
The poetics of soul-murder

W. H. Auden, in his introduction to the Signet edition of Shakespeare's sonnets, takes a 

position diametrically opposed to my own: he argues that an artist's biography "throws 

no light whatsoever upon the artist's work"; it is an illusion that information about a 

poet's life "would in any way illuminate our understanding" of the poems.  If the attempt 

to glean the facts of the poet's life is not merely a cover for "plain vulgar idle curiosity," it 

betrays "a complete misunderstanding of the nature of the relation between art and life."

I have added the emphases to these quotes to indicate the intensifiers.

The vehemence of these assertions puts us on high psychological alert: this is 

Auden doing his utmost to forestall the psychobiographers who will make much over his

homosexuality and his unorthodox Christianity.  He is begging them: if they must root 

around in his life and especially in his sins, at least leave his work unsullied by their 

prurient pawing.  Almost every serious artist would second that emotion.

I have already given my reasons for questioning this dogma: even the greatest 

artists sometimes fail to make their meaning clear; and this is all the more likely if the 

content is personally fraught.  Their gift is not necessarily psychological acuity, 

especially where their own quirks and quiddities are concerned; their gift is the ability to 

render their experiences in memorable language, with fidelity and power.  The 



experiences may be the more intense for being undigested and recalcitrant to their self-

understanding.

I have offered four poets who cannot be fully understood unless we accept the 

heterodox view that their poems offer us work that requires illumination from their letters

and their biographies, and, especially in the case of Shakespeare's sonnets, from 

allowing all the poems to participate in the reading of each.  This same method will 

prove fruitful with most writers of imaginative literature.  But there are always outliers, 

who, if they are sufficiently eccentric or aberrant, can be described as exceptions that 

confirm the rule for the vast majority.  Marianne Moore is that exception.

Moore today represents an unusual but by no means unprecedented example of being 

famous for being famous.  In her first incarnation of modest renown (1915-1935), her 

poetry was highly touted and absurdly overrated by a claque of boy modernists, each of 

whom disdained the others but persuaded himself independently that Moore's poetry 

was the very incarnation of the revolution in poetics that he, as a self-styled radical, was

espousing.  In style and content, her work was anti-romantic to the last possible degree;

it was concrete, denotative, specific, precise, exact, "objective," unemotional; and it was

very new in form, not only dispensing with all the accouterments of musicality but also 

eschewing the freedom of free verse.  Instead, she carved out for her poetry a unique 

identity that was so formal that the soi-disant formalists looked like sentimental 

balladmongers by comparison.  She created never-before-seen outré stanzas out of 

uneven line lengths that are arrived at syllabically (a principle virtually non-existent in 

English poetry, since our language is accentual); and she rhymed these lines (when she



rhymed them at all) so idiosyncratically that the rhymes are rarely heard.  They are 

visible to the eye if the reader looks closely, but almost always inaudible to the ear; and 

they are scattered pell-mell among unrhymed lines.  When the rhymes are heard, they 

sound adventitious.  But the crowning glory of her poetry was its impenetrability.  What 

was she saying?  She defeated paraphrase as she defeated easy pleasure.  Her 

champions admitted to bafflement, but her opacity counted as another plus.  She was 

transgressive.  Her poems were a snap of the wet towel at the dying Edwardian and 

American romantics.  Just such intellectualism excited Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, William 

Carlos Williams, and Wallace Stevens.  As icing on the cake, she was also conversant 

in all the other arts, appreciating the painting and sculpture of the avant-garde.

Pound had enrolled her in the ranks of Imagism, seeing her as his confederate in

spite of her explicit disclaimer that she was ever influenced by the Imagists or aspired to

write like them.  Eliot no doubt saw her as his fellow precisionist in language, but it is 

odd that so musical a poet was not put off by her tin ear.  While isolated passages of the

"Four Quartets" are as prosaic as her entire oeuvre, they are intentionally so, 

purposefully counterpointed against effusions of incantatory lyricism.  About the only 

real resemblance between Eliot and Moore is their priggishness: both were piously 

Christian, but both, in their early groundbreaking poems, kept this fact well 

camouflaged; and each would have distrusted the other's concept of orthodoxy.  Eliot's 

conversancy with Eastern and Western mysticism would have meant little to Moore.  

Stevens saw her as a fellow toiler in the vineyard of abstruse intellectualism; but where 

intellectualism is concerned, one man's sophisticated ruminations about aesthetics is 

another woman's involuted meditations on flora and fauna.  Wallace can at least write 



iambic pentameter.  Williams saw her as a colleague in the trendy project of 

reinvigorating poetic diction by means of plain statement, sometimes colloquial, 

sometimes scientific, always declarative and stripped of rhetorical flourishes.  But she 

mixed her use of the vernacular with irruptions of Linnaean taxonomy, and reprehended 

any hint of vulgarity, the appearance of which raised her hackles whenever her 

contemporaries, and especially Williams, were too sexually explicit.

Her incorrigible moralism was disguised during the 1920s by her inveterate 

modernism: her poems were so elliptical that no one understood them well enough to 

confidently extract the kernel of a subject.  (Or rather, confidently or not, each reader 

extracted a different kernel.)  After her sententiousness came to the fore later in life, she

was increasingly consigned to irrelevancy; when the Beats appeared on the scene in 

the 1950s, she suffered an eclipse in the circles of the knowing.  But then in old age, 

she improbably re-emerged as a celebrity – a tiny, charming doyenne in a tricorn hat, 

suitable for talk shows and popular magazine interviews.  Her low-key dogmatism was 

offset by her modesty and candor.  She had never, either in poetics or in personality, 

resembled the self-regarding men who constituted the modernist clique of the 1920s 

and 1930s – it had all been a huge misunderstanding.  They had mistaken her 

experiments in stanza-making and her elusive content for variants of their own highly 

conscious experimentalism.  Her stylistic innovations – a mass of quotations assembled

into a collage, including dry scientific descriptions sometimes drawn verbatim from 

encyclopedias, and straightforward-enough sentences that culminated in propositions at

once evocative but incomprehensible – had seemed to be part and parcel of their brave 

new world.  They did not realize that she had no ear for poetry at all, and all but said so 



in 1952: "I can see no reason for calling my work poetry except that there is no other 

category in which to put it."  She was very much the conscious craftsman, but her works

were poems only by default – because they played with left and right margins, they 

could not be categorized as anything else.  And she was modernist in sensibility only 

because she was, unlike Miniver Cheevy, born at exactly the right time – the 

contemporary aesthetic was a perfect fit for her temperament.

