . . . there is a serious quiet determination in the temper of the people which I have
         not seen equalled. There is no ‘Hurrah, Boys’ or hysterical excitement . . . merely
         a quiet gritting of the teeth and determination to see the war through.” The war effort
         would make the country “more homogenous, more truly a nation, than it has been for
         many years—since this vast tide of immigration has done so much to change the temper
         of her people, in fact.” She believed in evolutionary change, as she wrote to Oppenheim
         on August 11: “I believe in the growth of the new order; I do not believe that the
         revolution in Russia will reach it this time.” The conservative Amy Lowell was no
         promoter of immigration, but she was clear-eyed and saw where history was headed—and
         she wanted poetry and poets to be part of the action. Indeed, she wanted poetry to
         be perceived as an action. 
      

      
      Lowell also believed that she was rejuvenating her own stock—as she wrote Helen Bullis
         Kizer on August 29, 1917: “I represent the pioneer spirit in my literary work which
         confused my fellow New Englanders, for to a great extent they have forgotten the pioneer
         spirit as an instinct which remains. They have hung it on the wall, like an ancestral
         portrait, as something remarkable in its time, but of no value today.” This profoundly
         patriotic writer was also out of step with America’s expatriate writers, whose influence
         would eclipse her own in a way she would find perverse, and which to this day has
         badly distorted her own reputation. As if on cue, Pound wrote to her on August 30,
         1917, “My Dear Amy: You tried to stampede me into accepting as my artistic equals
         various people who it would have been rank hypocracy [sic] for me to accept in any such manner. There is no democracy in the arts.” Lowell
         had already informed Margaret Anderson at the Little Review that the magazine should not expect any more contributions from Lowell so long as
         Pound was associated with it.[6]  
      

      
      On September 14, Lowell received a letter full of homage unlike any other tribute
         she would ever receive. Winifred Ellerman, the twenty-three-year-old daughter of a
         British shipping magnate, had discovered, as she wrote a year later in Amy Lowell: A Critical Appreciation, “a freshness of vision denied so long that it had become a myth.”[7]   Writing under the pen name of W. Bryher, this aspiring writer rated Lowell higher
         than Frost. The reason why can be divined from Bryher’s comment on “Patterns”: “Loneliness,
         the loneliness that is the core of so much of this poetry, sharp with wasted beauty,
         the sunshine, the summer that can never mean anything more, bends the passionate cadence
         with its spilt, rebellious life, longing made immortally articulate.”[8]   Bryher read her own longing and loneliness into Amy Lowell, the person and the
         poet— and she was not wrong. This lesbian, looking to find her own way in the world
         and in literature, knew little about Lowell’s actual circumstances and yet had latched
         on to exactly the right mentor. “I shall be very glad to hear from you whenever you
         care to write,” Lowell replied on November 14, “and to give you any advice in my power.
         I assure you that I quite understand your position in regard to your friends. It is
         one I have suffered under for years, but I can also assure you that it gives way in
         time and that nothing but high courage and the constant pursuit of your own ideal
         will bring you to the goal you desire.” 
      

      
      Bryher had first read Six French Poets as nothing less than a revelation. She had spent a terrible childhood in a school
         where girls did not read poetry and treated Bryher as an oddity. Not even her French
         teacher approved of Bryher’s interest in vers libre. To Lowell, Bryher wrote, “I can
         never express to you the joy it was to me, in my utter isolation, to feel such a book
         had been written.” Bryher immediately recognized Six French Poets as a portrait of Lowell. “To me, Six French Poets was like having a friend.” Lowell’s poetry so delighted Bryher she took it with her
         everywhere: “[Y]our books have been with me in all sorts of places, on boats, in a
         donkey cart, on the sands.” Bryher was, in truth, speaking for a whole generation
         of women that has had virtually no voice in previous Lowell biographies, with the
         result that the power Lowell exerted over a generation of perceptive and imaginative
         readers and writers has vanished from literary history.
      

      
      The extravagance of Bryher’s praise is almost beside the point. She was expressing
         precisely the impact that Lowell hoped to have on women who identified not only with
         her lyric poetry, but also with “Malmaison” and the other narrative poems in Men, Women and Ghosts that explored the plight of women imprisoned in the cultural and psychological regimes
         of patriarchal societies torn by war and stultified by convention. Admitting that
         much of Lowell’s first book of poetry is “crude and unawakened,” Bryher was “curious
         to notice in the following volume, how with the discovery of ‘unrhymed cadences’ came
         also the discovery of life. It is only with the casting aside of traditional form,
         that the poet leaps from wistfulness and twilight, triumphantly to morning.”[9]   Bryher’s prose may be purple, but it does have the effect of dramatizing the vault
         Lowell made from the decidedly melancholy temper and jejune phrasing of A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass to the joyful, ingenious unorthodoxy of Swords Blades and Poppy Seed. That vault is the same one that Bryher made from her school to Lowell’s books. Until
         the advent of Amy Lowell, Bryher had thought of America as “a Polar waste lit at best,
         with the sparse and mediocre echoes of English writers of a forgotten age.”[10]   By December 15, Bryher was writing Lowell, “I lie and dream each night of America.”
         Precisely this aspect of Lowell—her Americanness—which earned the scorn of Pound &
         Co., had won her not merely an admirer, but a reader who saw America’s possibility
         through the form and color of Lowell’s poetry.
      

      
      In retrospect, it seems inevitable that Lowell should follow Six French Poets with Tendencies in Modern American Poetry, which appeared in October. The book was her platform to define and codify what she
         meant by the “new poetry,” a term that was soon taken up in newspapers across the
         country. This kind of biographical/critical study received unprecedented coverage,
         surely the result of Lowell’s provocative and pleasing public appearances over the
         previous two years. 
      

      
      In the preface to Tendencies, Lowell emphasizes that she is not proclaiming an abrupt change. Quite the contrary,
         what seems “new” has an organic, “slow growth” evolution, imperceptible until it culminates
         in movements such as imagism, and in the work of six poets who exemplify both continuity
         and change: Edwin Arlington Robinson, Robert Frost, Edgar Lee Masters, Carl Sandburg,
         H.D., and John Gould Fletcher. These poets did not form a school. And yet, though
         quite different from one another, they nevertheless constitute a group because they
         differ “still more widely from artists of other epochs.” She is thinking no doubt
         about Longfellow, Whittier, and Bryant, and probably less about Whitman or Dickinson,
         except for those poems of theirs that had become anodyne staples of the American curriculum,
         such as Whitman’s “O Captain! My Captain!” which generations of schoolchildren had
         memorized. But she was also aiming at the “sugared sentimentality of Tennyson” and
         the “frozen didacticism of Matthew Arnold,” which had done so much to shape American
         literary tastes. 
      

      
      It is vital to realize that Lowell was not writing as a critic for critics, but rather
         creating her own Chautauqua. When litterateurs such as Lytton Strachey ridiculed her
         hortatory style, they were taking offense at what they considered to be her condescending
         tone, and they gave her a good going over for stating principles and observations
         that they regarded as common knowledge. But Amy Lowell was looking way beyond the
         aesthetes to what Virginia Woolf called the common reader. Lowell’s nationality, her
         demotic sensibility, and her willingness to appear before women’s clubs put her out
         of the bounds for Bloomsbury. In short, Lowell could not cut a figure in modernist
         cafes. 
      

      
      Lowell is not singling out her choices as the only excellent poets in America, but
         rather arguing that they are alike in “revolting against stilted phrases and sentimentality,”
         and “ceding more and more to the influence of other alien peoples, and fusing exotic
         modes of thought with their Anglo-Saxon inheritance”—just as she would do in poems
         inspired by Japanese and Chinese literature. It is right to begin with Edward Arlington
         Robinson, because he embodies a response to an outworn puritanism, which in its earliest
         stages had a vigor that has atrophied. Robinson’s poetry, Lowell implies, is the harbinger
         of a new, harder-headed sensibility that began to emerge in Harriet’s Monroe’s Poetry, in the band of insurgent poets first gathered together by Ezra Pound, and at Harold
         Monro’s London bookshop, where, “if you happened to be a poet,” you would hear talk
         of “forms and directions, technique and substance.”
      

      
      Thus Lowell provided the American public with an insight into how the “new poetry”
         developed, making the movement out to be a natural and inevitable reaction to a stultifying
         past. In this respect, she was no different from a Woodrow Wilson proclaiming the
         “New Freedom,” or from Theodore Roosevelt stumping for his progressive policies. However
         much Lowell might have dissented from some of progressive political programs, the
         Boston Globe reported Lowell had shown up at a women’s suffrage meeting, and she would later attend
         at least one meeting of the Lucy Stone League professing, if not agreement, certainly
         a curiosity and openness to the rapidly changing culture.
      

      
      By the time Lowell arrives in Tendencies at her discussion of H.D., she is done explaining much, instead suggesting that it
         is difficult to analyze such spare poetry. Instead, she praises its “incisive,” “satisfying,”
         “astringent cadence.” As literary criticism, Lowell’s commentary may seem superficial,
         but this view mistakes her purpose, which is to provide the general audience with
         a way—a first way—of appreciating work that radically re-orients the understanding
         of what poetry can be: “For pure loveliness of adjective, listen to the last line
         of the second stanza [in ‘Sea Gods’]: blue violets, moss, cliff, river-violets.” Poetry
         could be a matter of pure music, Lowell emphasizes, as she picks up lines from H.D.
         and puts them to our ears like so many tuning forks. There is passion to be had in
         H.D.’s work, Lowell insists in the face of those who called the poetry cold: “In one
         sense it is, for in it is something of the coolness of marble, something of the clarity
         of fresh water. But it is a mistake to suppose that this coolness, this clearness,
         covers no feeling. The feeling is there, but the expression chastens it. Let me mix
         my similes, let me liken ‘H.D.’s’ poetry to the cool flesh of a woman bathing in a
         fountain cool to the sight, cool to the touch, but within is a warm, beating heart.”
         By the end of this passage, the reader lands right back in Lowell’s own sensual poem,
         “In a Garden.”[11]  
      

      
      Similarly, her reading of John Gould Fletcher is a reading of herself: “Mr. Fletcher
         is fortunate in having one place which he has always looked upon as ‘home.’ Americans
         lose much in depth of character and mellowness of mind by their nomadic habit of life.
         A person whose childhood has been a series of rapid arrivals and departures from hired
         lodgings never gains the peculiar tenderness that comes from roots long nourished
         in one soil.” Lowell is especially attracted to his poem, “Ghosts of an Old House,”
         which grounds him in the same way Sevenels steadies her:
      

      
         

         
         The house that I write of, faces the north: No sun ever seeks

         
         Its six white columns,

         
         The nine great windows of its face.

         
         It fronts foursquare the winds.

      

      

      
      Like the other chapters of Tendencies, the one on Fletcher is a mix of commentary, biography, and autobiography—in this
         instance including Lowell’s memory of visiting Fletcher’s London flat in Adelphi Terrace,
         “a place full of literary associations, past and present . . . the ideal habitat of
         a poet,” where they sat in a room with a “great writing-table and overflowing bookcases,
         and outside, through the trees, the green Thames rolled slowly along with its constantly
         shifting pictures of lighters, steamboats, barges, and puffing river craft.” Between
         those six white columns and the green rolling Thames, Lowell had sandwiched a poet’s
         life.
      

      
      Tendencies includes Lowell’s most extended study of Frost. She recalls that while in England
         during the summer of 1914, she heard much talk of Frost’s second volume of verse,
         North of Boston. The excited discussion intrigued her, and Frost’s work became part of what she described
         as a London “full of poets, and, what is better, the beliefs, and protests, and hates
         of poets. They made a lively buzzing which meant that the art was in a vigorous condition.”
         After buying a copy of North of Boston in Harold Monro’s Poetry Bookshop in the summer of 1914, Lowell took turns reading
         it with Ada Russell. 
      

      
      Finding Frost in London was, in effect, what Lowell had come to London for—even though
         he was not claiming to be new, as Lowell herself reports. Instead of attaching himself to a clique of poets (as
         Lowell would do with the imagists), Frost fenced with Pound and others but kept his
         own counsel. Lowell seems to love him all the more for it: “To anyone less firmly
         set on his own artistic feet than Mr. Frost, the situation was intoxicating but it
         is characteristic of the man that he lost neither his head nor his originality. He
         changed no whit in poetry, speech, or appearance. He talked and listened, and went
         home and did the same thing right over again only better.”
      

      
      Not only does Lowell not decry Frost’s blank verse or deplore him as a sonneteer,
         she seems positively to revel in his deft deployment of conventional forms and lauds
         his subtle handling of iambs, anapests, and trochees. And why not? After all, she
         had written her share of sonnets and experimented with rhyme schemes while realizing
         that she had failed to produce distinguished work in her first book.
      

      
      Lowell admires Frost for creating poetry that is at once so colloquial and yet so
         traditional in its meter. If she had found her voice by taking up the “new poetry,”
         he had found his by withdrawing deeper into himself. He remained a perpetual source
         of fascination for Lowell, as she made clear in her March 5, 1925, birthday tribute
         to him:
      

      
         

         
         Young poets are the most intolerant of human beings, and the little group with whom
            I had allied myself were quite certain that blank verse was an outworn medium, and
            that le mot juste was the most important factor of poetry. That night taught me a lesson which I have
            never forgotten. For here was our vaunted mot juste embedded in a blank verse so fresh, living, and original that nothing on the score
            of vividness and straightforward presentation—our shibboleths—could be brought against
            it.
         

      

      

      
      However much Amy Lowell used the cause of poetry to serve herself, she never forgot
         her service to the cause of poetry that Frost embodied. Indeed, she idealized Frost
         as poetry’s best self, an intuitive writer of great integrity—the very antithesis
         of a saloniste. Lowell left London determined to make Frost’s name known in his native
         land.
      

      
      Lowell sets the poet up almost in the fashion of Plutarch’s parallel lives, comparing
         him to the intellectual Edwin Arlington Robinson: “Mr. Robinson speculates about the
         world, wonders about it, almost agonizes over some of its phases; Mr. Frost, plastic
         and passive, permits the world to make upon him what imprint it will. Mr. Robinson
         is concerned that his work tally with the thing observed; Mr. Frost is anxious to
         trace accurately the markings burnt into the sensitive plate of his mind.” Quite aside
         from her judgments of particular poems and themes in Frost’s work, Lowell presents
         him as a nonpareil.[12]   
      

      
      Not so her treatment of Edgar Lee Masters and Carl Sandburg. She sees their work as
         marking a greater break with the past. These two poets are the “most revolutionary
         that America has yet produced.” Spoon River Anthology had been an enormous success after many setbacks, as she detailed in her biography
         of Masters. She admires his unflinching portrayal of lives that were “hard, crude,
         completely local.” She also likes his introduction of characters with German, Russian,
         French, and even Chinese names that reflect the changing ethnic makeup of the country.
         But his remarkable Strindbergian, sexualized stories that set him apart from his contemporaries
         shocked her, since she did not see the point of them. They did not lead to the “rapture,”
         the “burgeoning of the mental and physical life” that D. H. Lawrence, for example,
         “throws over it [sex]” with the “transparent and glittering cloak of joy.” In contrast,
         the “pages of Mr. Masters and August Strindberg read like extracts from the Newgate
         Calendar.” Lowell’s description of Lawrence could, of course, serve as her own credo,
         announced in love poems like “Absence.” 
      

      
      Although Lowell had her qualms about Sandberg, she saw true grandeur in his evocation
         of Chicago, even as he acknowledged its coarseness as “Hog Butcher for the World.”
         She reveled in his humor and energy and his irrepressible idealism, which arose paradoxically
         out of the materialistic world he catalogued so vividly: “The man who makes beauty,
         constantly, energetically undauntedly, stands more chance of moulding opinion than
         he who dims that beauty by turning it to uses for which it is unfitted. Mr. Sandburg
         is like a man striving to batter down a jail with balls of brightly coloured glass.
         He may well alter points of view by focussing them upon his spheres of iridescent
         light, but not by shooting these same spheres from a cannon.”
      

      
      Sandburg’s poetry was very much of a world that confined or jailed beauty, but he
         also liberated beauty with the power and finesse of his style. She did not think much
         of his radical politics, not so much because she disagreed with them, but because
         she believed he had introduced propaganda in a way that was likely to date his poetry:
         “Art, nature, humanity, are eternal. But the minimum wage will probably matter as
         little to the twenty-second century as it did to the thirteenth, although for different
         reasons.”
      

      
      To read Tendencies in Modern American Poetry is to wonder what its author made of a world that was rapidly replacing the one that
         had made her a Lowell. Her friends published several memoirs of her after her death,[13]   but an unpublished reminiscence by Norris Jephson O’Conor, deposited in the Huntington
         Library, provides a fresh perspective. He met Lowell in the winter of 1916–1917 at
         a tea in New York City. At the time he was writing poetry and seemed troubled by the
         debates about the new poetry and its disregard for traditional verse forms. He was
         attracted to Lowell because she saw in works like “Dover Beach” an example of nineteenth-century
         free verse. In other words, her notion that the new poetry was the product of evolution,
         not a revolution, appealed to him. They shared, as well, a conventional Eastern Seaboard
         upbringing that still valued “good manners and the courtesies of social intercourse
         when these were embellishments of living rather than ends in themselves.” 
      

      
      O’Conor settled in Cambridge in June 1917, accepted Lowell’s invitation to visit Sevenels,
         and was elected to the membership of the New England Poetry Club, which she had been
         instrumental in founding. He reveals that she did not think much of his poetry, but
         that judgment did not matter to a man who admired a poet who believed in the “importance
         of the poet in our national way of life. Here was a leader in the crusade to make
         poetry as understandable as prose to the majority of readers.” 
      

      
      O’Conor’s account of his visits to Sevenels jibes with those of many others. He notes
         that Lowell wrote between midnight and five or six in the morning and then slept until
         midday. When she awoke, even before dressing she would deal with household and estate
         affairs. By late afternoon she might go shopping or to the Athenaeum, or attend to
         other personal affairs. This schedule meant dinner was always late, and Lowell would
         often appear even later, after the guests had been urged to begin their meal, presided
         over by Ada. 
      

      
      That Lowell was fond of O’Conor and his wife is apparent in her distress over his
         departure to teach at Grinnell College in Iowa: “Your letter was a blow to me, a literal
         blow. I do not know what we are going to do without you and Mrs. O’Conor this Winter.
         We always look forward so much to seeing you and knowing that you are really here,
         not one of the transient visitors, but round the corner, ready to be talked to and
         consulted with any minute.” When Amy and Ada came down with the flu and could not
         entertain, they were enraptured with a shipment of wild ducks that O’Conor sent to
         them: “For three glorious nights we feasted upon those ducks! I almost shed tears
         into my plate, the last night, and Mrs. Russell came upstairs in a great depressed
         state, murmuring ‘I have eaten the last duck.’ I am sure that the ducks hastened her
         recovery if anything did, for she had no appetite, and eating would have been a matter
         of salt and ashes without them. . . . I love wild ducks as I love nothing on this
         earth in the edible line, and I do not believe a nutmeg grater could have got anything
         more off the bones when we got through with them.”[14]  
      

      
      O’Conor describes Sevenels as a spacious and opulent mansion. The paintings of local
         artists (facsimiles of Egyptian tomb murals) hung on the walls of a huge tiled hall.
         Turning left from the main entrance, you moved into the sizable living room, with
         a “long solid library table” piled high with new books set before the front window.
         (Lowell liked mystery stories, but she confessed to O’Conor she did not have the talent
         to write them.) One side of the room included a fireplace with a stone mantel. Instead
         of the usual logs, “long slender strips of firewood,” cut to order, lit up the room.
         Small sofas were situated on both sides of the fireplace, in front of which was another
         table with various lamps and ornaments and two easy chairs on both ends, thus creating
         a kind of nook Lowell used for her most intimate conversations with a small number
         of guests. 
      

      
      At the far end of room, a heavy door concealed a fireproof closet, which contained
         Lowell’s precious manuscripts. O’Conor reports that Lowell had certain chemicals designed
         to protect this collection from summer heat and winter cold. Shelves lining the room
         contained first editions in their own boxes with facades simulating the books’ original
         bindings. Among her prized possessions were works by Keats and the letters of Lord
         Nelson and Lady Hamilton. Only on rare occasions did Lowell retrieve from this sanctum
         treasures she displayed on the library table for distinguished guests. On one occasion,
         O’Conor remembers Lowell’s “amused interest” as she watched him reading “one of the
         shortest and frankest and the most passionate of love letters.” However much Lowell
         associated herself with the new poetry, O’Conor realized she was steeped in the past.
         
      

      
      Lowell loved to shoptalk, which meant dealing with the technical problems of verse
         and diction. She liked to read work in progress and solicit opinions. O’Conor’s description
         of their evenings together suggests scenes that could have occurred on a stage set
         and during an audition. He does not mention Ada Russell, but she was surely present
         at such performances, and it is hard to imagine that these dramatic readings did not
         compensate, in part, for her having left the stage. Amy Lowell probably did not even
         have to state the obvious: Her life was a theater of expression, and she was striking
         attitudes just as consummately as Emma Hamilton had done at the court of Naples. Lowell
         did not just talk about poetry; her readings convinced O’Conor of her “sensitivity
         to technique,” which was often saturated with the influence of Keats’s letters and
         poems. 
      

      
      Talk would continue until midnight, when Lowell would have her chauffeur take O’Conor
         home. Then Lowell would begin to write, a tea trolley at her side so that she could
         eat without interrupting her work. But she also had at hand a telephone, and sometimes
         after midnight a groggy O’Conor would take her call when she wanted his opinion. She
         seemed confronted with two alternatives in her writing: Which would O’Conor prefer?
         
      

      
      O’Conor admired Lowell’s professionalism and her insistence that she be paid for her
         appearances. Poets had to be treated in a business-like way, she told him, a view
         evident in the countless letters she wrote while negotiating her own fees. She brought
         her own equipment to readings—chiefly her own lamp, set up usually by Ada. Lowell
         disliked lengthy introductions and arriving while other business was afoot. O’Conor
         witnessed her refusal to read at one meeting because the agenda kept her waiting,
         but she relented when the audience importuned her to read—and she did so, O’Conor
         notes, “with taste and with authority.” 
      

      
      O’Conor leaves out certain salient aspects of Sevenels. He does not mention Lowell’s
         seven rambunctious sheepdogs mistaking the scruffy poet Maxwell Bodenheim for a tramp
         and tearing off part of his clothing during a harrowing visit to Sevenels.[15]   Lowell brushed off his complaint, perhaps because he liked to hit her up for loans.
         She described Bodenheim to Louis Untermeyer as a “queer graft of panhandler & poet!”[16]   On October 15, 1917, he wrote to Lowell, “Can you help a brother-poet to the extent
         of loaning him ten dollars until he ‘gets on his feet’ again?” Three days later she
         sent him the ten dollars, along with what she herself called a “lecture”: “Do not
         forget that as one of the detested employers of labor I know something about conditions,
         and I know that labor is scarce, and a demand for it great. For instance, the shipping
         departments of all firms including the publishing houses are badly crippled at this
         moment. I think if you went to any one of them and knocked at the door you could get
         a job. Let me recommend it to you as not beneath your notice.”
      

      
      Jean Starr Untermeyer remembered the dogs “ranged in a circle at a respectful distance
         from the diningroom table, or guzzling their food from gray enamel pans at the hearth
         in the library—they suggested caricatures of nodding English judges in dirty wigs,
         rather then ferocious animals.”[17]   Another friend, Margaret Widdemer, remembered their wonderful literary names: Pamela
         and Joseph Andrews, Mr. Lovelace, Charles Grandison, Sophia Western, Tom Jones, Harriet
         Byron, or was it Clementina?—Widdemer could not remember. The dogs were a kind of
         security detail, roaming the grounds and fending off intruders. They were allowed
         into the library after dinner “as completely poised and arrogantly agreeable as Amy
         herself could have been,” Widdemer observes. Guests received large damask napkins
         to protect their clothing from the wet muzzles of dogs drinking out of their water
         bowls. Then the dogs would make their exit as the evening’s conversation continued.[18]   But a Bodenheim in tatters after a dog attack may have had some warrant to complain.
         On May 7, 1915, the Boston Globe reported: “A suit of Thomas F. Hickey, a minor, against Miss Amy Lowell of Brookline,
         sister of Pres. Lowell of Harvard, for $2000 damages for injuries caused by a dog
         bite has been settled. Judgement for $1 was entered in the Superior Court, the real
         terms of the settlement not being disclosed. Miss Lowell contended that the boy was
         not exercising due care when bitten. The biting was on Feb. 11.” The next day, an
         item in the Globe expressed curiosity about the true cost of the settlement and whether Lowell would
         write a poem about the incident. (She did not).[19]  
      

      
      O’Conor’s memoir hardly mentions what Ada was like at this time. Fortunately, Margaret
         Widdemer provides a revealing glimpse of Ada at Sevenels. The visitor remembered Russell’s
         lovely speaking voice and gentle charm, telling Widdemer that Amy had been greatly
         pleased with her. “Most people think they have to talk to her about nothing but poets,”
         Ada added, saying it was not so. Indeed Lowell had a gift for finding exactly the
         right subjects to draw out her guests.[20]   John Gould Fletcher remembered Ada as warm-hearted, forbearing, and tactful—in
         short, a woman who had “lived long in the real world and dealt with real humanity.”[21]   By the time he came to write his memoirs, Fletcher had turned against Lowell, never
         wondering why Ada Russell, whom he treated as a paragon, should have stayed so faithfully
         and tenderly beside his version of the autocratic Amy: 
      

      
         

         
         I decided now that, of the two ladies who alike inhabited Sevenels, Mrs. Russell was
            the more appreciative and the more sensitive. I was delighted to hear from her lips
            how, as the daughter of a pioneer English bookseller she had spent her early life
            in remote Utah among the Mormons, and how on an early trip to the East with her father
            the train had been halted for hours while a great herd of buffalo walked across the
            railroad track. She brought back to mind the distant pattern of an earlier, more heroic,
            more generous, more charitable, more vividly picturesque America than now existed.
            Amy was at best only the final and cosmopolitan stage of that kind of existence, making
            enormous publicity out of her attempt to restate it in the most vivid terms for posterity.
         

      

      

      
      Although Fletcher acknowledged Lowell as the herald and embodiment of the new poetry,
         he also saw her as a relic of an old-fashioned predatory capitalistic system. She
         worried about labor unrest, the strikes in two mill towns named after her family,
         and feared for her personal safety. She spoke of hiring guards to protect her home.
         “[A]s I remember,” Fletcher adds, further diminishing her, “I had not suspected her
         previously of being so lacking in personal courage.” Lowell read her poems to him,
         but he offered none of his in return, confessing in his autobiography that compared
         to her he felt like a failure. Fletcher could not imagine the affective life Lowell
         enjoyed with Ada Russell. He could see her only as a counterweight to Lowell, rather
         than as the lover in a partnership that coincided with Lowell’s most productive years
         as a poet.
      

