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E. E. CUMMINGS
“MY FATHER MOVES THROUGH DOOMS OF LOVE” 

 “IN JUST-SPRING” 
This handout was prepared by Dr. William Tarvin, a retired professor of literature. Please visit my free website www.tarvinlit.com. Over 500 works of American and British literature are analyzed there for free.

An ANSWER KEY is provided at the end of this handout (p. 4).
I.  INTRODUCTION 


A.  THEMES


1.  The poetry of E. E. Cummings (1894-1962) celebrates the individual (who is opposed by mass society), the loner, the lover, and the nonconformist.  



2.  He is outraged by human cruelty (“manunkind,” not “mankind,” in Cummings’s word).  



3.  He often praises nature (springtime and the beauty of the earth) and childhood (its wonder and innocence).  



4.   He attacks the conformity and clichés of modern life.  


B.  STYLE


     
1.   Technically, he experimented with devices which appeal to the reader’s eyes rather than the reader’s ears:




a.   Capitalization or lack of it.  It is said that he was forced to use lower cases for his name (e. e. cummings) because of the typographical inadequacy of the press of one of the small printers who published some of his early poems.  He liked the way his lowercase name looked and kept it that way in all later books.  He also began to experiment with capitalization in the lines of his poems. 




b. Unconventional punctuation, line breaks, and hyphenation, all of which give his verse bizarre stanza shapes.




c.   Distorted syntax where nouns, adjectives, and even adverbs are turned into verbs and vice versa.


   
2.  He uses much humor, especially produced by punning and slang.  


  
 3.   He makes use of both perfect rhyme and slant rhyme.

II.  “MY FATHER MOVED THROUGH DOOMS OF LOVE” 

1.   This poem is an elegy for Cummings’s father, Rev.  Edward Cummings.  The following is a paraphrase of the poem, listing qualities of Cummings’s father as revealed stanza by stanza.


2.   Stanza 1:  His father was full of boundless “________” (1) and was very optimistic (3).


3.  Stanzas 2-3:  His father stressed the possibilities of life (the “______”) (7) and inspired others to become the best they could be (10-12): “woke _________” (12). 


4.  Stanzas 4-6:  He comforted the tormented (13-16) and felt and brought “_____” to others (18-23).


5.   Stanzas 7-8:  He was a “________[er]” (28), but lived in the “_________”-and-“___________” real world (29).  He was loved by others who put him on a pedestal (29-32).


6.  Stanza 9:  His father scorned “________” and commandments written in “thou-‘_________’-and-‘shall’” stone.   Instead, he was guided by his feelings (34-36): “right as ________” (35) and “green as ____________” (36).


7.  Stanzas 10-11:  His father’s old age is compared to  the fall  of  the year (37-44), but even as he “marched  against  the ________  [the  inevitability of death]” (44), his  father celebrated the present, termed the “__________________ is” (40).


8.  Stanza 12-13:   He was never a hypocrite—“as true as _________” (45) and was inclusive in his love, never desiring to exclude anyone (49-50).  He brought “__________” (51) into children’s lives (51-52).


9.   Lines 53-66 contrasts his father with the hypocrites who control the world.  


10.  Stanza 14:  These hypocrites and haters of life delight in “________[ing]” (53).  They turn “________ and blood” into “mire and ______” (54).  They treat “________________” as something which can be bought and sold (56).


11. Stanzas 15-16:   These hypocrites give in order   to “_________” (57) and are kind in order to be “_________” (57).   They inspire “________” (58) in the “heart” and “doubt” in the “_______” (58).  They consider nonconformity (that is, being different) “a _________” (59) and conformity as the “____________” of being (60).

They turn the “bright”   into   the “________” (61) and the “sweet” into the “___________” (62).  They stress the negative and the death-in-life:   “______________ minus and ________ death” (63).  


12. Stanza 17:  These deceivers treat truth as the “___________” of our inheritances (65), and finally they live to hate (66). The poet offers his father in the place of these haters of life as one who loved life (67-68).
III.  “IN JUST-SPRING”

1.   The poem creates the excitement of a ________ day when a balloon seller comes to a place where __________ are playing.  He ________ to get their attention.


2.   The balloon man is no ordinary street peddler.   The “_______-footed” (20) figure who is ushering in spring is the ancient Greek god Pan, who whistles with his syrinx or bound-together hollow reeds known as pan pipes. 


In mythology, when _____ blew on his pipes in the spring, all the  creatures of the field and wood came running.   Thus Cummings’s city scene reenacts this ancient ritual.

3.  The poem uses created words, such as “_______-luscious” (2-3) and “puddle-____________” (10).  Notice the d/l alliteration and consonance in these words. 


Alliteration is the repetition of a consonant or vowel at the beginning of a stressed word or a stressed syllable of a word.  “In Just-Spring contains much l ____________.  



Consonance is the repetition of only a consonant in the middle of or at the end of a stressed syllable of a word. 



Cummings’s playful creation of these original words matches the spontaneity, hurry, and jostle of the children at _______.  The run-together words suggest that sometimes things happen so _________ that you cannot really  be sure of what you have seen.  

4.   The opening line means that _________ has just arrived, although there is a pun on the word unjust.    


5.  The poem is written in free verse, that is, a poem which does not use rhyme or a fixed rhythm or meter.

6.  It is organized into alternating four-line and  one-line stanzas with a floating refrain in the thrice-repeated “the . . . balloonman whistles ____ and ___” (4-5; 11-12), meaning “far and wide,” that is, “in every direction.”  Each time this reference to the balloon man is preceded by an  announcement that it is  “_________”  (2; 9; 18).  


7.   The merged words giving the names of some of the children,  “_______________________” (6) and “____________________” (14), echo each other in both vowel and consonant sounds.

ANSWER KEY
II.  “My Father Moved Through Dooms of Love”


2. love.


3.  if; dreams.


4.  joy.


5.  dream[ers]; flesh; blood.


6.  pomp; must; rain; grain.


7.  dark; immeasurable.


8.  bread; spring.


10.  kill[ing]; flesh; mud; freedom.


11.  steal; cruel; fear; mind; disease; pinnacle; dull; bitter; maggoty; dumb.


12.  least.

III.  “In Just-Spring”


1.  spring; children; whistles.


2.  goat; Pan.


3.  mud; wonderful; alliteration; play; quickly.


4.  spring.


6.  far; wee; spring.


7.  eddieandbill; bettyandisbel.  