Moore was, like me and like millions of other people, born to write – that is to say,

she was driven to record her experiences and thoughts in written form.  Such people 

keep diaries, journals, notebooks, write long letters preserving descriptions of trips and 

evaluations of movies, send letters to editors, and in these latter days, write blogs and 

contribute comments on Internet sites.  Moore, again like so many of us, wrote to find 

out what she thought.  In "Idiosyncrasy and Technique," an address inaugurating the 

Ewing Lectures at the University of California (delivered October 3 and 5, 1956, and 

published as a pamphlet by the University of California Press, Berkeley and Los 

Angeles, in 1958), Moore is articulate and confiding about this:

I was startled, indeed horrified, when a writing class in which I have an 
interest was asked, "Is it for money or fame?" as though it must be one or 
the other – and writing were not for some a felicity, if not a species of 
intellectual self-preservation.  Gorgeously remunerated as I am for being 
here, it would seem both hypocritical and inappropriate to feign that a love 
of letters renders money irrelevant.  Still, may I say, and with emphasis, 
that I do not write for money or fame.  To earn a living is needful, but it can
be done in routine ways.  One writes because one has a burning desire to 
objectify what it is indispensable to one's happiness to express . . . . 
[Emphasis in the original]

No one who has read the biographies can doubt Moore's sincerity here: she wrote for 

neither money nor fame.  As an editor, she was conscientious and incorruptible; as a 



poet, she went her own way.  But for all the ostensible frankness of this passage, notice 

how circumlocutory it is.  Is not every writer, amateur or professional, engaged in 

"intellectual self-preservation"?  If not, what exactly is she doing that others are not 

doing?  Note the abstraction and vagueness of her last assertion.  She switches from 

the personal "I" to the indefinite "one" – a reliable tic with her, which serves always to 

intellectually distance a writer from the person being discussed, even when that person 

is herself.  Thus she implies that her motivation is universal among writers: "one writes 

because one has a burning desire to objectify what it is indispensable to one's 

happiness to express."  Is this true?  Or have large numbers of writers pursued 

precisely money and fame?  Does "objectify" mean anything here other than "render in 

concrete language"?  It is certainly a personal revelation when she tells her audience 

that it is indispensable to her happiness to express what her poems say.  Left 

unanswered are the questions on the tip of everyone's tongue: What are your poems 

saying?  What is the content, which, when expressed, contributes to your happiness, 

nay, is indispensable to it – but which, if left unexpressed, would cause your happiness 

to suffer?  We know she would like to objectify her subject; we know she would like to 

express her subject . . . What is her subject?  With most poets, we could just read the 

poems to find out.  That doesn't work with Moore.

There is a reason it doesn't.  Through no fault of her own, she was 

psychologically a black box to herself – a serious deficit for a poetic vocation.  While she

was a person of probity and circumspection, with an exacting personal, professional, 

and artistic conscience – someone who assiduously tested every word of every poem 

she wrote over a long period of incubation and reassessment – and while she was 



intelligent and decent, gracious and poised, firm in her convictions, and immovable on 

points of editorial propriety as well as morality – her life, especially her emotional life, 

was co-opted and parasitized, stunted, distorted, deformed, and psychologically 

maimed by her narcissistically devouring mother; and as a result it was, if speaking only

statistically, terribly abnormal.  She was a formalist of uncompromisingly severe cast 

because any aesthetic that would have revealed more of her feelings was closed to her 

– her mother read every word that she wrote, and had carte blanche to make 

corrections.  (Therefore Marianne kept no diaries or journals, although she did 

sometimes write voluminous letters.)  As a result, Moore defeats every critical attempt to

read her poems as disguised autobiography.  But her hard case verifies via negation the

precepts which I have applied to so many other writers – it shows the lengths that a 

writer must go to if she is to defeat them, and thus produce work of no psychological 

and biographical resonance whatsoever.

As the title of this essay indicates, her case will be more a study of 

psychopathology than of literary appreciation or criticism.  As such, it is intended to be 

an ironic confirmation of the argument that I have made throughout the previous essays.

I have proposed first and foremost that each individual poem by my four chosen poets 

can be illuminated by being read in the light of all the other poems in their oeuvres.  I 

have gone to their biographies to note that Shakespeare was aware that his profession 

of popular entertainer was a low one and that Hopkins, whether he could admit it or not, 

was betrayed by his need for an exterior authority when his Catholic superiors placed 

him in circumstances that were increasingly unsuitable to his temperament and gifts.  I 

have insisted that each of Shakespeare's sonnets be read with all the others in mind, 



and that the terrible sonnets of Hopkins be read as a group.  I have resorted to Keats's 

wonderful letters to augment our understanding of his sometimes difficult thought-world,

which is simultaneously death-embracing and life-affirming.  I have used three rough 

draft letters never sent to a recipient never identified as a vital key to Emily Dickinson's 

poetry.  Without dissenting from the fundamental dictum of all literary criticism that a 

poem should be able to stand alone, I have suggested that our understanding of these 

poems will nonetheless be immeasurably enriched by information from outside the 

texts.

All these poets reveal themselves in their poetry, as most writers do.  It is 

extraordinary to find a writer who does not.  But Moore concealed herself so completely 

that until the groundbreaking biography by Linda Leavell, published in 2013, her readers

simply had no idea at all of what her life had been like.

A family like no other

Marianne's mother, Mary Warner, was the beautiful daughter of a Presbyterian minister. 

Throughout her life, she was deeply religious, albeit heterodox in some of her 

interpretations.  She was intellectually precocious and a great lover of romantic 19th 

century poetry; and she was a highly original thinker.  In her early 20s, she married John

Milton Moore, a mentally unstable mechanical engineer, and quickly bore him two 

children: a son, Warner, in June of 1886; Marianne on November 15, 1887.  But by the 

time of this latter event, her husband was confined to a psychiatric ward.  Marianne was

never told anything about him and never expressed curiosity.



Mary's religiosity took an extreme form of considering the family of three "a 

people set apart."  Her originality showed itself in her unapologetic lesbianism.  When 

Marianne was 13 years old, her mother formed a lasting attachment to a young teacher 

named Mary Norcross, who for a decade lived with the family and functioned as a 

surrogate parent to Marianne.  Into this household, overtly gay men who were visibly in 

love with each other were readily admitted, as well as other lesbians.  Marianne 

displayed all the markers of androgyny throughout her life.  It is a challenge to her 

biographers to discover any erotic impulses for her at all, but faint traces of them 

indicate a leaning toward women rather than men.

Within the family triad, however, she was always spoken of as a male, and 

assigned male pronouns in all third-person references.  After her mother's relationship 

with Norcross failed, Marianne assumed the roles of both big brother and platonic lover 

to her mother.  She shared her mother's bed for 37 years, from the time that Mary 

Norcross left in 1910 until her mother died in 1947.  There are pictures taken of the two 

women together after Marianne reached middle age.  They are startling and depressing,

and speak volumes about the relationship – in some of them, Marianne looks to be the 

older of the two.  This is what emotional vampirism does, sucking the vibrancy out of the

host for the better health of the parasite.

Mary was morally fanatical in spite of her own violation of contemporary sexual 

mores, and warned her son – studying to become a Presbyterian minister like his 

grandfather – against the fearful temptations of secularism.  She was without 

conscience in dominating and consuming, for her own comfort, her daughter's life, but of

course would not have recognized herself in this description – in her mind, she loved 



her children with the love that passeth all understanding.  Her control was exerted by 

the gentlest means: not by bullying, but with neediness, debilities both physical and 

psychosomatic, and emotional blackmail.  Rather than try to overtly suppress her 

children, Mary created a whimsical wonderland, in which she and they acted the roles 

and took the names of characters out of Kenneth Grahame's classic book The Wind in 

the Willows, which was published in 1908.  Marianne was forever after designated Rat 

in all the family correspondence; Mary was Mole and Warner was Badger.

A few anecdotes drawn from Holding On Upside Down, Linda Leavell's superb 

biography of Moore, will have to suffice to indicate the immense riches of this unique 

psychological case history.

Mary suffered from a variation of obsessive-compulsive disorder, which took the 

form of refusing to spend money on necessities and instead depositing it in savings that 

were rarely tapped even when she and Marianne were in dire straits.  In Greenwich 

Village, they lived in a condition of voluntary pauperism:

There was no kitchen, no telephone, no refrigerator.  Mary prepared meals
on a hotplate in the bathroom throughout the eleven years they lived 
there.  For the first five, before they rented a second room upstairs, they 
sat on the edge of the bathtub to eat.  Sometimes Marianne was served 
breakfast in the tub.