      
      On January 2, 1918, Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, who would later write one of the most
         endearing memoirs of Amy Lowell, closed a letter to Amy:, “With love to Mrs. Lowell,”
         and then crossed out Lowell and wrote in Russell. 
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      Chapter 6

      War 
 (1918)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      On January 29, Grace Hazard Conkling, who taught at Smith College, wrote Amy to thank
         her for a “wonderful visit with you.” It had been a “delightful rest” and a “new lease
         of life: you really did start me off again on my way . . . I am still blessing you
         for the criticism which I needed so much, which nobody else could give me . . . I
         feel encouraged and guided and ever so much more confident. . . . You were splendid.”
         Friends like Grace brought out Amy’s generosity and also her gift for inspiring others
         with her absolute honesty and shrewd advice. That she could seem formidable and aloof
         to those she liked came as a surprise to her—or so she claimed: “By the way, I had
         no idea that I was not easy to approach, as you say. Surely, you have not found me
         difficult. At any rate, if I am, it is entirely owing to my recalcitrant health which
         keeps me so often invisible,” she wrote to the book collector A. Edward Newton.[1]  
      

      
      The irascible, opinionated, and unapproachable Amy Lowell certainly existed, but no
         more so than, say, the famously fractious Samuel Johnson. But without a Boswell to
         act her emollient commentator, she has languished as the target of unsympathetic parties,
         who find Johnson’s rudeness more forgivable in his biographer’s charming narrative.
         Lowell could have been writing about herself when she thanked A. Edward Newton for
         sending her a collection of pictures: “That Johnson portrait is one of the most superb
         things I have ever seen. It makes me understand the whole quality of Johnson’s character
         better than anything else has ever done. It makes the usual portrait of him seem a
         mere caricature. The wisdom, power, pathos, and sweetness in this face makes one understand
         why his friends were so fond of him. I shall prize it among my most valued things.”[2]   
      

      
      To operators like Maxwell Bodenheim, Lowell could be tough, and she was always wary
         of those who simply coveted her money or influence. But the picture of her as the
         generalissimo of poetry built up in other biographies hardly does justice to the whole
         person. One of her rivals and critics, the poet Witter Byner, addressed her playfully
         as “My dear Lion” and signed himself, “The Lamb,” in one letter, and in another, “Yours
         very much in spite of myself.” And she responded in kind: “[Y]ou are no good as an
         enemy—you make yourself so agreeable.” In a New Republic article, he had attacked the imagists, arguing they were all technique and no heart—but
         then he had pleased Lowell with a “gallant” defense of her at a poetry society meeting.
         “In what terms should a lady acknowledge a gentleman’s admission that perhaps he made
         a mistake in trying to cut her throat?” Lowell asked him. Even Ezra Pound confessed
         to Amy that for all their disagreements he could not dislike her.[3]  
      

      
      It had been a hard winter, Lowell reported: “Almost all the rhododendrons in front
         of the house were killed, and the big laurel bush which has been there since I was
         a child.”[4]   But except for the war—and that was a big exception—this was a happy period for
         Amy Lowell, now firmly ensconced in her fame, and not yet quite so threatened by the
         ill health that would make the last six years of her life both an ordeal and a triumph.
         Amy had found a way to nearly eliminate those periods when Ada was not at her side.
         She invited Ada’s daughter and baby to spend several weeks at Sevenels in the spring
         and then to return for the summer. “You see how foxy I am,” Amy wrote to her friend
         Eleanor (Mrs. August Belmont). Ada was no longer lost to Salt Lake City. “We have
         a sand pile in front of the house, and Mr. Man [the baby], with his hair cropped short
         like a real boy, disports himself in it from morning till night; but it is a sad comment
         on the inferiority of woman that he prefers the men in the garage to any of us.”[5]   It might not be supposed that Amy Lowell wanted to spend much time with children,
         but in fact many of her letters show that she became quite fond of Ada’s family, which
         stimulated pleasant memories of “days when all the children used to be here years
         ago.”[6]   Countless letters in her archive give evidence that she cared deeply about the
         education of children and looked for ways that would promote the free exercise of
         their creativity.
      

      
      Amidst her success and happy home life, Lowell thought often about her three nephews
         who were in the fight, and of her imagist colleagues like Aldington and Flint who
         were also serving their country. “It is utterly impossible for me to write anything
         which is not in some way connected with the war,” Lowell wrote to Fletcher on March
         12. On some days she could not bear to read the newspapers. She wanted to do more
         for the war effort.[7]   Sometimes she got so wrought up that Ada had to calm her down. “I have found Mrs.
         Russell the best guide I have ever met,” she confided to Aldington.[8]   She consoled herself with the wry joke, “I am afraid that the kindest thing I can
         do for the Allies is to stay quietly at home.”[9]   
      

      
      To her amazement she had lost forty-six pounds. “Such is the effect of the war!” she
         told Fletcher. She was carefully weighing her rationed sugar, and perhaps that is
         why she was losing weight. She would need to lose another fifty pounds to look normal,
         she told another correspondent, and she did not believe “that will ever occur.” Indeed,
         she looked forward to being “comfortable and wasteful as usual” when the war was over.
         Lowell did not seem at all embarrassed by her size, noting that at Tufts University,
         where she delivered a Phi Beta Kappa address, she had refused to wear the dean of
         women’s gown, explaining to her that “unless I draped it over one shoulder and kept
         that side constantly turned to the audience, it would never do, for it would not meet
         round me, she being a little wisp of a woman. She looked at me, sighed, and reluctantly
         gave in.”[10]   Biographers not willing to take Lowell’s comments at face value might dismiss such
         statement as bravado, but giving voice to them seems to me the sign of someone who
         had come to terms with her size, even viewing it as an advantage, in certain respects.
      

      
      Part of Lowell’s war work involved looking out for young men like a choreman who had
         served her well and was about to be discharged from the army. “I will hold myself
         responsible for him and take care of him until he can find work out west, so that
         he will not be any expense to the government,” she wrote to Major Channing Frothingham
         at the Divisional Hospital at Camp Devens in Ayer, Massachusetts. Her letter did the
         job, and her wounded ex-choreman was soon released from duty.
      

      
      The work of promoting Lowell’s friends and protégés also continued. So she advised
         Foster Damon that Elizabeth Cutting, editor of the North American Review, was crazy about the war: “Any patriotic sentiment which you will evince will forward
         your cause considerably. She is not very modern, and I think the more conservative
         of your poems are likely to suit her best.”[11]   Lowell also provided him with a letter of introduction to Robert Bridges, who was
         then editing Scribner’s Magazine.[12]  
      

      
      Although caught up in the business of literature, Lowell wrote to Richard Aldington
         on April 11, 1918, that a letter of his had given her “infinite pleasure and much
         food for thought,” because he had said the war had made him realize the “supreme importance
         of literature and the supreme unimportance of literary life.” She believed that the
         “trouble with some of us, and the reasons we do not develop into great poets, is that
         the literary life catches and clips us, and we cannot see beyond it.” For some the
         negative verdict on Lowell herself involved her all too complete immersion in literary
         life, but for others the reason for her eclipse has been the literary politics of
         others who have devalued her stock. 
      

      
      To Elizabeth J. Coatsworth, a young poet, Lowell expressed her reservations about
         going to New York and living in Greenwich Village, which produced a kind of group
         think but no distinctive work. The last thing this young poet should do is go around
         asking for criticism, which was likely to muddle her own work. Just read and study
         hard, forget about contemporary critics, and show work only to those who really had
         some sympathy for her writing. Authors had to learn to be their own critics.[13]   A grateful Coatsworth replied, “[Y]our letter did exactly what I needed most, emphasized
         my growing realization of my mistakes in poetic taste and lack of craftsmanship .
         . . I don’t think this note gives any sign that I realize what a large piece of work
         you have done for a person on whom you’ve never laid eyes. But I do.”[14]   Dozens and dozens of aspiring poets sent their work to Lowell. Usually she declined
         to read it, making the sensible comment that she could not deal with so many demands
         on her time. And yet it is clear that she gave these solicitations at least a cursory
         look—and more than that when she spotted talent. 
      

      
      It was thought, by some, that Amy Lowell could move the world. She was a source of
         strength and an inspiration to an entire generation that counted on her, and she was
         determined not to let them down. When her friend Grace Conkling learned that Lowell
         would need an operation to repair an umbilical hernia, she was concerned but also
         treated the matter like a misfortune that had befallen an epic hero. Damon, as usual,
         gives the dry facts but fails to explore what this moment in Lowell’s life meant.
         In the late summer of 1916, Amy and Ada were caught in a sudden storm that panicked
         their horse. It began a headlong ascent up a mountain and ran right off the road.
         Amy, an expert driver, was able to rein in the animal. While Ada got out and held
         the horse’s head, Amy went to the back of the carriage and lifted the rear wheels
         out of a rut. She felt nothing at the time, although she had ruptured herself.[15]   In effect, she had torn herself apart, and during the remaining years of her life
         surgeons would fruitlessly endeavor to sew her back together. But none of this was
         known on June 5, when Grace Conkling expressed her mock disapproval: “[N]ever carry
         a carriage on your back again, or undertake such rash things! Did you turn it completely
         around, I wonder, or perhaps balance it on your little finger?” To Grace, and perhaps
         even to Amy, the hernia seemed a discomforting inconvenience, but not a momentous
         event. Not for someone as powerful as Amy Lowell.[16]   
      

      
      Grace attributed Amy’s injury to her impetuousness. But it was more than that. Amy
         was not going to leave Ada stranded on that dark road on a stormy night. Indeed, she
         confided to John Gould Fletcher that she had saved the life of her beloved, who was
         not “strong enough to help me.”[17]   Horace Gregory adds the significant detail that the carriage came close to toppling
         over.[18]   Amy had promised Ada the world, and Amy Lowell always delivered. As Amy declared
         to Ada in “Patience,” “You are my world and I your citizen. / What meaning can patience
         have then?” Lilian Faderman notes that in poems like “Apology” Lowell “employs the
         imagery of chivalry” in lines such as “I bear / Your colours everywhere.”[19]   To be in love with Ada Russell meant that Amy Lowell was indeed ready to carry
         the world on her back. This personal tie to Ada could not be separated from who Amy
         Lowell was as a person and as a poet.
      

      
      That Amy Lowell was bearing the colors for a generation was obvious to Bryher, whose
         book on Lowell had just appeared. On June 29, Lowell wrote to express her surprise
         and gratitude for such “insight and understanding,” which had made for a “happiness
         I hardly expected on this side of the grave.” She noted Bryher’s interest in “The
         Cremona Violin,” which Lowell saw as a fable about the artist “dedicated to an ideal
         which includes the person he loves and carries him, and the object of his love, beyond.”
         In the poem, the artist’s wife does not understand that his love for his art is his
         love for her, too, suggested Lowell, who might well have been thinking about how utterly
         Ada had given herself over to Amy’s vision of art. Bryher had now become another cause
         for Lowell, who went to work on placing Bryher’s poems in American publications, including
         one in Poetry. After Bryher met Richard Aldington, H.D., and Fletcher, she wrote to Lowell, “I
         hope you will forgive one for saying that I cannot help feeling I come closer to the
         real meaning of your poetry, perhaps closer to you than any one of your friends I
         have met.”[20]   Lowell acknowledged their affinity:
      

      
         

         
         [R]eally our parallel cases are too funny. Your father is ships and both my grandfathers
            were cotton. I could smile at the parallel, it is so exactly the same, except that
            your ships are immediate and my cotton is somewhat old and superseded. . . . you understand
            both my robustness and my delicacy, and as a rule critics like one or the other but
            seldom understand the fusion of both . . . I do not want to be silly and over-coddling
            to you, but your poetry is to my mind most beautiful, and I think your prose, when
            calmed down a little and shorn of some of the archaisms which your Elizabethan reading
            makes natural to you but which rather startle the reader, will be a factor in the
            English literature of the future.[21]  
         

      

      

      
      Lowell seemed nearly taken aback by Bryher’s “almost fearsome fullness of admiration,”
         she admitted to W. A. Bradley.[22]   Now that the war was over, Bryher wanted to come to America and thank Lowell in
         person.[23]   Such a tribute served as an antidote to Clement Wood’s malicious burlesque of Lowell,
         which had recently appeared in the New York Evening Post.[24]   She was also heartened by letters from soldiers who were reading her work in the
         libraries she established in camp infirmaries.[25]   And Malcolm Cowley, another of the young men whose poetry she had been able to
         place—this time in Poetry—wrote to congratulate her on her “ability as a salesman. You have sold the impossible,”
         he declared, and then added, “Can Grande’s Castle was bully, especially the Bronze Horses.”
      

      
      Lowell’s latest volume of poetry had just appeared, along with the compliments of
         Sara Teasdale: “Sea Blue and Blood Red” had so excited her that she had to ask her
         husband to stop reading it for a while because, “I was afraid that my fever, which
         was already rather high, would go still higher!” Teasdale had been suffering for a
         month with the influenza that felled many thousands. Lowell’s publisher had warned
         her not to come to New York City, saying a doctor had told him that “nearly a half
         million people” had succumbed to the epidemic.[26]  
      

      
      The war and all of its resultant deaths suffused the spirit of “Sea-Blue and Blood
         Red,” “Guns as Keys: And the Great Gate Swings,” “Hedge Island,” and “The Bronze Horses,”
         the four polyphonic prose poems of Can Grande’s Castle, the title of which came from a line in Richard Aldington’s “At The British Museum,”
         a poem saturated in his reading of history, which situated him “[a]bout the cleft
         battlements of Can Grande’s Castle.” In her preface, Lowell said her poems “owed their
         existence to the war.” And so they did, since Europe’s castles were crumbling, the
         ancien regime’s grip was shaken as the Hapsburg Empire broke up, and new independent
         countries like Poland and Czechoslovakia were emerging.[27]   
      

      
      Above all, Lowell sought to capture the velocity of vertiginous change. As she explained
         to Professor Franz Rickaby of the University of North Dakota, “The war has shaken
         us out of an eddy into the main stream of the centuries, and has given me the sensation
         of swirling along on a rapidly moving current, passing woods and water-plants and
         shores almost too fast to glimpse them, realizing as I pass that many other shingles
         like me have rushed down this same river, rushed toward something which I cannot now
         see.” She quite understood that readers might rebel against her “heady and pell-mell
         pace,” and was genuinely surprised when the book proved a critical and popular success.
         “It is not altogether a pleasant experience, and the only way I can reconcile myself
         to it is by realizing how many the shingles have been and how long they have been
         rushing. That I have given the same feeling to my readers is all that I could desire,”
         she told Professor Rickaby.[28]  
      

      
      Although Lowell’s polyphonic prose has never achieved the heights she hoped it would
         attain in posterity, its thrust—oratorical and orchestral, to use her own words—is
         commensurate with the epic nature of a world at war. In “Sea-Blue and Blood-Red,”
         in the midst of the Napoleonic Wars, she pictures Emma Hamilton as an “incomparable
         actress! No theatre built is big enough to compass you. It takes a world; and centuries
         shall elbow each other aside to watch you act your part,” and also wonder, “Art, Emma,
         or heart?” Like Duse, like Ada Russell, Emma Hamilton, famous for her “attitudes,”
         in which she impersonated famous figures from history, chose a stage on which to project
         her passions, creating a platform that Lowell herself had become adept at assembling.
         War, however, brought out the contradictions that Emma, like all historical personages,
         embodies. She is the wife of Sir William Hamilton, the British ambassador to Naples,
         and wears a “ribbon like a Roman senator,” but she also drives through the streets
         of Naples as the lazzaroni (the lower classes) hail her. She is, in fact, one of them,
         scandalously elevated to high rank by virtue of her marriage. 
      

      
      Emma Hamilton, in her popularity and performances, is a precursor of the Lowell who
         called herself the last of the barons—and yet was preparing for a world that would
         revoke her privileges. Emma is evoked in terms that are reminiscent of Ada’s emanation
         in Amy’s poetry: as “water tinkling over stones . . . her face . . . like the same
         water twinkling in shallows. . . . She is always before him [Nelson], a mist of rose
         and silver, a damask irradiation, shading and lighting like a palpitant gem.” Admiral
         Nelson, the hero who sees to it that every man does his duty, is also the lover who
         flagrantly defies his marriage vows and overturns the neoclassical morality of the
         empire he defends against the revolutionary Bonaparte. Nelson, too, is a fighting
         contradiction, propping up the kingdom of the Two Sicilies against the “fanfare of Republican trumpets” that blow over the city “like a great wind.” His beloved
         Emma has become the confidant of the queen of Naples, even as Vesuvius erupts and
         “beneath the Queen is a rocking jelly.” No wonder then that Nelson, so comfortable
         in his sea-blue realm, is “dazzled, confused.” He does as much to destroy the world
         he is defending as he does to save it. In quite a remarkable way, Lowell fuses history
         and biography with her passions and paradoxes. 
      

      
      Lowell gives separate voices to West and East in the polyphonic “Guns as Keys: And
         the Great Gate Swings,” so that each in prose and free verse establishes its own melody,
         so to speak. The poem beautifully blends the facts of history and the poetry of invention
         in its depiction of Admiral Perry steaming to Japan: “Furnaces are burning good Cumberland
         coal at the rate of twenty-six tons per diem, and the paddle wheels turn round in
         an iris of spray. She noses her way through a wallowing sea; foots it, bit by bit,
         over the slanting wave slopes; pants along, thrust forward by her breathing furnaces,
         urged ahead by the wind draft flattening against her taut sails.”
      

      
      Lowell loved to describe things and was often criticized for her seemingly superficial
         delight in naming colors and limning actions to no particular purpose. But here, certainly,
         her vivid evocation of the steamer has a point: American ingenuity has unleashed the
         energy of that “good Cumberland coal”—the “good” suggesting a sanctioned moral purpose
         coupled with an aesthetic outcome: the “iris of spray,” signifying a rainbow of color,
         with shoots of water resembling the long spear-like leaves of an iris. Like the ship,
         which is described as a living being with its own respiration, this passage breathes
         its own life through the intricate network of internal rhymes and alliteration: “Cumberland
         coal,” “wheels . . . spray . . . way . . . wallowing . . . wind,” not to mention the
         sibilance of “furnaces . . . six . . . wheels . . . iris . . . noses . . . sea . .
         . slanting . . . slopes . . . pants . . . thrusts . . . furnaces . . . sails.” It
         seems nugatory to complain here that Lowell overdoes the polyphony, since it is the
         main purpose of the passage to render the overdone, overwhelming force of modern technology,
         hissing into action like a steam engine that seems to triumph over nature. America
         is, in “Guns as Keys,” a culture that overstates itself. It lacks the low-tech delicacy
         of the culture of “bobbing paper lanterns” and “glazed blue silk / Embroidered with
         nightingales” it is about to defile. The crudity of the American invasion is implied
         in a sailor’s reference to the “monkey-men” and “little heathens.” Refined Old Japan
         is embodied in the spare free verse lines, even as the bulkier polyphonic prose mimics
         American brawn. In the former, people wear “flower hats,” play flutes, and walk on
         honey-gold streets, while America sails the “seas of a planet to stock the shop counters
         at home.”
      

      
      Part I of “Guns as Keys” contrasts the robust American adventurers with the elegance
         of Old Japan. But in Part II, Old Japan is revealed as a creaking, cracking, decadent
         culture unable to defend itself or formulate a plan for survival. A hasty, ineffectual
         flurry of fort building is no match for the “black ships,” invading a colorful but
         effete traditional culture. American guns blow gaping holes in the corroding Great
         Gate. Lowell does not lament this antiquated land, “with its five thousand men doing
         nothing with their spears and matchlocks.” As fond as she is of Old Japan, she refrains
         from sentimentalizing it, although she is hardly in a patriotic mood: “I wonder what
         the old yellow devils will do,” muses Commodore Perry.[29]  
      

      
      “Guns as Keys” ends on an enigmatic note, fifty years after Perry’s Japanese conquest.
         A young Japanese man commits suicide on the high cliff of the Kegon waterfall, decrying
         an unknowable universe and declaring, “[E]xtreme pessimism and extreme optimism are
         one.” If so, then as different as they are, America and Japan are also one in what
         the young man deems the “infinite duration of Past and Present!” At the same time,
         in America a “throng of people . . . Flux and flow through a great gateway.” And the
         narrator speculates: “Debits—credits? . . . Occident—Orient—after fifty years.” This
         ending seems a rebuke to both East and West, in so far as they have supposed their
         cultures remain intact and self-sufficient. “Guns as Keys” explains as well as any
         Lowell poem her restless roving through history and her attraction to exotic climes.
         Change is in the nature of the world, and Perry’s conquest of Japan will transform
         American culture as much as alter Japan’s. History is indeed a swinging gate—for both
         Japan and America.
      

      
      Can Grande’s Castle would have been a far more powerful book if it had not included the next two sections,
         “Hedge Island” and “The Bronze Horses.” H.D. tactfully said as much when she wrote
         Lowell that she liked the treatment of Lady Hamilton and the “Japanese bits.”[30]   Similarly, Witter Byner—never one to soft-soap Lowell—praised “Guns as Keys,” in
         which “substance and form in that are melted together, so that I feel page by page,
         paragraph by paragraph, only fitness and therefore, ease for enjoyment. I like this
         frank and clean cut alternation of rhetorical prose and delicately freed verse.”[31]   On the other hand, “Hedge Island,” for all its internal rhyming and alliteration,
         seems a monochromatic and monotonous criticism of Great Britain for walling or hedging
         itself off from the world: “Good old England, drinking, blinking, dreading new ideas.
         Queer, bluff, burly England.” The poem does not seem true to Lowell’s own more sophisticated
         view of the country. How could this be the land that virtually led the world in the
         realm of the poetic imagination? She herself journeyed to London in order to assimilate
         its atmosphere? The poem states a partial truth, but it seems simplistic set beside
         the complex paradoxes of “Sea-Blue and Blood Red” and “Guns as Keys.” 
      

      
      “The Bronze Horses” has impressed many readers because of its huge historical scope,
         the story oscillating between Rome and Constantinople. It has the epic sweep of a
         much longer work, such as Rebecca West’s Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, which probes the nature of western civilization. Both writers were fascinated with
         art that endures changes in civilization and the defeat of cultures, art that reflects
         the persistence of the past in the present. Lowell’s focal image is the quadriga,
         the four horses harnessed to a chariot that survive from the ancient world, traveling
         east to west and arriving in the watery wonder of Venice, which literally reflects
         the battleground of history. The horses exude historic interest even as they become
         part of a city targeted from the air by war. But Lowell is done in by her florid rhetoric
         and italicized portentousness verging on vapidity: “Earth, Air, Water, and Fire! Earth beneath, Air encompassing. Water within its boundaries.
            But Fire is nothing, comes from nothing, goes nowhither. Fire leaps forth and dies,
            yet is everything sprung out of Fire.”

      
      Initial responses to Can Grande’s Castle were, in the main, enthusiastic. Lowell herself seemed pleased with its reception.[32]   The book appeared to be so much bigger in conception and audacity than anything
         she had previously produced, but later critics have suggested she tried to do too
         much. The pyrotechnics of her polyphonic prose are exhausting and too often seem merely
         a spectacle. A worn out Conrad Aiken claimed the book had made him color blind. Other
         critics, then and now, seem to feel the book is shouting at them.[33]   A reviewer in the Daily Mail (November 16, 1920) pointed out much of what Lowell touted as innovation had been
         accomplished in Carlyle’s The French  Revolution—which does indeed have much of the same hectic, and sometimes tiresome propulsion
         of polyphonic prose.[34]  
      

      
      That only half of Can Grande’s Castle comes close to fulfilling Lowell’s gargantuan ambition, however, would not have dismayed
         the poet herself. She wanted her poetry to be weighed on the scales of the very world
         history she was attempting to absorb and assess in her work. And because she set the
         bar so high for herself, her work deserves to be measured by the highest standards.
         Her sensibility was like another supreme artist’s, William Faulkner, who was content
         to be measured by his greatest failures as much as by his signal achievements. 
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      Chapter 7

      Peace 
 (1919)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Amy Lowell began the year in a sorry state, recovering from both her hernia operation
         and influenza, but still, after three relapses, “hoping for the best.”[1]   Ada had suffered too, but the worst for her was over in a day, according to Amy,
         who remarked that her lover’s quick recovery proved what Amy, plagued with flu symptoms
         for two months, had always suspected: Ada had a “natural talent for organization and
         domination.”[2]   It is a revealing comment that helps bring out the truth about this couple. To
         others, Ada might appear to be playing the wife, but in Amy’s own mind, Ada’s role
         was as a husband—the commanding figure who appears in “Madonna of the Evening Flowers.”
      

      
      Lowell’s letters reveal a keen attachment to her younger contemporaries, especially
         Foster Damon, Bryher, and Malcolm Cowley, who “stands a good chance of being one of
         the best critics of the coming generation in America.”[3]   She enjoyed Cowley’s visits and seemed genuinely fond of him, although he was also
         an investment. Like Damon, Bryher, Braithwaite, John Farrar, and others, she relied
         on Cowley to review her books sympathetically. “You are one of the people I count
         on for the future,” she wrote him. “See that you don’t disappoint me.”[4]   She cautioned him about Harriet Monroe, who would want to change his wording. Lowell
         had resisted such meddling since she thought “a poet knows best how his poems should
         be written,” but “if you do what she [Monroe] wants, you will be more liable to get
         into the paper, and as soon as you get an established position, you can refuse to
         listen to her suggestions.”[5]  
      

      
      Lowell had first seen John Farrar on the stage in Jezebel in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. She had liked his performance, she told him, and liked
         his poetry even better when he showed it to her and became part of the circle that
         hovered around Sevenels. As editor of the Bookman, he was also in a position to feature her work. “Tell Mama your troubles, Johnny,”
         Amy would say when he ran into difficulties. She argued with him quite vehemently,
         her face reddening, but he likened these tantrums to summer storms that soon blew
         over.[6]  
      

      
      Although Lowell began the year announcing the repair of her friendship with John Gould
         Fletcher, he never really got over his suspicion that she had cooled on his work and
         had not done her best to get it published. And he remained disapproving of her popularity.
         “What you say about the public liking me for the wrong things is, of course, true,”
         Lowell conceded, “but as long as there are any things which amuse the public, and
         make them read the rest of the poems, perhaps I should be satisfied.”[7]  
      

      
      Lowell never saw herself as a revolutionary bent on repudiating the present or the
         past. Her vigorous campaigning for imagism had been an effort to re-invigorate poetry,
         to be sure, but her argument was not really with conservatives, but with reactionaries
         hidebound by history. As she had shown in Can Grande’s Castle, even upholders of the status quo like Nelson were also its underminers, and upstarts
         like Emma Hamilton were also traditionalists. Like Emma, Amy had been in a hurry to
         make her mark, but now the historical stage looked quite different to Lowell. As she
         explained to W. N. Guthrie, who had arranged several of her talks at St. Mark’s-in-the-Bouwerie
         on Eleventh Street:
      

      
         

         
         I personally will not take part in any debate or controversy. This does not mean that
            I wish to stifle the expression of opinion on my work, but I believe these organized
            debates have done harm to poetry. There has been a great deal of this sort of thing
            in the last four or five years, and I have no doubt that it was inevitable but it
            is inimical to the spirit of concession which I myself am anxious to bring about between
            the two camps. There is no “old poetry,” there is no “new poetry,” there is only good
            poetry and bad poetry, and I think this making so serious a thing as poetry in to
            a jousting ground, and a more or less jovial one at that, has done a great deal of
            harm. The fact that I have succeeded in persuading many of the sceptical that there
            is truth and beauty in the work of the moderns is of course, a matter of satisfaction
            to me, but I feel that this would have come about in time anyway as their work became
            better known, and I am willing to let the work stand for itself. . . . I have no desire
            whatever to take part in a snappy and amusing afternoon. . . . [T]hese things are
            almost a religion with modern poets, and the controversial attitude is not only futile
            but painful.
         

         
         I do not know whether you have ever been present at any of the famous “bear gardens”
            conducted by the Poetry Society. If you have, you will remember that the arguments
            were hot and heavy; but, dear me, that all seems so long ago, and looking back I do
            not think that those discussions did any good. What has brought about the change in
            feeling, what you admit has brought about the change on your part, is the work itself.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell may have been engaging in some revisionism, wishing to consolidate rather than
         aggravate her readers. She certainly did relish a good fight, and at the time of the
         fight, expressed no reservations about its importance or impact. But to pretend now
         to be in the same position as she had been in 1914 would have been preposterous and
         a waste of her time. This attitude did not mean, however, that she was retiring from
         public life: “I have been acting the part of John the Baptist, going all over the
         country and giving readings and talks to stimulate interest in poetry,” she wrote
         on May 14 to Thomas Hardy.[8]   Indeed, she reported that 921 people had come to her appearance at St. Mark’s-in-the-Bouwerie
         in November and over seven hundred showed up at Columbia University a few days later.[9]  
      

      
      Lowell produced a less successful result in Cincinnati on May 11, the Enquirer reported: “Just why she chooses to bristle with defensive artillery in her lectures,
         as a battle ship does with guns, is not apparent, and if it was her intention to obviate
         the discussion which she invited after her delightful talk she did so most effectively
         by frightening the ‘objectors,’ the ‘conservative minority’ opposed to vers libre
         into complete and ineradicable silence.” Finding the audience’s response tepid after
         a passionate reading of “A Decade,” she read it again, pointing out that one of her
         earlier listeners had asked for a copy to present to her husband on their tenth wedding
         anniversary. “For all that, and in spite of much that was suggestive of the schoolmistress
         admonishing the recalcitrant child, the Ohio Valley Poetry Society is not likely soon
         again to be so moved by any reader, or so stimulated by any other speaker that may
         appear before it,” the Enquirer concluded.
      

