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In the introduction to his selection of Jones Very's poetry in The Oxford
Book of Ameri£an Verse,F. O. Matthiessen remarks that "Jones Very was as
little familiar to his contemporaries as he is to us" (xix). In fact, however,
though it is probably true that few contemporaries of any mystic could claim
to understand him fully, Jones Very was a familiar fact of life for some time
in the Harvard College, Salem, and Concord communities. Since he was a
figure whose unconventional behavior as well as his genius made it
impossible to ignore, a good many of Very's associates did comment on and
attempt to analyze him. Many of these observations have been recorded,
sometimes somewhat sketchily, but more fully than has generally been
recognized. Since the appearance of the two biographies of Very, William I.
Bartlett's in 1942 and Edwin Gittleman's in 1967, considerable, though
fragmentary, new biographical material has surfaced, some of it having
appeared in articles, some of it still unpublished. This paper will look at
Veryfs interaction with such friends, acquaintances, and observers as his
students at Harvard, the Unitarian establishment, several of the
Transcendentalists, and the Peabody family, in light of this new evidence. I
hope that this material will further illuminate Very's personality and dispel
some of the sense of mysterywhich has surrounded him.

Jones Very was not alwaysan enigma,an isolatedand alienatedfigure.
During his early manhood in Salem he seems to have participated rather
fully in civicaffairs; he served as clerk of the volunteer Fire Club, recording
and reporting minutes of its meetings to the local newspaper (Salem
Observer,16 July 1836). As a student at Harvard, he was fully involved in
the college life. It is true that his interests as an undergraduate took a
decidedly religious and literary turn; he attended weekly meetings of a
"Society for Religious Improvement" organized by Henry Ware, Jr. He
sometimes spent Sunday evenings singing hymns with his roommates, James
Chisholm and Thomas Bernard West, with whom he occupied "the whole
upper story of the third entry, in Holworthy" (Conrad 12-13). And his
poetry appeared not only in the student literary publication, Harvardiana,
but in the Knickerbocker as well (Deese, "Calendar" 308-347). ObviouSlya
serious student, Very wrote the prize-winning Bowdoin essay in both his
junior and senior years, the first Harvard student ever to do so, and finished
second in his class. He composed both the sophomore and senior class
songs. There seems to be nothing of the mystic or the religious fanatic in
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