The money that Marianne made as a librarian, and later as editor of the prestigious 

literary magazine The Dial, was commandeered by Mary.  It was never used to relieve 

the poverty of their living arrangements, which puzzled their many friends in 

Manhattan's artistic circles.

Leavell often speaks of the pathology of the family in anodyne terms, or at least 



with studied neutrality.  Bruce Bawer, reviewing her biography in The New Criterion ("All 

in the family," April 2014), takes a stronger line, albeit one that seems entirely justified:

Both Marianne and Warner were the victims of severe psychological 
abuse at the hands of a terribly sick and suffocatingly possessive mother –
a woman who, quite calculatingly, set out to imprison them in a 
hermetically sealed little world of their own with its own peculiar customs, 
moral codes, and rules of behavior, all of them determined exclusively by 
her.

However, since all his information comes from Leavell's book, it cannot be plausibly 

argued that Leavell sweeps anything under the rug.  This description, for instance, is apt

enough:

Marianne could not risk the wrath that Warner's sexual maturation had 
brought on.  She had become a "he" in the family from the onset of 
puberty and thwarted her own sexual development, probably 
unconsciously, by not eating.

But Leavell avoids the words "eating disorder" throughout the text, although they appear

in the index with nine different pages referenced; and the term "anorexia," which is 

certainly diagnostic of a woman whose natural weight was 125 pounds and who at one 

point weighed 75 pounds, appears only once in a passage downplaying its applicability: 

"There is little evidence that Marianne ever thought herself fat or tried to lose weight."  

Leavell thereby emphasizes that Marianne did not display the usual symptoms 

associated with the disease today.  Three sentences later, this nugget, part of the 

argument against a diagnosis of anorexia, goes by without a comment: "At Lake Placid 

[where Marianne briefly lived and worked apart from her mother] she enjoyed her food, 

as she usually did away from home."  I have added the emphasis that I feel goes 



insufficiently marked by Leavell.  And perhaps the witty punch line that rounds off this 

paragraph is intended to dilute its horror: "Mary did everything she could to get 

Marianne to eat – except serve appetizing meals."

Again, however, Leavell gives us the facts unflinchingly, and they speak for 

themselves:

On another occasion, [Mary] planned to serve onions and prunes for 
lunch.  Then she decided to invite a guest and scraped together a menu of
cooked apples, canned corn, salad dressing, and cocoa.  For 
Thanksgiving one year they ate left-over sardines.

Elsewhere we learn that Mary used the neurosis that she had caused as an excuse to 

interrupt Marianne repeatedly with offerings of snack food.

Mary was fixated on Warner's remaining unmarried until the age of 30.  He 

obeyed this injunction, but even so he was too precipitate for his mother's feelings, and 

his eventual marriage constituted a permanent wound to the family romance.  Mary's 

feelings were easily provoked by less momentous cases: in the spring of 1915, Leavell 

tells us, when Warner was 29 years old, with his ministerial career well under way, he 

"unwittingly sparked a family crisis when he mentioned plans to sell his motorcycle and 

buy a car."

Mary thought it improper for Warner to have a car when his senior 
minister, Dr. Barr, did not.  (Dr. Barr himself abhorred the motorcycle and 
backed the plan.)  If Christ could conduct his ministry without a car, Mary 
reasoned, then why should Warner need one?

So great was Mary's distress that Marianne wrote a long, confidential 
letter to Warner.  [N.B., Almost all letters among the three were shared 
completely, Marianne showing her mother what she wrote to Warner and 
what Warner wrote back.  The correspondence is massive – Marianne 
once wrote a 150-page letter to her mother from college.]  No other 
surviving letter reveals with such candor how Marianne viewed her 



responsibilities toward her mother.  "Disappointment makes wreckage of 
Mole," she wrote, "and she takes things so acutely that she will never, not 
in any case, live a very long time. . . . [N.B., In fact, Mole lived into her 
80s.]  I didn't know which way to look when Mole was speaking of the 
automobile.  She seemed to sicken and pale so. . . . It would seem morbid
to you perhaps to think that Mole could get sick again because you 
thought of getting a car but . . . it isn't so unreasonable, for Mole would 
wish to think that without a suggestion from anyone, you ought to know 
just what is unsuitable. . . . I am going to make her as merry as I can and 
look after her and we are going to get in sound condition.  Then we must 
'renew' Mole.  I don't care how much it costs.  The best way is for us all 
three to settle in semi-permanence; and the next best thing to do is to get 
Mole to Europe.  You look on Europe as a luxury and as a thing to be 
gotten in, if possible and to be missed, if possible . . . yet I think it quite 
possible that Mole might die of a broken heart without knowing it, through 
not having gone to Europe with you."

Marianne blamed her trip to Washington for bringing on Mary's 
bronchitis and feared that Mary's loneliness and unhappiness while she 
was at Lake Placid (five years earlier) had permanently impaired Mary's 
health.  In both cases Mary had said she wanted Marianne to go.  
[Emphases in the original]

Helen Vendler is less easily gulled than Marianne, writing acidly in her review of 

Leavell's biography ("Badger, Mole, and Marianne Moore," New York Review of Books, 

November 7, 2013) that "One particular note of lunacy in the family was the fiction – no 

doubt created by Mary herself – that she was weak and ill, and needed to be cared for 

by her children."  Mary wielded expertly the "false positive" for psychological distress, 

and Marianne was afflicted by a lifelong case of false consciousness, seeing reality as 

her mother defined it.

Given that the purchase of a car could stir up such a tempest in a teapot, 

Warner's engagement set off a conflagration.  (It ended Marianne's hope that "all three" 

would settle down together.)  Mary shifted her objection from Warner's unseemly haste 

to the character of the chosen bride, and wrote an extraordinary letter to his fiancée 

Constance Eustis two weeks before the wedding:



If Warner has been honest in absolutely un-baring himself before you, you 
are well aware that I feel that his making you an offer of marriage is 
unethical in a high degree . . . . It is because I have felt this to be a 
marriage unblessed of heaven – that I have been unable to enter into the 
new love that has arisen, and that I resist it as I do.

After Warner went through with the ceremony, Marianne remained angry with him for 

three years.  Warner wrote down later how he remembered Marianne's statements to 

him when he told her of his intention to marry Constance:

"I don't think you would actually strike Mole, but you might as well do so, if 
you keep on as you are doing."

"Sixty or a hundred years from now it will not matter about anything so far 
as we are concerned except what we are in character.  This that you are 
doing makes for a rotten, perishable character."

Indicating a nice sense of strict fidelity to the truth, Warner added "not her exact words 

perhaps, but what she meant."

Warner is a fascinating study in himself.  He too could never confront his mother 

directly, and to the end of her life, he deferred to her wherever possible.  But he did 

manage to escape from the family vise and establish a separate identity.  He did marry 

Constance and endure the palpable repugnance that his mother and sister displayed 

toward his wife.  He was strong enough to follow his career no matter how 

geographically far from Mary and Marianne it removed him.  And although he set up a 

secret address rather than confess to his wife how often he corresponded with his 

mother and sister, he did find the strength to eventually write this to Mary: "My crime is 

that while I would count it nothing to die for you, I have refused to live for you."



About the time that Warner stirred up the family hornets by daring to announce his 

engagement, Moore was being published by several magazines and had received a 

letter of encouragement from Alfred Kreymborg, the founder of Others: A Magazine of 

the New Verse, who had already accepted five of her poems.  Leavell gives us the 

sequel:

In high spirits over Kreymborg's letter, Marianne wrote to Warner and 
conveyed her excitement by describing Mary's reaction to it.