      
      Carl Sandburg called Lowell the “T. R. of poetry, a candidate who united the staid
         and sober with ‘the lunatic fringe.’” Like Roosevelt, she was not only front page
         news, she was “always moving from one adventure to another.”[10]   One of those adventures involved a raucous reaction to her November 12 appearance
         at the Contemporary Club in Philadelphia before an audience of four hundred people.
         In a lecture about Walt Whitman, she set off a controversy by saying he had “no connection
         to the new poetry.” Harrison S. Morris stood up and declared, “[T]he new poetry was
         not art.” Like Whitman, “great poets were seldom recognized in their lifetime; they
         often were denounced and made to suffer,” Morris argued. “What do you think I am going
         through now?” an amused Lowell asked, provoking the audience’s laughter. Morris retorted,
         “Madame, I hope you are going through a reformation.” As others joined Morris’s attack,
         Lowell, in a shaking voice, called a halt, saying she would answer “any question from
         the floor but I refuse to answer any questions from an organized opposition. Do you
         think your club is keeping faith with me—do you think it is fair?” At this point,
         hisses sided with her sally. One newspaper report said she was weeping, an account
         she vehemently denied, noting that she had won the club to her banner.[11]   To another journalist, she described her opponents as “little men” and “yapping
         terriers. . . I believe the modern school of poetry is no longer on the defensive.
         For that reason, it will be noticed, I refuse to make any defense.”[12]  
      

      
      “The only reason I did not scrap with them,” she wrote to a cousin, “was because there
         did not seem to be anything to say except ‘you’re another.’” She took some satisfaction,
         though, in reporting that Philadelphia bookshops had sold out her work, and that her
         publisher was shipping more books “as fast as possible.”[13]   But she preferred “small appreciative audiences,” and quality over quantity. She
         had become tired of drawing crowds who viewed her as a curiosity.[14]  
      

      
      Or had she? Describing her appearance at the Contemporary Club to A. Edward Newton,
         a fellow bibliophile, she announced: “Hurling bombs is my specialty and I admit no
         second in the art. Poetry may be a temperate subject in other hands—I assure you it
         is liquid fire in mine. You have only seen me in the cultured and peaceful calm of
         a book collector. When I am out as John the Baptist of the new movement I am a different
         person.” She also assured him that if she made a return performance, “I shall not
         require you to moo like a cow, or sigh like the waves of the sea, or serve as a drop
         curtain, or do anything at all but keep awake during my ‘act.’” But Lowell liked a
         fanfare, announcing on another occasion that she would be “swirling into your city
         [Philadelphia] for twenty-four hours. . . .”[15]   She was not willing to wait for history to work itself out. She had been impatient;
         she had been eager. And she had wanted to win. But now she spoke like a winner working
         on making the peace, and that meant staying out of politics.
      

      
      Lowell objected to magazines like the Nation and the Dial, which seemed to sympathize with what she called the “Bolsheviki.” She had published
         in progressive periodicals such as the New Republic, but she had decided not to appear in any publications she deemed “unpatriotic.”
         Riots in Omaha and a police strike in Boston were signs to her of Bolshevik influence,
         and what she called a “most ignorant and bestial flouting of law.”[16]   She was not alone in her misgivings. As she pointed out to John Gould Fletcher,
         the New York state legislature established the Lusk Commission to investigate the
         radical press.[17]  
      

      
      Whatever her objections to radical politics, Lowell did see herself as entering a
         new era that called for cooperation, not combat. She believed in evolution, she wrote
         Waldo Frank: “I know what it means to be hampered by the shackles of an ancient tradition.
         I know what it means to break authority and proclaim the right of an individual to
         follow his own lights.” She did not want to suffer the fate of Henry Adams. “I wish
         you had known him as I did,” Lowell said to Frank. “It was a lesson in what not to
         make of your life.” But Adams had been wrong and weak to blame his Puritan heritage
         and education for his worn-out condition. “Any one with any vigour can educate himself
         out of almost nothing at all,” Lowell assured Frank.[18]   
      

      
      Lowell spent virtually no time looking backward or regretting the past. She understood
         the world had to be organized on new principles, even if her solutions were not those
         of a liberal like Frank. As she wrote to Henry Cabot Lodge on May 20, “Believing strongly
         in the importance of the League of Nations as the only possible solution towards a
         basis for a permanent peace, I, as one of your constituents, urge you most earnestly
         to give your support in its favour.” Like her brother Lawrence, Lowell was a staunch
         Republican, disturbed by Lodge’s opposition to the League, even though it was the
         initiative of President Wilson, a Democrat.[19]   A week later the war wounded Lowell deeply when her nephew died of spinal meningitis
         while returning on a transport from France. “I practically brought him up,” Lowell
         told Bryher, “as my sister was an invalid, and he was almost like my son.”[20]  
      

      
      What Lowell believed about poetry, she also believed about life itself. You started
         by accepting what history had made you, and then you set about remaking history. A
         case in point was Bryher, struggling to define herself as a woman and an artist. Lowell
         distrusted any effort that would prematurely wrench Bryher away from the world she
         had grown up in. Lowell had no sympathy with expatriates and the kinds of literary
         exiles who gravitated to Greenwich Village, and she was delighted when Foster Damon
         sent her a letter expressing his disgust with such enclaves of aesthetes.[21]   To Richard Aldington, Lowell was adamant about not interfering in the nexus Bryher
         had to negotiate between herself, her father, and her art. Lowell admired success
         “in any form,” she told Aldington, and did not doubt Bryher’s father, Sir John Ellerman,
         “must be a man of great acumen.” If Bryher’s father “did not understand the life of
         an artist, she must be a hopeless weakling,” Lowell concluded rather harshly. “Wealth
         can be a help as well as a hindrance, and no two people can seek salvation in the
         same way.” If Aldington made Bryher reject her upbringing, he would do her a “great
         injury.” Lowell was certain: “She is too young to start out on her own, and too immature
         to manage herself without a guiding hand. Her letters tell me that.”[22]   Just a week earlier, Bryher had written to Lowell about her eagerness to visit
         America and throw off the restraints and repressions of the war. “I will try not to
         arrive to see you in boys clothes and I shall not be too wild until I have been in
         America a week or so. But adventure is too engrained in me to be renounced.”[23]   
      

      
      Lowell was not telling Aldington anything she had not already said to Bryher. “Do
         not look upon America as a land of adventure,” Lowell cautioned. Bryher had to find
         the adventure in herself. Change of atmosphere was not the solution. It was a mistake
         to launch out on her own just because she was afraid others would hold her wealth
         against her: “[F]or a little while people may think that you get things through pull,
         but it soon disappears, and one is what one is. . . . As to your dressing up in boy’s
         clothes, I cannot help smiling. Do you think that we are a pioneer country? Alas,
         we are quite as civilized as England in those ways and have more prejudice. You would
         stand a better chance walking through the streets of London in men’s clothes than
         in one of our small Western towns. The speed with which you would find yourself in
         the lock-up would really astonish you.” America was no Eldorado—a point she would
         make to D. H. Lawrence as well when he was looking to rejuvenate himself with a trip
         to the United States. But Lowell did understand Bryher’s silliness, because Amy, too,
         had thrown herself into one enthusiasm after another. She expected Bryher to resent
         this “sermon,” but Lowell believed they shared a common sensibility that Bryher herself
         had detected in Lowell’s writing.[24]  
      

      
      Although Lowell told Aldington that her exuberant acolyte had “done pretty well to
         develop as she has,” Bryher needed time to make her own “atmosphere.”[25]   But wasn’t Lowell forgetting that her own deliverance came only after her own father
         had died? And wasn’t she forgetting that her true awakening as a poet came only after
         she had left home for London? She seems to have discounted all those years in which
         she seemed to languish, unable to emerge as her own person—let alone as a writer.
         Lowell seems not to have made a direct appeal to Duse, as Bryher had to Lowell. As
         Bryher would learn, Amy Lowell could be an inspiration—but only up to a point. And
         the greatest irony is that in H.D., Bryher was on her way to finding the lifelong
         companion and source of strength that Lowell herself had discovered in Ada Russell.
         But Lowell could not see it that way. After advising Bryher on publication of her
         novel, Development, and writing an introduction for it, Lowell thought Bryher was pulling away from
         her. As she wrote to English critic Clement Shorter on August 19, “She & I are no
         longer friends. She has become hyponotised by H.D. & you are right in calling me a
         fool for bringing them together.” Shorter attributed the trouble to Bryher, a “weird
         creature who takes up enthusiasms for a time & then drops them. For a time you were
         her enthusiasm & her friends heard of nothing else—hence the pamphlet which I got
         published . . . at her father’s expense. . . . You said it was too extravagant. But
         all her enthusiasms are extravagant. For a year I was a great friend. Now I am discarded.”[26]  
      

      
      But Lowell did not give up, writing to Bryher on August 23 to say it would grieve
         her greatly if Bryher took her “honest criticism” amiss. Bryher replied that Lowell
         was wrong to think she was a touchy creature, and Lowell responded on September 24,
         asking Bryher to make allowances “when I do stupid things . . . after all we have
         never met, and although I feel as though I knew you pretty well by letter, it is not
         the same thing as personal contact.” Now Lowell seemed ready to put herself in Bryher’s
         place: “Years ago, when I was about your age, I had to leave home for a year for much
         the same reason that you have to leave it, except that I was not writing; simply because
         I was run down and needed a change.” 
      

      
      For a time, Bryher had taken the place of Richard Aldington and H.D. because Lowell
         sensed they no longer felt much affinity with her work. And she had reservations about
         theirs—although that did not mean, Lowell emphasized, that she did not feel just as
         much affection for them as ever. When she wrote to Aldington, still a young man, about
         Bryher, Lowell was making every effort, as well, to foster his friendship. As late
         as March 1919, she was attempting to find him a position on an American newspaper.[27]  
      

      
      The increasing strain on Amy Lowell’s constitution contributed to her decision to
         sell her Dublin, New Hampshire, summer home. It had become too much of a burden for
         a disabled writer who spent so much time on the road. Moving her base from Brookline
         to Dublin now seemed impractical, and Amy Lowell was nothing if not practical—as she
         illustrated in a letter to Henry D. Allison, an aggrieved real estate agent:
      

      
         

         
         Your suggestion has the charm of the grotesque. . . . Real estate is a sporting proposition,
            and you will remember when I gave the property into your hands to sell, I told you
            that I should feel myself at liberty to make any private sales to any party who did
            not apply to me through you at any time. To this you perfectly agreed. I do not consider
            you an object of charity, and I am afraid you lost the bet and must accept defeat
            in a sportsmanlike manner. . . . I do not wish to be close, but I have no intention
            of being foolish.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell felt the same way about lecture agents. What good were they? She had all the
         offers she could handle and had a staff who could take care of fees and travel arrangements.
      

      
      And, of course, there was always Ada, her majordomo, who arranged everything to Amy’s
         liking, and whose family now had become an integral part of Amy’s happiness. Whether
         on the road or in Brookline, Ada, and all that concerned Ada, took priority: “As my
         friend, Mrs. Russell, travels with me, you must simply add to the bill what you think
         would be fair for a single room,” Lowell wrote Colonel Stanhope E. Blunt at the Century
         Club in Springfield, Massachusetts, “I never charge my entire travelling expenses.
         As there are two of us, it will be more for me. I will make my own arrangement with
         the Hotel Kimball.”[28]  
      

      
      On December 29, Lowell wrote a loving letter to Ada’s daughter, Lorna: 

      
         

         
         I wish you and your young fry were to be with us, but then, to be sure, I always wish
            that. Lots of love to the babies and tell Sonny [Lorna’s son] I wish that he would
            come here and see the animals’ heads in the front hall and play with Winky [Amy’s
            cat]. And tell Sonny that Winky is getting very cunning. He comes into the house every
            night and jumps up on the table and eats grass out of a pot that is there, just like
            a cow grazing, then he gets off and jumps into my lap and goes sound asleep while
            I sit and read. He says he wishes he could see Cousin Sonny.[29]   
         

      

      

      
      Lowell’s letters to Lorna and Sonny have a vivacity and vividness she rarely bestowed
         on her correspondents, saving it, instead, for poetry. But to Lorna, the everyday
         Lowell and her poet’s persona commingled, as when Amy wrote a thank you note for the
         candy Lorna had sent them: “Your mother and I ate it with perfectly comfortable Jack
         Spratt amenity, she preferring the chocolates with the cocoanut filling, and I preferring
         those with the cinnamon outside, so we each tranquilly without squabbling, casually
         dipping into the other’s preserves just for good fellowship.”
      

      
      No one ever had to exhort Lowell to commune with her inner child. She told Lorna about
         the Christmas party for her niece and nephew’s children:
      

      
         

         
         I wish you had seen me last night . . . I behaved abominably. . . . Now both my niece
            and nephew present have families of children . . . their one desire was to grab those
            toys and take them home, and my one desire was to save them for your children. Katherine
            Putnam looked across at me where I was hugging a little figure of Pickwick, and said,
            “Do give me that, Aunt Amy. You haven’t any children.” Whereupon I secreted it jealously
            in the folds of my napkin and said, “Certainly I have, and I am not going to let anybody
            have any more.” I had a dreadful feeling when I left that I had been rather rude about
            it, but between your mother and me, we managed to grab five figures, a ten pin set,
            and a gridiron, all of which will go to you in due course. I decided that the little
            figures were absolutely necessary to be customers of Sonny’s shop, and although I
            have no doubt they are undersize for that occupation, nevertheless they may be useful.
            I think they cannot be sucked, which is too bad as I suppose Alan would enjoy sucking
            them, but somehow the paint on them looks as if it would suck off if a tongue were
            applied real vigorously. 
         

      

      She then wrote to Ted Amussen, Ada’s grandson,

      
         

         
         Dear Sonny Boy:

         
         I hope you had a nice Christmas. Did you play with your grocery shop, and did you
            go out on your sled? We had a Jack Horner piece too . . . and I got a funny pipe to
            play on with a balloon on one end. I am sending it to you. We also had some crackers
            which snapped when you pulled them, and inside were little men and women. Your Nanna
            [Ada] is sending you some of them, and perhaps they would like to buy something out
            of your grocery shop.
         

         
         I got your lovely card this morning with your name written on it. What a fine boy
            you are to be able to write to sell. I send love and kisses to you and Alan. 
         

      

      

      
      Amy Lowell reveled in a world with the kind of toys she herself had once enjoyed.[30]   
      

      
      Sara Teasdale was right to suppose that only in Pictures of the Floating World, published in the autumn of 1919, did Amy Lowell’s full humanity reveal itself. On
         November 22, from Santa Barbara, California, Teasdale wrote an extraordinary letter
         right after reading Lowell’s latest collection: “And it seemed to me that I realized
         for the first time what you are. I have liked you and been interested in you for so
         long but this was quite different. Suddenly I knew you—the violence and the delicacy—I
         found something that I can love in my own way.” The war continued to be a theme in
         poems such as “After Writing ‘The Bronze Horses,’” in which the exhausted poet runs
         “across the ages with spiritless feet,” tracking “man where he falls splintered in
         defeat.” But Lowell expressed a lyrical intensity in work that now can be clearly
         seen as her masterpieces: “Venus Transiens,” “A Decade,” “Penumbra, “Frimaire”—to
         name just a few of the poems Teasdale extolled. These poems were part of a section
         entitled “Two Speak Together,” in which Amy apotheosized her affaire du coeur with Ada, who had become “like morning bread,” “like red wine and honey,” like the
         very “savour” of love. As Theodore Jewett Eastman wrote on October 16, he recognized
         so many of the things in Lowell’s world in her poems, the “pink and white camellias
         floating in a crystal bowl, the garden, and Mrs. Russell whom I see so often in the
         ‘pictures.’” 
      

      
      In the haunting “Penumbra,” Lowell imagines her own death,[31]   expecting Ada to survive her and live in the house whose walls have 
      

      
         

         
         watched me while I played:

         
         Soldiers, marbles, paper-dolls,

         
         Which have protected me and my books.

      

      

      
      Lowell invokes the image of herself playing in the garden among the old trees, hunting
         ghosts and Indians, rolling her hoop among the rhododendrons, and catching black-spotted
         butterflies. Sevenels will guard Ada as Amy had; its walls and rooms will hold Ada
         and whisper thoughts and fancies that arise from the pages of Amy’s books. Even in
         death, Amy’s work will have a voice and an intimacy for Ada like the “quick, necessary
         touch of my hand,” Lowell concludes, in a line that affected Teasdale deeply, prompting
         her to write: 
      

      
         

         
         When we have met, New York or Boston, or my ill-health or your own hurry, or other
            people, or something else—has always been like a sort of only half-lifted veil through
            which we talked. And it is easier to talk through veils, after all. I take great pains
            to keep veils between myself and most people, and I suppose you do too. It is too
            terribly exhausting to talk without veils, to be ones own self and as purely ones
            self as one may be. I suppose that most people could count on their fingers the ones
            to whom they have been willing to be their whole selves. Usually a very small piece
            of oneself is quite enough to give even to close friends. And it is much simpler so,
            all round. Well, I wish you were out here now, that’s all. But then you aren’t—and
            maybe if you were I’d find myself putting up the veil on one side and tacking it neatly,
            while you, on your side were hammering at a nail to keep it secure at the other end.
            And we’d talk of editors and publishers and the latest English poet to come over—just
            as we usually do. And my mind, which is a neat little machine, would keep itself pleasantly
            concealed, while you were cutting yours down so as to fit the apparent size of mine—and
            there we’d be. Well, there’s no use—only there are so few women in the world who interest
            me at all. . . . Every word in these poems is new washed, clean, burning with brightness.
         

      

      

      
      Teasdale’s letters soothed Lowell: “I had a long dream about you last night. You were
         very much alive in the dream I was ill in bed and you came to see me and read your
         poetry to me, and I had a beautiful time.”[32] 
      

      
      
         1. Lowell to Foster Damon, February 6, 1919. Lowell had no illusions about how hard her
               recovery would be, and she looked for comfort not only from Ada, but also from others
               who had nursed her before. On May 25, she wrote to Grace Parker, whom she nicknamed
               “Porky,” “[W]hat do you think is going to happen! I have got to have a really, truly
               operation, no shirking this time, and you are not here to look after me! . . . I have
               an awful weakness for my Porky, not only as a caretaker and severe governor but as
               a person and a very dear friend. . . . You cannot think what a happy family we should
               be if you were with us. Mrs. Russell spends a great deal of her time going round saying,
               ‘Oh, if we only had Porky!’”

         2. Lowell to Elizabeth Cutting, February 24, 1919. Lowell often referred to flu germs
               as Bolshevists taking over her digestive system. That Russell could withstand and
               defeat these invaders enhances the image of her as a kind of supreme commander.

         3. Lowell to Jean Catel, June 7, 1921.

         4. Lowell to Cowley, May 10, 1921.

         5. Lowell to Cowley, October 24, 1919.

         6. I’m drawing on Jean Gould’s short reminiscence, “Farewell Visit with John Farrar,”
               which she sent to John Leonard at the New York Times Book Review. Leonard replied on March 10, 1975, saying he had no room for the piece, although
               he liked it very much. She deposited her brief memoir in her papers at the University
               of Toledo. By the time Gould interviewed an ailing Farrar, he had retired as one of
               the country’s best publishers.

         7. Lowell to Fletcher, February 11, 1919.

         8. Hardy seemed to relish Lowell’s letters and called her “Cousin Amy.” She obviously
               enjoyed writing to him, even though he confessed he could not master her explanation
               of polyphonic prose. See Hardy to Lowell, January 26, 1919.

         9. Lowell to John Gould Fletcher, February 4, 1920.

         10. Sandburg to Lowell, February 15 and May 6, 1919.

         11. Lowell to Mrs. Maynard Ladd, November 25, 1919.

         12. Over two dozen articles, pasted in Lowell’s scrapbook, covered the Contemporary Club
               confrontation, including reports in the Philadelphia Public Ledger, Philadelphia Inquirer, Philadelphia Bulletin, and other newspapers. 

         13. Amy Lowell to Robert Lowell, November 25, 1919.

         14. Lowell to W. B. Guthrie, December 18, 1919.

         15. Lowell to Newton, February 7, 1919; April 17, 1919; December 29, 1919.

         16. Lowell to John A. Lowe, Boston Free Public Library Commission, October 27, 1919.

         17. Lowell to Fletcher, October 2, 1919. Governor Al Smith vetoed the anti-radical legislation
               initiated by the Lusk Commission.

         18. Lowell to Waldo Frank, December 9, 1919.

         19. Lowell to Mrs. Corrine Roosevelt Robinson, April 23, 1920: “I am a confirmed, convinced,
               dyed-in-the-wool Republican, as you doubtless know, and I shall always lend my weight
               to that side.”

         20. Lowell to Bryher, May 28, 1919.

         21. Lowell to Damon, February 6, 1919.

         22. Lowell to Aldington, February 17, 1919.

         23. Bryher to Lowell, February 10, 1919.

         24. Lowell to Bryher, January 7, 1919.

         25. Lowell to Aldington, February 17, 1919.

         26. Shorter to Lowell, November 2, 1919.

         27. Burton Kline of the Boston Evening Transcript to Lowell, March 18, 1919.

         28. Lowell to Blunt, December 10, 1919.

         29. It was one thing to offer Winky as entertainment to children, but quite another when
               Winky took the initiative with an adult: “Once, when I was the only guest, Winky took
               a fancy to me,” Foster Damon remembered. “I rubbed his neck properly, and he leapt
               into my lap. ‘Look out!’ said Miss Lowell, ‘he’s very fierce and will bite!’ But I
               said, “Oh, I don’t think so,’ and went on with my poem. But finally Miss Lowell rose
               from her sofa. ‘I can’t stand this!’ she said, and took Winky away, with heartfelt reproaches for his infidelity.”
               November 19, 1935, Bookshop for Boys & Girls, informal talk after lunch at Perkins
               Hall, Boston.

         30. There was another side to these letters according to Ada’s friend, Eleanor Robson
               Belmont. Amy was jealous of the attention Ada bestowed on her family, and so it was
               Amy’s idea always to have them come for long visits. Jean Gould comments on the “canny”
               Mrs. Belmont in notes deposited in the Jean Gould Papers, University of Toledo.

         31. On December 22, 1920 Lowell wrote to Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant about a “vicious attack
               of blood pressure which the doctor cannot seem to subdue.” This may have been the
               first signal of the stroke that would take her life.

         32. Lowell to Teasdale, October 15, 1920.

      

   
      Chapter 8

      Recovery
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      Pictures of the Floating World was an immense success. Edward Marsh wrote to congratulate Lowell on her rapid sales:
         The first edition (over a thousand copies) had sold out before a second printing was
         quite ready.[1]   The new book also spurred sales of earlier volumes, including A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass, leaving only sixty-five copies in stock, Tendencies in Modern American Poetry (one hundred copies still for sale, and four hundred of Pictures. “In ordinary times this would be an ample margin,” Edward Marsh wrote, but he was
         inclined to do another printing of these volumes as well as of Six French Poets “before long.” Nearly all her books were now in third or fourth printings.[2]  
      

      
      A gratified Lowell wrote to Sara Teasdale, thanking her for a “fine letter” and saying
         she perfectly understood about “expressing one’s self elliptically.” And yet Lowell
         also commented on her own impetuous behavior: “I’ve never quite outgrown my childhood
         as is all too evident in moments of enthusiasm.”[3]   Indeed, Pictures of the Floating World is a striking example of her by turns restive and reticent persona. Lines like “Why
         are you not here to overpower me with your / tense and urgent love?” in “Vernal Equinox”
         are countered by the erasure of herself in “Nuit Blanche”: 
      

      
         

         
         The chirping of the crickets in the night

         
         Is intermittent

         
         Like the twinkling of stars.

      

       

      
       On January 4, the Boston Sunday Globe devoted nearly an entire page to Lowell and her work under the title “What is This
         Thing Called ‘New Poetry’?” Just below the headline is a large picture of the poet
         in her garden, looking very imposing. She appears in a coat dress and is shown wearing
         a pince-nez and looking down at an array of poppies and larkspur,[4]   the latter an especially apposite choice because its blue spiky flowers are an
         important feature of “Madonna of the Evening Flowers,” which the newspaper reprinted
         to the right of James H. Powers’s interview. Lowell’s right hand is resting on a walking
         stick. Her hair is combed back from her face so as to feature her broad brow. This
         is the sovereign poet, illustrating the headline above her photograph: “Miss Amy Lowell,
         Who Should Understand It, Tells a Globe Reporter Where It belongs in Literature—And
         She Tells Him Other Things as Well, Not Entirely Complimentary to His Profession.”
      

      
      The decision to appear in a photograph published a major newspaper marked an effort,
         it seems, to capture public attention in a new way. Heretofore, most readers of Amy
         Lowell had no idea what she looked liked,[5]   and so they projected an image of her that consorted with their idea of a poet.
         Imagine what it was like to see Amy Lowell for the first time at a public reading.
         No one—certainly not Amy Lowell herself—could gainsay the impact, the spectacle, of her arrival. In Bryher’s novel, West, Nancy, tells Miss Lyall (an effigy of Lowell), “I had seen your photograph, you
         know. But I can’t imagine people. I have to meet them for them to become real to me.”
         Lowell’s Boston Globe interview was an effort to become real, to show off the actual Lowell and the nature
         of her work. As Miss Lyall tells Nancy, “Ah, so many think I’m the creature of my
         poems, young and in shot silk waiting for the sun to rise.”[6]  
      

      
      In a separate rectangular box of pull-out quotes, titled “The Price Paid for Being
         Ahead of the Crowd,” Lowell voices her ex-cathedra view that the new poetry does not
         mean to startle, but to express the natural voice of poets. “No one merely writes
         poems,” she declared. “You live poems, and it is hard for people to understand it.
         There lies the difficulty.” She believed that the new forms were an organic growth
         of poetry as art. This devotion to art necessarily meant that such poets were ahead
         of laymen, and that “consequently every movement is frowned upon at first. . . . It
         is to be expected.” 
      

      
      Powers began his profile/interview by hailing Lowell as the “prophet and high priestess
         of the ‘new poetry.’” In this “exclusive and authorized” interview, she talked plainly
         and freely, the reporter asserted. Making the most of the moment, Powers described
         Lowell as pouring out “vials of her scorn upon newspaper humorists” and besting her
         “literary foes,” who had heaped “harsh criticism and ridicule” upon her. Even though
         Lowell had excited so much interest in her public performances and in the press, she
         attacked the very idea of media exposure and popularity. “No American newspaper should
         dare to discuss literature, she asserted.” She didn’t “care whether folks read her
         poetry or not; that is, she doesn’t care for any number of readers.” Poetry was free
         to find its own way, she declared in the face of Powers’s numbers: “25 editions to
         date,” with readers on “three continents.” She had consented to this interview because
         she could vet it, and thus attempt to shape the reception of her work. 
      

      
      Powers mentions the kerfuffle in Philadelphia to demonstrate Lowell’s involvement
         in public controversies. He mentions her brother, A. Lawrence Lowell, president of
         Harvard, by way of presenting the pedigree of a shrewd, fearless, and incisive poet
         unlike her peers, who had been disparaged for their “obscurity and lack of sense.”
         Indeed, she now headed a literary movement that had largely won its place in American
         literature, Powers maintains. He then segues to a biographical portrait of a poet
         working late at night on her family estate in Brookline, then sleeping while the rest
         of the world awakened. He emphasizes her daily discipline as a writer, and her enormous
         appetite for reading and research to produce works like “The Bronze Horses,” which
         ranged from Rome in the first century to Constantinople during the Crusades to Venice
         in the Napoleonic era and finally to the Great War. He compares the “staggering” canvas
         of her work to George Eliot’s Romolo and Carlyle’s The French Revolution. He quotes Lowell on the subject of polyphonic prose—in fact, at this point the article
         reprises the prefaces she had written for her books. To his question about the new
         poetry’s relevance to the war, she emphatically responds that the new poetry captured
         the “reaction and unrest”—judging by book sales and by work such as Rupert Brooke’s.
      

