
About Joan Murray’s Poems

This PDF document is a facsimile of Poems by Joan Murray,
published in 1947 by Yale University Press as part of their Yale
Series of Younger Poets.As it states in the flap copy below, Joan
Murray’s Poems was the first book to be selected by W. H.
Auden for the series, a controversial choice given the mission
statement for the series, since the author was already deceased.
Auden did not prepare the poems for publication himself and
the editorial process was a little unusual:After Murray’s death
in 1942, Murray’s mother hired a poet named Grant Code, a
family friend, to select and edit her daughter’s work. Code’s
organization and revisions were fairly heavy-handed, as he
himself admits in his Editor’s Note below. Still, when I read
through the author’s papers in the archives at Smith College in
2002, some of Code’s so-called improvements to Murray’s
poems seemed to me unjustified.

It’s true that Murray’s spelling and punctuation were
irregular and her diction idiosyncratic, but in my opinion
Code’s attempt to regularize Murray’s style weakened some of
the poems, and Murray’s work could have been better served
by a more trusting editor. Because working with Code and the
poet’s mother proved to be a trying experience, in the end
Auden and the Yale Press editors simply had to hope the
poems would speak for themselves, and they have. Despite the
untimely death of the author, the flawed editorial work, and
the fact that the book has been out of print for decades,
Murray has managed to earn something of a underground
reputation. John Ashbery mentions Murray (very briefly) as a
source of inspiration in his book of essays Other Traditions, and
introduced a handful of her poems for the St. Marks Poetry
Project Newsletter in October/November 2003.That piece,“On

the Poetry of Joan Murray” also appears in Ashbery’s Selected
Prose, published by University of Michigan Press in the U.S.
and Carcanet in the U.K. in 2004. Seven poems from the book
appeared in The Yale Younger Poets Anthology, where I first read
them in 1999 or so.You’ll also find Murray on lists of impor-
tant-yet-neglected poets by Susan Wheeler, Marcella Durand,
Brian Kim Stefans, and Larry Fagin, among others.

Since this work was first published in 1947, it was protected
by Yale’s copyright until 1975, when the press apparently did
not opt to extend the copyright protection.To the best of my
knowledge, Poems is now in the public domain, and I am dis-
tributing this electronic version free of charge, in the interest
of helping Murray’s fascinating poems find a larger audience.
Eventually, I would like to make the book available for cost in
paperback via Lulu.com, with an introduction based on my
thesis work, and including important variants, drafts, letters,
and perhaps a few pages from Murray’s journals, but that will
probably require another trip to Smith as well as their permis-
sion to publish additional documents from their collection.

Shanna Compton

January 2006
Half Empty/Half Full • Brooklyn, NY

www.shannacompton.com/half-empty.html
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Original Jacket Copy

This is the first volume to be
selected by W. H. Auden since he
became editor of the Yale Series
of Younger Poets.

Mr.Auden writes in his foreword:
“...Miss Joan Murray died at the
age of twenty-four. We are not
publishing her poems out of
charity, because she will never be
able to write any more, but
because they are good, and I hope
that the reader will approach her
work just as objectively as if she
were still alive, and not be dis-
tracted by sentimental speculation
about what she might have writ-
ten in the future that was denied
her.

“...A critical discussion of poetry
presuposes the that reader is
already familiar with the text, and
is therefore out of place, I think,
in the case of a new poet who has
still to be read. I shall merely sug-
gest to anyone who picks up this
volume in a bookstore to open it
and read, say, “You Talk of Art,:
“An Epithalamium,” “Even the
Gulls of the Cool Atlantic,” or
“Orpheus.” I am confident that, if
he is a true judge and lover of
poetry, he will neither leave the

continued on back flap

store without taking the volume
with him, nor ever regret his 
purchase.”

Joan Murray was born during an
air raid in London, February 12,
1917, the daughter of Stanley
Webster Murray, painter and illus-
trator, and Florence Margaret
Murray, diseuse. She went to
school in London, Paris, Chatham
(Ontario), and Detroit. Two
severe attacks of rheumatic fever
kept her out of school for long
periods and left a permanent
injury to the valves of her heart.
As a result, she was largely self-
educated, reading voraciously 
and taking occasional private
courses. She studied acting at the
schools of Theodora Irvine,
Daykarhavova, and Ouspenskaya
in New York, dancing with
Mikhail Mordkin, and appeared
in amateur and semiprofessional
plays. She had written poems,
short stories, and plays since she
was a small child.After a summer
walking trip in New England in
1941 she contracted an infection
traced to her heart injury, from
which she died, a month before
her twenty-fifth birthday.

Yale University Press
New Haven Connecticut
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