"Now with what poems I have published and my general well being," 
she said to Mary, "I could publish a book anytime."

"I wouldn't publish," said Mary.
"Never?"
"After you've changed your style."
"Huh!" said Marianne.  "Well you would omit all these things I prize so 

much?"
"Yes, they're ephemeral."
This conversation has horrified readers of Moore's letters, especially 

since similar conversations often accompany other moments of literary 
triumph.  But it is a prime example of Mary's "saying yes by a thousand 
no's."  While it is true that Mary had little appreciation for her daughter's 
"style," Warner would have understood the pride and affection implicit in 
this conversation.  Had he sensed any disapproval whatever, he would not
have risked taking sides.  [Emphases added]

"I'm so proud of Rat's success" [he wrote to his mother] that I'll fail to 
speak adequately of his work to him, but I 'believe in him' and expect that 
the time will come when even he will be satisfied with himself."

I must dissent from Leavell's kindly interpretation that Mary said yes by a thousand no's.

She said no and meant what she said.  She remained vocally disappointed in the style 

and content of Marianne's poetry all through their life together, frequently employing the 

adjective "puerile" to critique it.  Her self-image would not permit her to lie about a 

matter involving her own taste.  The principled narcissist has integrity and is a 

dependable truth-teller.  She always felt affection for Marianne, who was installed inside

the narcissistic circle and rarely, if ever, gave her mother grounds for expelling her from 



it.  But she could not dissimulate about Marianne's poetry – or about anything else.  At 

the same time, as a "loving" mother, Mary was endlessly supportive of her daughter's 

career.  Indeed, she was as completely enmeshed in Marianne's life as Marianne was in

hers.  Her dismay that Marianne rejected the tradition of the great poets of the 19th 

century did not discourage her from active involvement, indeed conspicuous over-

involvement, in her daughter's literary career as editor, reviewer, and contributor to The 

Dial.  Leavell again:

Mary was first reader to everything Marianne wrote but played a different 
role in the poetry than in the prose.  "Last evening my hair turned grey, 
and I took on ten years," she wrote to Warner [on June 18, 1921], "when I 
had to say that poems he has worked on for months, – for days 
unremittingly and speechlessly – were not just right yet."

.     .     .

"I was determined to finish some poems for The Dial," Marianne wrote 
Warner the next day, "but Mole doesn't commend them for presenting so I 
have painfully and reluctantly scrapped them."

The poems lacked "stinging greatness of truth and high principle that 
gripped the soul," Mary said.

This would be, by my lights, a true word about any Marianne Moore poem; but given the

insanity of what passed for normality in the Moore household, ultimately, after Mary had 

tinkered with them, the poems were finally released into the world in the form that we 

have – as far as ever from Mary's desiderata.  But the psychological motif to be noted 

here is the language each woman uses to describe the unhappy episode: for Marianne, 

the victim, it's vicissitudes are, although painful, blandly accepted; but for the 

perpetrator, the terrible duty, which she "had to" undertake, is harrowing, aging her ten 

years at an instant.  Rat suffers patiently; Mole sacrifices all for her wayward child.



It was a symbiotic relationship, and the mother certainly played her part without 

conscious manipulation.  She had no idea that she was a monster, and Marianne had 

no idea.

The most appalling story in Leavell's book involves a stray kitten that had taken 

up with a neighbor and was then passed along to Mary and Marianne.  The kitten was 

dubbed Buffalo and over the next month his antics duly appeared in letters to Warner 

and to Marianne's close friend, the lesbian poet Bryher.  Marianne wrote to Warner that 

"Buffalo is developing and is cuter and cuter."  But by the next afternoon after this letter 

was dated, Buffy was dead.  Marianne reported to Warner as follows:

Mole got chloroform and a little box and prepared everything and did it 
while I was at the library Monday, and nothing could have been more 
exact. . . . But it's a knife in my heart, he was so affecting and scrupulous 
in his little scratchings and his attention to our requirements of him.  It 
would have been cruel to let him grow and might have . . . seemed like 
murder to him if we had kept him and turned him over to strangers; and a 
seemingly comfortable life in a shut up room would not be good for any cat
so we were kind, but having had him so long as we had made the deed 
seem foul . . . . You can understand if anyone can, these feelings.  We 
tend to run wild in these matters of personal affection but there may be 
good in it too.  [Emphasis in the original]

Why Mary decided to kill Buffy is a mystery, but it goes without saying that Marianne 

reconciled herself to it . . . albeit with some difficulty.  A month later, Mary confessed to 

Warner, "I never speak of Buffy to Rat.  His grief drove me frantic."  This grief was still 

active four years later, when Marianne could not bear to walk to the pier on the Hudson 

River where Mary had given the kitten a burial at sea.

Moore's poetics



I have thus far written dismissively of Moore's poetry, so a brief disclaimer is in order.  In

every one of us, taste is sovereign and need be accountable to no one.  To readers who

have enjoyed Moore's poetry, I do not wish to cast any shadow on that pleasure.  All 

aesthetic evaluation is a matter of opinion, and the substance of any negative criticism 

boils down to nothing more objective or respectable than "I don't like it."  Characteristics 

of Moore's poetry that I find objectionable – her prosaic diction, her resort to collage, her

semantic elusiveness – count as virtues among some poetry-lovers who may far exceed

me in their depth of reading or their academic credentials.  It would be otiose for me to 

apologize to those readers after giving them the same privilege I claim for myself – to 

like what they like and avoid what they don't like without apology.  If Moore's fans will 

bear with me, however, I would ask them to ignore my disparagements and focus solely 

on the one point that I wish to make about her poetry relative to my overall subject: that 

it is never autobiographical except, perhaps, fortuitously; that this is because she was 

under the direct control of an autocrat who censored everything she wrote, so that she 

could not afford to be forthcoming about the facts of her life; and that nothing less than 

this extraordinary condition can suffice to snuff out the autobiographical impulse in a 

writer.

Linda Leavell is, needless to say, a lover and defender of Moore's poetry and 

presumably would not agree with my descriptions of it.

To call her stanzas "syllabic" does not do them justice, as she pointed out 
later in interviews, because it disregards the stanzas' intrinsic rhyme 
scheme and pattern of indentation.



There is every reason to disregard the rhyme scheme, as it is, in the majority of cases, 

rendered inaudible by a combination of factors: her penchant for rhyming unaccented 

syllables; the lack of a consistent line length so that nothing marks out the place of the 

rhyme in the essentially non-existent meter; and her preference for stanzas that 

intentionally include unrhymed line-endings.  As for the pattern of indentation, no great 

poet has ever made this a material factor in the sound of a poem, as it cannot be 

rendered as sound – especially if it is kept going by hyphenating an ordinary word and 

distributing it between two lines in order to preserve the syllable count.  Nor does Moore

use indentation to set off units of meaning.  Moore's poetry sounds like prose when read

aloud.  Only its recalcitrance to easy understanding marks it out as poetry.  Here is the 

conclusion to "The Fish":

All external marks of abuse are present on this defiant edifice – all the 
physical features of accident – lack of cornice, dynamite grooves, burns, 
and hatchet strokes, these things stand out on it; the chasm-side is dead.  
Repeated evidence has proved that it can live on what can not revive its 
youth.  The sea grows old in it.

