Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-1950)
Born in Rockland, Maine, Edna St Vincent Millay, the eldest of three daughters, was encouraged by her mother to explore the worlds of music and poetry. When she was twenty her work began to be recognised, especially the celebrated extended poem 'Renascence', a spiritual vision cast in lucid octosyllabic couplets; and thanks to a patron she was able to attend Vassar College. She moved to Greenwich Village in 1917 and made her living as an actress, playwright, satirist and freelance, continuing to compose poetry. Here she explored her sexual ambivalences, and here too she began her heavy drinking. As a correspondent, she was sent to Europe by Vanity Fair in 1921-2. By then her second book of poems had given her a wry reputation: she was becoming a poet to take seriously, a master of traditional forms whose originality was tonal and intellectual. Hers was the voice of the 'New Woman', speaking with unabashed frankness about love and other themes. In subsequent collections the sometimes posed ironies and effects that coloured her writing diminished and an altogether less playful, more engaged lyrical voice emerged. She became the outstanding sonnet-writer of the twentieth century.


She married in 1923, the same year in which she was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for poetry, the first woman do so, and she travelled, went on reading tours and firmed up her audience across the United States. From 1925 her husband settled her at Steepletop in Austerlitz, New York. He wanted to give her freedom to engage uninterruptedly with her Muse, and this he did; but she engaged too at one remove in public controversies, most notably in her poems attempting to stay the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti in 1927; and later, as her reputation declined, she turned her hand to other kinds of work, including anti-fascist writing, remote from her earlier poetic concerns. 


Setting Millay among the Modernists makes her seem a curiously old-fashioned, romantic spirit; she accepts and exploits traditional means and is not minded to disrupt or discard them; she writes directly about feelings, even awkward feelings, and the poems are always accessible. She has an old-fashioned reverence for poetic beauty and is not ashamed to devote herself to its pursuit. Her sense of life's ironies is acute, especially those treacherous ironies of love and relationship developing and dying in time. She is not embarrassed by the exclamation mark, the vocative, the unabashed declaration. She does not question her tools, being keen instead on perfecting them. She is, in free verse as in metre, a consummate sound artist; there is no evidence, however, that she was brushed more than lightly by the wings of Modernism. She contributed to the development of a modern prosody, but the development of Modernist forms was of little interest to her.


The conventions with which her verse does battle were social, not poetic: she rejected the roles that had been devised for women, and other roles that demanded conformity and punished independence. Beyond roles there were the social and spiritual rules that seemed to underpin them and that she found sometimes intractable, sometimes arbitrary. Her sense of love, however, remained true to the young loves she had had; in her protected seclusion at Steepletop, she revisited earlier intensities as they receded in time. The present became a space largely of elegy and wan re-creation, and then, triumphantly, a place in which the fogs clear and she can write a resigned and eloquent philosophical and nature poetry.