      
      Although she believes that American literature is emerging from its dependence on
         an English heritage, she remains critical of the “herd” mentality. There are not as
         many independent minds in America as is commonly supposed. Americans, in other words,
         are just “at the beginning” of finding their own voices—not a surprising opinion coming
         from an artist who had to surmount her own New England traditions. She stoutly defends
         contemporaries such as Carl Sandburg and Robert Frost, who are more important than
         Vachel Lindsay, whose vogue in England, for example, has to do with his representing
         the folk element in American literature. Asked about Kipling, she praises his fiction,
         but dismisses his poetry as merely popular, written very much in the style of an earlier
         age. 
      

      
      At the same time, Lowell emphasizes that contemporary literature has to be evaluated
         in light of past achievements. This is what higher education should do: Ground students
         in history so that they might better understand the present. Newspapers as a source
         of education are virtually useless, she maintains: “Poetry gains no readers in my
         opinion through the reading of press notices, for the notices are inferior and stereotyped,
         and frequently really nonsensical. No one would think of allowing anyone to cover
         a baseball game if he did not know the rules, and yet again and again literature is
         reviewed by people who are absolutely ignorant about it.” Poetry became the subject
         of silly columns purporting to be humorous.[7]   Lowell puts her faith in the public, which has a “far higher mental platform than
         it is usually given credit for. Why should a few million perfectly sensible, reasonable
         people, become collectively a fool crowned with motley.” She is trying, in effect,
         to reach those intelligent readers, while disparaging the very vehicle that carries
         her words. 
      

      
      In the second week of January, Lowell returned to Philadelphia for a reception decidedly
         different from the brouhaha at the Contemporary Club a year earlier. Indeed, her talk
         at the Philmusican Club seemed to be received with reverence, according to the Philadelphia Press (January 12), which reported that Lowell asked those in the front row, “Does the
         light from my reading lamp shine in your eyes?” A woman answered instantly, “‘No,
         something else shines,’ and with a gracious smile the poetess acknowledged the compliment.”
         There had been a time, Lowell observed, “when I could take it for granted that my
         audience knew nothing, but I have to be careful now, for you all know so much about
         what we modern poets are trying to do.” She then gave “rapid-fire” explanations of
         vers libre and polyphonic prose “to head off idiotic questions afterwards.”
      

      
      But Lowell had not quite won the day in Philadelphia. She ran into trouble while reading
         a dramatic monologue in New England dialect. “The Day That Was the Day!” describes
         a housewife’s dreadful life. As the Philadelphia Press (January 18) delicately put it, “in spots” the poem was a “bit too realistic, and
         the humor would out.” Lowell interrupted her reading to say, “This is not a humorous
         poem,” but the audience seemed fixated not on the tragedy of a woman who wished to
         end her life by drinking wood alcohol, but on “unwashed dishes piled high,” which
         “touched a sympathetic note in that part of the audience who had been forced by circumstances
         to see such a sight only too often in experience too recent to forget.”
      

      
       No matter. Marion Park, a Boston friend, wrote on May 23 that Amy looked so well
         and seemed to be so full of energy that she hardly looked like the same person Park
         had scolded about lifting the carriage. No physical ailment ever seemed to impede
         the poet’s work for long, even though she told one friend, “I have been ill more of
         my life than I have been well.”[8]   Lowell could not lift anything heavy or walk very far. As she told one of her physicians,
         Dr. William B. Coley, the hernia itself was not painful so long as she wore a tight
         bandage at all times except when in bed.[9]   But her fascia had stretched again,[10]   and by the fall she was preparing herself to endure a third operation to repair
         her rupture.
      

      
      Even so, Lowell recovered her energy, traveling all the way to Waco, Texas, in early
         summer to accept an honorary degree from Baylor University. She had, in her own words,
         a “wonderful time.” While the 106-degree heat prostrated Ada, Amy thrived, reveling
         in her platform appearance among “fifty-eight strong, lined up on the platform of
         a Billy Sunday sort of tabernacle receiving our degrees with the perspiration rolling
         in streams off of our faces, all wound up in silk gowns, velvet hoods, and generally
         rumpled finery!” She had even managed a rare 9 a.m. appearance to be “movie-pictured
         and kodaked.”[11]   “My little jaunt to Waco has given me such a taste for travel that I can hardly
         bear to stay at home even if my garden is so beautiful,” Lowell wrote to Harriet Monroe
         on July 10.
      

      
      Lowell continued to perform in front of large audiences. In August, she addressed
         a gathering of twelve hundred at the University of Chicago, noting the hall was “so
         jammed there were people standing in the aisles.”[12]   Malcolm Vaughn of the Harvard Poetry Society wrote to Lowell about how she had
         swept the “entire audience off their feet: fellows have been running to my rooms ever
         since—waving their arms, gesticulating, shouting a paean of you. None of us had ever
         before been present when a speaker so held his audience that the crowd sat still and
         would not budge until the speaker had to dismiss them. . . . And you did fill the
         hall against the opposition of Governor Cox [a presidential candidate] who was speaking
         at the time in the Union: a victory to begin with! It was all deuced stunning, what?”
      

      
      Ada had apparently played her part as well, since in a post script Vaughn wrote, “Please
         let me add my tenderest respects for Mrs. Russell: a flaming arc of the sun, standing
         above the hills beyond a lavender sea.”[13]   Harvard’s seven hundred-seat Paine Hall had been crammed, Lowell reported, both
         on the ground floor and in the balcony, with people standing “five rows deep at the
         back.” After an encore, she had to tell them “that was all. . . . I hardly expected
         to receive the greeting that I get in distant cities.”[14]  
      

      
      Lowell attributed her success with live audiences to “never talking down to them,
         and never considering them as a factor to be considered. I speak to them about poetry
         as I have learnt it myself, as an entity in itself, and this had done good,” she wrote
         to R. H. Graves at the New York Times Book Review.[15]   She realized that most people, no matter what their education or class, had no
         real appreciation of poetry. It did not “necessarily exist with other intellectual
         faculties; it has to be born in one.” She doubted a taste for poetry could be cultivated
         “unless there is a very strong bias there beforehand.” Professors of literature, she
         told Allan Abbott of Columbia University’s Teacher’s College, had “less instinctive
         knowledge of literature than almost any one else. . . . As I told a girls’ school
         some time ago, there is no necessity for liking poetry. If you do not like it, let
         it alone. You will lose but that is all the harm that will be done.”[16]  
      

      
      The flurry of activity subsided in September as Lowell anticipated her hernia operation.
         After consulting with a surgeon in New York City, she visited the offices of her publisher.
         On August 20, she had written to George Brett about her successful appearance in Chicago
         and perhaps was not prepared for his obstinate refusal to meet her terms for a new
         contract. She called him a “fearful moneygrabber” and complained that he allowed her
         books to go out of print before new editions were ready. She canceled all her agreements
         with the firm effectively immediately and telephoned a gratified Ferris Greenslet
         that she was returning to Houghton Mifflin.[17]  
      

      
      The surgery itself seemed less frightening than the prospect of “long weeks flat on
         my back, when I am not myself, but a hysterical maniac feeling the ceiling pressing
         itself down on me and I cannot breathe, and the real world and its interests seem
         dissolved in a nightmare of pain and discomfort.” She confessed her anxiety to Bryher,
         who had just visited Sevenels. “The more I saw you the more I realized that the sympathy
         between us was very real and fundamental,” Lowell wrote on September 23. “[Y]our interest
         in my poetry sprang from a certain likeness in our temperaments and preoccupations
         . . . being a New Englander I find it difficult to express what I really feel, but
         I rather think you knew that I felt it.”[18]   
      

      
      What Bryher felt is recorded in West. Miss Lyall tells Nancy, the novel’s protagonist, “It is hard for me . . . with the
         narrowness, the petty groups. All the so-called moderns are against me. They grudge
         my success.” When a sympathetic Nancy agrees, Miss Lyall adds, “I long for a companion
         sometimes. Some one fresh. My friends are devoted to me. But new ideas . . . new faces.
         I am happy, Nancy, that at last you have come over.” In the guise of Miss Lyall, Lowell
         describes sleeping all day and working at night, leaving manuscripts for her secretary
         to type in the morning. The best time was the midnight hour, “when all is quiet and
         I can hear only the scratch of a leaf in the garden, the paws of my cat on the polished
         floor, then I begin to write again.” In West, Bryher gives her version of Lowell’s advice to stay home and remain “conventional
         in all save words.” But Nancy protests: “Poets seldom lived a conventional life. The
         ordinary life was a lie. Petronius had killed himself rather than accept it. Homer
         had wandered from place to place. Most writers were wanderers.” Bryher associated
         nonconformity with travel and with new lands like America, whereas Lowell sought the
         new in language itself, in words that remade the world where she had been born:
      

      
         
         “Nancy, what colour is the sunlight through the spokes of the taxi wheels?”

         
         “Tangerine.”

         
         “No, I should have said cinnamon. I see you are not accustomed to this game. Try it;
            it is a good mental exercise. Getting the exact colour of a substance. Or the fall
            of light on a road.”
         

         
         “There are never enough words for colour, I feel.”

         
         “You must make more. We must all make more. Put your rebellion into finding a new
            form.”[19]   
         

      

      
      In her memoir, Bryher, new to the American scene, reports that she remained “in a
         state of shock” and mumbled in Lowell’s company.[20]   Bryher did not explain why the meeting with Lowell was rather awkward. H.D., “in
         a very sad state of health and nerves,” had separated from Richard Aldington, but
         told Lowell nothing about her new life with Bryher, who, in turn, told Lowell “not
         to mention Richard to her [H.D.] and not to let any one else do so.”[21]  
      

      
      In mid-October, Lowell endured her hernia surgery, “much more radical than any of
         my others,” she wrote to Bryher.[22]   In spite of a tense moment, when Lowell “nearly died on the operating table,”[23]   she came through it well, Ada reported to their friend Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant.
         Amy was “behaving like an angel,” according to Ada, and “keeping very still.”[24]   But, as Lowell had predicted, her recovery was agonizing. On November 27, she wrote
         to Elizabeth Cutting, editor of the North American Review, “I have achieved the next floor which means that I went down to Ada’s room yesterday
         and sat for some time in much trepidation on her newly covered chintz sofa, and was
         ejected when I requested that my cat be brought to enjoy it with me.” Although Amy’s
         letter sounds like a complaint, it is more likely that she took deep pleasure in Ada’s
         unwavering refusal to allow Winky to scratch her “splendiferous furniture,” as Lowell
         wryly put it. Amy wanted no concessions made to her invalidism, and Ada had obliged
         her. 
      

      
      Lowell had panic attacks—episodes when she gave way to exhaustion and the feeling
         that her stomach muscles were weakening. As she told her friend, the composer Carl
         Engel, “The days go as all invalid’s days do, with a thousand little things, dressings,
         and movings, and sitting in chairs, and getting back to bed. . . . Time passes imperceptibly,
         and by the end of the day I am dead tired, far more tired than I ever am when I am
         working, and willing to go to bed, a surprising state for me.”[25]   But she pulled out of her terrors with customary bravado: “If I am cured, I shall
         probably skip rope down Fifth Avenue or do some other crazy thing to prove my joy.”[26]   By the end of December she was hazarding an outing to the theater, even though
         her wound continued to plague her with pain. She had evidently been advised earlier
         to lose weight, but now the doctors wanted to defer the diet until she regained her
         strength.[27]  
      

      
      Lowell’s spirits always lifted when she thought about Ada’s grandchildren. To Ada’s
         daughter, Amy wrote on January 4, 1921: “I do wish we could both have seen Sonny and
         his toys. You must have a great deal better toy shop in Washington than we have here.
         The things you got sound delightful and make my mouth water. Near pacifist though
         I am, I cannot resist a box of tin soldiers, and Sonny’s ‘Continual merry time with
         fires, war, and train wrecks’ is a sweet picture.” Foster Damon wrote from Denmark
         to cheer her up, mentioning a lecture Robert Hillyer gave on American “radical verse.”
         Sitting in the front row, Damon caught the lecturer’s attention, who then mentioned
         Lowell as the “most prominent name.” After a pause and another look from Damon, Hillyer
         added Lowell’s name to the list of Edward Arlington Robinson and Robert Frost as poets
         of “enduring worth.” Damon watched the Danes take notes and reported their efforts
         to learn more about Lowell. He knew how much she reveled in this kind of public drama,
         and ended his letter with the tantalizing line: “But for the full flowering of your
         fame, you must wait until my February lecture.”[28]  
      

      
      That was the month Lowell herself planned to be in full gear, setting off on a month-long
         eleven lecture rampage in Brooklyn, Manhattan, Philadelphia, Boston, and Providence.[29]   She even added a talk at Yale, although the college rarely invited women to lecture.
         In fact, she could not remember ever hearing of a woman addressing this all-male bastion,
         and she did not think they were “overfond of women as speakers.”[30]   She conserved her energy for a delightful visit to Yale’s Elizabethan Club to examine
         their books.[31]   She enjoyed watching the Yale boys running up to the platform, uncut volumes of
         her poetry in hand. She signed well over thirty copies.[32]   Her eyesight, however, was beginning to fail, and she lamented that she could not
         see her audience when she had her reading glasses on: “I used to be able to see who
         was going to sleep and say something that would surely wake them up. Now I stand all
         alone in a mist which has certain advantages but many disadvantages.”[33]   
      

      
      Even as she was still recuperating from her surgery and crawling around her garden,
         as she put it to Richard Aldington, she was hard at work on a biography of John Keats,
         stimulated by the lecture she delivered at Yale on the centenary of his death. She
         wanted to “give a more comprehending and psychological biography than has ever yet
         been done of him.” She agreed with Aldington that a “great deal of Keats’s work is
         very, very poor. The rest of it is pure genius.” The same might have been said of
         her own oeuvre. Her main obstacle was prying Keats material out of the hands of private
         collectors.[34]   Indeed, her correspondence is full of the wheedling, flattering, and importuning
         that every seasoned biographer employs. In her case, she also had the monetary resources
         to amass what she eventually regarded as the largest Keats collection in private hands.
      

      
       Home for a spring rest, Lowell wrote to her Sonny boy on April 7, “I want to thank
         you so much for the Easter card you sent me with the dear little chickens looking
         at the vase of hyacinths. I am sending you back some little pigs which I cut out of
         the newspaper, the other day, because I thought you would like them.” She then described
         a visit to a house with two little kittens, two weeks old, squealing while trying
         to meow. They kept falling over on their stomachs. Then there was the black cat who
         began making calls on Lowell’s Winky. Lowell would leave the front door open for this
         feline guest, who made himself at home, although he was not yet prepared for her to
         touch him. “I wish you were here,” she wrote to Sonny, “because the woods are full
         of crocuses and the little blue squills are up in the garden, and you would like to
         pick them. . . . Your loving Aunt Amy.”
      

      
      Lowell continued her convalescence at home in May and June, sleeping better at night
         and walking downstairs and into the garden several times, even though the surgery
         had left her with a painful wound that was much worse than what she had experienced
         in previous operations.[35]   She had begun writing again, though at a slower rate and without, in her view,
         significant results. Summer lifted her spirits when Lorna and Sonny boy arrived. As
         usual, Amy exulted in the hot weather, calling herself a salamander, while Ada and
         everyone else sweltered. But Amy, attended by a nurse, tired easily, and trips to
         town were a trial.[36]   In this erratic summer, however, she conceived a jeu d’esprit, A Critical Fable, which took her contemporaries and herself to task in satirical verse that proved
         therapeutic—especially since she devised the volume as the anonymous sallies of a
         critic. It would keep everyone guessing for a while, and she had the fun of denying
         authorship while accusing others, like Louis Untermeyer (renowned for his parodies),
         of producing the work. Her letter to him of September 9, 1922, reads—even while she
         is secretly complimenting herself—like the kind of bantering to be found in the eighteenth-century
         English novels Lowell relished:
      

      
         

         
         But, my dear Louis, you are mad if you think I wrote it; I wish to God I had. And
            permit me to offer you my congratulations on your excellent bluff. From the first
            moment I opened the book I said to myself: Louis is the only person I know of who
            would have been likely to write this book, and now you hastily forestall me by suggestions
            that I have done it, which is one of the neatest little side-steppings I have ever
            seen. Oh, Louis, Louis! . . . All I can say is I envy you in the way you have got
            us all off and the neatness of your versification. Oh, but don’t I recognize that
            neatness! . . . I think it is a bully book, and you have hit the people off wonderfully.
            If nothing else gave it away, your remarks about my thunderous quality would have
            done it. You are so kind as to say you will preserve my anonymity; you need not. Alas,
            Fate will preserve it! But I will preserve yours with the greatest possible care until
            you give me permission to announce it.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell even authorized her publisher Ferris Greenslet to act as her agent, signing
         the book contract for her, and collecting the royalties until she deemed it desirable
         to publicly acknowledge her authorship. Working under the covers of a book, so to
         speak, appealed to her sense of intrigue and fun. 
      

      
      Years later Lowell explained to Sara Teasdale that lying “without turning a hair”
         had “revealed depths of wickedness within me” which, Ada said, “she had not even suspected
         before.” The book had arisen out of an evening Amy spent at her brother Lawrence’s
         home when he talked about James Russell’s Lowell’s A Fable for Critics. Inspired, Amy returned home to write a few lines about Robinson and Frost by way
         of beginning her fable. Her principle difficulty, she noted, was dealing with herself:
         “[B]ut I reflected that my revered ancestor put himself in and probably for the same
         reason I put myself in, namely for disguise. I felt that to leave myself out would
         be a dead giveaway, but it was a very difficult thing to do, because I felt that if
         I blamed myself too much that would lead to detection, and just the same if I praised
         myself too much.”[37]  
      

      
      Lowell also had the success of Legends to buoy her. By the middle of June, it had sold nearly two thousand copies during
         its first three weeks in the stores,[38]   a remarkable rate for a book of poetry. In the Nation (August 10, 1921), Mark Van Doren, a poet and critic, hailed Legends as “incomparably the best of Amy Lowell thus far.” Like Can Grande’s Castle, Legends derives from Lowell’s desire to stretch poetry between myth and history. She drew
         on a lifetime of reading in Far Eastern, European, and American literature. She was
         reading anthropologists like Franz Boaz, as well as travel narratives and studies
         of Native American mythology. Her masterpiece, “Many Swans,” an eight-thousand-word
         poem, also derived from her visit as a young girl to a New Mexico town, which brought
         home to her the reality of Native American lives.[39]   She made no claims for scholarly accuracy; indeed, she insisted on the poet’s right
         to reshape source material, even when based on historical records. As she concluded
         in her preface, “The truth of poetry is imaginative, not literal, and it is as a poet
         that I have conceived and written my book.”
      

      
      D. H. Lawrence, not one to lull Lowell with praise—faint or otherwise—rendered a verdict
         on Legends that pleased the poet so much she quoted it to her publisher, Ferris Greenslet:
      

      
         

         
         I like best Many Swans which I have read twice and which I feel really speaks inside
            my unexplained soul. I should not like to try to explain it because of the deep fear
            and danger that is in it but it isn’t a myth of the sun it is something else. All
            the better that we can’t say offhand what. That means it is true. It rings a note
            in my soul. I read Legends last night, and again this morning. I like them best of
            all your poems. You have always written of the existence and magic of things—porcelain and rain and of things you catch an essence: even cannon and ships. But
            in this book it is life and death superseding things so I like this book the best.[40] 
         

      

      

      
      Lawrence, with his interest in the natural, sensory man and in the ways “civilization”
         had perverted the organic development of humanity, gravitated to Lowell’s probing
         portrayal of what had been lost in the settlement of America. As she wrote to W. N.
         Guthrie, “I wanted to show that all religion was the same in essence and that in suppressing
         the natural expression peculiar to the Indians, the white man has reduced the Indian
         nation mentally to ashes . . . ‘a poison leaf from Gethsemane,’ I mean that the leaf
         has been poisoned by the misrepresentation of those in charge of its dissemination.”[41] 
      

      
      The eponymous protagonist of “Many Swans” shoots arrows at the sun, in the vain hope
         that he can bring it down to heat the harsh winter of the earth, perishing with a
         cold that slows the blood and deprives the world of brilliance. He climbs the sky,
         using a ladder of arrows, seeking the sun. In the “far country” above the earth, he
         finds a people bathed in the light of a “shining object” that he craves for himself,
         and against their admonitions he insists on taking the “shining thing” back to his
         homeland, to his wife, children, and community. But such is the power now in his possession
         that it ignites his native town. Many Swans has made a holocaust of his desires and
         an outcast of himself. He wanders the earth longing for human contact but laying waste
         to everything he comes in contact with.
      

      
      At first, “Many Swans” is a puzzle—if the reader looks for the corrupting influence
         of Western man and of Christianity upon Native Americans. Only a reference to towns
         alludes to the Europeanizing of indigenous peoples. But it may be that Lowell means
         the vaguely described shining object to represent a technological marvel, a device
         that Many Swans thinks he can adapt to circumvent the seasons and the cycles of nature.
         Rather then appearing as a Christ to deliver his people, the Faustian Many Swans devolves
         into a Satan-like figure—not the evil one of, say, Milton’s Paradise Lost, but rather the Satan of the Gospels, who appears to Christ in Gethsemane and tries
         to lure him away from the natural world he has come to redeem.
      

      
      Richard Benvenuto is surely right to say “Many Swans” is Lowell’s “last important
         work in polyphonic prose, and almost certainly her best.” Legends forsakes the cloying alliteration and grandiosity of Can Grande’s Castle, and builds an intricate rhythm that suffuses the life of man and nature in Lawrencian
         fashion—which is to say exquisite in its perfection:
      

      
         

         
         When the Goose Moon rose and walked upon a pale sky, and water made a noise once more
            beneath the ice on the river, his heart was sick with longing for the great good of
            the sun. One Winter again had passed, one Winter like the last. A long sea with waves
            biting each other under grey clouds, a shroud of snow from ocean to forest, snow mumbling
            stories of bones and driftwood beyond his red fire. He desired space, light; he cried
            to himself about himself, he made songs of sorrow and wept in the corner of his house.[42] 
         

      

      

      
      The sparing use of internal rhyme (passed and last) and half-rhyme (rose and noise), and the relentless, yet restrained, repetition of winter and snow, make this passage,
         and others, works of subtle beauty and suggestiveness. The feelings evoked are elemental:
         The sound of life in running water underneath the frozen river awakens the human desire
         for more life, and is set against the consciousness of nature’s unremitting regime,
         which humanity has always tried to temper. The sheer agony of consciousness itself,
         the crying for space and light, makes the myth of “Many Swans” perpetually relevant.
         It is one of Lowell’s works that cannot date and should not die.
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      Chapter 9

      Renewal 
 (1921–1922)
      

      
         
         
         
      

      
      By early October, Lowell had a self-described “relapse.” The operation had failed
         to correct the hernia. She could only manage to keep herself together with a tightly
         wound Bender body bandage, which she had trouble finding in the U.S. and had to order
         from Germany. There would be no more operations unless her life was in danger. Her
         doctor concurred.[1]  She vowed to carry on no matter what.[2]  
      

      
      By the end of the year, Lowell had yet another book for sale, Fir-Flower Tablets, Chinese poems translated in collaboration with Florence Ayscough, who had known
         Lowell since they were children.[3]  Early on, Amy had taken an interest in the “little girl from China,” as Florence
         called herself. Florence was eleven when they first met, and in her early twenties
         when her family returned to China. Amy was excited about her friend’s departure for
         the Far East, and every time Florence returned from China, Amy plied her with questions.
         “She loved to read and talk about China,” Florence recalled. The collaboration of
         these two women, which began in 1917 and resulted in Fir-Flower Tablets, was hardly a surprise to either of them. Florence had been the one to first enlist
         Amy’s aid in perfecting her translations of Chinese poetry. They worked amicably during
         Ayscough’s visits to Lowell, but also via correspondence and telephone, with Lowell
         constantly pressing Ayscough to assess her wording and phrasing meticulously.[4]  As Lowell explained in her preface to Fir-Flower Tablets, she insisted that Ayscough provide several alternative translations of every poem,
         each version designed to come as close as possible to the original. This way Lowell
         felt she was approximating the poet’s words without herself learning Chinese, a task
         that she thought would take a lifetime and leave her no opportunity to write her own
         verse. Although Lowell had strong opinions about her translations, she never dictated
         terms to Ayscough. “I cannot recall that in all the weaving-together of our dissimilar
         work a single hasty, to be regretted, word passed between us,” Ayscough concluded.
         
      

      
      That Ayscough may have exaggerated the amity between herself and Lowell is likely,
         since she herself quotes Lowell’s tribute and apology to her: “You have been an angel
         to me—a monument of patience. I am not easy to work with, I know; I get so excited,
         and I think of the work and not at all of anyone’s feelings. Forgive me for all my
         faults and omissions, and please believe how grateful I am for your wonderful sympathy
         and understanding.”
      

      
      The Lowell/Ayscough alliance amounted to the climax of Lowell’s lifelong interest
         in the Far East. The Lowell home treasured its Japanese prints and wood carvings,
         and Japanese art was one of the meditated subjects in A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass. D. H. Lawrence was quite wrong to regard Lowell’s translations of Far Eastern poetry
         as some kind of affectation that wrested her away from her better poetic self. He
         liked to think of her as a Puritan through-and-through, an American original that
         had no business trifling with alien cultures. But what could be more American than
         this fascination with the East—as Emerson could have told Lawrence. The clarity, austerity,
         and image-making power of these Chinese poets naturally attracted Lowell. Although
         Lowell overdid her belief in the fellowship of poets, which led her to make large
         claims for her ability to divine the purposes of Chinese poets, she understood well
         enough that she was projecting herself into the words of a language she could not
         translate—and renewing her own poetic vocation even as she was changing the terms
         of that Puritan inheritance that Lawrence believed was vital to her creative powers.
         As she put it in A Critical Fable:
      

      
         

         
         [T]he West is the East, with the puritan night

         
         Swelled up in a gush of approaching daylight

         
         At least, so our cherished delusion mistakes it,

         
         And since everything is as man’s attitude makes it,

         
         What the Orient knew we are learning again.

      

      

      
      Horace Gregory dismisses Lowell’s translations as “flat and tame,” and her work with
         Asycough as pure exploitation, the result of Ayscough being “swept into the tempest
         that surrounded her friend’s activities.” Even though Gregory accumulates evidence
         to substantiate Lowell’s lifelong interest in Far Eastern literature, the biographer
         persists in reducing the poet’s effort to a desire to best Ezra Pound and another
         competitor, Witter Byner, in the field of Chinese translation. To Gregory, the project
         is not evidence of Lowell’s keen wish to break new ground, but rather a “fantastically
         laborious project” that had a “touch of madness in it.”[5]   
      

      
      Jean Gould brands Fir-Flower Tablets a failure, and even though she regards Ayscough as an “imposing figure” evidently
         worthy of collaboration with Lowell, Gould concludes (on the basis of what evidence
         she does not say) that Lowell knew the book was a mistake.[6]   This assessment seems unlikely, however, since Lowell seemed quite avid about the
         prospect of another book with Ayscough concentrating on Tu Fu, to be worked on after
         completing the Keats biography. 
      

      
      Not all commentary on Lowell, Ayscough, and Fir-Flower Tablets has been negative. Their translations received a rave review in the New York Times,[7]   and Kenneth Rexroth, a fine poet and translator, considered Lowell’s translations
         her “finest work.”[8]   Even their rival, Arthur Waley, whom Lowell knew to be the best translator of Chinese
         verse, treated Fir-Flower Tablets with respect, if also with reservations.[9]   
      

      
      The condescending C. David Heymann refers to the “thick-wristed, iron-lung efforts
         of the two ladies,” although he notes that Waley praised Lowell’s narrative and reflective
         poems. Heymann spends two pages on Pound’s Chinese translations without even inspecting
         Lowell’s better efforts, especially Tu Fu’s “The Thatched House Unroofed by an Autumn
         Gale,” which Waley termed “splendid.”[10]   Yet another evaluation declines to rank Lowell’s translations highly, but suggests
         they inspired some of her finest mature poems published in her Pulitzer Prize winning
         volume, What’s O’Clock.[11]  
      

      
      If Lowell erred, it was in the scale of her ambition, her conceit that a translation
         could, in fact, be nearly perfect. If Ezra Pound’s translations have fared better
         among literary scholars, it is in part because his work reads more like variations
         on the original Chinese in Poundian terms. Lowell, in contrast, attempted to submit
         her talent in the service of the poem itself—a rather noble, if flawed enterprise.
         This, I think, is what disturbed D. H. Lawrence: Lowell did not put enough of herself
         into her Chinese poems. 
      