It is Moore's conceit, and apparently Leavell's, that this passage exhibits rhyme.  I 

suppose, to be fair, I should print it as Moore intended.  The pattern for each stanza is 

aaxbbx with "x" indicating an unrhymed line-ending.

All a
external a

marks of abuse are present on
this b
defiant edifice – b

all the physical features of

ac-a
cident – lack a



of cornice, dynamite grooves, burns,
and b
hatchet strokes, these things stand b

out on it; the chasm-side is

dead. a
Repeated a

evidence has proved that it can
live b
on what can not revive b

its youth.  The sea grows old in it.

I venture to state that no listener would notice any rhyme at all.  A reader who tried to 

pause subtly at line endings would so disturb the prose cadence as to render it 

unintelligible to the ear.  It must be read naturally, which gives it the sound, although not 

the sense, of a scientific journal.

The rhyme scheme in "Spenser's Ireland" is xaaxxxxxbxb.  In some cases, the 

rhyme-words are quite audible: pride/divide; hen/then.  Others are perverse: 

Venus'/disuse; the furies/never sees; I wish/Irish.  Here we have "characters" allegedly 

rhyming with "grandmothers":

If in Ireland
they play the harp backward at need,
and gather at midday the seed

of the fern, eluding
their 'giants all covered with iron,' might

there be fern seed for unlearn-
ing obduracy and for reinstating
the enchantment?

Hindered characters
seldom have mothers
in Irish stories, but they all have grandmothers.

When a rhyme suddenly jumps out at us – "need" and "seed" above – the surprise is 

off-putting, like encountering a rhyme in prose.



Moore's verses deliver scattered pleasures, as do her essays and letters – her 

writing can be incisive and droll.  Her poems are marked by her sometimes startling gift 

for close observation of the animals that she loved to write about; and the letters that 

she wrote to her closest confidantes contain arch and accurate portraits of the many 

famous people that she met.  But the only way that syllabic verse can attain to the 

music of the great poetic tradition is if all the other devices of musical language are 

brought to bear upon the poem – repetition, alliteration, and a feeling for cadenced 

intonation.  The syllabic lines of "Fern Hill" by Dylan Thomas are also units of meaning, 

and create, by the end, a rhythm at the highest architectonic level: the listener hears the

recurrence of the long line followed by the short line, and feels their fixed places in the 

stanzas; the stanzas themselves are audible units, made so by numerous devices of 

parallel structure.  Moore consistently enjambs her syllabic lines so that no listener can 

locate the end of one and the beginning of another or develop any feeling at all for the 

interplay of lines of varying lengths.  It may be that her syllabic poetry makes an effect 

on the eye when read from a book, but this indicates a deficit rather than a felicity in her 

craftsmanship.

In his review of The Poems of Marianne Moore, edited by Grace Schulman 

(Viking, 2003), Brad Leithauser wrote as follows in The New York Times ("Digesting 

Hard Iron," January 4, 2004):

Musically, her innovation was vast, if rooted in seemingly minute 
modifications of syllable count: in the end, she didn't sound like anybody 
else.

It is certainly true that "she didn't sound like anybody else."  But musically, her 



innovation was to remove the last vestiges of music from her poetry, because even 

prose has some feeling for euphony – I hope that Leithauser, a novelist himself, has 

noticed that good novelistic prose is rhythmically satisfying and usually comes off the 

tongue more trippingly than Moore's poetic stanzas.

I don't know how vast an innovation can be said to be if it is rooted in minute 

modifications.  Well, Leithauser qualifies the assertion – "seemingly minute 

modifications," which modifier I can only understand to be Leithauser's admission that 

maybe he sees them, maybe he doesn't.  However that may be, if the minute 

modifications are of "syllable count," which is not a material factor in either the sound or 

sense of poetry, then I am really at a loss as to how they can contribute to a meaningful 

innovation in poetry, musical or otherwise.

The reason Moore doesn't sound like anybody else is because no other major 

poet is this emotionally shut down.  She writes prose that relies heavily on scientific 

descriptions out of encyclopedias, sudden intrusions of passing remarks made by her 

mother, and a drastic reduction in connotation.  She then distributes her sentences 

across a syllabic schema that in no way interacts with them.

Still, Moore's equable ghost successfully wards off criticism.  This stems 
partly from her poems' impeccable but reserved civility, which discourages
any but the mildest quibble; partly from their recurring focus on animal 
self-defense (she was especially fond of armored creatures), suggesting a
deep if tacit vulnerability; and partly from her sheer decency, the sense 
she gives you (rare among her often vainglorious fellow modernists) that 
you're reading somebody who daily battles the soul's natural egotism.

I would not attribute the paucity of negative criticism of Moore to any equability of hers.  

Critics either fail to see her deficits or, for reasons best known to them, are afraid to fault



her for them.  I am uncertain what it could mean for a poem to exhibit "impeccable but 

reserved civility" – whatever Leithauser thinks he means by this ascription should be 

expressed as recognizable critical repartee.  I am going to guess that his compliments 

for civility and decency inadvertently call attention to Moore's pronounced lack of that 

wildness, for want of a better word, that characterizes the greatest poems of the 

greatest poets.  We do not go to Keats or Dickinson for decorum and good manners at 

afternoon tea.  Moore is certainly guarded and polite – why she should garner praise for

these qualities is mysterious to me.  Her acolytes insist that her verse is expressive by 

way of its allusiveness and suggestiveness, and even intense, if the reader is willing to 

take it on faith that a deep vein of autobiographical disclosure wells up from her 

unconscious in spite of her relentlessly conscious craftsmanship.  I am more respectful 

of her powers of self-discipline and artistic control: I don't think anything from her 

unconscious got past the conscious editor.

There are no grounds for exempting works of art from "any but the mildest 

quibble."  Neither her "sheer decency" nor her subject matter should insulate her from 

criticism; and her good manners strike me as failing to occlude her moral 

judgmentalism.  I concede that she rarely was in danger of skirting the precincts of 

indecency, writing as she did about flora and fauna to the exclusion of human beings.

Wallace Stevens, among others, diagnosed her "deep if tacit vulnerability" long 

before Leithauser – as least, I suppose him to be catching sight of it in this otherwise 

recondite passage in an adulatory essay:

Miss Moore's form is not the quirk of a self-conscious writer.  She is not a 
writer.  She is a woman who has profound needs.  In any project for poetry
(and one wishes that the world of tailors, plasterers, barkeepers could 



bring itself to accept poets in a matter-of-fact way) the first effort should be
devoted to establishing that poets are men and women, not writers.

Setting aside the hilarity of tailors, plasterers, and barkeepers accepting the hyper-

intellectualized Stevens in a matter-of-fact way, and also forgoing speculation as to how 

complimented Moore felt to be told that she was not a writer, I am unsure what wrong 

Stevens thinks he is righting here.  But in regard to Leithauser's asseveration about 

Moore's vulnerability, which seems to piggyback on Stevens's observation, I would 

italicize "tacit" rather than "deep" – she certainly was silent about it.  Her vulnerability is 

assumed by her partisans because without it, they do not know how to combat the 

perennial complaint that Moore's poetry is utterly devoid of human feeling.

An early critic, Matthew Josephson, said that "Emotion in her is calcined to a fine 

ash."  In a nutshell, the problem of estimating both the intrinsic value and the historical 

significance of Moore's verse is formulated for us when we realize that Josephson 

intended his statement as praise.  To him, her chilly objectivity distinguished her from 

other women poets.  She was one of the boys.  Only after decades of mutual agreement

among all the camps about this essential quality – her champions extolling it as 

emblematic of her fulfillment of the modernist agenda and her naysayers citing it as 

evidence of her desiccated intellectualism – did her admirers become unnerved by her 

distancing aesthetic.  Then her coterie began to find lyricism and romanticism in her 

poetry after all.  Stevens – an intellectual's intellectual who wanted to be considered a 

romantic – was on board with this endeavor.  Moore is the mirror in whom her 

advocates all find themselves.

