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PREFACE

My thesls is chronologlcally arranged to consider
the criticism of each new book of Edwin Arlington Robinson's
as 1t appeared.and includes as well comments by his friends
and important literary persons of the time.

I have no 1llusions that the material which I present
is exhaustive, but I do believe that I have covered (though
due to the mass, selectively) the important material that is
avallable in the Michligan State College Library, the Michigan
State Library, and The Detroit Public Library.

I'am grateful to Doctor lLawrence for suggesting the
topic, Doctor Orbeck for encouraging me, and I am particularly
- grateful to Doctor Russell B. Nye who has guided me and en-

abled me to make the mass of my material readable.

Alice Lucille Cody
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THE FORMATIVE YEARS

Edwin Arlington Robinson was born into an old
New England family. His father, Edward Robilnson, came
of a family who had long been expert carpenters and
shipwrights. In his youth he and two of his brothers
wcrked as shipwrights in Boston and New York. After
his father d1ed he moveldl back to Malne and ran a general
store at Head-of-the-Tide. It was there that he met
and married iary Elizabeth Palmer, a school teacher
fifteen years younger than he. 3She was a descendant of
Thomas Dudley,the second colonial governor of Massachu-
setts, and of Nudley's daughter, Mercy Woodibridgze, who
was a sister to Anne Bradstreet, the first American
woman poet. Edward and liary Robinson had three children,
Dean, Herman amd FEAwin Arlington. Shortly after "§in's"
birth in 1869 the offer of a directorship in the Gardiner
bank caused Edward Robinson to move his family to the
larger town, wnich became the Tilbury Town of his son's
poems.

Thougzh Maine was developed by a handful of able
men from lKassachusetts, the Puritan culture never flower-
ed luxuriantly there, but neither 4i1d it deteriorate.
Maine always kept 1ts contact with the intellectual
life of its mother state. The towns of conseguence,
mostly seaports, also kept contacts with Europe and the

Orient. Country lawyers, here ami there, sent their
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sons to Oxford or Heldelberg. Ship bullders brouznht back
I’ing porcelain and some knowledge of Chinese art and
civilization. Through the shippinz trade the Continent
secued nearer to the people of Maine than New York, Wash-
ington, or St. Louis.

There was no sharp divislon in lfalne between
educated men and farmers. The educated were freqguently
farmers on the side and the farmers themselves often
read avidly and with discrimination. There were practi-
cally no theatres in Maine and few "lyceums". xKeading
was the maln diversion and almost the only permissible
escape from the tedium of the interminable winters.
Everybody seemed to read, and not a few wrote., Aside
from the reminiscences of missionaries anmd the speeches
of Daniel VWebster there was the romantic influence of

Scott's The Lady of the Lake; the social-religious-

romantic influence of Harriet Beecher Stowe, who wrote

Uncle Tom's Cabin in Brunswick, Maine; and the medlaeval

romanticism of the one-time Bowdoin college instructor,
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

The Gardiner of Robinson's youth was not the
thriving shipping center it had once been. The Robinson
timber fortune vanished along with many others and Gar-
diner abounded in men who had once been important but
who had no 1life any longer to shape to their code. The
town itself was named after a clan which buillt for 1itself
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A Tudor mansion of grey stone with rounded bow windowe,
strangely like a llanor House. But 1t was in need of re-
palr and stood empty much of the time. 1In order to keep
it the owner had sold the outlying acres and had gone into
business in Boston. It was from this backgroumd that rob-
inson drew the characters of his Tilbury Town - the lonely
fallen men who slept in doorways, the skirt-crazed old
reprobates, the misers, the spendthrifts, the o0ld men left
behind, and the respected citizens who blew their brains
out.

While Robinson was growing up he showed no practical
talents amd not much aptitude for conventional study, but
he read widely and began writing verse while In high school.
He was accepted as an equal "among the boys" and was cheer-
ful, cooperative anl even affectionate at home. He had
access to his brother Dean's medical books ard became a
temporary hypochondriac, thoroughly convinced that he was
suffering from all of the ugly diséases plctures. Later he
became aware that he was different from others and 4id not
fit into fanlly 1ife. His father was aware of hils acute
intelligence and was proud of him, but he gave him no
fellowship.

Because Robinson was the youngest the unwanted
chores fell to him and he of course resented 1it. He
then found a sort of foster-home with some neighbors,

Allice and Gus Jordan. Gus was an ex-salilor turned insur-
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ance salesman; he and hils wife were sympathetic and
unierstood the boy. They encouraged his love of strange
words ard helped him bulld his vocabulary. His passion
for words perhaps accounts for the exotic vocabulary
which appeared in his early poetry. His reading was
widely varled - Horatio alger, Jules Verne, Shakespeare,
and Dickens Jostled each other in his mind. He particu-
larly liked Dickens for his humor, his sympathy, and his
characters. In high sciool he took the "scientific"
course not because he had any particular interest in
science but because 1t omitted Greek. At the time he
had no intention of golng to college.

It was while he was in high school tnat he met
Dr, Alanson Tucker iSchumann, & homeopathlc physiclan
ard literary amateur. He was lmpressed by Robinéon's
ability and introduced him to the local literary group,
where he became acquainted with the poetry of Ronsard,
Villon and Verlailne. At seventeen he was also absorbed
in Thackeray, Tennyson and his beloved Dickens. wobinson
and Schumann were closely assoclated for several years
and read and criticized each other's poetry. Schumann
appears to have been a man of some intelllgence and may
have had some influence on Robinson's style, He was
devoted to early French forms - the rondeau, the ballade,
ard the villanelle - and some of Robinson's early work

i1is in these forms.
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During these years Robinson's brother Dean took to
narcotics and alcohol to sustain himself in the hardships
of country medical practice. His brother Herman took
over the family business and Kobinson remained at home to
look after his ailing father and brother. His father
felt that Dean's case proved the worthlessness of a college
education and refused to serd young "Win" to college.

So Robinson spent an extra year in high school ard

added Horace and FParadise Lost to his reaiing list.

Finally, when an infection in his ear (brought about by a
blow given him years before by a teacher) required that

he spend a year within reach of a Boston physician,

Herman convinced his father that "Win" shoull be permitted
to attend Harvard while he was there, At Harvard he read
Swinburne, Rossetti, Austin Dobson, Wnitman, found

Spinoza enticing and discovered Thomas Hardy. Members of
the Harvard faculty who were within the range of Robinson's
interest were Charles Eliot jorton, Lewis Gates, Josiah
royce, Le Baran Briggs and Barrett Wendell, Estelle
Kaplan and Lloyd Morriss attribute the transcendental in-
clination of Robinson's thought to Royce's influence at
this time. Yvor Winters does not agree but belleves that
it i1s more 1likely to be the result of his readings in
Emerson and Thoreau, and adds that "what one might call

folk atmosphere of the upper levels of New England Soclety
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would suffice".1 Besides Emerson, his favorite writers
at this period seeat to have been Carlyle, Crabbe, Arnold
ard Kilpling.

Robinson's father had been slowly dying for five
years; before the college year was up, obinson had to
return home to be with him during his last few weeks.,
Edward Robinson had become interested in spiritualism in
his last days and Hagedorn's blography mentions that
"there were table tappings and once the table came off
the floor, 'cutting my universe' as Robinson later told
a friend 'clean in half'. As the end approached, other
artlcles of furnlture began to levitate. Rows of books
on a snelf were swept to the floor". These last months
with his father, Robinson told a friend, "were a living
he11",?

He went back to Harvard for another year and then
left. He had never intended to take a degrese; further-
more the family business was declining. Robinson suffer-
ed acutely with his ear anl 1lived in fear of the doctor's
intimatlions that the damage mlght reach his brain and
cause insanlity.

At the time he was writing such poems as '"Luke

lyvor Winters, Edwin Arlington Robinson, 4.

2Herman Hagedorn Edwin Arlington Robinson, 77.
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Havergal" and "The Clerks" which were later to appear in

The Children of the Night, but he was unable to make any

impression upon the editors of The Atlantic, Century,

Harper's, or Scribner's, though Lippincott's published

a sonnet on Poe and The Critic published "Oh, for a Poet".
One editor offered to take "The Torrent" for fifteen
dollars on cordition that the poet would change the last
two lines. The change seemed pointless to Robinson and
he rejected the offer, His collection of rejection slips
grew and even included a few from England. He began to
have doubts of his poetic ability and some misglvings
about the future if he persisted in his decision to give
his 1ife to poetry. He then turned to writing short
stories which he hoped might do for American 1life what
Francols Coppee's had done for the French. The titles
of some were "John Town", "Lily Condillac", "Those lerry
Gentlemen and their Wives" and "The Barcarolle". This
last was the story of a man who had been haunted through
all the crises of his 1life by a boat song until at last
he heard the tune whistled by a stone cutter carving a
tombstone -- on which he sees his own name emerge under
the chisel. But imaginative as they were, 1t seemed that
the magazines would have none of Robinson's prose fiction,
and after toying for a year with the thought of publish-

ing them himself in a separate volume, he destroyed the
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manuscripts and surrendered himself once and for all to
poetry.

He received some small encouragement from William
Henry Thorne, a converted Catliolic and frothy adventurer
who published a quarterly of limited circulatlon and un-
limited impudence, called The Globe. Thorne could not
afford to pay for contributions and therefore accepted
poems and articles that the commercial mazazines re jected.
The Globe published "The House on the Hill" amd "The
iwiracle". It was a year before Thorne found room for
another poem, "Kosmos", »ut during the twelve months fol-
lowing he printed a poem of Kobinson's in every issue.
This was of great help to Robinson, but The Globe's
circulation was under two thousand and 1t published only
four 1ssues a year. Robinson then tried to get hls poems
published in the newspapers and succeeded in getting
"The Children of the Night" in the Boston Iranscript,

but when he sent "The Clerks" to the New York Sun (which

had a reputation for brilliance and perspecacity) the poen

came back with the verdict, "Unavailable, Paul Dana".