      
      None of Lowell’s biographers and few of her critics, as should now be apparent, have
         made the effort to show where she succeeded. What, in her own terms, did Lowell accomplish,
         and how did her most successful Chinese poems lead the way to her final and, in many
         cases, finest poems? The blinkered reception of Lowell’s Fir-Flower Tablets is apparent from reading Mari Yoshihara’s “Putting on the Voice of the Orient: Gender
         and Sexuality in Amy Lowell’s ‘Asian’ Poetry.”[12]   Absent from Yoshihara’s discussion is the glutton looking to outdo Ezra Pound.
         Yoshihara’s Lowell is not an isolated, monstrous ego out of her depth in dealing with
         Far Eastern verse. For one thing, Yoshihara provides historical context:[13]  
      

      
         

         
         At the turn of the century, when the United States embarked upon full-fledged empire
            building in Asia and the Pacific Islands, the term Asia came to occupy an increasingly visible place in America’s cultural vocabulary. The
            American engagement with Asia manifested in diverse cultural arenas ranging from material
            cultures and visual arts to performing arts, creating a culture of American orientalism.
            For women in particular, orientalism offered adventure, freedom, and empowerment that
            were unavailable in other realms of sociopolitical life.
         

      

      

      
      In other words, orientalism became one means by which Lowell freed and empowered herself.
         This much is evident in her letters to Ayscough. Whereas many critics have seen her
         diatribes against scholars and sinologists as ignorant and arrogant posturing, her
         acerbity actually served to bolster her independence. Given her health and physique,
         not to mention her gender, Lowell could not command the world as men did. Her letters
         to Ayscough often report her physical agonies, mainly associated with the hernia that
         could not be repaired, which ultimately contributed to her death. Through Florence,
         however, Amy did travel the world. And the Ayscough Yoshihara presents—”one of the
         most important sinologists of the period”—is hardly the pathetic figure so many of
         Lowell’s detractors present. While most critics focus in on the Lowell/Pound contrast,
         Yoshihara notes that Lowell’s Chinese poems were part of a “burgeoning of translations
         of Chinese and Japanese texts.”
      

      
      It is rather astonishing that none of Lowell’s critics read the letters between her
         and Ayscough as the marvelous duet that Lowell herself commented on in her preface
         to Fir-Flower Tablets: “Since neither of us pretended to any knowledge of the other’s craft, our association
         has been a continuing augmenting pleasure.” Even after the publication of Fir-Flower Tablets, when Lowell was deep into completing her biography of John Keats, she implored Ayscough
         not to send more Chinese poems because she might very well be tempted away from the
         task at hand. 
      

      
      Lowell wrote to Florence Ayscough that she was thrilled when her friend Professor
         John Livingstone Lowes told her how much he admired Fir-Flower Tablets, a judgment he elaborated in Essays in Appreciation (1936). There he extolled Lowell’s sense of adventure and discovery, demonstrating
         how integral her Chinese poems were to her sense of herself and her vocation as a
         poet. To Lowes, the price of her poetry meant that she failed twice as often as she
         succeeded, and that she “sought and missed and won triumphantly experience and expression
         of those flashes of sudden beauty” which the less adventurous barely perceive, let
         alone can articulate. She often overshot the mark, he conceded, but in the winnowing
         of time her best work would merit, he thought, “one rare and shining book.” If such
         a book is ever to be assembled, it will have to include some distillation of Fir-Flower Tablets. The collection cannot be called a “mistake.” Rather, as Yoshihara observes, “a woman
         such as Amy Lowell did not miss this opportunity for new forms of expression.” 
      

      
      Yoshihara sets passages from Lowell and Pound side-by-side, demonstrating the former’s
         earnest efforts to capture a woman’s voice—often a wife pining for her departed husband—in
         a style that emphasizes an exotic and antique relationship of the sexes. Compared
         to Lowell, Pound’s version of the same voice is stripped of feminine signifiers and
         allusions to Chinese culture:
      

      
         

         
         [Lowell] At fifteen, I stopped frowning.

         
         I wanted to be with you, as dust with its ashes.

         
         I often thought that you were the faithful man who 

         
         clung to the bridge-post,

         
         That I should never be obliged to ascend to the 

         
         Looking-for-Husband Ledge.—Li Po, “Cha’ang Kan[14]  
         



         
         [Pound] At fifteen, I stopped scowling,

         
         I desire my dust to be mingled with yours,

         
         Forever and forever and forever.

         
         Why should I climb the look out?[15]  
         

      

      

      
      As Yoshihara notes, Pound’s version, titled as “The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter,”
         robs the original of its foreignness. His poem is spare and stark, his adjectives
         more concrete than Lowell’s, making his “translation” more universal—that is less
         dependent on the Chinese original—and more familiar as a modernist work.
      

      
      Lowell freely conceded the beauty of Pound’s Chinese poems, but she believed he pursued
         an aesthetic strategy detrimental to the original poetry. In fact, Lowell’s poem is
         much more discursive and letter-like in the length of its lines and preference for
         simile over metaphor. Less intense than Pound’s, her poem has instead a certain mystique.
         As Yoshihara points out, to understand the allusions to the faithful man clinging
         to the bridge-post and the “Looking-for-Husband Ledge,” the reader would have to consult
         Ayscough’s notes, which explain the legends of the man refusing to leave the bridge
         where he is supposed to meet his beloved, even as a flood drowns him, and the woman
         who turned to stone on the banks of the Yangze River awaiting her husband’s return.
         For Lowell, Li Po’s poem had to retain its recondite nature for her contemporaries—or
         rather she wanted her readers to appreciate the differences between cultures that
         she and Ayscough were attempting to mediate. For Lowell, translation meant transferring
         the poem nearly intact from one culture to another. It was important to her to create
         a drama in which the Chinese wife regards her husband in the terms of her culture,
         seeing in him the representative of all she has been taught to hold dear. Such instances
         surely represent a heroic endeavor that ought to be appreciated in its own terms and
         not merely as a runner-up to Pound.[16]  
      

      
      The man himself wrote to her after the publication of Fir-Flower Tablets: “Do you wish to repent and be saved?” He denied “malicious remarks” about her that
         she had attributed to him. She had received reports of Pound claiming she paid to
         get a good press. He admitted to having heard as much himself, but not to actually
         saying it. He treated her with a bluff condescension that seemed intended to infuriate.
         She simply had not “taken the turning that leads to your getting the most fun out
         of life, and in your better moments, you know it. It means a lot of wear and tear,
         and it aint, no dearies, it AINT good for the nerves. The eye of the needle is narrow.
         Further information if you want it.”[17]   This is like swaggering Hemingway at his subpar worst.
      

      
      As the reviews of Fir-Flower Tablets began to appear in early 1922, the Amy Lowell Express continued to roar across the
         land. In Pittsburgh, the audience laughed when her lamp cord wrapped around a chair
         and knocked it over. “That’s all right,” said a smiling, composed Lowell, “I carry
         this lamp wherever I go because I’ve never once been on a platform illuminated to
         suit me. The lamp usually helps me to ‘break the ice.’ It almost helped me to break
         a chair this time.” Rounds of applause followed her readings. It was a deft, subtle
         performance—not an effort to “convert” listeners to her view of poetry. She seemed
         “matter of fact” and detached to the reporter who recorded the evening.[18]  
      

      
      In Springfield, Illinois, Lowell addressed a more targeted audience in a talk sponsored
         by the Springfield College Club and the Springfield Poetry Society. The Springfield Union (March 21, 1922), headlined “Poetry Does not Change, Free Verse Not New, Says Amy
         Lowell,” and concluded, “Somehow, Miss Lowell manages always to exclude her reader
         or listener from the group she is withering. Last night, as usual, her audience felt
         that she was allowing them to join her in the pleasurable privilege of laughing at
         the rest of the universe. Perhaps it was for this reason that the hour seemed very
         short indeed.” 
      

      
      During an appearance in Detroit, Lowell was asked who would be selected if the United
         States had a poet laureate. She answered: “The wrong man.”[19]   A reporter from the Detroit Free Press dispatched an account of Amy Lowell in action, observing her “informal and intimate”
         way with an audience, behaving like 
      

      
         

         
         a charming hostess who keeps everybody jolly and makes them feel completely at home.
            “Here are two chairs in the second row,” she tells a late comer and when the clapping,
            after the first poem seemed not quite sure of itself—good willed but anxious about
            etiquette—she dispelled embarrassment with, “That’s a good effort. It brings us together
            and I feel that you are with me if you make some kind of a noise when I finish a poem.
            But do make a noise when I finish a poem. Hiss, or clap as you please. But do make
            a noise”[20]   
         

      

      

      
      Lowell also continued work intermittently on her Keats biography. She acquired more
         of his manuscripts and confided to Keats collector F. Holland Day that she regarded
         her work as part of the Lowell destiny, begun when James Russell Lowell planned, but
         never actually wrote a Keats biography.[21]   She wanted to show the “attitude of the modern poet towards Keats, and the attitude
         of Keats himself toward his poems.”[22]   Although she had once scorned scholarly biography, she now saw the value in precise
         documentation combined with “imagination and insight.” She was also making a kind
         of break with the imagists—or at least with Richard Aldington—when she declared her
         determination to prove “how un-Greek” Keats was.[23]   She wanted to explore her subject’s psychology and regarded Lytton Strachey as
         an intimidating model: “I am crushed under the sense of my own incompetency,” she
         wrote to John Livingston Lowes.[24]  
      

      
      At the same time, Lowell hardly stayed home long enough to enjoy her late spring garden
         full of masses of “cherry blossoms and magnolias and daffodils and stone croft and
         forsythia.”[25]   She planned a hectic lecture schedule, while Ada spent the summer with her sister
         Edna in Salt Lake City.[26]   “I have been living the life of a poor widow woman for six weeks, as Ada and I
         parted in Chicago on May 17th, she going to Salt Lake City and I coming home,” Lowell
         reported to Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant. “I am thankful to say that my period of grass-widowhood
         is over, however, or will be soon, as she is already in the train and arrives on Monday.”[27]  
      

      
      Amy often found it difficult to be without Ada in Brookline, and perhaps the lecture
         tour served as a welcome diversion. Ada, to be sure, needed time away from Amy. A
         revealing, if astringent unpublished memoir, dated ca. 1924 and deposited in Lowell’s
         papers, suggests the pleasures, difficulties, and pressures of life at Sevenels. The
         author, identified as Anne Atkinson, had come to work as a secretary after having
         been employed at the Atlantic Monthly, House Beautiful, and Living Age.
      

      
      Atkinson described a typical day. Upon arising Amy would be greeted by Ada, or “Peter,”
         (short for Peter Rabbit, according to Atkinson), who came in with personal mail. Although
         Atkinson does not say so, this may have been the most harrowing part of the day for
         Lowell’s staff, since by the poet’s own account, rising to meet the world was not
         often a pleasurable experience. As Lowell wrote to one of fellow book collectors:
         “If you would write to me oftener, you would start my days in a happy and hopeful
         manner, for I am one of those unhappy people who always wake up feeling the weight
         of the universe pressing upon their shoulders, and it takes me some hours to gaze
         at life from a normal standpoint.”[28] 
      

      
      The housekeeper arrived with a pitcher of ice water, and then Lowell’s personal maid,
         “Bunny” (short for Bunny Rabbit), came in with a kimono and nightgown—usually blue
         and white, or pink and white, with ribbons. Stella, the parlor maid, delivered packages
         (often rare books). Atkinson brought telephone messages. Delia, performing as a waitress,
         “trudged up from the basement kitchen with a loaded tray . . . French lamb chops .
         . . smoked salmon, hot breads, hot coffee poured simultaneously with hot milk followed
         by heavy cream.”
      

      
      After breakfast came the ritual of taking pills—many of them placebos “according to
         the apothecary’s man,” then charcoal, Epsom salts. . . . Until the salts took effect
         she could not be swathed in a Bender bandage, fresh each day at $2.50 each.”[29]  Lowell wore old-fashioned open drawers, trimmed with lace, which was sometimes threaded
         with ribbons, or with Bamberg ruffles. Bridget, the cook, was summoned to discuss
         the evening menu and the number of guests. Bridget “inevitably suggested a nice leg
         of lamb, whereupon Miss Lowell would explode, first informing her that in the United
         States there was no such thing as lamb, only mutton, and furthermore Bridget had no
         imagination.” Bridget would then buzz Atkinson, who took Lowell’s dictation. Sometimes
         Lowell would reminisce about her travels, make or take phone calls. “I was enchanted
         when she was in a talkative vein and painted word pictures,” Atkinson admits.
      

      
      Lowell had a large staff: a kitchen maid, a houseboy, seven under-gardeners, a chauffeur,
         a footman, and a laundress. Sevenels had several fireplaces. A houseboy would clean
         them out, put in fresh sand in a wave pattern, and painstakingly lay the logs for
         lighting before refilling the container of Carolina fatwood to set them afire. A man
         came weekly to wind the clocks. Ironing had to be done on a huge table with irons
         heated on a pot-bellied stove. Off the kitchen was the servants’ dining room. A menu
         for the day included ham, chicken, pork corned beef, fish, beans, and brown bread.
         Food came up by dumbwaiter. Bridget cooked everything on an old coal range with mammoth
         brick ovens. She made delicious breads, fairy gingerbreads beyond compare, and enormous
         popovers. Lowell was oblivious to the toll taken on servants. Cooper, who had won
         many prizes for his orchids, wanted a privy for his men, but Lowell made no arrangements
         for their comfort.
      

      
      Atkinson refers to Ada Russell coldly as “the companion.” She had a “very pleasant
         suite, a fixed salary, and a new outfit each spring and autumn.” Amy liked Ada’s pretty
         feet and paid for her shoes. Ada also had all the detective stories she could read
         and was presented with a piece of jewelry each birthday and Christmas. “The year I
         was there,” Atkinson remembered, “her autumn costume consisted of a sable coat, brown
         dress and accessories.”
      

      
      Atkinson had her troubles with her meticulous employer.[30]  Every word had to be checked and re-checked, even in business letters, “so sure
         was she that every word she wrote would be preserved for prosperity.” Lowell would
         not replace the typing stand: “I threatened her that someday in a rage I would not
         try to rescue the typewriter from its precarious perch, but would pick it up and pitch
         it out the window.” When the typewriter did fall off the table, the secretary told
         Lowell she had made good on her threat. As Atkinson recalled, “In one of her rare
         visits to our third-floor offices, she came to see for herself. She laughed so hard
         that I got a new typewriter and stand the next day.”
      

      
      Atkinson saw the toll the Keats biography took on Lowell, who had left a note: “I’m
         dead. I wish I were dead. A. L.” Atkinson had to admit, “I admired her guts. She could
         easily have let her life be dominated by her health. Instead she made—and kept—commitments
         no one else under the circumstances would have attempted.” Although her employer could
         be generous and understanding, Atkinson emphasized that Lowell’s arrogance was past
         belief and her insensitivity to human beings on the whole unfathomable. She could
         be as petty as she was self-centered, even to her beloved Peter, without whom she
         could not have existed. Ada was her buffer between the imaginary world in which Amy
         lived and reality. “One episode enraged me,” Atkinson recalled. “A load of manure
         was placed directly under the windows to her companion’s suite. Miss Lowell thoroughly
         enjoyed the distress and discomfort her companion suffered from the odor, and proclaimed
         that forever after it would be delivered to that spot only.”
      

      
      When Atkinson could no longer tolerate the abusive Lowell, the secretary resigned.
         Lowell “wept, threw her arms around me, begged me never to leave her. I stayed on
         condition that she apologize to the girl [an undersecretary] the next day.” Atkinson
         stayed on for a year—mainly, she insists, out of respect for herself.
      

      
      Norrys Jephson O’Conor notes that “as Amy Lowell’s irritability and imperiousness
         became common knowledge she was treated with extreme care and courtesy.” He could
         remember only a few occasions when he saw her “really angry” and only one when she
         was in a “violent rage.” Arriving late for dinner, Lowell was upset to learn that
         “a maid servant had not carried out orders she had been given; whereupon Miss Lowell
         launched upon a tongue lashing that was a revelation of her wide vocabulary and her
         power of invective . . . The poor girl turned white, and for a moment I feared she
         would faint.” Lowell told Jephson she “kept her staff contented by paying them well
         and looking after their creature comforts.” Her correspondence would seem to support
         this claim. So did Foster Damon, who said one of Lowell’s servants “told a friend of mine that every time she fired them, she raised their salaries the
         next day.”[31]  
      

      
      O’Conor believed Lowell’s sensitivity to her friends’ problems offset her quick temper.
         Her own struggle with ill health made her especially considerate when others suffered.
         After O’Conor’s daughter died in Boston’s Childrens’ Hospital, Lowell put her car
         at his disposal. Accompanied by Ada, she came to visit O’Conor and his wife at the
         Hotel Bellevue, where they were residing temporarily. He remembered that at the end
         of Lowell’s visit, as they were approaching the elevator, she gave him a keen look
         and said that while he had endured the first “shock of grief,” he could expect later
         to “feel its full impact. She assured me—and her prophecy was fulfilled—that this
         delayed reaction would be more severe than if I had given way in the beginning.” 
      

      
      For anyone like O’Conor, who saw not merely the poet but the woman at home and in
         public, the deeper enjoyment of her company became apparent. He relished watching
         her respond to “any form of entertainment”: “Her stout figure, the subtle beauty of
         her face, her air of authority, all combine with her severe old-fashioned dress to
         attract attention. Expressions of pleasure or distaste swept across her countenance
         like cloud shadows across a landscape on a bright, windy day. Often she voiced approval
         or disapproval in a stage whisper audible to the surrounding audience.” Thus John
         Livingston Lowes’s lectures benefitted from her glowing presence and audible words
         of approval. Not so fortunate was the female lecturer discoursing on her adventure
         with African tribes who had never before seen a white woman. When the lecturer asserted
         she had not been molested, even when alone among tribesmen, the “restive” Lowell,
         seated in the front row, stage whispered, “It is easy to see why!” The embarrassed
         but amused O’Conor watched Lowell mitigate her behavior by seeking out the speaker
         after the lecture to compliment her and express an appreciation of the talk, “even
         showing personal knowledge of part of the country mentioned by the lecturer.” At such
         times, Lowell reminded O’Conor of Dr. Johnson. “[S]he had an equally wide interest
         in people and ideas, and she was equally dogmatic in her opinions.”
      

      
      In the spring and summer of 1922, Lowell made appearances at Vassar College, Bryn
         Mawr College in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Charleston, South Carolina, as well
         as a joint reading with Robert Frost at the University of Michigan.[32]   Frost described a rather prickly Lowell in his letter to Louis Untermeyer. Lowell
         seemed irked when Frost mentioned Untermeyer’s comment that Lowell carried a lumber-yard
         on her shoulder, and she was equally put out with a janitor who said she could not
         use her own lamp because it might blow a fuse. She did so anyway. Then she made matters
         worse by treating one of Frost’s students like a slave.[33]  
      

      
      Lawrance Thompson builds on Frost’s letter and later reminiscences to make Lowell
         appear even more absurd: “Frost had especially wanted her to appear in the series
         partly because she could be counted on to give a show which might ascend to genuine
         histrionics or descend to vaudeville. On stage, she was always a spectacle—stout,
         pompous, officious. When she appeared at Ann Arbor on the night of the fourth of May
         1921, before an overflow audience of 2,500 people, in the Hill Auditorium, she was
         in fine spirits.”
      

      
      Frost enjoyed and exaggerated the high comedy, reporting to Untermeyer that Lowell
         had spilled a pitcher of water and then tripped over and ripped out the light cord
         so that the theater suddenly went dark. The poets and the audience seemed to enjoy
         the accident, with Frost playing up an audience member’s shouted-out request that
         Lowell light up a cigar. Wouldn’t they just want to see that? she remarked, without
         affording them that pleasure.[34]   Thompson tops off the comedy by having Lowell return to form—at least to Thompson’s
         idea of her form: “Finally, when she could begin her talk, Miss Lowell announced with
         customary arrogance that she would spend what remained of the hour talking about herself,
         her theory of poetry, and her practice of it . . . she gave the effect of talking
         down to her listeners.”
      

      
      It is unlikely that Lowell was condescending. To be so would have undercut the very
         reason for her appearance, which was to create a feeling of reciprocity with her audience.
         Of her Charleston appearance she wrote: “Had I followed my inclination, I should have
         burst into tears when the audience stood up that night. One goes on writing and writing
         and writing, and wears one’s self out trying to give one’s visions to the world, but
         it is only occasionally that one realizes that other people have seen those visions
         and have understood what one was trying to do.”[35]  
      

      
      Lowell did, in fact, smoke one of her cigars, but in private, Frost records. That
         the whole affair might have been stressful for her and that she was all too aware
         that she could be made to seem the buffoon never occurred to Frost, who was having
         too much fun cutting her up. But he was too sensitive to her actual performance to
         remain quite so dismissive: “Her speaking and reading went well considering the uproarious
         start she made with the lamp and water. I never heard such spontaneous shouts and
         laughter. Out in front she took it all well with plenty of talk offhand and so passed
         for a first class sport.”
      

      
      Note that Frost has to maintain his sense of superiority, a common enough feature
         when he was writing to a friend, especially someone like Untermeyer, who was not Frost’s
         equal but enjoyed his privileged position as confidant. But was Frost right about
         what happened at the University of Michigan? In Damon’s account, Frost is the clumsy
         one, spilling the water pitcher and tripping over the lamp cord.[36]   The janitor keeps Lowell waiting for a half hour and then, according to Gould,
         tells Lowell she cannot use her own lamp.[37]   Hence her frustration and irritability. William H. Pritchard, the only Frost biographer
         who regards the University of Michigan event with the proper skepticism, notes that
         his subject’s account makes him “look like a sober fellow compared to his extravagant
         guest.”[38]  
      

      
      The Lowell who appears in Frost’s account of her University of Michigan appearance
         seems so self-absorbed that it comes as a shock to read her shrewd sizing up of her
         host. In A Critical Fable she treats the poet as college-caught, a bird in a cage, “kept in a zoo.” He had
         leased himself for part of each year to various colleges, making himself their “booty.”
         The colleges had secured “a high atmosphere,” even though it meant “violence done
         to his own special nature” for a “handful of students.” She imagined Frost at the
         end of a school year escaping to the woods and hills. Lowell, on the other hand, showed
         up for her college talk and was not about to be bossed around by anyone, including
         a janitor.[39]   
      

      
      Lowell, quite aware of the caricature of herself in the press and among her fellow
         poets, got back her own with the anonymous publication in late August of A Critical Fable by “A Poker of Fun,” yet another way she was channeling her cousin, James Russell
         Lowell, author of A Fable for Critics (1890), and, she hoped, surpassing him.[40]   The Bookman’s November “Recent Books in Review” column called her work “a crisp satire on twenty-one
         modern poets of recognized standing. It is a rhymed eyewash for the alleviation of
         poetic astigmatism.” In December, “The Gossip Shop” columnist reported dining at Sevenels
         and pointing an “accusing finger” at the assembled company, all of which denied writing
         the book. Only John Livingston Lowes was identified by name. He “stoutly maintained
         that he wrote it, whereupon, naturally everyone at once knew that he didn’t.” 
      

      
      Lowell realized that eventually her authorship had to be acknowledged, but for nearly
         a year she enjoyed denying friends, fellow poets, critics, and her reading public,
         the pleasure of confirming their speculations. Ferris Greenslet, her publisher, sat
         next to Vachel Lindsay at the Century Club and “got him quite excited talking about
         the Critical Fable. I drew a red herring across the trail in each instance by telling
         how splendidly the anonymous author deals with you, both pro and con. Lindsay got
         quite excited when he heard there was any such thing as ‘con’ in the book apropos
         of you, and made quite a speech in your defense.”[41]   Lowell knew a good deal about herself and her impact on others. In A Critical Fable she appears as “more than a little volcanic, / With a very strong dash of the ultra-tyrannnic.”
         Naturally, Pound and Eliot were targets:
      

      
         

         
         Each man feels himself so little complete,

         
         That he dreads the least commerce with the man in the street.

         
         Each imagines the world to be leagued in a dim pact

         
         To destroy his immaculate taste by its impact.

      

      

      
      She was proud of the very missionary zeal they deplored: “When I push at a wheel it
         must go or I’ll break it, / Once embarked on a mission I never forsake it.” Lowell
         did not gainsay her role as the Buffalo Bill of American poetry, “broncho-busting
         with rainbows”:
      

      
         

         
         The effect is erratic

         
         And jarring to some, but to others ecstatic,

         
         Depending, of course, on the idiosyncratic

         
         Response of beholders. When you come to think of it

         
         A good deal is demanded of those on the brink of it

         
         To be caught in the skirts of a whirling afflatus

         
         One must not suppose is experienced gratis.

      

      

      
      Rather than the careerist poet of surfaces, Lowell portrays herself in A Critical Fable as a whole and healthy artist:
      

      
         

         
         Despite her traducers, there’s always a heart

         
         Hid away in her poems for the seeking; impassioned

         
         Beneath silver surfaces cunningly fashioned

         
         To baffle coarse pryings, it waits for the touch

         
         Of a man who takes surfaces only as such.

      

      

      
      The last line presents a paradox: To recognize the brilliant surfaces of Amy Lowell’s
         poems is to also perceive that the surfaces cover far more. This is what Elizabeth
         Shepley Sergeant acknowledged in her memoir of Lowell, a reminiscence that includes
         the single most stunning sentence ever written about the person who became Amy Lowell:
         “There was at last nothing she would have altered if she could, even her mortal shape.”[42]   It is an astonishing verdict that overturns all previous assessments of the poet’s
         life.
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      After 1922, Lowell published no more books of poetry, preferring instead to concentrate
         on completing her life of Keats, which kept getting longer and more elaborate as she
         discovered more letters and manuscripts documenting his life and career. She continued
         to compose poetry and publish it in magazines and newspapers—so much of it, in fact,
         that she had three books planned that were published after her death. She did not
         release these books as they were written because she could not engage in the full-scale
         promotion and lecturing that had always accompanied her publications. Although she
         groaned under the burden of biography, she also experienced a kind of elation exclusive
         to those devoted to working in the genre: She believed she was recovering a John Keats
         that the world had not fully seen or appreciated—in part because of the purblind biographers
         that had preceded her. Setting out to rectify their errors and misapprehensions, her
         Keats biography had become a reclamation project. 
      

      
      Lowell’s devotion to Keats did not mean, however, that she became a shut-in. On Wednesday,
         December 20, the Fitchburg Sentinel reported that on the previous evening she had appeared at a Brookline town meeting
         to protest the imposition of too many laws. She objected, for example, to proposed
         legislation forbidding children to “skate or slide or to drag their sleds on sidewalks.”
         A scornful Lowell asked, “Are we going to make all our children criminals? Are we
         to be entirely officialized? Are we to abandon entirely our constitutional rights
         to the pursuit of happiness?” Philip Sparker, chairman of the board of selectmen,
         commented, “Miss Lowell was a past mistress of satire and ridicule as those who read
         her poems well know.” Two selectmen supported her, and the law was amended to “permit
         children to drag their sleds over a sidewalk on the return from a slide down designated
         streets.” Lowell’s public protest excited the attention of the Women’s Republican
         Club of Massachusetts. Responding to Mrs. H. Parker Whittington on January 18, Lowell
         expressed her appreciation for the invitation to join the organization, but she did
         not see a role for herself in local or state politics: “As you know, my interests
         are purely literary, and they take all my time to the exclusion of every other activity.”[1]  
      

      
      Lowell was, in fact, girding herself for a six-week lecture tour, even though she
         complained of exhaustion. She had begun falling soundly asleep after dinner, followed
         by an “intermission to come to bed.” Often she would not awake until noon the next
         day. She expected to return home from her tour “in a box.” Lowell told Ada’s daughter,
         “I am suggesting your mother take mourning with her, in order to be all prepared for
         the home journey.”[2]  
      

      
      The press on Lowell’s lecture tour was laudatory, including the treatment she received
         from Leon Herald in the Wisconsin State Journal (March 14, 1923). He interviewed Lowell in Milwaukee after she had spoken on February
         20 to a “handsome crowd” in St. John’s Cathedral. He describes the usual assortment
         of those who “come to hear her poetry; some just to see and some to meet her.” The
         setting invokes the atmosphere of a wedding celebration, with Lowell entering as the
         gorgeous bride: “Who said she was not sweet? She brings an Elizabethan atmosphere
         with her and she is more so than Elizabeth herself.” After a fulsome introduction,
         Lowell “protested for having been so profusely talked about”—always a good way to
         get the audience on your side. She spoke briefly about Japanese poetry, which did
         not rely on rhyme and meter, by way of asking: why should poetry, the subtlest human
         expression, be demanded to be written in this and that manner?” No, Lowell said, “If
         poetry must continue to be, then let it BE.” For this audience, Lowell apparently
         concentrated on her New England dialect poetry, although nothing is said of the particular
         poems she read. At a reception afterwards, she made quite a different impression,
         dominating the conversation to such an extent that the reporter complained, “Miss
         Lowell speaks too, too authoritatively disregarding others in discussions. She is
         like a sheet of syrupy fly-paper, bewildering the friendly flies. Many did not, could
         not take part in exchanging reasons and looks askancely. This cannot be forgiven.”
      