Leithauser too struggles to find a hint of confession in her poetry, on insufficient 



grounds:

Moore's poems are famously unforthcoming – you can study them for 
years and derive little sense of her family, friendships, jobs, and littler 
sense still of the nature of any balked hopes and private losses.  Even so, 
in a modest poem like ''Nevertheless'' we glimpse an essential, perhaps 
the essential, intimate truth about her: how extraordinary was this woman 
whose poems could love the world so eagerly, embracingly, intoxicatedly, 
and yet love another world still more.

Her poems are not "unforthcoming" – that adjective implies that, if the poems are 

closely read, they may yet reveal her feelings.  In point of fact, her emotions – about 

family, friendships, jobs, balked hopes, and private losses – are simply excluded from 

her poems, for two reasons: her conscious modernist project demanded the excision as 

part of her attempt to create a new and superior aesthetic; and she so sublimated her 

emotional life as to have no access to what it had been before she intellectualized and 

repressed  it.  She had feelings, of course – intense unreasoning anger at anyone who 

distressed her mother, terrible anguish over the kitten that her mother euthanized (which

she could not allow herself to feel as resentment), contempt for her sister-in-law as 

unworthy of her brother – but she took no interest in her own psychology.  Her bland 

admission in old age that she was a case of arrested development may indicate that 

she now understood that the ostensible causes of her occasional rages and her 

pervasive anxieties and irritabilities would have struck ordinary people as abnormal.  

This is not the same as self-awareness.

When her contemporary champions agree with one another that the feelings that 

had to be stifled due to her obeisance to her overwhelming mother were somehow 

expressed in the poetry, they are clutching at straws, finding imaginary needles in real 



haystacks.  I do not believe that she analogized her own strategies for survival when 

she depicted the repertoire of defenses against encroachment that are employed by 

pangolins.  She had an unconscious but she did not know it; and while it may have 

occasionally slipped its leash in real life, in poetry she was a control freak, and her 

conscious application of the modernist program made her proof against the return of the

repressed, as least in verse.  The poems give us a faint glimpse of her inner life only by 

completely omitting her inner life.  Yes, psychologically astute readers know how to 

understand that omission in the broadest way, since everyone does have an inner life 

and normal people need to express it.   Moore's relentless intellectualization is easily 

recognized as a defense mechanism.  But the poems cannot be made interesting by 

pointing out what is entirely missing from them.  Her strangled life may be fascinating as

a phenomenon, but the poems reveal it only in the negative sense of never alluding to it.

In place of what passes for feeling in all other poetry, she writes prose that reads like 

National Geographic essays and then renders it as verse by arbitrarily fussing with the 

margins.

Essay on Henry James

Moore gets credit from her biographers for standing-up-to-her-mother-sort-of by writing 

poetry that her mother did not like and did not understand.  She persevered with 

modernism while her mother extolled old-fashioned stanzas and sentiments.  But she 

could not have written a poem in the style that her mother liked if her life had depended 

on it.  She had no gift for the music of metrical verse as it is tuned and varied by an 



acute ear, and no sensibility that could have been harnessed to versify the platitudes 

dear to her mother or to any other keeper of the Victorian flame.  What she could do is 

write an extraordinarily turgid and finally incomprehensible prose paean to Henry 

James, one of her mother's favorites – that she could do for her beloved.

The very title of the essay is eye-popping: "Henry James as a Characteristic 

American."  This is certainly an original take on the writer whom we know to have 

settled in England for life and to have eventually applied for British citizenship.

I am stymied when I start to call the essay "disorganized," because that implies 

an attempt at an orderly arrangement that became disarranged.  "Unorganized" seems 

more apt, but still carries a connotation that she may have begun with a concept of 

organization and failed utterly to carry it out.  It would be closer to the truth to say that 

organization is not one of her formal principles.  The term "collage," which has been 

applied to her technique, and always with approval, is apt enough as long as we picture 

a teenager in her bedroom filling the allotted space on the wall via the non-method of 

pure addition.  In Moore's case, I would grudgingly concede that the collage has a 

controlling topic and presumptive unity – but not continuity.  Every sentence radiates 

from a central subject – that James, against all the evidence of his voluntary 

expatriation, was ever and always a "characteristic American."  But the ordering of the 

sentences is accidental and immaterial.

Like many of her poems, the essay on Henry James is a pastiche of quotations –

in eight pages and 275 lines, over a hundred of them.  Sometimes the quote marks 

surround only a single word, sometimes they enclose passages of up to eight lines.  

Over 60 of them are excerpts from James's writings.  They are assembled on no 



principle that I can discern other than their having been said by Henry James; and they 

endeavor to comport well, if often mysteriously, with Moore's perplexing thesis.  But the 

project is fraught because the Jamesian traits that, according to Moore, typify the 

characteristic American constitute an astonishing gallimaufry of strange, precious 

qualities that to my knowledge have never before been associated with one another.  

They are impossible to imagine as cohering within any single individual, least of all 

Henry James.

But perhaps it goes without saying that we learn something about Moore from 

reading what she says about James.  All writers are engaged in self-portraiture; and it 

may be that the more estranged they are from their own inner lives, the more they 

reveal, especially when they misunderstand others.  Moore guesses rather shrewdly at 

what her own best qualities might be and attributes them to James, sometimes 

correctly.  She does have some spiritual kinship with him – both being magnificently 

repressed, puritanical, dogmatic, polite, and good with words – so her depiction of him 

is not without its moments of insight.

Her biographers make much over a comment near the end, intriguingly placed 

right after a mention of James's mother:

[James] recalls his mother as so participatingly unremote that he can say 
"I think we almost contested her being separate enough to be proud of us 
– it was too like our being proud of ourselves."  Love is the thing more 
written about than anything else, and in the mistaken sense of greed.  
Henry James seems to have been haunted by awareness that rapacity 
destroys what it is successful in acquiring.

The commentators, ardently wishing to find evidence that Moore coolly and objectively 

assessed her mother's pathological enmeshment with her children, leap at this passage,



with its striking association of love with greed, and see it as a veiled indictment of her 

mother's smothering embrace.  They go on to celebrate her triumph over the stringent 

conditions of her bondage.  They acknowledge that it was hard won, but they see her as

writing her way to the life she wanted; and they take her at her word when she says that

the cramped little apartment that she shared with her mother provided just the quietude 

and stability that enabled her to create her oeuvre.

This is 14-carat balderdash.  Given that the mother was as literate as the 

daughter, and read and edited every word that the daughter wrote for publication, 

Marianne would have quaked at consciously inserting any sentence in the essay that 

could conceivably have pained her mother.  Of course, I am left without a rebuttal if the 

phrase was put there by her unconscious – that useful beast that can bear any burden –

but readers should ask themselves a couple of questions about how this input from the 

id can occur in practice.  Since these critics are conceptualizing the unconscious as 

effectually another person inside Moore, whose motives and purposes are entirely 

unknown to her, and unknowable to her without professional intervention, how is it, 

when this other entity writes something on the page completely unintended by Moore's 

conscious self, but visible to her conscious self, she (the conscious author) fails to 

notice that an alien thought has somehow appeared on the page?  This is the problem 

with the Freudianized approach to art-making.  On the psychoanalytical assumption, we

can understand perfectly that Moore's doppelgänger might not only write the 

subterranean truth about her mother's rapacious love but even mail it to a publisher – 

but only if the id could assume physicality like Robert Louis Stevenson's Mr. Hyde and 

operate in the real world independently of Marianne's will.  Unwisely, perhaps, Freud 



also allowed for the existence, however pale, of an ego and superego, both of whom 

would be highly active in proof-reading Marianne's manuscripts.  We can understand 

how the blabbing id slipped the damning phrase onto the page, but not how the editorial

superego missed it.  We are also up against it in assuming that we can make out 

Marianne's barb at her mother but her mother didn't.