THE INITIAL RECEPTION OF ROBINSON'S POETRY

Robinson was discouraged, but still convinced
of the worth of his poetry. He gathered some forty

poems in a volume which he called The Torrent and the

Night Before and sent it the roumds of the publishers,

who falled to respondi. He then decided to publish it
himself and persuaded an uncle connected with the River-
side Press to arrange for the printing of some three
hundred coples at a cost of fifty-two dollars.

He intended the book to be a surprise for his
mother, but she did not see it for she dled suddenly of
diphtheria. The famlly physiclan, fearing the dlsease,
wasg afraild to attend her, but her son, Dean, pulled
himself together to serve unsuccessfully. The undertaker
refused to touch the body so her three sons laid her 1n
the coffin amd the minister read the services through the
front window from the safety of the porch. The brothners
drove the coffin to the cemetery in an express wagon.

Robinson sent coples of his first book to his
friends in Gardiner and Cambridge, to numerous literary
critics, and to members of literary circles in America
and England who might speak a good word for him at the
opportune time. He sent one to Edward Egzleston, the

author of The Hoosler Schoolmaster, and received in reply

an understanding amd complimentary letter, which ended,
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"In this world where we are like men speaking

to one another for cheer's sake in the dark,

let a total stranger hall you with admiration,

putting aside all flattering words of which

you have no need, for which you have no desire!
The letter was like champagne to Robinson. Another from
his former landlady in Cambridge was not so encouraging.
She regretted that his book was so "gloomy" and "pessi-
mistic", a criticism which filled him with a kind of
helpless despalir for he regarded himself as amonf’the
most optimistic of men.

The first reviews were scanty. The dedication,
"This book is dedicated to any man, woman, or critic
who will cut the edges of it - I have done the top",
struck one critic as flippant. Robinson in his later
years agreed with him armd sald he thought 1t merely a
youthful idiosyncrasy. W. P. Trent in the Sewanee
Review referred indefinitely to the influence of other
poets, commented at some length on the individual poems,
and noted Robinson's techinical ability, but suggested
room for improvement in the French forms. He also noted
that the "impressionistic effect" produced in'"The House
on the Hill" was "not worth striving after". Robinson
realized the inadequacy of these tightly restricted forms

2
and finally abanmdoned them altogether in his later books.

lHagedorn, Edwin Arlington Robinson, 110

241111am P. Trent, "A New Poetlc Venture",
The Sewanee Review, V (April, 1897), 243-246,
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Helen Clark, reviewer for Poet-lLore, chose to
pralse the same villanelle, "The House on the Hill" for
the "startling vivid effect...produced by small means".
She spoke of Robinecon's wide range in subject matter
amd varlatlons in treatment, nothing that Robinson describ-
ed both a scene from nature as a human being with an
equally facile touch. Hls poems to ihitman and Zola she
felt were among the strongest of his poems and thought
that no one had summed up Whitman's relation to his time
with more penetration than Robinson. She wondered why
he chose to appear as his own sponsor, feeling that
"nis hanmd is not yet quite assured in this difficult form
of poetry, but there 1s plenty of promise of a future

mastery of 14,1

William Morton Payne in The Dlal felt
the volume to be above average in thought and expression
and commended "the austere restraint that is so rarely
heard in contemporary song".2 Harry Thurston Peck, 1lit-

erary editor 6f The Bookman and one of the most influ-

ential of critics, found in the book”a true fire...the
swing and the singing of wind and wave amd the passion

of humanr emotion...and the cry of a yearning spirit."

lHelen a. Clark, "Notes on American Verse", Poet-Lore,
IX, No. 3 (1897), 448-449,

2yilliam M. Payne, "Recent Poetry", The Dial,
XXII (February 1, 1897), 92-93.
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But the poet's™imitations" were "vital", his humor of
a "grim sort", and the world was not beautiful to him
but a prison house.l Robinson thanked Peck for the
"unexpected notice" and said,

"I am sorry to learn that I have painted

myself in such lugubreous colors. The

world 1s not a 'prison-house', but a kind

of spiritual kindergarten, where millions

of bewlldered 1infants are trying to spell

God with the wrong blocks".?
Later durinz an interview with Nancy Evans, wnen the
phrase was recalled to him, "He caid, with a sort of
fond disapproval, 'I was younz then and it was a smart

thing to say".3 Such generalities as "power", "swing",

"passion", amd "musical sensc"

were freely used by
critics., They bestowed considerable though tempered
praise on him, and as Hagedorn says, were "unperceptive
rather than hostile".

Robinson's principal aim was to cut away the
ornaments and artificialitles of the poetic languagse
that he had inherited. In his determination to cleanse
his verse of cant amd clap-trap he was barely conscious

of how sharply he was breaking with tradition and had

lHarry T. Peck, "A Literary Journal",
The Bookman, IV (February 1897), 5C9-10.

2Hagedorn, op. cit., 112,

3Nancy Evans, "Record of an Interview", The Bookman,
LXXV (November, 1932), 680.







no susplclion that the nearer he came to success, the
surer he was to fail in the popular, worldly sense.1

A Boston publisher, Richard J. Badger, who dealt
with unrecognized poets, contacted Robinson and arranged

to publish Robinson's second book, The Children of the

Night, at Robinson's expense., It consisted of Kobinson's
first book with one or two deletions plus sixteen new
poems., It was brought out in two editlions, one bound in
vellum. A childhood friend of Koblnson's "Willy" Butler,
paid the bill. Publication by 3adger was not much, but
1t was something to have any publisher's imprint. The
volume contained ballades, villanelles, sounets, and
quatrains as well as the less usual blank verse forms.

The Boston Transcript gave the bookx two favorable

reviews spaced a week apart. The first, which was anony-
mous, spoke of a wide amd earnest charity, a deep sympathy
for all who suffer and struggle.. a lofty, serlous, yet
hopeful aspiration; of "grave restraint", and humor, and
music, "lingering along the lines".? The second was by
John Hays Gardiner of the "manor house" of Gardiner

whom Roblinson later met through Laura E. Richards and

with whom he formed a fast friemdsnip. Gardiner called

1cf. Hagedorn, op. cit., 97.

Anon., "The Children of the Night", The Roston Evening

Transcript (December 18, 1897), 13.
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attention to "a kind of natural realism of method which
reminds one of ﬁonisworth, and withal a shrewd and Yankee
directness walich 1s like nothing that we remember", The
book to him was a new declaration "of the 0ld and eternal
verities". 1Its message was a triumphant and deep-seated
confidence in the ultimate heritase of man in the divine".1
An unidentified reviewer in the Jation noted that
"tnere 1s power there, but crude". He Judged Robinson's
variety of measure to be small but added that he d4id his
work "deftly within that plot of ground", and packel "even"
his sonnets with such vigor amd such creative imagination
that the whole story is told". He noted that Robinson
wrote of men and women and used external nature only as a
setting in the Greeks manner. There was & note of sur-
prise on the part of the reviewer that Robinson had heard
of Crabbe - "we expect young poets to have heard of ihit-
man and Verlaine but we hardly expect them to have heard
of Crabbe "and yet" what prose critic ever summed up
Crabbe and placed him in his niche so completely as this
young American"? The sonnet "Tne Clerks", a favorite with
the reviewers, was used by him to illustrate Robinson's
power of putting a whole 1life or a whole generatlon of

lives into the narrow compass of a sonnet.

ljohn Hays Gardiner, "The Children of the Night",
The Boston Evening Transcript, (December 24, 1897), 5.
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"Luke Havergal", also a favorite, was used to 1llus-

"1

trate Robinson's "haunting lyric flow".~ Vance Thomp-

son in The Musical Courler was enthusiastic -

"Years have brought us nothing quite so good". He relish-
ed the absence of "shopworn superfluities" and commended
the "strenuousness of thought", the "frugality of words",
and the style like the thought, "sober, guiet, evening-
colored".® Robinson's 0ld friend and converted Catholic
William Henry Thorne went a trifle mad in his review in
The Globe. He called hobinson's art "unimitable" but

sald that he had "nothing to say to this age of imbecile
newspaper and shoddy-fed boobies". The title poem re-
flected Kobinson's "poor and pitlable unfaith and nega-
tion" but as a poem it was one of the very best in the
English language" since "In Memorian". He condemned 1its
"infernal philosophy" of "atheism" blaming it on "boyish
conceit". He exhorted him to drop Tom Paine aml Walt
Whitman and take up with Tennyson and the Deity.3
Another critlc called The Children of the Nizht a

lAnon., "Recent American Poetry", The Nation,
LXIV (June 2, 1398), 426.

2yance Thompson "A New Poet", The Musical Ccurier,
XXXVII (July 13, 1898), V.

3wi111am Henry Thorne, "Shakespeare, Foss and Compnay",
The Globe, VIII (larch, 1898), 29-33.
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"pleasant 1little book", an unusual comment in view of
the bleakness of such poems as "The House on the Hill",
the serious defense of such authors as Verlaine and Zola,
and the cries for more profundity and higher flights in

poetry. The leading literary periodicals - The 3ookman,

The Critlc and The Independent ignored the book.