      
      On March 9, the Syracuse Herald reported, “Amy Lowell Holds Audience Spellbound With Beauty of Her Free Verse and
         Smile.” A large picture showed Lowell sitting in a club chair, wearing an open jacket,
         a white lacy blouse, and a wide sash around her waist, and holding a book in her left
         hand. She looks out with imposing force at her viewers, with perhaps just the slightest
         trace of the smile that dazzled “bewhiskered professors,” “wide-eyed worshipping”
         coeds, “would-be poets and those who wouldn’t be, and hundreds of ordinary every day
         people gathered” at her feet. Her entrance was dramatic, the anonymous reporter noted:
         “There’s something about seeing a poet—a real poet—that’s a bit startling. When Amy
         Lowell climbed the stairs to the platform and looked at the audience as if to announce,
         ‘Well, here I am,’ there was a distinctly perceptible stir.” The reporter mentions
         Lowell’s “blue satin dress” and immediately thinks of the “stiff brocaded gown” in
         “Patterns.” 
      

      
      Now here is how Lowell took complete possession of her audience: “And then she smiled,
         a queer slow, understanding smile, as if the audience were just so many more queer
         human beings and she knew about them. The remembrance of Amy Lowell’s smile will interpret
         her poetry to everyone who sees her.” Lowell apologized for her cold and promised
         that if she could not be heard she “would have the audience up to the platform in
         relays and whisper her poetry in their ears. The audience applauded the prospect.”
         
      

      
      Lowell, knowing exactly how much an audience can take, “talked a little bit about
         poetry—just enough to make clear her stand that ‘free verse’ is poetry indeed.” Then
         Lowell read so that “explanation was unnecessary—the most familiar lines took on new
         beauty and meaning, and sang themselves in a rhythm that was music in itself.” Lowell
         intermixed her program with old favorites and new poems, understanding that some in
         the audience had come to hear the Amy Lowell they already knew, and that others would
         be thrilled to hear Lowell reading her new poems before they were published. For her
         finale, she gave them “Patterns,” which she “read as only the one who conceived the
         poem, and gave it birth could possibly read it.” The article ends with this salute:
         “There was the Amy Lowell of her poetry, and there was the Amy Lowell of the smooth
         blue satin gown, the keen eyes, and the understanding smile that smiles with the audience
         at her lines, even as she gave them.”
      

      
      Such awe-struck reports were countered by a good deal of ridicule. Lowell’s sheer
         size, for example, became the main feature of “Fat Poets,” an item that appeared in
         the Iowa City Press-Citizen (February 23, 1923), reporting a talk at the Ebell Club in Los Angeles in which a
         speaker “boldly asserted that the new style poets are fat”:
      

      
         

         
         The speaker went on to point out that Amy Lowell, the “high priestess of vers libre,”
            always has to take a loge when she goes to the theater and needs a chaise-longue all
            to herself when she toddles out in society. Of course there are some people who think
            that if Amy is a poet old Alf Tennyson must have been a boiler-maker. . . . Still
            Amy has quite a following, and the one thing bookmakers and “Who’s Who” pay on is
            results.
         

      

       

      
      Derogatory references to Lowell’s size and popularity would continue to dog her, as
         would the charge that her career belonged to the history of publicity rather than
         the history of poetry. 
      

      
      Not even ebbing health and a strenuous program of seventeen lectures deterred work
         on the Keats biography, which was “coming with ease and pleasure,” Lowell reported
         to John Gould Fletcher on April 6. She relied on copious notes for each section of
         her book; otherwise, she would have been lost, since she could not rely on her memory.
         She illustrated what she meant to the Keats collector F. Holland Day: “The other day
         Professor Lowes said to me a propos of something in ‘Endymion’: Isn’t that like such
         and such a thing in ‘Lamia’? Now I suppose I have read ‘Lamia’ a hundred times, but
         I smiled sweetly at him and said, ‘I do not know. I have not got to “Lamia” yet. I
         shall be able to tell you all about it in a few weeks. Whereupon we both laughed.’”[3]  
      

      
      Lowell had returned home to enjoy her garden, especially the cherry trees and magnolias
         that were in full bloom by May. Daffodils, almost spent, were “giving place to the
         tulips.” She prided herself on maintaining her father’s horticultural standards.[4]   She had recovered from a cold acquired on her midwestern trip, and by the summer
         she had resumed working until the early hours of the morning, as she wrote to Eleanor
         Robson Belmont, who had accompanied Ada on so many theater tours. “I do like to have
         you here,” Lowell told Mrs. Belmont, “and of course Ada remains on the grin from the
         moment you come till the moment you go. Your coming here would be the best kind of
         vacation for us.” And no wonder. Probably no one knew Ada better, or could have more
         keenly appreciated the bond between Amy and Ada than Mrs. Belmont. That Lowell referred
         to Ada as Ada, and not “Mrs. Russell,” was itself unusual and a sign of this threesome’s
         intimacy.[5]   
      

      
      It was a happy summer because Ada remained at Sevenels with Lorna and the children.
         “I know well how glad you must be to have your ‘Peter’ back,” wrote Clara Rogers,
         mentioning the “young life” Ada brought with her.[6]   Lowell’s high spirits are evident in a letter she wrote on August 7 to Eleanor
         Belmont, thanking her for the largest box of chocolates Lowell had ever consumed.
         She had been afraid to weigh herself, she confided to Belmont. “With every detectable
         drop, I feel a pound going on, and only when I recollect how short is life, how fleeting,
         do I reflect that it makes very little difference whether a skeleton was once fat
         or thin. This consoles me greatly, and I eat on, unmoved and unmoving.” Then Ada appeared,
         somewhat in the guise of the reprimanding lover in “Madonna of the Evening Flowers,”
         telling Lowell that her letter to Belmont was “spelt all wrong from beginning to end.
         She is so savage at dawn, and she has no business to be awake anyhow. It is the bad
         habits the children have taught her,” Lowell added in a handwritten post script.
      

      
      In the best of moods, Lowell seemed to confer what might almost be called a benediction
         on her visitors and correspondents. “You can have no conception of what it means to
         get into the radius of your aura and be freshened up—it lasts for a good time,” one
         of her friends wrote.[7]   An exuberant Malcolm Cowley, beginning to realize his métier was literary criticism,
         not poetry, wrote on August 23, “Bully work! I want both to thank and congratulate
         you. Nobody else, not Shakespeare himself, could have sold so many of my poems.”
      

      
      By the fall, it felt to Lowell like she had given her life over to Keats: “I eat,
         drink, sleep and talk that man, and pretty soon I shall be signing his name to my
         letters,” she wrote F. Holland day on September 5. She seemed both alarmed and elated—not
         an unusual complex of emotions for a biographer. Indeed, so absorbed was she in the
         thrill of biography that she entertained, for a while, writing a life of Emily Dickinson—a
         project instigated by Mabel Loomis Todd, lover of Dickinson’s brother, Austin, and
         an editor of the poet’s letters. Todd wrote a series of supplicating letters, seventeen
         in all, that praised “The Sisters,” Lowell’s “epochal poem” that placed Dickinson
         in her “rightful environment.”[8]   
      

      
      “The Sisters,” first published in the August 1922 issue of the North American Review, is also Lowell’s declaration of independence. She was uncomfortable with the very
         notion of being a woman poet. “I think men and women are exactly alike,” she declared.
         “[M]y experience has been that people are divided more by type than by sex, that the
         artistic man is more like the artistic woman than either is like the practical man
         or woman, for instance.”[9]   This is to say—although she did not say it—she felt as close to Keats as she did
         to her sister poets. Like other biographers, Lowell had, in a sense, given birth to
         her subject. He was hers in that very special way biographers take possession of their
         subjects. To become Dickinson’s biographer—quite aside from taking on yet another
         prodigious project of research and writing—would have brought Lowell within the very
         boundaries of women’s poetry that her polyphonic prose epics, for example, had burst
         through.[10]  
      

      
      And yet, in the end, Lowell could not avoid having her say on the avatars of her art,
         announcing in “The Sisters,” “[W]e’re a queer lot / We women who write poetry.”[11]   The very act of scribbling—as she refers to it in the poem—makes women poets “queerer
         still,” because they are acting “man-wise” producing “fragments of ourselves.” The
         strangeness of women poets provokes an ontological question: 
      

      
         

         
         Why are we

         
         Already mother-creatures, double-bearing,

         
         With matrices in body and in brain?

      

      

      
      Such women poets exist as rarities, Lowell answers, precisely because “The strength
         of forty thousand Atlases / Is needed for our every-day concerns.” 
      

      
      Sapho[12]   emerges as the first sister, the prototype of the woman poet who forsakes the everyday
         and emerges “like a burning birch-tree / All tall and glittery fire.” But this blazing
         poet’s fire is caught up in the reaches of heaven “and held there, / A frozen blaze
         before it broke and fell.” Lowell invokes the Sapho who survives only in fragments
         that still ignite the imagination, but also reveal how the whole of her creation has
         been fractured. In Lowell’s view, this bold first sister also held something back:
         
      

       

      
         
         Ah, me! I wish I could have talked to Sapho

         
         Surprised her reticences by flinging mine

         
         Into the wind.

      

      

      
      Like Sapho, Lowell safeguards herself: 

      
         

         
         This tossing off of garments

         
         Which cloud the soul is none too easy doing

         
         With us to-day.

      

      

      
      Still, if only Lowell could watch Sapho “bare her loveliness of words and tell / The
         reasons, as she possibly conceived them,” it would be enough, enough 
      

      
         

         
           just to know

         
         How she came at them . . . thinking all the while ‘twas she

         
         Who spoke and that we two were sisters

         
         Of a strange, isolated little family.

      

      

      
      This is a biographer’s poem that seeks identification with the subject and a poet’s
         poem yearning for consanguinity of purpose in her predecessor’s words. Lowell’s yearning
         is erotically palpable in her desire “just to watch / The crisp sea sunshine playing
         on her hair.” Allusions to stories of Sapho lingering by the sea seem to loiter near
         Lowell’s lines, which allude to the breaking and the falling of the Sapho who leaped
         off the cliff to her death. 
      

      
      Sapho’s singularity inspires but also troubles Lowell, whose allusion to “a strong
         isolated little family” calls to mind the Brontë sisters—at least in the archetypal
         rendering of their biographer Elizabeth Gaskell, who emphasized the remoteness of
         the Howarth parsonage in which they created their own incandescent writing. In “The
         Sisters,” the image of the shut-in poetess prevails in the figure of Mrs. Browning,
         imprisoned in a world of Victorian propriety, “Which draws the perfect line between
         sea-cliffs / And a close-shuttered room in Wimpole Street,” where Mrs. Browning, unlike
         Sapho, could not
      

      
         

         
           fly her impulses like bright

         
         Balloons tip-tilting to a morning air

         
         And write about it.

      

      

      
      When she describes “Mrs. Browning’s heart . . . squeezed in stiff conventions,” Lowell
         might just as well have been thinking about herself in her pre-poetry days, before
         her father died. The sickly Mrs. Browning, before her deliverance by Robert Browning—
         caught in the “pattern” of womanhood that Lowell herself dramatizes in “Patterns”—also
         stands in for Amy Lowell, bound in her Brookline mansion before the liberating arrival
         of Ada Russell. 
      

      
      Lowell tries to imagine meeting Mrs. Browning. But where? Wimpole Street or the Casa
         Guidi, where the poet settled with her husband? Would their conversation be personal,
         or would they stick to poetry? No matter where, conversation would probably have proved
         disappointing, since Mrs. Browning was “not herself so curious a technician / As to
         admit newfangled modes of writing.” She would have made an exception for her husband,
         Lowell supposes, and said “that is neither / Here nor there for Robert is a genius.”
         Thus Victorian modesty would have forestalled any true intimacy, and dashed Lowell’s
         hope that Mrs. Browning would ask “me to call her ‘Ba’” (the nickname family members
         used). Although “very fond of Mrs. Browning,” Lowell acquiesces to the “Devil of Verisimilitude”
         by admitting the two poets could not have torn off the “veils” (shades of Sara Teasdale)
         that girded their souls, especially since 
      

      
         

         
         Sapho was dead

         
         And I, and others, not yet peeped above

         
         The edge of possibility.

      

       

      
      Turned away, so to speak, from her tea-time tête-à-tête with Mrs. Browning, Lowell
         calls on Emily Dickinson, ringing a bell and sending a card—”a very silly way to do,”
         Lowell realizes, since she is apt to come upon the poet in hushed observance of a
         hummingbird among nasturtiums. This obliteration of convention, Lowell begins to think,
      

      
         

         
         is even better than Sapho. With Emily

         
         You’re really here, or never anywhere at all

         
         In range of mind.

      

      

      
      This is the perfect way to describe a poet unbound and, strictly speaking, her own
         person. But would Dickinson admit Lowell to her company? “I think she’d be exacting,”
         surmises Lowell, who is ready to be tested by “A thousand tight-rope tricks of understanding.”
         Undaunted, Lowell vows, “I would somersault all day / If by so doing I might stay
         with her.” The most elusive of sisters, never speaking openly like Sapho or guardedly
         like Mrs. Browning, “Emily would set doors ajar and slam them / And love you for your
         speed of observation.” Lowell’s switch to “you” is a brilliant recognition that Emily
         Dickinson would not treat her differently than she treated other readers—or than she
         treated those who tried to know her better. Mabel Loomis Todd, for example, was barely
         able to share the same room with the aloof and evasive Emily.
      

      
      None of the sisters satisfies Lowell, so “extraordinarily unlike / Each is to me.”
         Sapho expended as much as she gained. Mrs. Browning “after a miser girlhood cut the
         strings / Which tied her money-bags and let them run”—not a prescription that Lowell,
         so careful about business, could emulate. And Emily was a hoarder “only giving / Herself
         to cold, white paper.” Something in the nature of Dickinson’s protestant and Victorian
         heritage made this “lonely brain-child of a gaunt maturity” hang her “womanhood upon
         a bough,” while she “played ball with the stars—too long—too long . . . Until at last
         she lost even the desire / To take it down.” In the end, Dickinson is too ethereal
         for the earthly Lowell. Although her sisters are “great” and “marvelously strange”
         she cannot write like them, and she awaits some future poet who may turn to her “as
         I have turned to you / And chat with me a brief few minutes.” So the very idea of
         sisters becomes “strange . . but near, / Frightfully near, and rather terrifying.”
      

      
      “The Sisters” is a haunting poem about a haunted woman with a lineage as problematic
         but also as bolstering as the one that Lowell’s own family conveyed to her. To her
         sisters she declares: “I understand you all, for in myself—.” But then she breaks
         off with the question, “Is that presumption?” For all their differences, Lowell concludes,
         “We are one family.” The poem ends, nevertheless, with Lowell noting once more that
         their answers cannot be hers. But lest her response be considered only a rebuff, she
         adds, “Well, never mind that now.” Her three-hour reverie ended (did Lowell create
         this work in such a short time?), she bids them an emphatic “Good night! Good night!”
         as if to end an argument that cannot be dismissed as easily as the words employed
         to do just that. 
      

      
      This tension-filled, unresolved poem, is reminiscent of what Keats called “negative
         capability”: “[T]hat is, when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries,
         doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” In this case, Lowell’s
         search for precedent, for a grounding in sisterhood, has to be ultimately inconclusive—but
         also fruitful as a way of measuring her own sensibility, and her own capacious, if
         conflicted, way of being a sister.[13]   As critic Cheryl Walker observes, “The Sisters” is an “important breakthrough,
         the first grand attempt by a woman poet in America to situate herself within a feminine
         literary tradition.” At the same time, “Lowell, like H.D. and Louise Bogan, among
         others, was interested in superseding as well as giving acknowledgment to a feminine
         literary tradition.” Like these others, Lowell worried about being marginalized in
         a male-dominated literary canon. As Walker concludes, Lowell “wanted to be more than
         a love poet. She wanted to compete in the intellectual realm, a territory traditionally
         belonging exclusively to men.”[14]   Choosing to write an epic biography of John Keats was one way of poaching on what
         had been a virtually exclusive male hunting ground.
      

      
      
         1. Lowell did not mean, however, that she had no interest in politics. On January 10,
               1924, Ada Russell wrote to Mrs. Frank Jennings, Salt Lake City: “Also can you suggest
               for Amy’s sister Mrs. Putnam, who is candidate for delegate for presidential selection,
               the best woman to take charge of Coolidge boom in Utah preferably not one steeped
               in politics but eager and interested. Answer by night letter.”

         2. Lowell to Lorna Amussen, January 3, 1923.

         3. Lowell to F. Holland Day, April 24, 1923.

         4. Lowell to Miss A. E. Chapman, May 8, 1923.

         5. Lowell to Mrs. August Belmont, August 1923.

         6. Rogers to Lowell, July 5, 1923.

         7. Julia Sully to Lowell, August 12, 1923.

         8. Todd to Lowell, November 18, 1923.

         9. Lowell to Mitchell S. Buck, April 12, 1923.

         10. Damon, 611–612, suggests Lowell “really hoped some day to write this life of Emily
               Dickinson” after she had “recovered from the Keats biography.” But Damon concedes
               that Lowell’s great admiration for Dickinson was tempered by serious reservations.
               I doubt that Lowell would have wanted to attempt a reconciliation between “the two
               factions jealously warring over the dead poet’s memory and manuscripts.” Her experience
               with Keats collectors had taught her how hard it was to pry material out of those
               attached to the poet. The patience and stamina required to embark on yet another major
               project—which would also mean postponing, again, work on her own poetry—would surely
               have deterred Lowell. On August 9, 1922, Lowell wrote to Todd: “To my mind, Emily
               Dickinson is one of the greatest women poets who ever lived. . . She wrote half a
               century ahead of her time. . . . There is not, to my mind, a sadder page in history
               than the picture of good, well-meaning Mr. Higginson trying to guide Emily’s marvelous
               genius. . . . It has been a dream of mine sometime to write a life of Miss Dickinson,
               but I fear it will never materialize . . .” To the importunate Todd, Lowell responded
               on July 11, 1923: “I did have such a good time with you and your family yesterday
               afternoon and the pride with which I bore my Emily Dickinson manuscript home can only
               be imagined. It will always be among my most cherished possessions. You cannot think
               how long I have desired a manuscript of hers, and, of course, you know the impossibility
               of getting one by purchase. You made me want very much to write a life of her some
               day, when all the difficulties are removed, and there is plenty of time. I hope, however,
               that in the future it will materialize.”

         11. Galvin, 26: “[T]he word ‘queer,’ as slang for lesbian or homosexual male, was just
               beginning to gain currency. . . . There is no way of knowing whether or not Lowell
               was aware of this connotation . . . [but] she did find that a certain unconventionality,
               a strangeness from the ‘norm’ of heterosexually defined ‘femininity,’ marked the lives
               of her poetic predecessors, and that this mark of difference was what enabled them
               to be poets.”

         12. Although Sappho is the spelling in common use, I have adopted the usage in Lowell’s
               poem.

         13. Adrienne Munich’s excellent essay, “Family Matters: Genealogies and Intertexts in
               Amy Lowell’s ‘The Sisters,’” in Amy Lowell, American Modern, 9–26, reveals how much Lowell misread her women poets, presenting, for example,
               a portrait of a conventional Elizabeth Barrett Browning that is rather wide of the
               mark. True enough—although my concern is with how Lowell reveals herself in the poem.
               As Harold Bloom argues in The Anxiety of Influence, it is not unusual to misinterpret predecessors creatively as a way of staking out
               the new poet’s originality. I also see the poem as more open-ended than does Betsky
               Erkkila, who provides a perceptive interpretation of “The Sisters” in The Wicked Sisters: Women Poets, Literary History & Discord (Oxford University Press, 1992), 8–12.

         14. Cheryl Walker, Masks Outrageous and Austere: Culture, Psyche, and Personal in Modern Women Poets (Indiana University Press, 1991), 20–22.

      

   
      Chapter 11

      The Death of Duse 
 (1923–1924)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Only one event broke through Amy Lowell’s concentration on her biography of John Keats:
         Eleonora Duse’s return to America after a twenty-year absence. Lowell had received
         word from Katherine Onslow, Duse’s traveling companion, that the actress wished to
         meet the poet. Lowell attended Duse’s two performances at the Boston Opera House on
         the afternoons of December 3 and 6, and after the first matinee took tea with Onslow,
         who told the poet about the actress’s dire circumstances. In precarious health and
         in pecuniary distress, Duse had nonetheless refused the offer of a pension from Mussolini,
         who had tried to keep her in Italy. In the following months, Lowell would become the
         artist’s patron, making sure—through correspondence with Onslow and others—that the
         actress enjoyed every comfort it was in poet’s power to provide. Lowell wrote, for
         example, to Millicent Todd Bingham (Mabel Loomis Todd’s daughter), asking her to look
         after Duse: “I really don’t know how to thank you for all you have done, but I do
         know that in a way you must be glad to do it, for there is only one Duse in the world.”[1]  
      

      
      On December 7, Duse visited Lowell at home. What they said, according to Damon, was
         not recorded, although he learned (perhaps from others present at the meeting) that
         Duse admired Sevenels and accepted Lowell’s invitation to come for a long visit as
         soon as she completed her twenty-performance tour. Indeed, Lowell it seems, intended
         to install Duse in Sevenels: Lowell had, in Damon’s words, “prepared everything for
         her, even to building a new bathroom.”[2]   
      

      
      Both women were in poor health and did not have long to live. Lowell looked at her
         idol and read in Duse’s wasted visage her own fate. So much is clear in her anguished
         poem, “To Eleonora Duse In Answer to a Letter,” which begins: “Regrets and memories
         these short December days.” The words refer not only to the season of their meeting,
         but also to the ebbing of their lives, and to the speedup and shortening of time that
         becomes a pervading theme for the aging person. Lowell describes Duse’s exquisite
         movements and voice, callings her the “incarnate soul / Of human needs and meetings
         . . . /All tenderness enmeshed in withes of truth.” The image of willow branches,
         so pliable and strong, segues to the poet’s question: “Has any one ever so held the
         cords of life, / Of all our lives, as you?”[3]   
      

      
      In Ballads for Sale, published nearly two years after Lowell’s death, this poem is followed by “To Eleonora
         Duse 1923,” an even greater poem that makes Duse the muse that has not only created
         a poet (“sprung from your scattered seed”), but also the very speculum of Lowell’s
         own life: 
      

      
         

         
         You pass me like a legend sprayed with flowers,

         
         The legend of my youth, and now henceforward

         
         Of my age.

      

      

      
      On January 27, 1924, Sara Teasdale wrote to Lowell, “‘Eleanora Duse 1923’ is the finest
         of the poems. I believe, and next ‘In Answer to a Letter.’” Teasdale could not think
         of another comparable example of one woman praising another. “Sappho’s praise of Anactoria
         being out of the running, as representing a wholly different sort of thing.” 
      

      
      Amy Lowell began 1924 with a four-month break from writing her Keats biography. She
         lectured in New York, and then returned home with nodes on her vocal cords—a temporary
         condition her physician assured her.[4]   After nearly a month of illness, Lowell made an appearance as the guest of honor
         at the Lucy Stone League dinner in New York City. It was one of her bravura outings,
         judging by Charles Studin’s letter to Lowell on February 25: “Not only was your handling
         of the situation delicious, but it was a unique pleasure to see a poet able to carry
         combat to the outside world and beat it as its own game.” Amidst ardent suffragists
         and advocates for women’s rights, Lowell voiced her dissent, refusing to endorse their
         call for married women to retain their maiden names. According to one newspaper account,
         Lowell called the assembled “a group of ego-maniacs.” If her remarks were met with
         silence, it was because she had exacted from Ruth Hale, president of the Lucy Stone
         League and the organizer of the meeting, the promise that there would be no debate.[5]  
      

      
      Lowell met Rebecca West, then on her first trip to the United States, and they seem
         to have had an amicable conversation about book collecting—at least that is all West
         chose to remember about their exchange when she was asked about it.[6]   Although Lowell and West would have disagreed about politics, they shared many
         likes and dislikes, such as an admiration for Dorothy Richardson, a detestation of
         T. S. Eliot, and opposition to the Russian Revolution.
      

      
      Lowell followed her spirited appearance in New York City with another in Bryn Mawr.
         “The students are still quarreling about you and your poetry and all the things you
         said about poets in general,” Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant wrote on March 10. “When
         I say ‘quarreling’ I mean talking and discussing, appreciating and all the rest of
         it. I myself thought the ‘program’ was the finest I ever heard you give . . . They
         don’t turn out for anybody as they do for you. I must add that both Miss Thomas and
         President Park tremendously appreciated the evening, and you’ve got the new president
         as strong for you as Miss Thomas was.” 
      

      
      The first four months of 1924 seemed part of a charm offensive. Leila Mechlin of the
         Washington Society of the Fine Arts wrote, “Perhaps you will be amused to hear how
         very different you were from what I had expected. I had thought of you as rather a
         fearsome person—and I found you so understanding, friendly, and likable.”[7]   Frederick McCreary described how thrilled his mother had been to meet Lowell: “She
         had seen newspaper cuts of you in the Hartford papers (you realize what they are).
         . . . I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised at her repeated exclamation of ‘But
         she’s such a pretty woman!’”[8]  
      

      
      Duse died in Pittsburgh on April 21, 1924. It was a devastating loss. She had become
         an all-consuming personal project for Lowell. As one of Lowell’s friends wrote, “What
         lingers in my mind . . . [is] the talking you did about Duse and about yourself. I
         felt it all down to my toes, and between feeling sad for you and joyful at being with
         you, I was quite beyond speech.”[9]   To another friend, Lowell wrote, “After spending so much time thinking of “every
         possible thing I could do for Madame Duse’s comfort, cudgeling my brain for people,
         for hotels, for every little detail that might make things easier . . . I am devoutly
         thankful that I could do that little. I only wish it could have been ten times more.
         It seems queer now to have it no more to do.[10]  
      

      
      Lowell’s description of Duse’s funeral reads like a set piece in an epic story, the
         poet’s grief amalgamating with that of the thousands who had been moved by the actress’s
         life and art:
      

      
         

         
         The chapel inside of which the coffin lay was filled with flowers, which increased
            daily until, by the last day, they were not only banked up in the chapel itself, but
            all along the aisle beside it, and a number of little bouquets from poor people were
            laid down against the rails in front of the chapel, and a great many of the little
            lights I have spoken of were burning. All day long, from six in the morning until
            nine at night, there was a steady stream of people; I cannot imagine how many there
            must have been in the whole three days, thousands and thousands of them. No one was
            allowed to stop for more than a moment in front of the chapel itself, but one might
            sit in the pews near it, and many people did apparently just this for hours at a time.
            Somehow all the tawdry and sordid effect which I always get in a Catholic church was
            absent, and it was all most wonderful and perfectly dignified, and not in the least
            a jarring tribute.
         

         
         Mrs. Belmont had got consular tickets for Ada and me, which meant that we could go
            to the funeral and be in one of the first fifteen rows—as a matter of fact, we were
            in the fourth row. . . . [S]uddenly, the sun shot a beam of light directly down upon
            the coffin from the high window at the end of the chancel. It was like a symbol taking
            tangible form. At the end of the service, the coffin was wheeled out of the door of
            one of the transepts, followed immediately by the Ambassador and Katharine Onslow,
            and after them members of the company and the Consular Committee.
         