But applying Occam's Razor, there is a much simpler explanation for the 

passage.  Moore is thinking about all the married couples whose unions she scorned – 

those Bohemian artists whose sexual acting-out offended her puritanism to the core.  

They, like many of James's characters, did mistake greed for love.  The love between 

her and her mother, by contrast, was the exemplary antidote to the selfishness of what 

passed for love among her associates.  In an interview late in life, Moore could say, 

undoubtedly with a straight face, that her mother was "the least possessive of beings."  

If we have any understanding of how such a narcissistic folie à deux actually works, we 

know that Moore believed this statement down to the tips of her toes.  She idealized the 

relationship with her mother and felt that she was lucky in love where most others were 

not.  Leavell notes that "In an unfinished memoir that Moore began during the 1960s, 

she makes a utopia of her childhood."  Even when, late in life, she said of herself what 

Bryher had said about her decades earlier – that she was "a case of arrested emotional 

development" – Moore gave no indication that she blamed her mother for this, or even 

that she regretted it.

The belief in the wisdom of the organism, in what Marianne Moore knew "deep 

down" about her victimization, is a romantic fallacy.  Her organism did not know 

anything that her language was unable to express – "knowing" is cognitive.  Her 



organism – her body most of all – recorded the damage and exhibited it.  This produced

the commonest of configurations in human relations – onlookers knew what she did not 

and could not know.  She appeared thriving and healthy to almost no one.  And of 

course Marianne felt the damage.  She was often sick; she was often afflicted by what 

today would be diagnosed as social anxiety disorder.  However we characterize her 

eating disorder, she was finicky and erratic about her meals and unable to obtain the 

requisite nourishment or very much pleasure from food.  But she could not name her 

feelings.  She did not know their cause.

Her friends plotted to liberate her from what they understood to be her 

imprisonment, but she thwarted them all.  They knew what was being done to her by her

mother.  She knew nothing of it.  Like any loving child, she occasionally chafed at 

impositions – but only by desperate means can her glimmers of self-assertion be 

inflated to anything resembling psychological health.  Parents are gods to children – 

Greek gods.  They are huge, implacable, arbitrary, capricious, and impossible to oppose

or even criticize – and in the worst-case scenarios, they remain so to the end of their 

children's lives.  The evil done to children is stronger than bystanders want to believe.  

Moore knew of no yoke that she wished to throw off; she guessed at no happiness that 

she was missing.  Therefore she had no grievance to smuggle into her poetry, no 

message about her oppression to send in cipher to her readers.  When I said that her 

essay about James is revealing, I do not mean that she divulges any autobiographical 

details or probes her own emotions – I mean that we can infer the traits that precluded 

any possibility that she would ever "open up."  Her essay is as impossibly 

intellectualized and at the same time recalcitrant to intellectual understanding as her 



poetry.

Biographers are falling down the rabbit hole when they seize upon her modernist 

style, or her elusive content focused on small well-defended animals, and try to force 

these idiosyncrasies of form and theme to register her protest against her suffocation 

and reveal her strategies for surviving.  Survival itself was her strategy for surviving.  

Certainly, while she was immersed in literature – writing, editing, reading – she was 

transported to a world where her mother's cloying embrace was temporarily in 

abeyance.  But it was not a world where she could carve out a life of her own as her 

brother did.  Even his decisive steps of moving away and starting his own family were 

only partially successful.  Marianne's mother co-edited The Dial with her, knew every 

book that her daughter read, and blue-penciled every poem that her daughter 

published.  Marianne was a separate and autonomous person only by the least 

stringent of definitions: she was not literally joined at the hip with her mother like a 

Siamese twin.  She had license to move about on her own volition, although that ended 

every night at bedtime; and she could not help developing a personality distinct from her

mother's.  That's about the size of her freedom.

The grim facts about her damaged life were intentionally withheld by her first 

biographer, Charles Molesworth, and only revealed by Linda Leavell in 2014; therefore 

David Bromwich can be acquitted of obtuseness in his misreading of Moore's poem 

"Marriage" in his Skeptical Music: Essays on Modern Poetry (University of Chicago 

Press, 2001).  He saw the poem as a wry indictment of Adam's patriarchal pomposity, 

not knowing that Moore was identified as a male in all family letters.  Leavell is 

convinced that "Marriage" is an outraged response to a proposal of marriage by 



Alexander Thayer, her boss at The Dial.  The proposal itself is a matter of speculation: it

is assumed that if such an offer was made, he intended it to be a marriage of 

convenience, as much for her sake as for his; and it is difficult to understand either why 

she would have been so offended, or, if she was, why she would have gone on working 

closely with him for the next several years.

I am willing to believe that my betters in literary criticism are more acute in the 

matter of interpretation than I am, and able to glean meanings from her poetry that I 

miss in batches.  I find her flat prosody and her technique of assembling a collage of 

quotations – most of them obscure to even well-educated general readers, and some of 

them private jokes for her brother and her mother – too wearisome to provoke me to 

minute analysis; so I have little standing to expatiate at any length on "Marriage" or any 

other poem by Moore.  But the critics themselves differ considerably in parsing her 

meanings, and the extraction of autobiographical nuggets out of her poetic lode seems 

to me to be a doomed enterprise.

She was her own person – intellectually and morally confident, able to hold her 

own amidst a bevy of self-regarding aesthetes, submissive only to her mother and 

otherwise not to be bullied.  She had material enough observing the sexual escapades 

and broken marriages of her friends and associates to take a jaundiced view of the 

institution founded by Adam and Eve; but as to which of those two mythic personages 

she would most have identified with, good luck figuring that out.  She was no sort of 

orthodox feminist or liberal, but the pathology of her subjugation to her mother – 

totalitarian in its scope and encompassing all realms, physical, mental, emotional, and 

spiritual – makes labeling her further a rum endeavor.



Moore was clearly pleased with her almost unreadable essay on James.  Taking 

up a request for biographical information, she typed the draft of a response, dated 

November 5, 1935, and wrote, "My outlook on life appears I think, in a prose article of 

mine that appeared in The Hound & Horn, April-June 1934: 'Henry James as a 

Characteristic American.'"  (But in the same draft, she confesses that "I have not 

succeeded in expressing what I feel about life and art.")  Of particular interest is the 

paragraph about her taste in literature:

The authors I have cared most for are Chaucer, Spenser, Sir Philip 
Sydney, Sir Thomas Browne, Dr. Johnson, Anthony Trollope, W. H. 
Hudson, and Thomas Hardy. . . . Contemporarily I have been influenced 
by Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, Wallace Stevens, W.C. Williams, and E. E. 
Cummings; and if the word contemporary could be used in this 
connection, by Gerard Hopkins.

It would certainly be possible to create an honor roll of literary genius from the authors 

who are omitted from this conspectus: Shakespeare, Keats, Emily Dickinson, Jane 

Austen, George Eliot, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky off the top of my head.