What Robinson's critics did not analyze (beyond
calling it "restraint") was the poet's persistent sim-
plicity of proselike cadences - natural, conversational
cualities., Cnly one or two critics called attentlon to
the psycnological portraits. Browning was interested
in penetrating portraiture, but he was more expansive
in language and imagery than Robinson. Crabbe, who had
served as Roﬁinson's tutor, was more abrupt, less kindly,
am sympathetic in tone.

Robinson was also interested in the problem of
fallure and resignation rather than in such customary
sentimental themes of the nineties., Hls emotlions were
sincere and personal, his attitudes genulne rather than
assumed or booklsh., Honesty, cleanness, intellect, the

chief characteristics of The Children of the Night, were

uncommon in that decade.l

1cf. Richard Crowder, "The Emergence of E. A. Robinson",
The South Atlantic Quarterly, XLV (January, 1946),
89-980
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Hagedorn found the plainness of Robinson's style
revolutionary. Yvor Winters found it no more revolution-
ary than that of any first rate writer in any period,
but rather "accurate with the conscientiousness of
genius", and observed that such accuracy is invariable a
ma Jor obstacle to success, for "nothing baffles the
average critic so completely as honesty - he 1s prepared
for anything buﬁ that".t

The leading literary critics had ignored The

Torrent and The Nizht Before and the 1897 edition of

The Children of the Night and save for Trent's four

pases in The Sewanee Review the reviews were relatively

modest, were tucked away in the poetry sectlons of
periodicals.
In 1897 Robinson moved to New York, which became

the setting for his The Town Down the River and where

he met Alfred Louls who was the original of his Captailn
Cralg. Hls 1life was much the same and he soon acquired
a new circle of literary acquaintances. Among them was
Titus Munson Codn, who as a young man had interviewed
the elderly Melville with disappointment and bewilder-
ment, It was at his apartment among slgned photographs
and pornographic collections that the 1llttle group which
called 1itself the Clan met. The other members were

Robinson, William Henry Thorne, Craven Langstroth Betts,

lyvor iWinters, op. cit., 6.
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an itenerant book-dealer, and Alfred Louls. Hagedorn
described him as a 1little Jew in his late sixties with

a goatlike smell as though he slept in a stable., 3But his
eyes had in them the suffering of five thousand years

and when he rose out of a chalr to greet a stranger 1t
seemed "as thouzh some great figure of history, rose to
adiress, not me but the nations of the world".l  Louis
had been educated in England and claimed to have had
something of a political career in London. He was at
home 1in the literatures of the world, was a trained
planist, an acute lawyer, an experienced student in gov-
ernment ard diplomacy, a philosopher in whom "knowledge
had been burned to understanding", and a poet. With such
a background he wholly dominated the meetings of the clan.

At about the same time Robinson met Joseph French
a literary hack who haunted him for the rest of his 1ife -
borrowing small sums, borrowing or stealing clothes,
admiring him, abusing him, endeavoring to get him the
Nobel prize, threatening his life, and borrowing five
dollars when Robinson was on his death bed.

Robinson also had a number of friends of a differ-
ent type, normal and intelligent people who liked, ad-
mired and helped him -- and there were a few llke Jose-
phine Preston Peabody, Edmund Clarence Stedman, Rldgely

Torrence, and William Vaughn Moody (a former classmate

lHagedorn, 132.
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of Robinson's at Harvard), who had achieved some liter-
ary distinction.

In 1898, as a result of tlhe intervention of Hays
Gardiner,- Robinson obtained a position at Harvard as a
kind of office boy. Gardiner recommended him as a con-
fidential clerx or secretary, for Robinson would not
consider teaching. Nothing much came of it and 1t 1s the
only professional connectlon on record between ilobinson

and Harvard. VWhlle there he worked on Captain Cralg

which in embryo he called The Pauper.

In the fall of 1899, Dean Robinson died. A little
later Robinson returned to New York to live in rooning

houses and worx on his poetry. He finished Captain Craigz

ard with some trepidation let Louls reail the book, fear-
ing lest his peripatetic friend mizht resent the portralt.
The 0ld man brousht the poem back with tremblinz hands

and asked wihy Roblnson should have hesitated to let him
read 1t. Louls said, "This 1s the best Justification I
have of my existence. Now I seem to know why I am still
in the world".l Scribners' rejected the book ani robin-
son sent it to Small, laynard and Company in Boston, as
well as to other publishing firms, all of whom~rejected
it. In the meantime he was writing another book which

he called The Bookx of Annandale. Ijays Gardiner sent it

1Hagedorn, 162,
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to Scribner's, supported by letters from 3arrett Wendell
a1d himself, TIhe publishers answered tnat thsy liked
the "quaint contemplative philosophy" of the poems, but
that they were clearly for'"the poet's own Rrahmin class...
interesting, yet at once too simple and too sophisticated"
for the Scribners' constituency.

Thus rebuffed by New York, Gardiner turned to
the center and temnple of ZBraiminism and sent the manu-
script to Houghton, Mifflin under a barraze of letters
from Lewls Gates, 3Georze Lyman Kittredge, Willlam Vaughn
foody and others. 3liss Perry, the firm's chief literary
alvisor, tnouzat the poems obscure anl often eccentric
and prosaic, but caught "flashes of ganius'. The result
was that the publisners offered to accept them if Nr.
Robinson's distinguished friends woull invest in his
future, so Gardiner and Laura E, Richards became his
guarantors.,

Captain Cralg and The 3ook of Annandale were com-

bined and publisned as one under the former title. It
contained no French forms and only a few sonnets. The
title poem, "Isaac and Archibald","Aunt Imozen" and

"The Book of Annandale" used the flexible blank verse
form which the poet had introduced in his "Octaves" in
the preceding volume and which he did not use after this

until the publication of The Yan Azainst the Sky in 1916.
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The book received some praise, but the majority
of the reviews were cautious, tepid and patronizing.

The Critic which had completely ignored his previous

books, printed the first photograph of Robinson ever to
be published. 1Its reviewer, Clinton Scollard, the perfect
exemplar of those "little sonnet-men" whom Robinson had
declaimed against in his first book, reviewed this one in
his column along with ten others. He found a'certain
provokinz fascination" in the "disturbingz volume" but
felt that the book misht have been vastly better from

an artistic standpoint "if the author had so willed 1it".
He called "Captain Craig's" blank verse little more than
"inverted prose chopped up into lines" that continually
elbowed passages that were "shot through with real poetic
fire". The natural, run-on quality of Robinson's lines
and the avoldance of definite end-stops probably account
for Scollard's phrase "prose chopped up". He noted that
"while there 1s strength, and to spare, there is also a
seemingly perverse carelessness, a frequent disregard of
the niceties of form". As long as a poet had anything to
say (amd he acknowledged that Robinson did) Scollard in-
sisted that he ouzght to "dress his thought in attractive
attire and not let it go slovenly clad'". He was apparent-
ly referring to such lapses as occur in "The Torrent" in
which the poet ignores tne customary 8-6 sonnet formula.
Scollard d1d not care for the title poem on the "two or

-21-



three tales similar in manner" but preferred the sonnet
"The Sage" and the "swinszing lyric" with which the book
closed, called "Twilight Song", a predilection explalned
by the presence in these poems of phrases familar in the
period, "Love's inner shrine" and "Long ago, far away..."l
Another disciple of prettiness was Frank Dempster

Sherman, a poet like Scollard of charminz fancy and 1mpecc-

able sentiment., In The 3Book Buyer he reviewed thirty-

nine books of verse at one critical swoop. He thought
Robinson to be a zood story-teller, but the "round, crude,
and altogether prosalc character of his blank verse" seem-
ed unforglvable., He thousht some of the rhymed verse
excellent, but too much of it was marred by obscurity.

2

He recommended the use of a file.

An annonymous critic in The Independent compared

Robinson's poetry to French verse which evidenced a
"first hand impression of 1life", showing that 1its author
has "looked at 1ife and thouzht about art for himself",
He found most American and Enzlish verse to be "malnly
derivative énd vaguely reminiscent 1like all second-hand
inspiration"; in short, in most cases i1t would stand for

nothing but what "already has a place in letters and a

lc1inton Scollard, "Recent 3ooks of Foetry", The Critic,
XLII (March, 1903), 232.

2Frank Dempster Sherman, "Recent Poetry", The Book Buyer
XXV (December, 1902), 429.
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following amonyg the public". He believes that 1t is the

contrast of Captain Craig with the majority that makes

1t seem more remarkable than it really is and that the
characters of Robinson's work are symptomatic of certain
tendencies of modern verse - "the sum of which 1s making
for what may be called the secularization of poetry".

In contrast to Sherman, he says that the poem is too
shapeless to be a story but is rather a characterization
of a bit of "bombastical 0ld social wreckage or debris...
with a glimpse of cosmic humor" amd a kind of "transcend-
ental optimism". He fourd its language to be diametric-
ally opposed to subject in any ordinary poetic sense

ard that there was nothing to distinguish i1t from prose
in dictlon, imagery, or rhythm. It illustrated the modern
formlessness of monologing which treated the reader as an
eavesdropper "welcome to anything that he can contrive to
pick up"...a suitable medium in its own confusion for
"hasty, turbid thinking, unhampered by an 1deal of beauty

or literary distinction but compatible" like Captain Craig

with a great deal of vigor, humor, caricature, even satire
and pathos. He saw Captain Craig's mind as an "emblem of
his time, half-formed, undisciplined, vaguely emotional...
kaleidoscopic", professing in addition a "dim conception
of human...perfectibility". Such comment on individual

character showed greater understanding than was customary
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of what Robinson was about.l

Other critics caught the shine of genius as well.
William Morton Payne, writing in The Dial, spoke of the
phillosophy of 1its free spirit which has gilven no hostages
to the conventional life, the spirit that "seeks to
divest from thelr adventitious wrappings the fundamental
verities of existence". He felt that "Captain Craig"
was the best poem in the book amd saw in 1t the shrewd-
ness of Socratés, the irony of Aristophanes, and the zeal
of Carlyle. He was not quite sure of Robinson's philoso-
phy but he felt that he could discern quite plainly the
"free spirit" of Whitman and the "sardonic humor" of
Browning.2

An anonymous reviewer who published the same re-

view in both The Nation and The New York Evening Post

called Roblinson one of the most promising of the younger
poets, one who was gifted but had not yet mastered his
powers aimd must "follow his muse for a time and not direct
it". He found Robinson sometimes obscure but defended his
right to be so "for his thoughts are always worth consider-
atlion, but 1t must be frankly owned that he sometimes

draws near the unintelligible". This frank statement let

1vg wew Poetry", The Independent,
LV (February 19,1903), 446-44T7.

