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e. e. cummings:  “My Sweet Old Etcetera”


Well, e. e. cummings’ style is not ordinary in the least, and “My Sweet Old Etcetera” provides a perfect example.  Even though there is somewhat of a narrative structure to this poem, it is not obvious on a first, second, or even third read!


I think he uses “etcetera” to show the commonness of what is happening in the poem.  It seems as though the speaker is at war, and I find it interesting that he doesn’t use himself initially to bring this point out.  Instead, he uses his aunt:  “aunt lucy during the recent / war could and what / is more did tell you just / what everybody was fighting / for” (2-6).  Other clues help too; at the end of the poem, he says that he “lay quietly / in the deep mud” (20-21).  These lines give an image of a soldier at war.


But again, we have to wait for his point of view.  Most of the poem revolves around the speaker’s family and what they’re doing regarding the war.  His aunt is the know it all, his sister is helping the war effort (“isabel created hundreds / (and / hundreds)of socks not to / mention shirts fleaproof earwarmers” (8-11)), his mother hopes that he will “die etcetera / bravely,” and his father tells stories about “how it was / a privilege” (14-15, 17-18).  I think the repetition of “etcetera” serves as a constant reminder of how common this story really is.  The relatives remain nameless and faceless for the most part, and their actions seem to be very ordinary.  They all take on common roles of everyday people while the country is at war.

However, by the end of the poem, the reader feels close to the speaker who lays in the mud.  After all of the pride that his parents have shown, he finds himself “(dreaming, / et /       cetera, of / Your smile / eyes knees and of our Etcetera)” (22-26).  Here, I think the speaker uses the etceteras in two interesting ways.  The first time, he splits it over two lines with spaces on the second line to show the splitting of himself from his “Sweet Old Etcetera.”  I also observed that the only capital letters in the entire poem come at the end with the first mention of the person to whom he is speaking:  “Your smile…your Etcetera.”  I think these lines are the transition point in the poem.  The meaning of the word etcetera begins to change here.  Instead of being all of the common, ordinary, standard characteristics that represented before, Etcetera now represents all of the uniqueness of his sweet old etcetera.  Her “etcetera” is the thing he misses most; her smile, eyes, and knees are just the beginning of what he remembers, and the rest of her is beyond words.  So he has no choice but to use the word “etcetera” to sum up who she is.


Ultimately, this is a poem of longing for someone and of people misunderstanding what’s important.  While the rest of the family is focused on the war, the speaker, who is the person in the middle of the war, can only focus on one thing:  the girl that he has left back home.