I do not see how it is possible for one to live without religious faith, or shall
I say without capacity for it.  War and the reaction from war are 
inescapable in their effect on the mind, I admit, and thus enter into the 
"task" of the writer; but I would say – for myself at any rate – a person is 
not under any circumstances doing anything other than trying to express 
without affectation, irrepressible conviction that has, in some specific form,
taken possession of him.

This paragraph is revealing in its unabashed affirmation of religious faith – mainstream 

Presbyterianism in her case – and even more revealing in what she is unable to 

illuminate.  She is tongue-tied when she attempts to articulate the real task of the writer. 

It is hardly possible to be more vague than to say that the primary motivation is to 



express conviction.  Notice again her peculiar tic as a writer, that at the very moment of 

first person confession – "for myself at any rate" – she switches immediately to "a 

person," and later to the third person, thereby implying a generalization.  It is difficult to 

know, then, whether she thinks she has gone to the root of every writer's task or is 

continuing to speak only for herself while viewing herself from a great distance.  What is

additionally curious about this almost meaningless verbiage is how dogmatic she is – 

this indefinite person "is not under any circumstances doing anything other than . . ."

cf. Emily Dickinson

Perhaps a comparison and contrast with another poet who had to cope with a god-like 

parent will be illuminating.

Emily Dickinson grew up in an authoritarian household.  It was presided over by 

a seemingly benign autocrat, one who ruled with a velvet glove.  Edward Dickinson 

avoided the mistake Mary Moore made with her son Warner: when Emily's brother 

Austin was set to break away and take up the practice of law in Chicago, Edward 

eschewed strong-arm tactics and instead offered to make Austin a partner in his own 

practice and to build a house for him and his new bride . . . next door.  Edward's two 

daughters, like Marianne, lived in the parental home all their lives and never married.  

Emily regarded him as the gentlest of men, although terrible and remote in his essential 

loneliness, which only drew her toward him more poignantly.  Like Moore, she had not a

word of criticism to say against this deity, although she could joke about him to Austin 

and once, when he expressed irritation with a chipped plate, took the offending 



chinaware to the back yard and smashed it with a rock.

Dickinson knew she was suffocating, even if she could not have identified 

patriarchy generally and her father in particular as the causes; and she knew she 

wanted to escape.  Her poems burn with the fierce emotions that her excruciating 

predicament fomented.  Marianne Moore's plight was far more psychologically disabling:

she was the subject of a totalitarian regime that was the more insidious because of its 

utopian veneer.  Mary Warner Moore annihilated half of her daughter's humanity out of a

selfishness that was disguised as a cloak of motherliness so seemingly warm and pure 

and principled that it looked to her two children like morality itself: she engulfed them in 

unceasing attention, some of it imaginative and indulgent, most of it ostensibly caring, 

and all of it drawing them into her narcissistic circle of exceptionalism.  Therefore 

Marianne never saw the instruments of destruction, and mistook her mother's emotional

parasitism, which operated with daemonic energy and thoroughness, for love.  She 

thought her half-a-loaf was the whole of life – a forgivable, even inevitable, delusion 

under the circumstances.  She could no more know what had been done to her than a 

lobotomized patient can know.  Her lifeless poetry is the grotesquely fitting monument to

her tragedy.

Here is the paradox: at first glance, Emily Dickinson may appear to be the more 

damaged of the two poets.  Confining herself to the family property and refusing to offer 

her work to publishers, she makes a striking contrast to Moore, who edited a prestigious

literary journal, mixed with cultured society, and became an exponent of the avant-

garde.  While Moore writes with cool objectivity and little or no intrusion of her 

personality, Dickinson seems to be self-absorbed to the last possible degree – every 



poem an inventory of her own consciousness, an exploration of what she thinks or feels.

The entire Civil War goes by, during which time she writes a thousand poems – and only

a handful unequivocally reference the national cataclysm.  But it is just such an 

investigation of self that frees up her capacious empathy for others.  Moore erases her 

self from her poetry, and possibly from her own consciousness, doing her utmost to turn

herself into a camcorder.  She goes further: she removes even the infectious rhythms 

and meters, the beguiling rhymes, and the musical resonances that heighten poetic 

diction and render it distinct from everyday language, and thus automatically 

expressive; instead she pushes her cadence in the opposite direction, toward that of 

scientific discourse, and thereby achieves a flatness of affect unrivaled in poetic speech.

In terms of prosody, she achieves what she set out to do, more's the pity; in terms of 

content, what she suppresses is revealed by the very suppression.  When almost 

everything human is missing from a human communication, we take note of that.

Thomas Wentworth Higginson, visiting Emily Dickinson in Amherst for the first 

time and briefly encountering Edward Dickinson, wrote that the father was "thin dry & 

speechless – I saw what her life has been."  But he was referring only to her domestic 

slavery and acquiescence in the unchangeable routine of her life.  He knew very well 

from the incisive and sometimes explosive poems and letters that she sent him that her 

inner life was vibrant and instinct with passion.  Dickinson revered her father as a god 

but knew him to be austere and undemonstrative, and she never allowed his view of life 

to contaminate her own.  The idea that she would have submitted her poetry to him for 

correction is risible.  Moore, by contrast, did not dare to withhold a single poem from the

all-seeing household deity.  She supinely adopted every emendation, even though her 



mother, competent enough as a grammarian, had no sympathy for the kind of poetry her

daughter was writing, and condemned it for what Eliot and Stevens liked about it.

It would be a mistake to credit Dickinson with more "character" than Moore.  

Children can have only as much character – as much autonomy, courage, and self-

reliance – as the parents permit.  Almost all children are lucky enough to benefit from 

occasional spasms of parental inattention.  Psychologists even speak of "benign 

neglect" as the good fortune sometimes enjoyed by the younger children of controlling 

parents, who have invested most of their resources in the firstborn child and do not 

have the time and energy left to break the will of the other siblings.  Marianne, however, 

was dealing with a parent who was a prodigy of invasiveness and control.  She could 

not even profit from the example that Warner gave her of how to liberate herself, at least

partially – she regarded him as having done an unspeakable wrong to the parental 

paragon.

We are not authorized to dispute another person's claim of happiness: Marianne 

professed herself to be the happiest and luckiest of daughters; and in old age, she 

seemed to others to greatly enjoy her celebrity status, especially after she recovered 

from the prolonged trauma of her mother's death.  But we know what false 

consciousness can do – old Bolsheviks went to their executions still lauding Stalin.  

Gerard Manley Hopkins – forbidden by the Jesuits to publish his poetry, assigned to 

placements that were uncongenial to his temperament, posted to Ireland where his 

isolation was exacerbated, deeply depressed (as his astonishing "terrible sonnets" 

reveal), and finally dying young – said with his last breath, "I am so happy, I am so 

happy.  I loved my life."  We need not be imposed upon by this.  But he too, like 



Dickinson and unlike Moore, filled his poetry with an authentic record of his inner 

experience.

Emily Dickinson, smothered but psychologically intact, covers the full range of 

human emotions.  Marianne Moore, even more smothered, and psychologically 

maimed, excises virtually all human feeling from her verse.  Her life, and what is 

revealed by means of all that is conspicuously absent from her poetry, testifies to the 

malign power that a thoroughgoing tyranny can achieve over its subjects.  The Moore 

household was a microcosmic North Korea; Mary was the Dear Leader; and Marianne 

never got out of Pyongyang until the tyrant's death released her into a curiously 

effervescent life after life.