2¥illiam liorton Payne, "Recent Poetry", The Dial,
XXXIV (January 1, 1903), 18-19.
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the bars down for later critics who evidently needed some
precedent before they could admit that they often found
Robinson's thoughts "obscure". The critic thought Robin-
son's lines at their best to be musical and colorful, but
cautloned against careless reading. Indolent and im-
patient readers would find nothing in it, but careful
ones would "revert to it again and again". In his last
paragraph the critic more or less contradicted one of his
former statements on Robinson's unintelligibility when

he said "there 1s.not a trivial or a meaningless thing

in 1t", and when there was obscurity, "it 1s often like
that of Emily Dickinson when she plques your curiosity
through half a dozen readings and suddenly makes all
clear".l This is either an example of fuzzy critical
thinking, or Jjust plain hack writing.

A western critic called robinson, not without
acumen, a "forlornly Joyous cuss",2 while in a personal
statement, William James spoxe of him as "a genulne
poet! with "an important future", "an original sense of
1life", amd wrote the publishers that he thought

"Isaac and Archibald" "fully as good as anything of the

1Anon., "Recent Poetry", The Nation, LXXV
(December 11, 1902), 465.

2pnon., "Some Recent Books of Verse", The Argonaut,
LII (January 5, 1903), 6.
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kinl in Wordswortn", I
The reviews indicated that Robinson had clecarly

made some progress, The Critic and The Independent,

two of the nation's leadinz literary periodicals, had

recognized hils existence. The Critic's review was not

flattering but tiae anonymous reviewer of The Iniependent

thought him a precursor of a new trend in poetry who had
tne abllity to narmdle caricature, satire, patiios and
humor. He also saw Robinson's philosophy of human per-

fectablility, something no other critic noticed. The

Bookman continued to ignore the poet, but The 3Zoox Buyer,

The Natlon and Tne Diel made mention of him. The Harvard

2
Yonthly gave him three pages and tae critic of The

Arconaut 1in San Franclsco seemed to understand what Rob-

inson was after. The Boston Transcript, wnich generally

favored Robinson, zsave him two complimentary reviews.
Tnese laudatory notices called forth a second
edition of 250 coples after six months, but the reviews
had no effect on the editors of magazines, who continued
to re jsct tne manuscripts robinson sent them. Apart from

two poems in The Harvard Monthly, no magazine had printed

a line of his. &Hobinson seems to have lived mainly on

l4agedorn, 191.

2Trumbull Stickney "Captain Craig" The Harvard :ionthly,
(December, 1903), 99-102.

-26-



gifts and loans in this period. He brooded nuch and
drank heavily. Finally he received a Job as a time-
checker 1n a subway and althouzh 1t gave him a living,

the werk left nim exhausted. He became vaguely known

as "the poet in the subway" and in his wanderings about
New York he became famillar with the derelicts amd fail-
ures Just as he had in Gardiner. His friends found that
when he was drunk he was capable of spinning many Rabales-
lan stores that he had picked up here and there. This
life formed the background for the poems in his next

volume, The Town Down the River.

French returned to New York about thils time, and
noting Robinson's state of mind, saw a chance to turn
an honest penny and at the same time show the citizens
of the metropolis what tiuey were doing to a gifted spirit.

He sought out the editor of The New York Sunday World and

susgested a story on "the poet in the subway". The editor
sent a reporter to get a statement from Stedman. Robin-
son became indignant when he heard what was being planned
and insisted that 1t be stopped. Stedman only laughed

and said that an article like that couldn't possibly

harm Robinson, but would rather help him. In the middle
of Xay, 1904, the article was published, "A Poet in the
Subway ¢ Halled as a genius by men of letters, Hwin
Arlington Robinson has to earn his living as a timekeeper."

In the center was a reproduction of a photograph of
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Robinson flanked on eilther side by a reproduction of the

title page of Captaln Cralg and a drawing of the charac-

ter represented aa an old man in an ulster and black
hat carrying a lantern. The story and picture covered a
third of a page, all 1n the best style of that litera-
ture which Nr. Pulitzer and Ir. Hearst were so actively
promoting. All Robinson's New England forbears rose
within him in humiliation and rage at this public exhi-
bition of his personal affairs and he informed French
that he had committed the unforgivable sin. The be-
wildered hack, feeling guilty and miserable, consoled
himself that at least Robinson's friends now knew how
‘the land lay.l

Shortly afterwards Richard Watson Gilder of

The Century accepted "Uncle Ananias" for publication

in his department of frivolities called "In Lighter
Vein". It was the first acceptance by any magazine

other than The Globe or the Harvard ionthly in eight

years; the first pald acceptance since Lippincott's
had taken his sonnet on Poe eleven years before.

In 1905 Theodore Roosevelt became interested 1in
Robinson's workx, which had been called to his attentlon
by his son, Kermit, then a pupil at Groton. noosevelt,
after trying to persuade Robinson to accept several

posiiions, succeeded in getting him a place in the New

lHagedorn, 206-208.



Yorx Customs, as a special agent of the treasury, at
$2,000 a year. Robinson was somewhat bewildered at

his new Job.l Roosevelt invited Robinson to the ihite
House and talked with him at length. Later he wrote an

article in praise of Roblnson's poems for The Qutlook

and persuaded Scribner's to reissue The Children of the

Night. His article stateld that there was an undoubted

touch of genius In the poems.n The Cnlldren of the Night

a curious simplicity and good faith, all of wihich quali-
ties differentiated them sharply from ordinary collections
of the kind. He affirmed that it was not always neces-
sary in order to enjoy a poem that one should be able to
"translate it into terms of mathematical accuracy" and
said that through he was not sure that he understood
"Luke Havergal", he was entirely sure that he 1liked 1it,
He 1liked "The House on the H111", "Richard Cory", "Ballade
of Broken Flutes","The Pity of Lhe Leaves", and quoted
all of "The Wilderness". "Mr. Robinson has written in
thils 1little volume not verse but poetry. ‘hether he has
the power of sustained flight remains to be seen".
For his temerity in writing a critical article
the president was generally abused by the literary ex-

perts of the period anid Koblnson's poetry Dvelittled

1Hagedorn, 22l.
2Theodore Roosevelt, "The Children of the Night",
The Outlook, LXAX (August 12, 1905), 913-0l4.
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by them, The Critic responded with the kind of review

that hurt the poet most keenly and for a little while
paralized his efforts.

"%e do not dispute the President's dictum: but

we suspect that he has not kept 'au courant' with
the flood of American minor verse. Had he done so,
he would think twice before applying the word
'genius' to Mr. Robinson, notwithstamding the1
author's "curious simplicity and good falth'.

The Sookman told of a four-foot shelf, annually filled

three times with books of minor poetry and reviewed,
sunmarized or otherwise disposed of. '"Three fourths of
this 1s tinged with the 'certain sad mysticlsm' detected
by the President in Mr, Kobinson's verse, and half of it
is almost i1f not quite Robinsonian in merit". The New

York Evening Post, which loved the President as the land-

owner loves the tax-collector, waxed literary - histor-
ical - critical in a sardonic discussion of the conse-
quences 1f "our Presidents should usurp the authority of
critics". This "union of political and literary authority
in a single man" was "a dangerous business".2 During
these years when Robinson seemed to stamd so completely
alone arainst perverse editors and a cynlcal publie,
Roosevelt's kindly help must have accomplished more toward

assisting him with regard both to his reputation and his

lanon., The Critic, XL (December, 1905), 58%.
2Hagedorn, 219.
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personal life than anyone else had done. Fernaps Roosa-
velt was not a great literary scholar, but he knew what

he 1ixed and time has disproved neither his Jjudsment nor
the worta of nis aid to robinson.

Ine new edltlon of The Children of the Niznt did

not recelve any overwnelming reviews. The New York Iimes

thousht "the numerous poemns of relizious feeling" were
1
"the products of a wholesome faith". "Thoush not escap-

ing the calamities of injuiicious praise", saiil The iation,

the collection was "a very pleasant little book". Ferris
Greenslet clalmed that no minor poet of the day was less
indebted to conventionalism or more '"securely himself"

than robinson. He admired the poet's "gift" of "colninz
musical amd sugsestive" names for his characters - Luke
Zaverzal, John Zvereldown, Aaron Stork, Cliff Klingenhagen,
Flemingz Yelphenstine, ileuben Br13n£ - each a perfect symbol
and almost a poem in itself that clung potently to one's
memory. His poetry had a "hauating individuality" and a

2 , -
"curious vividness". Tiie 3oston Transcript was consist-

ently faithful and alamiring.-

lanon., "Recent Toetry", The New York Times Saturiay
Review of 3ooks (November 25, 1905), 798.

