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‘Among the most gifted of his country’s
“saets, Edwin Arhington Robinson is also
‘notable for the scale and versatility of his
~work. Yet-it is not easy to recall a poem,
rge or small, that does not illustrate his
instaking zeal for perfection even in the
st-detail of structire or phrasing. His
perfectionism is not mere fussiness; but
“an intrinsic discipline of form and mean-
ing. Robinson is traly philosophical, pro-
found. in thought and expression, and
given to probing the subtlest areas of
human psychology. - SR
Robinson was descended through his
mother from Anne Bradstreet, New En-
gland’s first colonial poet. He was born at
Head Tide, Maine, on December 22,
1869, His father, aged fifty, had just then
retired from business, and the family at
““ofice: ‘moved - twelve miles down the
Kennebee, to Gardiner, the “Tilbury
Town” of his poems. - R
“ Robinson ‘had more than the usual
handicaps to overcome. Late-born into his
family, he was made conscious, as he grew
- 'up, of the examiple of his materially suc-
cessful brothers in a community where
- Such success was taken for granted. After
-~ graduation from high school he spent four
- difficult years in apparent idleness while
¢ading extensively and laboring steadily
~at his verse, which editors as steadily de-
clined to publish. -
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At the age of twenty-two he entered
Harvard University, and he remained for
two years as a special student, principally
of philosophy; literature, and languages.
The death of his father in 1893 caused his
withdrawal; and inaugurated a period of
mental depression. A chronic abscess of

- his ear for several years kept him in'pain,

and hefeared he would lose his mind. The
family inheritance was greatly reduced by
the panic of 1893*Both his brothers, who
had begun so brilliantly, proved unstable
and then died within a few years, while his
mother went into a lorig and harrowing ill-
ness. Just before his mother’s death; the

“serious love affair of his youth was ter-

minated in sorrow. Thereafter he shyly
avoided such entanglements; in any.case

“not until he.was fifty could he have mar-

ried on hisincome as a poet. © . -
His mother’s deathrelieved him of fam-
ily responsibility. In 1896 he settled in
New York, and unable to find a publisher,
he had The Torrent and the Night Before
printed at his own expénse. The February,

1897, Bookman observed that his verse

had the “true fire,” but that “the world is
not beautiful to him, but a prison house.”
Robinson’s letter of reply, in the March
number, contained ‘a now-famous ap-
praisal of his view of life: “The world is niot
a ‘prison house,’” he said, “but a kind of

 spiritualkindergarten where millions: of




‘bewildered infants aretrymgto Sp’éll ‘God’
‘with the wrong blocks.” The next year he
included most of these poems in his sec-

ond volume, The Childreri of the Night -

{1897}, again defraying the costs of publi-
cation. These volumes ushered into the
world such-“bewildered infants,” now fa- -
mous, as Aaron Stark, with “eyes like little
dollars,” and Richard Cory, for whom a
bullet was medicine, and Luke Havergal,
caught in the'web of fate, A
After a year in New York he aceepted an

appointment at Harvard as office secre-

tary to the president, but proved wholly
unfit for such routine. Back in New York,
while not gregarious, he was far from
being such a recluse as is often imagined.
According to Fullerton Waldo, he loved
the bustling life of the streets as “Charles
Lamb Joved. the tidal fullness along the
Strand.” For years he liyed in Greenwich
‘Village, in the then bohepriian area near
Washington Square. There he had as inti-
mates such writers and staunch friends as
Josephine Preston Peabody.and William
Vaughn Moody, whom he had known at
Harvard,and E. C. Stedman, Percy Mack-
aye, -Hermann, Hagedorn, Ridgely Tor-
rence;: and Daniel Gregory Mason, the
composer, -who. taught - music at . Co-
lumbia. - When Captain - Craig finally
secuted a publisher in 1902, the poet was
for a time spared the: knowledge that it
had been subsidized, secretly, by Gardiner
friends, The: revelation .of this, together
withthe small-sale of the volume, in-
creased his - desperation --during:-1903—
1904, when he worked as a subway-con-
struction inspector., Creative work under
these circumstances was nearly impossi-
ble i ar i e e e
.- In March:of 1905, he received his first
check in ten years for writing-accepted by
:a magazine, and within a week there ar-
rived a letter from the president of the
United States. Kermit Roosevelt, whose
- master at- Groton was a Gardiner friend of
the poet’s, had sent his-father a copy of
' The Children of the Night, which the presi-
- dent-had much admired. Now, learning of
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« House at New York. The salary was smjl)
. but Robinson had once again the time ap,

