ENCYCLPAEDIA OF AMERICAN POETRY: The Twentieth Century

Lowell, Robert (1917-77) 

Lowell was born in Boston, the only child of Robert Traill Spence Lowell IV

and Charlotte Winslow Lowell. Among his ancestors were Puritan

patriarchs Edward Winslow and Josiah Winslow, poets James Russell

Lowell and Amy Lowell, astronomer Percival Lowell, and Harvard president Abbott Lawrence Lowell. Despite these illustrious antecedents, Lowell grew up in a family torn between high social aspirations and problematic financial realities, destabilized by his parents' endless and profound conflicts. Moreover, the antecedents themselves were blemished: JosiahWinslow committed brutal acts against Native Americans, James Russell Lowell was a poet "pedestalled for oblivion" (Meyers, 1988), Percival Lowell discovered nonexistent canals on Mars, and Abbott Lawrence Lowell helped send the possibly innocent Sacco and Vanzetti to their deaths. Lowell grew up notably ambivalent about both family and history, the two topics that would eventually drive his poetic career. 

Lowell spent two years at Harvard (1935-37), where he earned mediocre

grades and received no recognition for his early attempts at writing poetry. After a violent quarrel with his father, he left home, camped out for a summer on the lawn of the poet and critic Allen Tate, and transferred to Kenyon College (1937-40). At Kenyon, he began to come into his own. He studied with poet John Crowe Ransom, befriended fellow student and

incipient poet Randall Jarrell, and published poems in the student

magazine. He also excelled academically, graduating summa cum laude in Classics. After graduating, he married the brilliant fiction writer Jean

Stafford, converted to Roman Catholicism, and did a year of graduate study with Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren at Louisiana State University  (1940-41). Lowell then returned for a year's stay at the home of Allen Tate and his wife, novelist Caroline Gordon. There he wrote the highly rhetorical religious and political poems that appeared in his first book, the privately printed Land of Unlikeness (1944). 

At about this time Lowell was inducted into the army. Although he had

previously attempted to enlist, he now refused the draft, publicly releasing

a letter to President Roosevelt criticizing both the bombing of German

civilians and the U.S. demand for Germany's unconditional surrender.

Sentenced to a year in prison, he served five and a half months, emerging

(as he later said) "educated--not as they wished re-educated" (Collected

Prose, 1987). 

Two years after his release from prison Lowell published his first major

volume, Lord Weary's Castle(1946), which won the Pulitzer Prize and

established him as the leading poet of his generation. In this book his

early rhetorical excess had been tamed and his linguistic complexity

heightened. Randall Jarrell wrote that the book concerns a "conflict of

opposites" between everything that blinds or binds and everything that

grows or changes (Axelrod, 1999). This struggle informs the poems on a

number of levels. On the religious plane, it manifests itself in "The Quaker

Graveyard in Nantucket" and "Where the Rainbow Ends" as a clash

between forces of war and mammon and the possibility of Christian

salvation. On the historical plane, it emerges in "At the Indian Killer's

Grave" and "Concord" as a contrast between the barbarous genocide of the

Native Americans and the pacifism of a Thoreau or a Jesus. On the

personal plane, it appears in "Rebellion" and "In the Cage" as an interior

battle between violence and remorse. Lowell's vivid, allusive, and inspired

language in this volume produces numerous moments of wrenching

intensity and rarer occasions of something approaching transcendence. 

In Lord Weary's Castle Lowell perfected a late Modernist style of poetry

that had been current for almost 40 years, combining daring verbal

experiment with traditional moral and social belief systems. By the early

1950s that style was no longer working for Lowell or for American poetry.

During this period Lowell encountered a series of life-changing alterations.

He lost his religious faith, he divorced Jean Stafford and married the critic

and novelist Elizabeth Hardwick, his parents passed away, and he began

to undergo a series of bipolar episodes that resulted in institutionalization.

Moreover, he now questioned the late Modernist style that had brought him fame. In The Mills of the Kavanaughs (1951) he tried adapting his dense verbal style to narrative poems with only middling success. Then he

reduced himself to virtual silence, touring Europe, teaching in U.S.

universities, starting a family (his daughter Harriet Lowell was born in

early 1957), and finding himself from time to time in mental hospitals. 

By summer of 1957 Lowell was settled in Boston and desperate to be

writing poetry again. He had tried composing a prose autobiography but

found the project slow going. He had been impressed by hearing Allen

Ginsberg read the personal and prophetic poems that had gone into Howl

(1956), and he had received a different sort of tutelage in personal writing

by reading the painful divorce poems of his student W.D. Snodgrass, later

published in Heart's Needle (1959). Perhaps even more important, he was

studying the poetry of friend Elizabeth Bishop and of his new mentor

William Carlos Williams. He carried Bishop's "The Armadillo" around in his

wallet, and he paid visits to Williams to drink whiskey and discuss

poetics. All four of these poets, in different ways, propelled Lowell to

invent a new style that was personal, playful, and exploratory. His poems

in this style would center on personal and familial memory rather than on

cultural prophecy. They would resemble family portraits or a photograph

album, and they would have the richness, observation, and humor of good

fiction. In late summer of 1957 Lowell drafted the amazing "Skunk Hour."

Within a year--and in the midst of another mental collapse and recovery— he completed the rest of the poems that make up his "Life Studies" sequence.

When Life Studies was published in 1959 it created a sensation. It brought the self-disclosure and the plot and characters of autobiography into verse for perhaps the first time. Moreover, the poems possessed verbal qualities that were aesthetically exciting: dynamic juxtapositions of distance with revelation, social observation with personal feeling, and lucid narrativity with a complex and beautiful verbal fabric. The "Life Studies" sequence begins by representing Lowell as a young boy silently observing familial conflicts and deaths. It concludes by portraying him as an adult

encountering his own marital difficulties, accumulating deaths, and finally the breakdown of his mind and spirit. The angry prophet of Lord Weary's Castle became, in Life Studies, a frail human being in a dense social universe, confronting an endless series of question marks. Lowell was reborn as a poet, and American poetry was pushed along toward its appointment with Postmodernism. 

Almost immediately following the publication of Life Studies, Lowell and

Hardwick moved from Boston to New York, where they became notable

members of the literary scene. In the 1960s Lowell published three major

volumes of poetry and had two plays produced. Most of this work shows

him trying to return from the personal to the public sphere. Keeping his

newfound individual voice, he sought to readdress the larger national and

international issues that had played such an important role in Lord

Weary's Castle. The title poem of For the Union Dead (1964), for example,

meditates on American history scarred by war, racism, and greed. Both an elegy for a courageous Civil War regiment of African-American soldiers and an anatomy of present-day Boston, the poem transforms Lowell's earlier prophetic mode. It depicts Augustus St. Gaudens' bas relief of the heroic Union Army soldiers as being "out of bounds" now in a Boston where

"savage servility slides by on grease." 

While Lowell was consciously inserting his writing into the political life of

his nation, he was actively involving himself in politics as well. In 1965 he

protested the Vietnam War by publicly declining President Johnson's

invitation to attend a Festival of the Arts. Lowell subsequently joined Allen Ginsberg, Denise Levertov, Norman Mailer, and thousands of other protesters in the 1967 March on the Pentagon, and he acted as a senior adviser to antiwar Senator EugeneMcCarthy in the 1968 presidential primaries. 

From his early prophetic words to his last personal and meditative ones,

Lowell made himself a central innovator and a dependably fascinating

figure in American poetry. He brought Modernist poetry to one sort of

blazing conclusion, and then he loosed the forces of change that ultimately

produced both Postmodernist and Multicultural poetry. 
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