®Ferris Greenslet, "Recent Poetry", The Nation,

LXXXI (Decemper 21, 1905), 507.

3anon., "The Children of the Nizht" The Zoston Evening
Transcript, (November 25, 1905), 4.

-31-



Among the major literary Journals, The Dial was the only
one that made so bold as to insist that "Mr., Robinson's
work has ﬁever zot half the attention it deserved".

The unaccountable Joseph Lewis French wrote the most

comprehensive review for the New England Magazine. He

sald that Robinson was more nearly a Greek than any other
cpntemporary American poet. His frank, naked democratic
view of 1life was‘a legacy from the Puritan 1deal. No man
had struck it with quite the same "union of simplicity
axd force",..it is the "fulfillment of the Christian
ideal” as nournished by generations of New England thinkers,
"the stern law of personal accountability, united to the
large charity of the Golden Rule".

In 1906 Robinson mede the acquaintance of May
Sinclair, a young novelist flushed with her first success -
a novel about a poet, but comically she had never known

one before., She wrote an article for The Fortnigshtly

Review entitled "Three American Poets of Today", concern-
ing Robinson and his two friends, Moody armd Torrence.

She felt that Robinson had pressed allusiveness and slm-
plicity to the verge of vagueness in his shorter poems.
His longer poems were a little too analytically diffuse.

'taptain Craig" was "severely undecorated" and unrelieved

Yanon., The Dial, XXXIX (November 16, 1905), 314.

®Hagedorn, 220.
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by any "sensuous coloring", but charm grew in the read-
ing of it revealing the "divine soul" hidden in a starved
body"; a soul that had the courage to be itself". She
spoke of Robinson's'great gift of spiritual imagination,
ard an unerring skill in dilsentangling the slender threads
of thought, motive and emotion". His message was,

"Be true to the truth that lies nearest to you;

true to God, if you have found Him; true to

man; true to yourself; true, if you know

better truth, to your primal instincts; but

at any cost, to be true".
Naively she added that "Captain Craig" is one "prolonged
and glorious wdntoning and wallowing in the truth". She
was unsure of Robinson's future for he had no sense of
action and was still waiting for a generative impulse to
break up his "sequences and cadences into other combina-
tions and more living forms". He had it in him to write
a great human drama of the soul "from which all action
proceeds ard to which 1ts results return\.‘1 Her review
was kind and perceptive in its philosophical criticism,
but she did not comprehend hobinson's intentions in his
use of forms.

Robinson lost his Job at the Custom House when

Taft became president in 1909. Roosevelt endeavored to

protect him but to no avail. When Robinson was asked to

keep regular office hours ani do regular work, he resigned.

1May Sinclair, "Three American Poets", The Fortnizhtly
Review, LXXXVI (September, 1906), 429-434,
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In the meantlime he had completed The Town Down the River,

which he dedicated to Roosevelt. It made its appearance

in 1911, but received 1little notice. The Qutlook said

that the poet was quletly himself, neither a reaction-

ary nor a rebel but a producer of work of "a very reassur-
ing quality". His quiet speech, his fresi perception and
hils penetration are shown in his lines on Lincoln. The
poet d1d not appear to strain after originality. His
style was full of the strength of plain words and "com-
pressed experience". Some of the poens lacked enchantment

but had the vibration of life.1 The Literary Digest, in

a groping, romantic review, said that the poet's tone was
one of regret and that from the regrets of his lost heri-
tage he has distilled verses of the "rarest 1maginable
beauty". ©Zach poem was a "lycic secret". Occasionally
his style was too "cryptic" and "obscure". The essence

of his poetry lay in a self-deprecating irony - half a
confesslion of weakness and half a dellberate veiling of
strength in gentleness. It had no grief more "clamorous
than a sigh" and no mirth "more boisterous than a smile".2
William Lorton Payne noted the honesty, the careful

weighing of words, the stripped quality of his verse.

1"hree Books of Verse", The Qutlook,
XLVIII (June 3, 1911), 245,

2Anon., "Current Poetry", The Literary Dicest,

XLII (March 4, 1911), 424-425,
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These characteristics were lacking for the most part in
American poetry during the first two decades in which
Robinson wrote. Typical of these years were the artifi-
ciallity of Bunner, Sherman, and Scollard; the senti-
mentality of Riley and Field; and the "luxuriant quali-
ties" of liiss Reese and Niss Guiney.l Richard Le Gallienne
compared the book to Browning and Houseman. Their influ-
ence resulted in too many "dark sayings and abbreviations
of his meaning". So far he was a poet of vividly etched
lines réther than of complete poems and depended on
"flashes of insight and lightening glimpses of character".
His book was not one of love songs, but one written by a
man who had "gone through the mill", a book almost ex-
clusively about men who had gone throuch the mill also:
Lincoln, Napoleon, Roosevelt, amd "certain sad, cynical,
good-hearted men, comrades in misfortunes of existence",?

The critic in The New York Times reviewed the book four

months after its publication. He found that it had an
individual point of view and manner of feeling, but was
esoteric, He spoke of "fantasy, an odd, shy self-confi-

dence, a bitter tenderness... at times a rare beauty. "

1%il111am Morton Payne, "Recent Poetry", The Dial,

L (March 1, 1911), 164-165.

°2Richard LeGallienne, "Three American Poets",
The Forum, XLV (January, 1911), 88-90.
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Robinson had a "wisdom content to question, ponder,
doubt", yet was "consclous of a sublime answer some-
where". All this it seems was neither "deep" nor
"wonderful".1
The first review that appeared was also the most
penetrating. It was by W. S. Bralthwaite, packing into
a column of close thinkling the wlsest analysis which
had yet been made of the gualities by which Robinson
was distinguished firom all contemporary American poets.2
Robinson's critics, at this early date, seem to
have stressed his intellectuality, his searching insight
and the plainness of his style. Thess qualities stood
out agalnst the contemporary verse of the time which was
sentimental,"pretty", and superficilally subjective.

In the meantlime Robinson had been writing two

plays, Van Zorn and The Porcupine. They were not accept-

able to publishers and so he tried unsuccessfully to re-
write them as novels. In 1911 he was persuaded against
his better Judgment to spend the summer at the iac Dowell
colony at Peterborough, New Hampshire; he was so pleased

with it that he went there regularly each summer for the

lanon., "Three Poets of the Present" The New York Times
Review of Books, (February 12, 1912), 79.

2im. Stanley Sraithwaite, "Down the River", Boston

Evening Transcript, (October 29, 1910),6.
Cf. Hagedorn, 260.
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rest of his 1ife. The Mac Dowell farmhouse, Hillcrest,
provided the title and something of the subject hatter
for one of his most important short poems. He save up
alcohol at this time, a difficult thing for him to do
since he had been rather dangerously addicted to it
for the past seven years.

Popular interest in poetry was awakxening from
a thirty year slumber. In Ensland Ezra Pound launched
the movement he called Imagism, a revolt aszainst
stardardization in poetry and life and a demand for
precision, for poetlic utterance in terms of the imarge
rather than the phrase, for poetic forms more fluid and
ductlle than the accepted formal measures, Little maga-
zines sprang up champloning the new poetry of free
verse, Amy Lowell took command of the movement in
America; Harriet lonroe fbunded the magazine Poetiry;
-conservative critics defenled tradition and the ensulng
altercation aroused public interest in poetry. In 1913
Alfred Noyes, at the peak of hils popularity, visited
America. Welcominz a chance to strike a blow in be-
half of acceptéd standards, Noyes remarkedvthaﬁ in his
Judgment, robinson was the leading American poet.

British approbation counted heavily in 3oston and boost-

ed Robinson's reputation.1

laf, Hagedorn, 283-284.
-37-



Scribner's still refused his two plays but the
Yacmillan Company, influenced by Louls Leioux, finally
agreed to publish them and accept wiatever losses there
mizht be in view of a possible larger gain as the poet's
fame grew. They were reviewed in the poetry sections of
the newspapers, but the mazazines did not bother much
with them. Harper's critic called Van Zorn a masquerade,
"the sort we are all playing everyiay". The spceches
were "cryptic" and the play failed to have action.l
Most newspapers became entangled in the plot and failed to

understand it. The Porcupine fared little better in the

few reviews it had. One unusual critic predicted that
Robinson might "go far as a dramatist;" his dialogue was
admirable and his characters had strong and consistent
Individualities. 3ut there was a minor controversy about
a part of the plot that confused dates and left in doubt
the paternity of a child. The story was depressing and
could not hope for success in the theatre. "The weakness
lies in the scheme, not in the execution".2

Although most of the reviews of the two plays were

harsh amd in some cases ruthless, the faithful Boston

lNeith Boyce, "Books and Men", Harper's Weekly,
LX (February 6, 1915), 131.

2John Rankin Towse, "The Pcrcupine", The Nation,
CII (June 29, 1916), T717.
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Trangcript carried favorable reviews of each. Bralthwaite

felt that they were real stories wlth strong characteriz-
ation, whose action was "so deep that the mind has got to
dive underneath the surface to feel 1t".1 The plays were
not successful and brought 1little alded fame to Roblnson
except that they lntroduced his name to people who read
newspapers and not magazines, Few people pretended either
to understand or 1like them.

But nevertheless, Robinson's luck was beginning to

change, for The Atlantic Monthly, Scribner's and Harper's

Weekly began to publish his poems. "Ben Johnson Entertains

a Man from Stratford" was published in The Drama. The

Outlook took "Pavrette" and "Flammonde". Harriet Monroe of
Poetry, fighting for the younger group of American and
British poets, was glad to give room to the man who had ex-
pressed the richest meaning of the new poetic movement half
a generation before it was born; she published "Eros Turan-
nos" and "Bokardo". ihen his next book was published Robin-

son was definitely assured of a place in American literature.