“this notable poet depended in part iip

-narrative, dialogue, and dramatic effec

“from the recognition of essential mcon
_gruities at the core of reality, and rewards .

:World: Wat. -Merlin_appeared .in. 1917,

the i)ééf’s p]fgflf, hehad hi.rﬁ':azpp.;mnteé t
a clerkship in the United States Custo,

‘energy for poetry. By the end of Roose
velt’s term he had prepared the volum
“The Town Down the River (1910), and th
president’s influence had secured its pub
lication by Scribner’s. :

Although it is reported that for year

the unobtrusive benefactions of his ad
mirers, he was never again forced to wast
his limited strength to obtain mere sub
sistence. A studio was provided for him
New York. After 1911 he spent many su
mers at the MacDowell Colony at Pe
borough, New Hampshire, a retreat
artists, established in memory of Edwar
MacDowell. ‘There, through succeedin
summers; he. completed the longer work
of his second period. -+ -~ . .. 5

*In the Arthurian poems, each the sizeo
a separate volume; Robinson develope
highly individualized blank verse, loft
character .yet. modern in its . speech
rhythms,equally adaptable for sustai

and- for the poet’s. characteristic disous
sion of ideas. His wit is iowhere seen-to
better advantage than in his long narra
tives. It is not dependent upon what i
comic in the ordinary sense, but spri

only those who can follow the poet’s fun
damental thinking. The Arthurian poems
are faithful to the sources—Malory and
such continental chroniclers .as Wolf
ram--but the characters have been.rein-:
terpreted in modern terms. The world of
Arthur, in chaos as a result of the greed
and faithlessness of its leadership; corte
sponded, it seemed to Robinson,.to the
condition of things at the time of the'First -

Lancelot in 1920, and Tristram in 1927 =
- The poet’s financial rewards increased :
very slowly, but his first Collected Poems .
(1921) was awarded the Pulitzer Prize,and



- was The Man Who Died Twice (1924), a

heme of regeneration. Tristram also won
. the Pulitzer Prize, and as a selection of the
Literary Guild, a book club, it gave the
poet his first large sale. During the re-
naining nine years of his life, Robinson’s
- financial worries were ended,

In his last years Robinson created sey-
| long narratives of modern life, begin-
g with Cavender’s House (1929). These

‘dealing, in vatious lights, with the nature

of human guilt or fidelity, with the de-
“structiveness of the desire for power or for
- possession, The Glory of the Nightingales
(1930) and Matthias at the Door {1931)
“4re the climax of Robinson’s eriticism of
‘modern life, and subtly incorporate the
- constant symbols of light, darkniess, regen-

is poetry from the beginning and reach
- their highest tragic synthesis in Tristram.
Talifer (1933} is a social comedy of sub-
‘Hety and brilliant wit, in a vein of mean-
-mgful worldliness. King Jasper (1935), al-
‘though it shows traces of the fatigue of a

major narrative of fantastic .design but
great power and moral significance, on the -

dre psychological studies of character, all

ration, and responsibility that prevail in -
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- dying man, is a cleverly managed allegory,

and is interesting as revealing the final
phase of the poet’s developing concept of
patrician responsibility in democratic
leadership. -
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Luke Havergal.

Go to the western gate, Luke Havergal,

There where the vines cling crimson on the wall,

And in the twilight wait for what will come.