      

      

      
      It was very much like a state funeral, with Duse now as much an American as an Italian
         icon. Lowell was gratified when she later heard of reports of how in Italy crowds,
         with an “amazing and touching spirit” came to greet the train carrying Duse’s body
         and cast flowers along the road as the train passed by.[11]  “Very hard to get back into the Keats mood after being so entirely upset as I have
         been these last weeks,” Lowell confided to Millicent Todd Bingham on May 5.
      

      
      Saddened, Lowell nevertheless carried on—not merely with fortitude, but with joy.
         She had discovered yet another young protégé, Archibald Macleish, whom she advised
         against treating poetry as though it were the law (he was a lawyer): “[Y]ou are working
         at it as an intellectual works, and not as an artist works.” He should not “simulate
         experience,” but “plunge into it.” Even now, she had not “obliterated the eagerness
         or the intense power of suffering, of my youth.” And she counted that as a blessing.
         She rejected critic Percy Boynton’s lament that she had not grown up, his explanation
         of why she was ceaselessly experimenting with poetry. “I am a little afraid I shall
         never grow up in that way, or never grow old. I seem to have drunk of the fountain
         of perennial youth. I think, on the whole, it is an asset to a poet: Chaucer was always
         young, and Browning had a grand renaissance of feeling in his old age.”[12] 
      

      
      Perhaps no better proof of Lowell’s “youth” can be found than in her correspondence
         with Josephine Pinckney, a young woman drawn to Lowell during the poet’s visit to
         Charleston, South Carolina, in the spring of 1922. They exchanged letters, and Pinckney
         visited Lowell at Sevenels. “I do not think I ever had anybody sit up all night with
         me and found myself so refreshed and cheered up afterwards. You are a crackerjack
         companion, my dear, and I wish you lived near enough to make these visits of periodical
         occurrence,” Lowell wrote on September 11, 1923. “The sight of you the other night,”
         Pinckney wrote on September 6, 1924, “so cheered and restored me that I got over my
         prickly humor.” Pinckney was in anguish over a young man who could not seem to commit
         to her, even though she was “first in his affections.” Under “terrific nervous and
         physical strain,” Pinckney had turned to Lowell. “My talks with you have been a great
         comfort. . . . I never dreamed of finding anybody that would understand it and the relief of talking about it was
         too gorgeous. And our nights were the most fun . . . irrespective of this sad topic.
         1000 thanks for giving me asylum on Saturday. Mother is horrified at my performance.”
      

      
      Her spirit was willing, but Lowell was losing stamina. She was reluctant to accept
         W. N. Guthie’s invitation to speak at St. Mark’s in the Bouwerie. She had always enjoyed
         tremendous success there, and yet she felt ambivalent about reading her work in a
         church. His response is remarkable, especially in contrast to all those diatribes
         aimed at Lowell for making a public spectacle of herself and for making poetry a vulgar
         entertainment:
      

      
         

         
         Your reading seemed to penetrate into something deeper, and the experience kept drifting
            down. Evidently, then, there is still some real barrier between your creative work
            and the public. If a person as sympathetic as I am, can experience so great an increase
            in dynamic energy by your poem, then, getting rid of the obstruction between your
            strongest work and the sympathetic public is the personal reason for your reading—the
            bigger reason I need not even discuss with you. Making poetry does seem a dynamic
            thing, not a decoration or luxury, but a necessity, morally and spiritually. It is
            here that you have your real ministry, to which your own reputation is subservient,
            and I regard your reading a very real prophetic event of the season.[13] 
         

      

      

      
      Guthrie understood that Lowell’s public readings—quite aside from their promotional
         aspects—created an empyrean of poetry.
      

      
      But one-day outings were about all Lowell could manage. She was husbanding her strength
         for an English tour to tout her Keats’s biography, and was already lining up lectures
         there and contacting sympathetic parties. To the renowned critic John Middleton Murry,
         she wrote on October 24: “You said one of the most amusing things about me once, when
         I published that long Keats letter in the Keats Memorial Volume in 1921. You said
         that Miss Amy Lowell had evidently come to regard herself as the recipient of the
         letter. I have chuckled over that a great many times since. I do not suppose that
         one can live in such close communication with a man, even if he be dead, for four
         years without feeling as though one knew him.” She looked forward to seeing Thomas
         Hardy again, and wrote to Harriet Monroe on November 25, “Do you know Edith Sitwell?
         Because, if you do, I want you to give me a letter to her. She is a queer looking
         thing, but I thought her ‘Sleeping Beauty’ very good and I should like very much to
         meet her.” Lowell was also carrying on an extraordinary correspondence with patrons
         who contributed to her campaign to purchase and restore what is now known as Keats
         House in Keats Grove in Hampstead, London. Without her efforts, the building would
         have been torn down. In the end, she raised more than half the purchase price of the
         house.[14] 
      

      
      It has been perhaps too little noticed that Lowell’s Keats biography was a bid to
         augment and also refashion her reputation. Her comment to Macleish about his profile
         of her is revealing: “I do not know that I am quite so averse to the comfortable garments
         of fame as you seem to think. Supposing that this apparel should ever come my way,
         I feel I could bear it with equanimity. . . . To create appeals to me immensely, but
         to be a storm centre seems undesirable now. I never did like it really; I was forced
         into it because of the inability of my fellow-sufferers to fight their own battles.”[15] 
      

      
      By September, the biography finally completed, she was wearing her eyes out with eight-
         and nine-hour sessions going over the proofs, and writing to her British publisher,
         Jonathan Cape, strategizing about the best way to ensure her Keats biography was “reviewed
         by the right people.”[16]  When British publisher Basil Blackwell announced to Lowell that he was ready to
         publish a collected edition of her work, timed to coincide with her British tour planned
         for the early spring of 1925, she replied that she would not charge her usual speaking
         fees since she wanted to sell her Keats biography and build an audience. She had never
         been satisfied with her book sales in Britain, and she saw the Keats biography as
         a way to begin her career there anew.[17] 
      

      
      By the end of the year, Lowell announced: “I am a dead woman. Keats has killed me.”[18] 
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      Chapter 12

      Keats 
 (1924–1925)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      In her preface, Amy Lowell advances several rationales for a new biography of John
         Keats. She has new material: a great many manuscripts, letters, and other documents
         that she assiduously collected or consulted over decades of devotion to the poet.
         In fact, she had “perused more Keatsiana . . . than anyone had yet seen.”[1]   Although she deplores Freud’s influence, she cannot avoid acknowledging that the
         contemporary biographer must explore the subject’s psychology, and she is determined
         to portray, for the first time, the development of Keats’s creative and emotional
         life.[2]   Previous biographers, eschewing psychology, had badly misrepresented other important
         players, such as Fanny Brawne and the role she played in the poet’s life and work.
         The result of Lowell’s endeavors is, as one historian of Keats biography concludes,
         the “largest, most ambitious biography of the poet ever composed.”[3]   She herself summed up her approach in a sentence: “I have attempted to write a
         biography, a psychological novel, and a book of poetical criticism, all at once, and
         not let any of these three aspects of my subject override the others.”[4]  
      

      
      Harriet Monroe’s well-considered review captures the groundbreaking nature of Lowell’s
         achievement and the reception most reviewers gave the Keats biography. Monroe referred
         to Lowell’s two-volume tome as “double-barrelled” and a “tea-table” book, appreciating
         its relaxed, informal tone, which fosters the feeling that Lowell is speaking directly
         to her readers. Monroe believed parts of the book—some of the massive details—could
         be skipped without undue harm to the whole. And that seems a just assessment. Lowell’s
         desire to be meticulous (Monroe’s word) does slow the narrative considerably at certain
         points. Monroe attributed Lowell’s dismissal of Shelley to Lowell’s conservatism,
         but Monroe was certain the poet could “take care of himself.” It was Fanny Brawne
         who needed defending, and Lowell had successfully liberated Brawne from the distorted
         criticism of her in Keats’s letters composed during his dying days in Rome, when the
         tormented and jealous poet, separated from his beloved, unjustly accused her of infidelity
         and thereby injured her in the view of biographers who had taken Keats’s written words
         as gospel. For too long Keats’s words had tyrannized a “spirited” and patient young
         woman. At the same time, Lowell had rescued a robust Keats from the mythology that
         portrayed him as a febrile creature. Such was Lowell’s command of her sources, Monroe
         could not imagine that much more new material could be added by subsequent biographers.[5]  
      

      
      Lowell worked at a time when nearly all the new material she wanted to examine remained
         in private hands. This meant she had to cajole and flatter to gain access to hoards
         of material held by F. Holland Day and others. Day had sat on his collection for decades,
         promising to publish his discoveries but never doing so. He had a cache of Fanny Brawne
         correspondence that Lowell could not pry out of him, although owing to her relentless
         campaign to earn his confidence, she managed to get a few letters and some excerpts
         from others. She was not used to the role of supplicant, but she played it well, letting
         only her publisher know her true feelings about Day, whom she called “a silly old
         hypochondriac.” To Mary, the wife of Lowell’s confidant John Livingston Lowes, the
         poet/biographer confided,
      

      
         

         
         I at last punctured a hole in Mr. Day’s reserve and was invited over to see him yesterday.
            I found a little old man, huddled up in bed, eager, interested, a little childish,
            obstinate, sympathetic, and pathetically pleased to talk. I sat with him for three
            hours, as every time I got up to go he assured me he was not tired and started a new
            subject. I think I made a good impression upon him. I worked so hard in trying to
            do so that I was a wreck all the evening. 
         

      

      

      
      Lowell’s exasperation, as well as her dogged diplomacy, her cunning, and her charm,
         were exercised to the full, and she got results: “[H]e cordially asked me to come
         again any time I wanted.”[6]   Thus Amy Lowell, so often pictured as a self-absorbed tyrant, showed quite another
         side of herself, employing politic methods that contemporary biographers know all
         too well.[7]  
      

      
      Overriding every other consideration was Lowell’s desire to depict Keats as “an almost
         completely modern man. . . . His life was one long, blind struggle to outdistance
         his mental environment.”[8]   Lowell’s own life comes to mind with that statement. She had far more resources
         at her disposal than Keats ever did, and by living beyond her twenties, she was able
         to surmount the insufficiencies and blundering of youth. But through Keats, she revisited
         the agony of her own upbringing, and in doing so restored to the poet his own humanity,
         which had been marked by both his immaturity and precocious creativity—dueling parts
         of a complex man ignored by previous biographers. She has been accused of mothering
         Keats—even smothering him with her own personality.[9]   And it is true that he sometimes appears almost to be her protégé, one of those
         young men she advised and promoted. But it is difficult to see how she could have
         elevated the sophistication of Keats’s biography without projecting herself so completely
         into her subject’s life. The romantic conception of biography, which owes much to
         Wordsworth’s conceit that we half-perceive and half-create our world, prevails in
         Amy Lowell’s Keats. 
      

      
      But there is also a neoclassical aspect to Lowell’s style. She sometimes approaches
         the balanced antitheses of Samuel Johnson’s eighteenth-century prose:
      

      
         

         
         Insufficiently equipped, uncertain of his way, not even thoroughly aware of his own
            goal, unwisely guided by his friends, ignorantly and cruelly criticized by his enemies,
            buffeted by the hurricanes of his own changing ideas, Keats died at the age of twenty-five
            still unformed in many ways, profoundly discouraged and dissatisfied, but leaving
            behind him a body of work in his poems which does not die because of qualities in
            it even more important to mankind than those which appear on the surface, and in his
            letters a possibly no less valuable legacy to the student of psychology and a volume
            of perennial charm to the ordinary reader.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell commands an authority that a biographer in this era rarely asserts. She sometimes
         condescends to her characters with expressions that are again reminiscent of eighteenth-century
         biography. Of Joseph Severn, who accompanied Lowell in his final death march to Rome,
         she observes: “His temperament could not compass the swing of Keats’s, poor fellow,
         and it is one of life’s little ironies that Fate should have bound them together.”
         On Leigh Hunt, who championed Keats early, Lowell bestows her approbation when Hunt
         publishes “Sonnet to Solitude,” one of the poet’s better works: “[G]ood fellow, he
         took the sonnet for his paper.”
      

      
      The Keats who appears on Lowell’s pages is also her surrogate: “How hard, how desperately
         hard, is the way of the experimenter in art! How cruelly do those persons, whose blunt-edged
         sense cannot keep pace with his alert ones, treat such a man! Keats was, all his life,
         an experimenter.”[10]   Lowell might have said as much about herself. After exhausting periods of working
         on his poetry, he craves a change—much as Lowell did, departing from Sevenels on cross-country
         tours and excursions to New York City. “Constant change of scene was the miraculous
         draught of Keats’s life. Change startled him into the creative mood, and braced up
         his flaccid nerves when he had been working too long.”[11]   Travel had, in fact, been an anodyne for Lowell while she was working on Keats.
         And theater for Keats resulted in the same kind of deliverance that his biographer
         had experienced. Indeed, Keats’s rhapsodic devotion to Edmund Kean rivals Lowell’s
         to Duse: “Kean! Kean! have a carefulness of thy health, a nursing regard for thy own
         genius, a pity for us in these cold and enfeebling times! Cheer us a little in the
         failure of our days! for romance lives but in books. The goblin is driven from the
         hearth, and the rainbow is robbed of its mystery.”[12]  
      

      
      Like Lowell, Keats imagines “what a thing to be in the mouth of Fame.”[13]   But with fame comes the tumult and tragedy of the poet’s life:
      

      
         

         
         Taken as a whole, Keats’s life was painful. . . . But we should never forget that
            in these few years of his growing poetic talent he was supremely happy, as happy as
            his passionate temperament allowed him to be. He had a genius for friendship, a saving
            and joyous sense of humour, and a fund of animal spirits, while, together with all
            this, he realized an ever increasing power of creative force within him than which
            nothing is more satisfying to the possessor. Nothing in life equals the pain and the
            joy of successful artistic creation except the fulfillment of reciprocated love, and
            in these early years Keats had not arrived at love, creation contented him. If he
            had deep and devastating sorrow, he had had also moments of extreme happiness.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell had known early grief, but also the fulfillment of Ada Russell’s love, a love
         that suffuses the pages of this biography, headed by the dedication: 
      

      
         

         
         To A. D. R. 

         
         THIS, AND ALL MY BOOKS 

         
         A. L.

      

      

      
      Keats and Lowell had a teacher in common: Leigh Hunt. The critic and poet introduced
         both Keats and Lowell to imagery that is “sensual and full of colour.” Although Lowell
         never appropriates Keats via Hunt as a harbinger of imagism, she might as well do
         so when she praises Keats’s lines in an early poem, “Specimen of an Induction to a
         Poem,” which are as “vivid and reticent as a Japanese print. We have the exact atmosphere:
         the faint blue of the sky the fresh, rather damp air; the silver, not the golden,
         sun. It is admirable, done with the greatest economy of means.”[14]   Both Keats and Lowell, however, ultimately rejected Hunt as a guide, realizing
         that his “false rhymes and impossible grammar,” let alone his “sentimentalism,” can
         only deflect their trajectory toward the modern—although both poets linger for some
         time to write not as they want, not as their geniuses dictate, but as the canons of
         art as they knew them demanded.[15]   Lowell calls Keats’s early achievements “reticent,” an approving term from an imagist
         who prized understatement. 
      

      
      Too often the young Keats resorted to cliché and overstatement, to poeticisms like
         the “sobbing of the morn.” Lowell points out, “Keats was dogged by this kind of thing
         in his early work. His literary life was one long effort to escape from it and remain
         poetic. Again and again he fell back, always to make a new start toward freedom.”[16]   And so it was for Lowell herself. The Keats who endeared himself to her almost
         never engaged in the cant of his age, and never distracted himself with subjects a
         poet rarely could master. “Shelley’s opinions on practical affairs were worth nothing;
         on politics, ethics, and social economics, he talked and acted like a fractious, unreasonable
         child. Keats, on the other hand, was a perfect logical, straightforward, and unprejudiced
         thinker.”[17]   Even better, Keats “believed that art was an end in itself, and, so believing,
         felt that to produce it was good.”[18]   To Lowell, ever vigilant about the entanglement of poetry in politics, Keats represented
         her ideal.
      

      
      When Keats embarks on his first long poem, “Endymion,” Lowell is there, virtually
         beside him, lamenting his inexperience and what is in store for the callow poet, who
         glibly speaks of the peace and quiet he craves to complete his work. “The truth is
         that neither Keats nor his friends had the slightest idea what the weight of complete
         solitude means during the strain of creation. When one has worked all one can for
         the moment, and the brain is hot and agitated and incapable of relief from itself,
         something, some one, must be there to ease it off into quiet.”[19]   The image of Ada Russell in “Madonna of the Evening Flowers,” the beloved to whom
         the anxious poet urgently repairs after the fever of creativity, arises off the page
         at this juncture.
      

      
      Until very late in his life, Keats had no one like Ada Russell in his life, and that
         means, in Amy Lowell’s book, that he bears his exquisite anguish alone:
      

      
         

         
         I do not suppose that any one not a poet can realize the agony of creating a poem.
            Every nerve, even every muscle, seems trained to the breaking point. The poem will
            not be denied, to refuse to write it would be a greater torture. It tears its way
            out of the brain, splintering and breaking its passage, and leaves that organ in the
            state of a jelly-fish when the task is done. And yet to have no poem to write is the
            worst state of all. Truly a poet’s life is not a happy one. Broken and shattered when
            creating, miserable and void when not creating, urged always to a strain which cannot
            heal except through immense pain, peaceful only in the occasional consciousness of
            a tolerable achievement—certainly the poor creature must be born to his calling, for
            no man would take on such an existence willingly. 
         

      

      

      
      Lowell was nearing the end of her life when she wrote this passage. Its uncanny evocation
         of the cerebral suffering, the stroke-like assault on the poet’s sensibility, presages
         the sudden blow that cut her down at the height of her powers. Unlike Lowell, who
         would have Ada at her side, Keats would die without Fanny Brawne—a tragedy that earlier
         biographers diminished by demeaning her vital place in Keats’s life, a place Lowell
         makes for her on so many of the pages of the biographer’s narrative.
      

      
      The Amy Lowell who wrote “The Onlooker” as she was composing her Keats spots in a passage from “Endymion” the poet who identifies with the seeker of love
         and values the lover’s quest over even the greatest moments in world history:
      

      
         

         
         Juliet leaning

         
         Amid her window-flowers,—sighting,—weaning

         
         Tenderly her fancy from its maiden snow,

         
         Doth more avail than these: the silver flow

         
         Of Hero’s tears, the swoon of Imogen,

         
         Fair Pastorella in the bandit’s den,

         
         Are things to brood on with more ardency

         
         Than the death-day of empires.

      

      

      
      “Well, is he not right?” Lowell asks: “If we have the courage to look matters squarely
         in the face, and observe the universe with the unprejudiced eye of science instead
         of the sentimental one of conventional and conventual religion, shall we not come
         to the same conclusion? Sexual love is the most stupendous fact of the universe, and
         the most magical mystery our poor blind senses know.” 
      

      
      Keats had yet to experience in the flesh what Lowell’s own body knew to be true.[20]   As if she were speaking to the generations of male critics who would deny her a
         sexual life, Lowell adds, “In Keats’s case, commentator after commentator, shocked
         and uncomprehending, has tried to torture this idealization of sexual love into something
         else. . . . He meant the love of man for woman, as being both his physical and spiritual
         fulfillment.”[21]  
      

      
      Until Keats met Fanny Brawne, however, he had known no more than “fleeting sexual
         attractions,” as Lowell puts it. The “last part of his personality to come to man’s
         estate was the sexual.” Even worse, “sexual psychology was not in the least understood
         a century ago. The quasi-knowledge of the subject possessed by other and older civilizations
         had long been lost.” In short, when Keats in his early twenties began to feel the
         powerful urge of sexual desire, he could not grasp the full import of what was happening
         to him. “Keats’s utter ignorance,” Lowell observes, “seems strange in this super-sexualized
         beginning of the twentieth century, when every school-boy babbles Freud. . . . Sex,
         the world understood; but not the connection of sex with mental phenomena. So Keats
         groped, shocked at himself, and remained in ignorance”—hardly to be helped by friends
         who treated women as quarry or with a propriety that forbid a candid discussion of
         the subject.[22]  
      

      
      Lowell brilliantly reveals how lost Keats was when it came to women and what they
         were beginning to mean to him when she deconstructs a scene in which he encounters
         on a London street a lady he had met previously. She entertained him in her sitting
         room, but on this second occasion she would not let him kiss her when they parted.
         A puzzled Keats reports:
      

      
         

         
         As I had warmed with her before and kissed her I thought it would be living backwards
            not to do so again—she had a better taste: she perceived how much a thing of course
            it was and shrunk from it—not in a prudish way but in as I say a good taste. . . .
            She said I should please her much more if I would only press her hand and go away.
            Whether she was in a different disposition when I saw her before—or whether I have
            in fancy wrong’d her I cannot tell.
         

      

      

      
      Lowell suggests the woman in question realized that the Keats she had met eighteen
         months earlier was no more. Then she could flirt with him harmlessly. Now she perceived
         a man “marked by experience, a man who knew suffering, who faced tribulations, who
         had been stormed upon and would not yield.” What is more, the woman saw “a perplexed
         space on which she could not enter.” The gentleman was not for her. Keats avowed to
         his brother George that he had shown no desire for the woman other than to render
         a polite kiss. Lowell believes him, even though at a previous meeting the woman had,
         in fact, stirred him. “There is, I think, one answer, and one only,” Lowell concludes,
         “Fanny Brawne was in Hampstead and Keats had met her.”[23]  
      

      
      Lowell’s account of how Keats’s friends traduced the love of his life, entirely misconceiving
         her as a flighty female unworthy of a great poet, motivates much of her biography’s
         second volume. Keats’s jealousy of Brawne’s vivacious nature, and the joy she took
         in dancing and other social engagements, contributed to his friends’ tendentious view
         of a woman who threatened to take their poet away from them by usurping so much of
         his attention. She is treated like a vulgarian in much the same way as Sylvia Plath
         is in the memoirs of Ted Hughes’s friends, who resent the eruption in the poet’s life
         Plath undoubtedly precipitated. 
      

      
      But to Lowell, the very magnitude of John Keats’s attraction to Fanny Brawne is itself
         evidence that she had a sensibility, if not a genius, coincident with his own. As
         Keats wrote to Brawne, “If you should ever feel for Man at the first sight what I
         did for you, I am lost.”[24]   To be sure, Lowell concedes an “imperious” side to Fanny, who was “used to admiration.”[25]   Yet Fanny exhibited an extraordinary patience, sensitivity, and loyalty to Keats
         even as he gradually—and then rapidly—succumbed to tuberculosis, which exacerbated
         his jealousy and suspicion of her faithfulness. Lowell, who made it her business to
         ferret out every Fanny Brawne letter written after Keats’s death (earlier letters
         had been lost) argues, “Either Keats’s death changed her radically, or she never was
         the flibbergibbet some of his friends chose to imagine. The latter is, I am certain,
         the correct view.” It certainly is one subsequent biographers have ratified.[26]   With the knowledge of how indispensable Ada had been to her own abrupt ascent as
         a poet, Lowell writes: “The critics never cease to wonder at Keats’s sudden spurt
         of productiveness,” including the “Eve of St. Agnes,” “La Belle Dame Sans Merci,”
         “Ode to a Nightingale”, and the “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” Lowell concludes, “The clue
         I believe to lie in just the fact of Keats’s reciprocated love for Fanny Brawne.”[27]   The “exacting and excitable” Keats—epithets equally applicable to Amy Lowell—could
         make any woman wonder if he could “make any woman really happy,” the biographer supposes.
         “[Y]et that seems to have been a question which, in sober earnest, she [Fanny] never
         asked. She made her choice and abided by it, all honour to her for so doing.”[28]   And all honor, as well, to Ada Russell, the dedicatee of John Keats, Lowell was surely saying. 
      

      
      That Lowell believed biography could discover such analogies is evident in the passages
         from Palmerin of England that Keats underscored, and that Lowell arrogates as evidence of their “personal
         application” to him, especially the lines, “And as men whose hearts have long been
         free, when they devoted them at least are more devoted than such as have been used
         to such devotement, so it was with this knight.”[29]   The Amy Lowell who bore her love for Ada Russell like a knight serving his beloved
         knew whereof she spoke. 
      

      
      Some of Keats’s frightful letters to Fanny Brawne, in which he accuses her of disloyalty,
         distress Lowell, who was more of a sister and a feminist than she ever quite admitted.
         Observing Fanny’s unshakable attachment to Keats, Lowell concludes, “That a woman
         could love as sharply and incisively as a man, was something he could never be made
         to believe, and his obstinacy caused him much suffering.”[30]   Lowell’s insight into Keats’s psychology makes her biography all the more powerful
         because she explains why only Fanny Brawne would do: “Why Keats had never been in
         love before was largely because he had never met a woman possessed of both attraction
         and brains. Fanny Brawne had both in no mean degree, hence her ever-renewing charm
         for him.”[31]   The Keats who dies in Rome does so still feeling the “sting of sexual desire” in
         Amy Lowell’s “personalist biography . . . the first great biography of John Keats.”[32]  
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      Chapter 13

      Done 
 (1925)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Katherine Onslow had become very close to Amy Lowell and Ada Russell during the ordeal
         of Duse’s last days. Onslow is one of few correspondents who did not refer to Ada
         as “Mrs. Russell” in letters to Lowell. It is therefore tempting to read more—much
         more—into Onslow’s simple message of congratulations on the publication of John Keats in early 1925: “Dear Ada must feel very much uplifted too.”[1]   At the same time, Lowell also heard from one of her enemies: “Time to REEpent an
         B saved,” Ezra Pound wrote in his bogus backwoods illiterate drawl.[2]   His taunting note could not have come at a worse time. On February 6, Amy’s sister,
         Katie, fell to her death while sitting on the sill of her apartment window. A newspaper
         report said she had lost her balance. Amy could not bear to write about her loss.
         “I am so tired,” she wrote to her friend, Carl Engel, as Katie’s body was brought
         to Sevenels for the funeral.[3]   
      

      
      By mid-February, a fourth printing of Keats had been ordered, and the New York Times reviewer canonized the book as “the ultimate biography.”[4]   Other American reviews were almost all laudatory, but the English ones included
         harsh assessments of a book that overturned, in certain key respects, the work of
         Sidney Colvin, the reigning English authority, whose huge biography, deemed definitive,
         had been published only four years earlier. Lowell believed she had forestalled a
         hostile English reaction, strewing her text with compliments to Colvin and carefully
         phrasing her disagreements with him, and she was taken aback at the force of the rejection.
         Thomas Hardy wrote her a consolatory letter, advising her to ignore the critics.[5]   
      

      
      Robert Linscott, an editor at Houghton Mifflin who had dealings with Lowell, wrote
         a defense of the Keats biography to Conrad Aiken, one of her life long opponents: 
      

      
         

         
         I think you’re approaching it as a critic rather than as a reader—too intent in looking
            for wreckage and in analyzing the bacterial content to feel the splendid sweep of
            the current. I at first felt as you did, noted the errors, deplored the crudities
            and awkwardnesses, itched for a blue pencil, but by the time I hit the second volume
            everything was forgotten but the magnificent vitality of the narrative and the vividness
            of the portrait. After all she makes Keats live and in spite of its lapses I believe
            that her book will endure.[6]  
         

      

      

      
      Ferris Greenslet himself had expressed reservations about presenting so much of the
         evidence for Lowell’s two-volume biography in the narrative itself, but she had refused
         to reduce the heft of her book, believing that in threading her way through the minefield
         of possessive Keats scholars and aficionados, she would need to fashion a narrative
         that was itself an account of her sources. If she had lived and felt so inclined,
         she could easily have produced a revised one-volume work that could have dispensed
         with some of her record-setting passages. 
      