1 Wa. Stanley Braithwaite, "The Poet as a Dramatist",
The Boston Evening Transcript
(December 24, 1915), 6.
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THE FIRST CRITICAL ACCLAIM

With The Man Against the Sky, published in 1916,

Robinson arrived with the critics if not with the public.
Reviews of his book were still lumped together in review-
ers' columns with several others, but there was a differ-

ence, The New Yorx Times gave him a column of discrim-

inating praise.l Braithwaite reviewed it favorably in

2
The Bookman and in The Soston Tr‘anscript.3 Oscar W.

Firkins, while reviewing several volumes of verse in The
Nation, singled Robinson out as a dellghtful versifier

whose homespun verse ends up by "snatching you up into its
hazelnut coach and making off with you to Fairyland". He
was original enough to dispense with novelty thought Firkins,
but his poetry did not have enoush of the "sedative of
music"., Firkins censured the "narrative" as a "languid"

and "famished intellectualism", but acknowledged that
Robinson @ould "narrate finely" and had done so in his other
books. He especlally liked the characterization of Ben
Jonson whose "misgivings and truculence" were given 'almost

in a touch". "Cl1ld King Cole" and "Flammonde" were mono-

1Anon., "Edwin A, Robinson's New Book of Poems",
The New York Times Review of Books (April 2, 1916), 121,

°nm. Stanley Bralthwaite, "The Year in Poetry",

The Bookman, XLV (June, 1919), 429-430.

3Wm. Stanley Braithwaite, "The lian Against the Sky",

he 3oston Evening Transcript (February 26, 1916) 9.
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chords of undenlable beauty.l The North American character-

ized Robinson's attitude toward life as KRussian, "comparable
to that of Dostoevsky". His poetry was distinguished from
most contemporary verse by a "more genuine simplicity" and a
"'real elevation". He was one of the tew moderns who had a
sense for language, for power and beauty of idiom a3 well

as for melody ard imagery. Any obscurity in his verse was
due to 1ts compactness of expression and its swift transi-

tion of thought. Unlike Firkins, Tae North American rsview-

er believed that the poetry d4id not merely "1lull and nar-
cotize" but "inade thought musical". Robinson's verse was not
great, he concluded, because it lacked a "sense of complete-
ness and finality", but it unquestilonably attained distinct-
lon.

E. 2. Reed, 1in a contemplative page in the Yale
Review, gave Robinson generous praise. He found his book
austere 1in 1its restraint, surcharged with thought, but
lacking in appeal through melody or color -- yet it seemed
to him to be one of the most significant books of the year
because of 1ts art and force. He tco liked "Ben Jonson

Entertains a lfan from Stratford", but (unlike Firkins) for

loscar W. Firkins, "American Verse", The Nation,
CIII (August 17, 1916), 150-151.

2"The Man Against the , Sky", The North American Review,
CCIII (April, 1916), 633,
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its picture of Shakespeare, rather than of Jonson, claim-
ing that he knew of no portrait of Shakespeare tnhat sur-
passed it. Mr. Robinson stood, he said, in the foremost
renk of Amerilcan poets. There was more packed away in tnis
book of his than the "most receptive reader will discover

in volumes of our modern rhapsodists".1 The Qutlook's

reviewer mentioned Robinson's "curious attitude of impartial-
1ty" toward his characters. They seemed "always strangely
indeperdent", working out their own "destiny unhampered by
their creator", who found them matters "chiefly for dissec-
tion and exposition". lr. Hobinson's younger contempor-

aries, in The Qutlook's opinion, might learn from him that

a writer 1s never so direct as when he 1s hinting a half
expressed thought, nor so indirect as when he 1is apparently
laying out a character in black and white. "Flammonde",
"The Poor Kelation", "Ben Johson Entertains a lMan from
Stratford" ard "Another Dark Lady" received praise on this

score.2 Amy Lowell's review in The New Kepublic was more

daring. She spoke of Robilnson's great power, "dynamic with
experience and knowledge of 1ife". His poems did not in-
vigorate, to her way of thinking, but mellowed and subdued
the reader, His spirituality was "tonic and uplifting",

lpiward Bliss Reed, "Recent American Verse"
The Yale Review, VI (January, 1917), 421-422,

2"mir Robinson's New Poems", The Qutlook,
CXII (April 5, 1916), 786-787.
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and she liked the "reticence" and "astringency" of hils poeas,
finding his prevailinzy mood one of "high seriousness".

It is interesting to note that the title poem of
this volume recelved little favorable comment from the
critics, while "Flammonde" (which robinson had earlier in-
tended to make the title poem) was almost always singled out
for praise. "Ben Jonson Entertains a Man from Stratford"
was a favorite with the reviewers but for different reasons.
The gravity with which Roblnson was discussed, however,
bore witness to the respect that he was beginning to inspilre.
Perhaps he was not gzreat, but he had become a poet of "dis-
tinction".

The consgervatives used him as a shining example of
traditionalism in versé, while the adherents of the "new
poetry" deplored his use of "outmoded" forms, but almitted
his eminence. hat was valid in the "new poetry" seemed to
Robinson, who was always distrustful of all movements, as
anclient as Athens; 1in effect, tine chief principles of the
"new poetry" were notning different from that for wnich he
had fougzat for twenty years. “hen a stranger asked him
whether he wrote "free verse" he answered, "no, I write badly
enouch as it is", a wry commentary on the so-called "new
verse".

‘While this 1little warfare of the "old" verse the '"new"

lamy Lowell, "E. A. iobinson's Verse",
The New kepublic, VII (ifay 27, 1916), 96-97.
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poetry was 1n progress, Robinson was contemplating the far
greater tragedy of World War I. He saw hls age crumbling
before his eyes; the men who might have had the "vision to
gulde it were 1rresponsible or trapped by thelr own pass-
ions, betrayinz what they most cherished". There was a
Light, of course, tanat would survive, but meaanwhile the
darkness would be terrifying.l

Robinson lived amd worked at the Peterborough col-
ony every summer, during the rest of the year living on a
$2000 legacy left him by John Hays Gardiner. ‘Taen that
was gone, a friend, Lewils Isaacs, in better financlal
straits got eleven others to Join him in providing kobin-
son $1200 a year. Ieanwhile Robinson, searching for a
theme to express in verse the great upheaval ard dissolu-
tion of civilization that VWorld War I symbolized, found 1t
in Malory's Arthurian cycle. He wanted to portray in verse,
as Malory had in prose, the crumbling of a world, the
shattering of an ethos - and out of his search came Merlin,
Lancelot, and ten years later, Tristram.

Merlin, published in 1917, was not kindly received.
Odell Shepard was merciless in his attack on it, maintain-
ing that a malicious elf must have suggested the Arthurian
legend as a subject to Kobinson. His method and manner had

not changed, but the subject-matter di1d not harmonize with

lcf. Hagedorn, op. cit., 306.
.



his method. Shepard's severest criticism was:

"upon a style that has shaped itself in the
delineation of modern types of mind - com-
plex, eccentric, intensely individualized -
is laild the talk of deplcting certain very
unmodern characters which throughout a long
and august tradition have been treated as
simple, conventional, naive. The result, in
less skillful hands would have been burlesque...
r. Robinson resembles his own l'erlin,wno has
much to say about what he has seen armd known
without giving much notion of what it 1is, and
who seems to rely upon our remembrance that
he has been impressive in other scenes".

To him Robinson's method applied to Arthurian material,
was faulty and ill-advised, seemingly because 1t had never
been used before in relatlion to the 1egend.l Nor were the

other reviewers more favorable.2 The New York Tlimes felt

that Roblnson was a respectable poet, but a heavy one.3

E. B. Reed gave Merllin probably its most favorable review,
Although he found it unlike any Arthurian poem he had ever
read before (it was hard for critics to forget Tennyson)
his attitude was different than Shepard's. HReed thought
the poem deserved to be ranked with the best verse that the
legends had inspired. 1Its "foundations were dug deep" and

the compression of style gave a sense of "reserve force".

loge1l Shepard, "Versified Henry James", The nDial,
LXIII (October 11, 1917), 339-341.

2stark Young, "Werlin", The New RKepublic,
XII (September 29, 1917), 250-251.

3"yotable 3ooks in Brief Review", The New York Times
Review of 3ooks (Auzust 25, 1917), 314.
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Its characters were powerless against "inexorable law, the
inevitable sequence of growth and decay". Zach volume of
fobinson's deepened Reed's conviction that Lobinson was the
foremost American poet. "In layinz down Lerlin we have but
one criticism to offer: it is too scon eﬁded".1

In December, 1919, Robinson celebrated his fiftieth
birtnday. Eis friend, Percy liacKaye, summoned Robinson's
friends to pay tribute and they respmded lyrically in the

newspapers and magazines. The New York Times carried tributes

by Vacnel Lindsay, Idgar Lee !lasters, Ridgely'Torrence, Zdwin
larkham, Amy Lowell, Sara Teasdale, and many others, Bliss
Perry provided an 1introduction, stressing the consistency

of Robinson's work and its relation to the main current of
English poetry. The rcmarxs were of course complimentary,
and a few were perceptive.2 Percy I-.',acKaye3 and Harriet
Ivionroe4 wrote rather mawkish tributes, while Kermit Roose-
velt claimed that "there was never a master who depended for

his fame less on any individual poem".5

lmward Bliss Reed "Poetry of Three Hatlons", The Yale Review,
VI (July, 1917), 863-36%4,

1
2Poets Celebrate E. A, Robinson's 3irthday", The New York
Times Review of Books (December 21, 1919), 1.