The leaves will whisper there of her, and some,

Like flying words, will strike you as they fall; 5
But go, and if you listen she will call. .-

Go to the western gate, Luke Havergal—

Luke Havergal. : o

No, there is not a dawn in eastern skies

To rift the fiery night that’s in your éyes; 10
But there, where western glooms are gathering,

The dark will end the dark, if anything:

God slays Himself with every leaf that flies,

And hell is more than half of paradise.

No, there is not a dawn in eastern skies— 13
In eastern skies.

Out of a giravé_l come to tell you this, = .
Out of a grave I come to quench the kiss’ ‘
That flames upon your forehead witha glow
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o thter but one that faith may. never miss.

. "But go, and if you trust hershe will cail i
- There is the western gate, Luke Havergal— - "7 -
] Luke Haverga] :

“That blinds you té the way that you must go.
Yes, there is yet one way to where she is,

Outofa grave I come to tell you thzs—
To tell you this. -

“There is the western gate, Luke Havergaf
- ‘Thiere are the crimson leaves upon the wall.
"“'Go, for the winds are tearing them away,—
- Nor think to riddle the dead words they say, -
‘Nor-any more to feel them as they fall;

The House on the Hlﬂ

Thcy are all gone away, ..
The House is shut and stlil
°There is nothing more to say.

. Through broken walls and gay .
' ."The winds blow bleak and shrill:”
They are all gone away

o .'Nor is there_on_e to-day
To speak them good orill:
There s nothing more to say.

Why is it then we stray
Around the sunken sill? -
They are all gone away,

-And our poor fancy-play -
For them is wasted skill:
There is nothing more to say. -

There is ruin and decay .

In the House on the Hill:
They are all gone away, O
Theie is nothing more to say.

1894, 1896
The Clerks

I did not think that I should find tﬁeﬁ ti-ler.e. _

When I came backagdin; buit there they stood,

As in the days they dreamed of when young | blood

Was in their cheeks and women called them fair.

Be sure, they met me with an ancient air,—
And yes, there was a shop-worn brotherhood



Aunt Imogen’ - 895

About them; but the men were just as good, -
And just as human as they ever were. . =

And yvou that ache so much to be sublime; -
And you that feed yourselves with your descent, ... 10
‘What comes of all your visions and your fears?: . -
Poets and kings are but the clerks of Time,

Tiering the same dull webs of discontent; .7
Clipping the same sad alnage! of the years.: ...

T TR 1896
Richard Coty.

Whenever Rmhard Cory went down town
We people on the pavement looked at hxm
He was a gentleman from sole to crown, -
Clean favored, and 1mperlaﬂy shm

And he was always quxetly arrayed o 5
And he was always human when he talked

But still he fluttered pulses when he said, -

‘Good-morning,” and he ghttered when he waiked

And he was nch——yes ncher than a kmg— _‘ U

And admirably schooled in every grace: . A 10
In fine, we thought that he was everythmg o

To make us wish that we were in his place.

So on we worked, and walted for the hght ‘

And went.without the meat, and cursed the bread

And Richard Cory, one calm surnmer nzght I i5
Went home and puta builet through his, head '

1897

it g -

Aunt lmogen was comsng, ‘and therefore oo
The children—Jane, Sylvester, and Young George— o
Were eyes and ears; for there was only one " :
Aunt Imogen to them in the whole world, o
And she'was in it only for four weeks - o i" o 5
In fifty-two. But those great bites of txme -

Made all Septembeér a Queen’s Festival,

And they would strive, informally, to make _

The most of them ———~The mother understood ,

And wisely stepped away. Aunt Imogen j‘ o : 10
Was there for only one month in theyear, . =~

While she, the mother,~—she was always theré;

And that was what made all the differénce, =

She knew it must be so, for Jarie had once L

Expounded it to her 50 leamedly S 15
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1 A measurement of cloth, by the ell