      
      In early April, Lowell was all set to sail for England and brave the English critics
         in a series of twenty lectures—although in order to do so she had to cut back virtually
         all other public appearances, except for a dinner in her honor, arranged to give her
         a rousing sendoff.[7]   On April 4, Amy arrived an hour late for her celebration in the ballroom of the
         Somerset Hotel in New York City. Eugenia Frothingham, one of the guests, watched Lowell
         walk behind a grouping of orchids to her seat at a long table. One look at Lowell’s
         face, and Frothingham felt the blow. Although the poet had never looked more beautiful
         or noble, Frothingham “felt death was coming to her soon. It was written there.”[8]  
      

      
      Elizabeth Cutting, managing editor of the North American Review, presided over the table. John Livingston Lowes began the tributes. Other encomiums
         followed from Henry Seidel Canby, editor of the Saturday Review, Elinor Wylie, Grace Hazard Conkling (a special friend who hosted Lowell’s lectures
         at Smith College), S. Foster Damon, Bookman editor John Farrar, and several others. Lowell rallied. Millicent Bingham watched
         Amy’s face, “pale and tired,” but with an expression “so droll when somebody said
         some superlative thing and she turned and looked at Mr. Lowes on the top of her glasses!”[9]   
      

      
      Then Lowell arose to remark that she hardly recognized herself in all of the fulsome
         praise, but was sure that when she got home her cat Winky would know her.[10]   Visibly exhausted, the poet then read “A Tulip Garden” and “Lilacs,” the latter
         seeming, in retrospect, a kind of epitaph: The heart-shaped flowers that the poet
         saw in dooryards evokes Whitman’s great poem about Lincoln’s death, “When Lilacs Last
         in the Dooryard Bloomed.” The “wind-beaten” and “staggering” blooms were part of a
         rugged world that had buffeted Amy Lowell, too. But the poet had withstood the onslaught
         as a powerful observer of her land, watching the “bright eyes of song sparrows sitting
         on spotted eggs” and peering “restless through the light and shadow / Of all Springs.”
         The Amy Lowell who liked to stay up all night could not have missed the birds “Holding
         quiet conversations with an early moon.” But the lilacs of this poem are not only
         Amy Lowell’s; they are the land itself, populated with preachers, schoolboys, husbands,
         wives, clerks—a virtual panorama of New England history that had shaped her in order
         to give life back to itself. 
      

      
      “Lilacs” is, without doubt, Amy Lowell’s most generous and capacious poem. Both lyrical
         and epic, the poem is a song of herself and of her land. She names all the New England
         states that have transformed the exotic lilacs of Eastern origin into “a very decent
         flower, / A reticent flower, A curiously clear-cut, candid flower.” The conjunction
         of seemingly contradictory words—reticent and candid—neatly sums up Lowell herself,
         the poet of “To A Gentleman Who Wanted to See the First Drafts of My Poems in the
         Interests of Psychological Research into the Workings of the Creative Mind.” The poet
         declines the request to study her “for the good of science”: “I will be no weary pathway
         for another’s feet to go.” She will not vouchsafe “all the little diverse strands
         / Locked in one short poem.” The truth was reserved for Ada alone: “To one only will
         I tell it, do I tell it all day long.” “Lilacs,” in fact, is the way Lowell chose
         to reveal herself, for as she said in “To A Gentleman”: “One must go half-way with
         poets, feel the thing you’re / out to find.”
      

      
      Amy Lowell lived long enough to anticipate another spring. “May is lilac here in New
         England,” she recited to her tribute dinner audience. The closing lines are indeed
         a farewell—but one that, like Whitman’s, beckons readers to look for Lowell even as
         she goes to ground:
      

      
         

         
         Heart-leaves of lilac all over New England,

         
         Roots of lilac under all the soil of New England,

         
         Lilac in me because I am New England,

         
         Because my roots are in it,

         
         Because my flowers are for it,

         
         Because it is my country

         
         And I speak to it of itself

         
         And sing of it with my own voice

         
         Since certainly it is mine.

      

      

      
      What Lowell offers is her generosity and her work but also, in the end, her life.
         Indeed, she could not even close the door on that prying man of science, concluding
         “To a Gentleman” with this pressing message:
      

      
         

         
         Still I have a word, one moment, stop, before you leave 

         
         this room.

         
         Though I shudder thinking of you wandring through

         
         my beds of bloom,

         
         You may come with spade and shovel when I’m safely

         
         in the tomb.

      

      

      
      On April 10, Lowell, in terrific pain, discovered that her hernia had ruptured. Plans
         for her English trip were immediately canceled. An operation was put off to mid-May
         in hopes that she could recover strength. She had lost an enormous amount of weight
         and was less than 160 pounds. Ada believed Amy was “starving to death.”[11]   There was “no day without nausea,” Ada told Grace Hazard Conkling. Amy dreaded yet another operation,
         but Ada told her it was their only hope. “She wanted to be let alone—poor lamb. She had used her poor physical body to the last fraction of an ounce.
         It could stand no more & when she had those vomiting spells—it increased the blood
         pressure & pushed out the hernia—with the awful effort,” Ada reported. Then she described
         Amy Lowell’s last day:
      

      
         

         
         On Tuesday she was up as she always did get up—more comfortable than in her bed. After
            eating a bird’s breakfast—a teaspoon of boiled rice & bite of a lamb chop (those are
            the only things that stayed) she sat at the little table & talked to her sister Mrs.
            Putnam over the telephone, a sort of farewell talk before the operation—such a sweet
            & tender conversation. . . .Then she called the nurse & “Bunny” [her personal maid]
            to put on her day bandage—I was with her all the time . . . when she got up & sat
            before mirror—as you know how she does—after pinning one or two of those bands across
            she said—my hand is numb. I can’t feel the . . . then as she was looking in the glass—the
            right side of her face was suddenly changed & crooked & she saw it—& said “a stroke Pete.” I said no it is only because you are weak—we moved her at once in the chair . . . got her on
            the sofa with pillows under the head & ice bags. She said with difficulty as we got
            her on [the] sofa: “Get Eastman [?] but it was difficult & she was unconscious almost
            as she tried to say it & never regained consciousness. The doctor came in immediately
            & said we had done everything there was to be done . . . it happened a few minutes
            before 4 o’clock & at 5:30 she was dead. Her breath just growing fainter until it
            ceased. To say what it means is beyond me. I am so lonely. . . . It was quick & no
            pain & at the peak of glory & success. Oh Grace how I regret not hearing her speeches written down.[12]  
         

      

      

      
      Lowell’s editor at Houghton Mifflin, Robert Linscott, who was privy to the details
         of her dying moments, commented to Conrad Aiken, “Odd to watch death leap at one like
         that. And characteristic of Amy to be so alert as to understand and interpret at the
         instant of death the meaning of that muffled explosion when the blood vessel burst
         within her brain.”[13]  
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      Chapter 14

      Legacy and Loss 
 (1925– )
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Amy Lowell was cremated on May 15, 1925. As she had requested, there were no religious
         services, and she was buried in the family plot at Mount Auburn Cemetery. Two days
         later, Ada responded to Harriet Monroe’s telegram on Sevenels stationery, saying her
         loss was “overwhelming—the only consolation is the end of her suffering. . . . I have much work yet to do for her,” Ada wrote, “& shall
         hope to live long enough to see it done. I shall claim your help & friendship in her
         name.” “It seems a very empty world,” Ada wrote to Grace Hazard Conkling the next
         day.
      

      
      Russell would call on Monroe, Louis Untermeyer, John Farrar, and others to dispute
         Clement Shorter’s story that the harsh reviews of the Keats biography had killed Amy
         Lowell. Certainly Lowell had complained about these attacks in letters to Shorter,
         but Russell believed it was the difficult labor of biography itself that had hastened
         Lowell’s death.[1]   Russell revealed very little about her reaction to Lowell’s death, although in
         a letter to Harriet Monroe, she added a poignant postscript: “Nobody calls me ‘Peter’
         any more, and I don’t want them to do so.”[2]  
      

      
      The letters to Russell after Lowell’s death, preserved in the Houghton archive, suggest
         how powerful a presence the poet had been even to those who had only a passing acquaintance
         with her. Thomas Hardy was “deeply grieved at the death of Miss Amy Lowell for whom
         he had a real affection, although he had only met her once,” his wife, Florence, wrote
         on June 24. “For months he had been telling his friends, with pride, that she was
         coming to see him. He writes to so few people in the way he writes to her—with affection
         & friendship, & he took a pleasure in calling her his ‘Cousin Amy.’ He calls no-one
         else ‘cousin.’ . . . How splendid she was in every way. He loved her book [the Keats
         biography] & sent a message to a friend, a well-known critic, directly he had read
         it, telling him what a good book it was, & worthy of a good & careful review.”
      

      
      Millicent Bingham, Mabel Todd’s daughter, remembering the tribute dinner for Lowell,
         wrote a passionate letter:
      

      
         

         
         Oh I am so glad I had a chance to tell her in April that I never had realized till then how
            much I love her! I was all the things that other people are—awed and baffled and delighted
            and bewildered and dazzled always, of course. But the dear, noble generosity of her—and
            her courage—my, what courage!—and all the big, human traits that stood behind her
            intellect, and that after all were the greatest thing about her—these swept over me
            that night, and obscured everything else. And the day after the banquet when I telephoned
            her, I told her these things—and felt all hot and cold at the daring of me to say
            them! What a friend she was![3]   
         

      

      

      
      A stunned Sara Teasdale said, “I sit and try to realize that she will never again
         call me over the telephone with that little quick insistent way of hers—and I can’t
         do it. She had a fascination for me that I was too shy to show, but I think she realized
         it. In fact, I think she usually ‘got’ people pretty thoroughly, no matter how much
         they thought they were hiding from her.”[4]  
      

      
      Duse’s companion, Katherine Onslow, wrote in sorrowful recognition: “She said to me
         that time in Pittsburgh—‘I shan’t live to be old—but Ada must be guarded & cared for
         always.’”[5]   Ada was named literary executor, and given the income from a $100,000 trust fund
         and the right to remain at Sevenels.[6]   Lowell left an estate of nearly a million dollars.[7]   Her books and papers went to Harvard, as specified in her will, and a traveling
         scholarship was establishing in her name that still supports poets of American birth
         who travel abroad.
      

      
      Amy Lowell’s death was stunning headline news across the country.[8]   The Harvard Crimson (May 13, 1925) reported, “the consensus of opinion among literary critics of the
         day stamps her as America’s foremost living poet.” The same day, the New York Times paid tribute to her as “perhaps the chief practitioner and exponent of ‘the new verse.’“
         But most obituaries merely reported the death of an impressive public figure, always
         identified as the sister of Harvard’s president Lowell. 
      

      
      In July, Amy scored a final controversial triumph when her erotic poem, “Fool o’ the
         Moon,” appeared in the Atlantic Monthly, to the aghast displeasure of many readers, one of whom spoke for the generality
         in deploring the poem’s “gratuitous portrayal of fornication.” The magazine’s conservative
         editor, Ellery Sedgwick, for so long a doubter when it came to Lowell’s bolder work,
         realized he was inviting an uproar—and yet, this time, he could not deny the power
         of her beautiful lines:
      

      
         

         
         So she dances to a stately

         
         Beat, with poses most sedately

         
         Taken, yet there lies

         
         Something wanton in her gestures, 

         
         And there is surprise of coquetry

         
         In the falling of her vestures.

      

      

      
      Perhaps no Lowell poem captures so well the paradox of Ada Russell’s appeal: her dignity
         and decorum, paired with a graceful sensuality that her lover saw in virtually religious
         terms. Lowell’s poem came as a shock to the Atlantic’s readers because it strips the beloved of her garments, as the poet gazes at her
         “wheat-white thighs / Thirsting for her emerald fire,” and declares, “I have lain
         with Mistress Moon.”[9]   
      

      
      In “For Amy Lowell” (Atlantic Monthly, January 1926), Archibald Macleish recalled her words careening across the sky, pelting
         like rain, electric as the wind and the rustling of leaves. His poem closed with lines
         that evoke her as a suddenly becalmed force of nature: “now I hear / Beneath the dead
         leaves on this distant hill / Only how very still it—how still.”
      

      
      In “Amy Lowell” (Boston Transcript, May 16, 1925), another friend, Abbie Farwell Brown, remembered how the poet “heard
         / The call of loveliness in each rare thing / Of craft and nature” in a line that
         echoes one in one of Lowell’s first fine poems, “The Green Bowl”: “like a mossy pool
         / In a Spring wood.” Brown remembered the nights at Sevenels, the “fire-lit group
         in friendly loitering,” ignited by their host’s scintillating talk.
      

      
      “Notwithstanding the incredible trouble she caused me,” wrote Robert Linscott, Lowell’s
         editor at Houghton Mifflin, “I felt her passing keenly. The better I knew her—and
         in the last few months she turned more and more constantly to me for advice and (after
         her illness) for help and sympathy—the better I liked her and the more I appreciated
         her generosity and many admirable qualities not at first sight apparent. She was a
         good scout and a first class fighter. God rest her . . .[10]   “I cannot think of you and death together,” Joseph Auslander wrote in “A Letter
         to Amy Lowell.” She had always seemed so powerfully alive, especially with Ada at
         her side. He imagined Lowell still saying, “See, I have a poem! I have a poem to show
         you!” . . .”[11]   
      

      
      Lowell’s hold on posterity appeared secure when What’s O’Clock, perhaps her finest collection of poetry, was published on August 25, 1926, and awarded
         the Pulitzer Prize on May 3. Subsequent volumes of poetry, East Wind (August 1926), Ballads for Sale (September 1927), and Selected Poems of Amy Lowell (April 1928; edited by John Livingston Lowes), and a collection of her prose, Poetry and Poets (May 1930), seemed to enshrine her even more securely in the canon of American literature.
      

      
      But just a year after Lowell’s death, other signs of attention were not so propitious.
         Clement Wood published his hostile biography, and in Poets and Their Art Harriet Monroe (1926) declared: “One may as well begin by granting Miss Lowell everything
         but genius.”[12]   It was a phrase many commentators would repeat.[13]   Lowell’s “rich and strong personality,” and her “character, aided by intelligence”
         made her one of those figures that “go a long way without genius.” As Lowell admitted
         to Florence Ayscough, she often took a high hand with Harriet. The tensions between
         Monroe and Lowell led the former to see the latter as all brass. The quieter, sensitive
         Amy Lowell eludes Monroe’s attentions in an essay governed by sentences such as, “She
         delights in the rush and clatter of sounds, in the kaleidoscopic glitter of colors,
         even though the emotional or intellectual motive goes somewhat astray among them.”
         Monroe understood she was not quite fair, since she immediately lauded Lowell’s exquisite
         “Venus Transiens” for its “fine precision and fragile beauty.” But the editor quickly
         turned to Can Grande’s Castle as evidently more representative of the tiring, hurtling verse, and relentless internal
         rhyming and assonances that were off-putting. Although Monroe noticed the “delicacy”
         of Lowell’s lyrics, the raucousness of the longer narrative poems apparently obscured
         for the editor a recognition of the poet’s greatest accomplishment: her erotic work.
         
      

      
      Unfortunately, Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant’s affectionate and perceptive reminiscence
         about Lowell, included in Fire Under the Andes: A Group of North American Portraits (1927), seems to have made no impression on critics who were coming to regard Lowell
         as a relic of the 1920s.[14]   As Winfield Townley Scott observed, “the poetic scene” had “shifted considerably”
         since Lowell’s death.[15]   Lowell remained a literary celebrity, but her “ultimate fame” would hinge on “a
         dozen short poems and her biography of Keats.” Scott did not disparage this total:
         “[T]his radical subtraction from the whole seems remarkable only to us who are near
         enough to be aware of the vast bulk of her writings—most of which later generations
         will easily forget.” Too much of her work seemed like stunts and fireworks. Even her
         signature poem, “Patterns,” was deemed artificial and theatrical “embroidery work.”
         Scott struck an even lower blow, one that would be echoed later in the biographies
         of Horace Gregory and C. David Heymann. Scott speculated, “Perhaps she thumped her
         drum loudly in order not to hear the beating of her own heart. It is all of a piece
         with the oddity of a life that only the drum stops.”[16]   This psychologizing implied, of course, that as soon as Lowell stopped beating
         her own drum, the power of her words ceased.
      

      
      Thus by the time S. Foster Damon’s meticulous, anodyne biography appeared in 1935,
         Amy Lowell’s standing had been considerably diminished. On December 1, Peter Monro
         Jack, the New York Times reviewer, put the verdict succinctly: “[S]he lives by force of character, not by any
         special literary merit.” On December 23, Malcolm Cowley (on his way to becoming an
         influential literary historian and critic) wrote to Conrad Aiken: “I am plodding dutifully
         through Foster Damon’s life of Amy Lowell, in which both of us figure on several pages.
         It is strange how dead her poetry seems when reread after ten years. As for the woman
         herself, she was a fine figure, but I think she disintegrated during the last two
         or three years, through carrying salesmanship too far. She would be a good text for
         your aspersions against the artist as a public figure.”[17]  
      

      
      Even sympathetic reviews in journals such as American Literature and New England Quarterly reserved judgment, suggesting, in the words of Stanley T. Williams, that perhaps
         Lowell had “just missed genius.”[18]  And so Amy Lowell’s reputation wavered over the next twenty years until, finally,
         in 1955, Houghton Mifflin published The Complete Poetical Works of Amy Lowell, edited and introduced by Louis Untermeyer. In 1919, Untermeyer included a chapter
         on Lowell in The New Era in American Poetry, extolling her “amazing versatility.” Much taken with the polyphonic prose in Can Grande’s Castle, he announced, “[S]he has enriched English as well as American literature with a
         new and variable medium of expression.” And yet, thirty-five years later Untermeyer
         had hardly a word to say about this book and its inventive style.
      

      
      In 1919, Untermeyer concluded his chapter on Lowell with this confident prediction:
         “When her collected works are some day appraised in a complete study of American poetry,
         it will be found that her vigor, matching her versatility, will have expressed that
         poet that is half-singer, half-scientist, and the groping, experimental period she
         helped represent.” Although he still acknowledged her vigor and versatility in 1955,
         a much more wary Untermeyer no longer wanted to predict Lowell’s ultimate place in
         American literature. The “half-scientist” term refers, I believe, to his respect for
         her prosody. He extolled the technical proficiency of her verse, as well as her balanced
         handling of cultures as different as America and Japan in “Guns as Keys: The Great
         Gate Swings.” But this kind of praise and analysis is absent from his memoir. There
         his underplaying of Lowell’s achievement reflects the decades of denigration that
         followed her death. No longer willing to make a case for Lowell, Untermeyer seemed
         only to be honoring a body of work—posterity could make of it what it would was his
         apparent attitude. 
      

      
      Tiring to the eye, The Complete Poetical Works of Amy Lowell (the title itself sounds antique) includes, in larger print, Untermeyer’s reprise
         of his 1939 autobiography, From Another World. His first paragraph sets a regretful tone that seems to sum up the reasons for Lowell’s
         fall from favor. He treats her as a phenomenon, asserting the virtual impossibility
         of separating the legendary from the real Amy Lowell, and argues that she had become
         “to a great extent the victim of her fabulous quest for novelty, and the legend of
         her inexhaustibility—a myth she herself accepted—[and] was probably responsible for
         her death.” One can almost see him shaking his head in dismay as he perfects the picture
         of a self-destructive, out-of-control writer, subject to “drives which undid her,”
         and beset by a “bewildering range of ideas and idioms, a constantly shifting kaleidoscope
         of style and subject matter.”[19]  
      

      
      Who was bewildered? Lowell or her readers? Both? Untermeyer conjures a vision of a
         poet in chaos: “No one knows just how many poems she actually wrote, but some six
         hundred and fifty were published in eleven published volumes.” Why present Lowell
         in such unattractive terms? Untermeyer reprised her career as “propagandist and poet”
         without the condescension of certain critics, although he implied that she worked
         up her own popularity by following trends: “When Japanese and Chinese poetry became
         a vogue, she turned a fashion into a lasting achievement with her ‘adapted’ Fir-Flower Tablets.” But he fails to mention that Lowell’s interest in the Orient began in childhood,
         and that her period of extended work on Asian poetry began after prodding from her
         friend, Florence Ayscough. Chronology matters in biography. That others at the time
         were also beginning to translate Far Eastern literature stimulated an interest that
         was already well developed in Lowell.
      

      
      Even at the height of her popularity and critical reputation, doubts were expressed,
         Untermeyer reports, as to whether Lowell was a great poet rather than just a “great
         personality.” This either/or formulation has been part of Lowell’s undoing. Her adroit
         buildup of herself invited harsh scrutiny after her death, when, it seems, critics
         were eager to deflate her as a kind of payback for having been a powerful and domineering
         presence. No one of stature seemed prepared to perpetuate her reputation as a great
         poet. Lowell suffered a slow death as her work dropped out of anthologies.
      

      
      If Lowell could be blamed for her own demise, Untermeyer unwittingly provides an explanation.
         He notes that she was hostile to feminism—even rebuking Ruth Hale, an ardent advocate
         for the “new-fashioned woman” (as Lowell put it): “I believe . . . in the old-fashioned,
         conservative woman and all her limitations.” Was Lowell merely provoking? Perhaps,
         although she shied away from any movement that singled out women. It would take an
         entirely new generation of feminist scholars to see beyond Lowell’s seeming anti-feminism
         and through to a poetry that reveled in a woman’s self-possession. Untermeyer, for
         his part, simply uses the Hale incident as an example of Lowell’s pugnacity. 
      

      
      Lowell was also out of tune with the radicalism that would sweep over much of the
         literary community in the thirties, making her seem a vestige of another age—or like
         what she called herself: “the last of the barons.” Untermeyer reports her reaction
         to an anti-capitalism play (Gerhart Hauptmann’s The Weavers), in which starving Silesian workers demolish not only their employer’s machines,
         but his home “That is what is going to happen to me!” Lowell exclaimed. And, in a
         sense, it did, for she was caught in a kind of time warp that surviving friends and
         associates of hers eluded. They had moved on.
      

      
      Untermeyer is a case in point. His memoir does not quite compute; that is, he cannot
         reconcile the robust figure that dominated his era with the ailing woman he learned
         about only after her death, a handicapped person whose words he did not heed. “Keats
         is nearly killing me,” she wrote to Untermeyer about her prodigious labor on her biography
         of the poet. “Do try and get here as early as possible before they have quite minced
         me to pieces and swept me up in the dustpan.” He thought Lowell was joking. In his
         memoir, he felt compelled to confess he had no idea that she had to be continually
         patched up, suffering as she was from a double hernia that was constantly threatening
         to split her in two. And yet this situation was no secret. Certainly Lowell wrote
         about it in letters to close friends like Florence Ayscough. If she had been a self-pitying
         person, Untermeyer would have realized her plight.
      

      
      On one point, Untermeyer is unassailable: “Her final place in the history of American
         literature has not yet been determined.” This statement is still true. To his credit,
         he seems skeptical about the cliché that she was a poet of surfaces and externals
         without much passion. In rebuttal, he notes, “[S]ucceeding generations have a habit
         of reversing contemporary estimates, and it is more than likely that she will be enthusiastically
         rediscovered.” It is a pity, though, that he did not identify any of the poems on
         which this positive reassessment might rest. The best he could do was to avow that
         “her pioneering energy cleared the field of flabby accumulations and helped establish
         the fresh and free-searching poetry of our day.”[20]   And with that, the reader is left to plow through the six hundred-odd poems of
         the Untermeyer edition, bereft of Lowell’s original prefaces and shorn of any commentary
         or notes. 
      

      
      Four years later, Horace Gregory turned Untermeyer’s diffidence into an indictment.
         But such was Lowell’s low approval among academic critics that Frederick J. Hoffman
         praised the biographer’s “intelligence and precision” in view of the “current rather
         arbitrary dismissal of Miss Lowell as a curiosity in American feminist history.” Hoffman
         himself hardly provides a higher estimation, calling her “a formidable woman of limited
         talent,” although he concedes that “she may also profitably be studied in her own
         right.”[21]   
      

      
      Nearly two decades later, Glenn Richard Ruihley tried to reverse critical opinion,
         arguing in The Thorn of a Rose: Amy Lowell Reconsidered, that Lowell had produced a “large body of distinguished work.” Laurence Perrine,
         a distinguished critic of American poetry, remained unpersuaded—even taking issue
         with Ruihley’s contention that Lowell was “ever as widely esteemed . . . as he asserts.”[22]   But a new Amy Lowell biographer, Jean Gould, realized that Ruihley’s anthology,
         A Shard of Silence (1957), which presents sixty of Lowell’s most enduring poems, called for precisely
         the reassessment that Perrine had rejected. While Gould lauds the power of Lowell’s
         love poetry, she also accepts Ruihley’s thesis that the poet used poetry as compensation
         for an unfulfilled life, thus reinforcing the psychologizing demolition of Lowell
         that began with Wood and continued with Gregory. Gould quotes Ruihley approvingly:
         “That it was a tortured life, and that in consequence her ultimate development was
         remarkable, gives the poetry of Amy Lowell its peculiar meaning and expressiveness.”[23]   Although Gould could now write openly about Lowell’s loving relationship with Ada
         Russell, she could not quite rouse herself out of the vulgar Freudianism that had
         demeaned Lowell. No wonder, then, that yet another important biographer and critic,
         Harry T. Moore, reviewing Gould’s biography, concludes that “even strenuous efforts
         will hardly lift her [Lowell’s] verse out of her epoch and into ours.”[24]   
      

      
      Even worse was to come with C. David Heymann’s American Aristocracy: The Lives and Times of James Russell, Amy, and Robert Lowell
            (1980). Writing in a neo-Gregory vein, Heymann misuses and misinterprets his sources
         (including Damon), as reviewer Thomas Wortham notes. Heymann’s book, “full of empty
         rhetoric,” is written with “neither grace nor insight.”[25]   Paul C. Wermuth excoriated Heymann for “overstatements, purple passages, unquestioned
         assumptions” and “pretentious diction.” To which I would add that Heymann is the master
         of the juvenile epithet, calling Amy Lowell, for example, a “poetry-producing den
         mother.”[26]   But he is really a throwback to an earlier generation, when critics (mostly male)
         pitied the lack of romance in Lowell’s life and ridiculed her as a platform poet.
         As William Drake observed a few years after Heymann’s book appeared, “Amy Lowell was
         subjected to such extreme personal abuse that her real achievements still remain hidden
         by a cloud of dismissive comic anecdotes.”[27]  
      

      
      Beginning in the 1980s, Lillian Faderman[28]   and other critics replaced the wounded woman of lore with the vital, sensuous lover
         that has been in Lowell’s poetry all along. As critic Judy Grahn observes, “The poems
         to Ada and to the womanly world are not the memory of lost love, not the longing of
         unrequited and helpless adolescence, not the desire and longing for escape together
         from an unbearable life.”[29]   Sexual frustration and longing do appear in Lowell’s poetry, but such expressions
         of anguish are confined to her dramatic narratives and monologues.
      

      
      Amy Lowell is coming into her own again, as critics and biographers have questioned
         the exclusionary dicta of the Eliot/Pound axis. In the work of Lillian Faderman and
         Judy Grahn in the 1980s, followed by that of Cheryl Walker and Paul Lauter in the
         1990s, and then Melissa Bradshaw and Adrienne Munich in Amy Lowell: American Modern (which includes important essays by Mari Yoshiara, Jane Marcus, Bonnie Kime Scott,
         and others), Amy Lowell has emerged as a “serious artist making formal choices that
         allow her to make a connection with audiences.”[30]   As Munich and Bradshaw argue, contra Eliot and Pound, “Lowell encouraged literary
         patriotism and the development of a uniquely American brand of modern letters.” They
         quote approvingly from one of her lectures: “[T]he New Poetry is blazing a trail toward
         Nationality far more subtle and intense than any settlement houses and waving the
         American flag in schools can ever achieve.”[31]   Now, more than ever, we need an Amy Lowell to fill the lecture halls once again,
         and to show just how relevant poetry is to the daily lives and loves of Americans.
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         10. Linscott to Conrad Aiken, May 27, 1925, Huntington Library.

         11. Auslander, 21, 26. His poem ends with an ellipsis, as though he cannot imagine a concluding
               sentence to her life.

         12. This is the first sentence of the chapter on Amy Lowell in Poets and Their Art (published in 1932 in a revised and expanded edition, and reprinted by Books For
               Libraries in 1967). The sentence became an easy headline for subsequent writers. All
               subsequent quotations from Monroe are to this edition.
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