3Percy MacKaye, "E. A, - A Milestone for America",
The lorth American Review, CCXI (January, 1920), 121-127,.

“Harriet Monroe, "lr. Robinson's Jubilee," Poetry
XV (February, 1920), 265-267.

SKermit Roosevelt "An Appreciation of the Poetry of Edwin
Arlington Robinson" Scribner's Mazazine, LXVI (December,1919),
T763-764,
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The Qutlook waxed slightly eloquent:

"The influence of Mr. Robinson is more widely
acknowledged today than at any time 1in the

past decade, and hls place among contemporary
poets seems surer today than at any time since
the publicatlion of The Children of the Night,
which after all, 1s gratifying inmrdication that
worx of the first order will find its way to
the front, no matter how void it may be of

the superficial advantage of popular appeal'.

Kobinson was grateful for the attentlon and realized
that it was not simply prompted by popularity, but rather
by the sympathetic understanding of an esoteric group who
appreciated him - that some of them clearly did not approve
of certaln elements in his work he no doubt realized, and
that hils popularity was limited he must have known too.

But Robinson hoped that popularity mi-ht come some day,
acknowledging to a friend that he didn't know why but "for
the majority of seml-intelligent readers my books mighﬁ
as well be written in Sanskrit".?2

"Desplte what the critics had done to lLerlin, Robin-
son published the second Arthurian legend, Lancelot, in
1919. This time the reviewers were a trifle more kind,
possibly because they followed the laudatory comments
that his birthday celebration had brought forth. Yet some

of the critics continued to feel that Robinson had rushed

"1vp poet's Birthday", The Qutlook,
CXXIII (December 24, 1919), 535.

2Hagelorn, op. cit., 234
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into a lanmd where angels feared to tread - that of Tenny-
son, Swinburne arnd Arnold. Babette Deutsch thought
Lancelot flner than Merlin by as much as 1t was closer

to fRebinson. His chief distinction was that he mingled
Puritan austerity with a "discerning teniernegs".l

R, M. Weaver felt Kobinson's genius to be "essentially
dramatic". The poet's analysis of soul at war with soul
was "subtle, unsentimental, and contagiously sympathetic".
His verse was noble, his Judgment mature, and his method
economical., Thouszh a tragsic moralist, Robinson gave at
the end of his poem'"the promise of something other than
utter night".2 Carl Van Doren found .obinson as much at
home in Lancelot as in Tilbury Town, "hitting the univers-
al with his narrowest strokes". Lancelot had the "stark,
unpopular grandeur" of tragedies in which men are over-
whelmed by reason of some trait of their souls - that
passion for an 1ideal which 1ifts men above their gsenses
ard rends tnem from thelr societies. The verse was as
"athletic and spare as an indian runner, though it walks
not runs", anmd varied in admirable accord with situation
and character. 3ince Browning there had been no finer

dramatic dialozue in verse, thought Van Doren, and no apter

l3abette Deutsch, "A New Lizht on Lancelot", Poetry
XVI (July, 1920), 217-219. -

2Raymond M. Weaver, "Some Currents and 3ackwaters of

Contemporary Poetry", The 3ookman, LI (June, 192C),
457-458,
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characterization than in tne ironical talk of Gawailne.
Bralthwalte azreed that in Lancelot, by reason of thousznt
and feellnz plus supreme consciousness and evocation of
beauty, Robinson proved himself the greatest of all 1living
American poets.2 Of the promlnent critics Veaver ani
Sraithwalte wrote pernaps the most discerning anid encour-
asing reviews,

In 1920 a lesser known work of Robinson's, The Three
Taverns, appeared. It recelved only a few reviews, grave
and quietly complimentary. Samuel roth in a grouped re-

view in The 3Bookman referred to Robinson as a poet who held

the "remote admiration which men accord to writers much
discussed but little read". He was a poet of wisdom and

understanding. The Three Taverns might in the future prove

to be the most important book of that year. It was the
book 'of a man of a people, and of a civilization".> Carl
Van Doren enthusiastically found the book "packed, and as
such thinss go in the world, perfect". The miscellaneous
poems were held together in a pattern by a "tone of mingled

wisdom", a "clear, hard, tender blank verse, and those un-

forgettarle eight line stanzas énd dramatic sonnets which

lcarl van Doren, Tragedy in Lancelot", The Nation
cX (iay 8, 1920), 622-623.

29m. Stanley Braithwaite, "The Arthurian Legend in Poetry",
The Boston Evening Transcript (June 12, 1920), 9.

3samuel Roth, "Robinson - Bridges - Noyes", The Bookman,
LII (December, 1920), 361-362.
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go to make up one of the most scrupulous and valuable of
1iving poets". The poet achieved his "immense pertinence
to the moment" only by indirection of actual events.
"Every line bears acutely on the times". He notes the
historical nature of five of the longer poems and cites
"Tasker Norcross" as being the most memorable.1 vitchell

Stewart found the "claret of The Three Taverns... too

cool for most palates", noting Robinson's indirectness,

his passion for silhouettes, and his disdain for superfic-
ial tricks., The form, metre, amd rhythm of the verse are
"not unfamiliar...we have seen the like for many days",

as for some men "clothing 1s a part of character for others
it remains a trivial, inconsiderable item". 1Ironically
Stewart criticized Robinson for failing to "express the
spirit of his time; whatever that may mean...since the
spirit of an age 1is only a fiction".® Harriet lonroe

found that The Three Taverns interested her intellect-

ually, but brought her little "emotional thrill". The
searching essays in character analysis "left her cold",
but in Robinson's meditative poems "one tastes more keenly
the snarp and bitter savor of his high aloof philosophy".

She seems a trifle unhappy that he offered no "solution

lcarl van Doren, "Wisdom and Irony", The Nation,
CXI (October 20, 1920), 453-454,

2y1tchell Stewart, "Eiward Arlington Robinson",

The Dial, LXX (May, 1921), 569-571.
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to the problem of creation, elther in general or 1in
detail" but she 1liked his lines:

"That earth has not a school where we may go
For wisdom, or for more than we may know".

and his counsel for the meantime:
"Say what you feel, while you have time

to say it -
Eternity will answer for itsel

gt

Robinson by tihiis time had bezun to turn books out
at a rather prolific rate. The year 1921 brought Avon's
Harvest, wnich he called "a dime novel in verse". Harriet
wonroe observed that i1t was done with a "kind of cold
thrift...the music...being slow ard stern".2 John rarrar
felt that he built his climax with a "masterful restraint".
The poem was a "brilliant drawing of the intense calm of
a suffering neurotic..; in American literature, surely
there 18 no more powerful dramatic poem".3 Carl Van Doren
found it a shuddering Zhost story written in a "steel-hard,
steel-spare, steel-bright style". 1Its lanzuage was Yankee

idiom 1lifted into literature, but its brevity and under-

statement led to obscurity. There was no "royal road to

luarriet ¥onroe,"iobinson's Double Harvest" Foetry,

XVIII (Auzust, 1921), 274-275.
21pid. 274.

3 John Farrar, "Z. A. Robinson's Dime Novel",
The ookman, LIII (May, 1921), 248.

-51-



Robinson", but "the summit was worth the ascent".
William Stanley 3Bralthwaite proposed a collected
editlion to Robinson, one that would challenge the
critics to face not a sinzle book, but a life-work. Ilac-
millan's agreed, publishing a complete works in 1921, the
first of four such collections to be publisned in a
seventeen year period in more than one edition each.
Herbert Gorman was lyrically complimentary in

The New York Times.2 Carl Van Doren regretted Robinson's

long delayed fame. His greatness was due to his steady
penetration through the facts before him to the truths
beneatn them which gave his verse "significance and coher-
ence". He never ceases to cerebrate sald Van Doren or
allows hls readers to - by readers, Van Doren meant,
"selected readers". His ranythms throbbed with "heightened
thought" and no line or stanza escaped his steady nands
before it "ran off singing".

"Endowed at the outset with a subtle mind and

a temperament of great integrity, he has kept

both incorrupted and unweakened, and has

hammered his lovely_images always out of the
chastest designs".

lcarl van Doren, "In a Style of Steel", The Nation,
CXII (April 20, 1921), 596.

24erbert S. Gorman, "Edwin Arlington Robinson's Poetry",
The New York Times Book Raview and Marazine
(October 30, 1921), 6.

3carl Van Doren, "Greek Dignity and Yankee Lase",
The Nation, CXII (November 16, 1921), 570-571.
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Yvor Winters foun d robinson superior to 3rowning by reason
of his "fusion of basic philosophy, emotional viewpoint,
imagery and form". He declared that a few critics had
feared in the last few years that Lobinson was "deterior-
ating"; going through the collected edition, "one is
reassured". Robinson's greatness lay saild Winters not in
the people of whom he wrote, but in the "perfect balance"
and the "infallible precision" witnh which he stated their
cases - an indication of his fine perception and organiz-
ation of material. Robinson had the "culture to know that
to those to whom philosophy 1s comprehensible it 1s not a
matter of the first importance". He knew that these people
were not greatly impressed by a "ballyhoo statement of the
principles of social and spiritual salvation". The few
times he gave his oplnion he did so quletly and intellil-
gently and then "passed on to other things".1

Army Lowell dashed off twelve pages for The Dial in
which she "dared" to say that Robinson was sure to rank
among the "most important poets of this nation". With some
precision, she pointed out that though he had dropped
fourteen of the original poems the omission need cause the
reader no regret, except possibly the title poem of The
Children of the Night - an odd deletion but one that show-

ed a developing critical faculty. His austerity, restraint

lyvor Winters, "A Cool Laster", Poetry, XIX (February,1922),
278-288.
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and insight were pure New Englandisms, she belleved. He
had been caught between the "old Puritan atavism and the
new, free spirit" and his answer was a "creedless relig-
ion". He was the forerunner of the new poetry ami 1its
oldest and most respected exemplar. Unfortunately his
historical monologues were seldom "apt as portraiture".

He bullt his poetic world out of a series of polignant
incidents and by the deftest of little touches. But she
deplored the "melodrama" of "Avon's Harvest", which grows
out of external happenings", and found his increasing use
of circumiocutlons in direct contradiction to his "own
theory of straight-forward speech". 3he cited as example
his allusions to the characteristics of a certaln gentle-
man as "an index of adagios" to his calling billiard
balls "three spheres of insidious ivory", and his naming
a hypodermic syringe "a slight kind of engine". Such cir-
cumlocutlons, lilss Lowell believed came from an atavistic
fear of the common-place producing the old poetical Jargon
which he himself had done so much to banish from contem-
poary poetry. B3But still she thought Robinson a better poet
than Crabbe because of his insizht, placing him more akin
to Hardy. Robinson was a better technician she thought,
but Hardy had a more penetrating understanding which helped
him to "dissect" his characters '"reverently" while Robin-

son's approach was one of "dry-eyed pity".

—She



S5ne defended oblnson from the critics who found
"the beating of the knell of doom" in his work. Doom
there mizat be, she admitted, but it was an ad junct, not
a preoccupation. ils preoccupation was with the unanswer -
ed question: Is the 1li:zht real or imagined, 1s man a dupe
or a prophet, "is faith unbolstered by logic an act of
cowardice or an expression of unconsciousa ponderins intell-
ectuability?"

verlin as a series of lyrical intervals was excell-
ent,she said, but as a long poem it was inchoate. TIne
pattern of Lancelot was too traditional, a fusion of all
the dramatic poets all speaxing at once. The heady wine
of Fobinson's increasins fame had lulled his critical

faculty somewhat - "would he have written Avon's Harvest

ten years ago?" sShe advised him to forset his assured
public and "seek again the silence of his own personality
which seems tii2 only condition under wnich hils genlius can
freely create."

Continulng her review, liss Lowell found his art
ot wide and inclusive, but narrow and deep. He had almost
no early fallures to look back upon with resret., His later
work showel no marked advaance over his earller, even 1in tne
matter of technique. He jalned his full stature early
and what he had already written had won him a "high and

permanent place in amnerican literature.l

lamy Lowell, "A Bird's Eye View of Edwin Arlington
Robinson", The Dial, LXXII (February, 1922), 130-142.,
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Conrad Ailken, a promising youn; poet, felt that
no contemporary znglish poet had Robinson's insight into
cnaracter, his intellectual beauty or his exjguisite
sense of form. Hardy's dramatic lyrics surpassed his
occasionally in range and fire, but do not match them in
subtlety and finish.l Helen ilalker waxed lyrical about
this poet whose songzs rose "clear and hich, and far, with
a great messaze - a 1lilting music - and a deep anil true
pnilosophy."

This collected edition brouzht forth more serious
discussion of Kobinson's pnilosophy than any s3insle book
had previously. The critics accepted his high seriousness,
the fact that his forms were merely vehicles for his
thought evén'when "exquisitely beautiful", and devoted
themnselves to definins his philosophy and admiring its
union with his "restrained and austere" art forms. Axy
Lowell wrote the most comprenensive and dlscriminating
review while Yvor Winters was most'philosophically" sym-

pathetic. The Collected Poems received the Pulltzer

prize for poetry, and the award of the Authors Club of
New Yorx for the most distinguished contribution of the
year to American literature., Yale gave Kobinson an honor-

ary degree. In an address before the koyal Society of

Lloonirad Alken, "The New Elizabethians" The Yale Review,
XI (April, 1922), 635-636.

Helen Walker, "The Wisdom of llerlin", The Forum, LXVII
February, 1922), 179-181,

-56-

2,



Literature in London, John Drinkwater labelled Robinson

1
"one of the six greatest poets writing today".

Roman 3Bartholow published in 1923, was not happily

recelved even after the pralse wnich followed Robinson
through 1922, ZdmundWilson called it "one of the most

arid products of a mind which has run much into the sands".
He admitted that a poem can be the vehicle for a novel

but cannot forgive Robinson for the "absence of poetry in
his poem". Thougn they were sometimes interesting, kobin-
son's poems could never be said to be beautiful. A steril-
ity nad blighted his work - its glamour fading paler and
paler - 1t was poignant rather than intense. Hls o0ld
blank-verse 1dylls of New SEngland, thouzht Wilson)hai more

"beauty ard life".2

The tan Who Died Twice , published in 1924, evoked

mixed responses. William Norris found it to be the
"eulmination of Robinson's increasing preoccupation with
what might be called spiritual psychology". The actual
story was left practically untold, but the spiritual story
was recounted in full detail. The remorse, the pride,

and the crumbling splritual stature of the wrecked

musician were of supreme and sole impoirtance. 3ut more

lHagedorn, op. cit,, 326.

2%imund %illson, "ir Robinson's loonliznt", The Dial,
LXXIV (May, 1923), 515-517.
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critically Norris added that when Robinson wandered into
the "dark wooi" he had neither "free wind" nor "open
vista".l Louis Untermeyer, honoring Xobinson with the
title of the "ripest and most philosophical of our poets)
lamented his indecisiveness in not choosing between the
factual and the fantastic point of view in the voem. Tae
result was that the book was a "cross between a grotesque
narrative and inspired metaphysics, dbut curiously enoush
it 1s one of iiobinson's triumphs". His insight into the
tortured soul of Fernando Nash seemed more profound than
in any of his other portraits. The tempo 1s more andante
than usual, marred only by an excessive amount of self-
cussing in whlich the author allowed the composer who wasted
his genius to 1ndulge. His penance, said Untermeyer, was
not only inzlorious, but repetitively voluminous. It was
Robinson and not Fernando Nash tnat Untermeyer read into
these lines of "ironic illumination":

"There was the paln of seeins too clearly

mpre thgn a man so"wiiling to see nothing

should nave to see'.
iarx Van Doren sald that for the conscientious reader there
need not be any obscurity in the poem. The detalls of the

story were not to be tazen too literally, for the theme

1william A. Norris, "The Dark Wood", The Jew Lepubllic
XLI (January 21, 1925).

2Louls Untermeyer, "3even Azainst Realism",

The Yale Review, XIV (July, 1925) 792-793.
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was abstract and the applicatlon universal; 1t was a
tale of tne unpardonable sin, a man in full conscilous-
ness that his csoul 1s one of the rarest gifts of the zods
violatég tnat soul and descends to 2 slow ruin. To Van
Doren the poem was a "symphony of the most gorgeous con-
tent" and yet authenticdlly a poem for the music was un-
heard, but he rather wished that some composer would
attempt sometliin: with the lines and 1deas of the poem
for 1ts basis.1

Dionysus in Doubt (1925) w2gc the third of the
"trilogy that filled the lull between the collected

edition ard Tristram. H., S. Corman was a personal friend

of fobinson's and his review in The Bookman was kinler

than most.2 James Daly found 1t unutterably beneath
fobinson's "usually distingulshed level" and regretted
its publication. Spacinz 1t in blank verse 4id not
prevent the "laborious social tract" from being "iull
prose"., He admired its sincerity, the high courage of
its intention, but for all its profundity of motilve,
it never came alive. "The Sheaves" was a great sonnet
and he liked "Not Always". 1In the sonnets "wisdom

pulses and there is beauty in all of them". If kobinson

1

ark Van Doren, "A Sym honZ of S5in", The Nation,
CXVIII (April 16, 1924?, 4hs,

24, S. Gorman, "E. A. Robinson and Some Others",
The Bookman, LXI (July, 1925), 595-596.
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were totally unknown, thought Daly, his sonnets would win
him high distinction, but now they could only augment and
confirm a long held eminence.1

About thls time noblnson was in need of something
to reassure his public after the comparative mediocrity
of his last three books. The critics were aware of him,
but to the general reading public he was a poet "talked
about" but "difficult", except for his early work and
shorter poems., Tristram, the third portion of his Arthur-

ian cycle, proved to be the work that maie him famous.

1James Daly "The Inextingulshable God", Poetry,
XXVII (October, 1925), 40-44,
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THE PUBLIC ACCLAIM OF TRISTRAM
Tristram brought Robinson the favor and popularity

for which he had longed. Within three weeks of publica-
tion it was reprinted four times and a dozen times more
during the year. The book of 4400 lines that Robinson
expected "only the herolc few" to read became a best
seller. The Literary Guild issued it as its book-of-the-
month and published a monograph on Robinson by Mark Van
Doren.1 They held a public reception in the Little The-
atre in New York that left fifty guests standing. All of
the distinguished people in New York art and letters were
there to greet him. Robinson himself balked at taking
part in the program. A former actress, Mrs. August Bel-
mont, read passages from the book, and Carl Van Doren
spoke "of the finest Tristram poem in the English lan-
guage." For once in his life Robinson was at ease, both
gay and witty, in receiving his procession of admirers.
This period marked the climax of his popular acclaim.
Previously he had been the poet critics talked about,

but comparatively few people read.

1
Mark Van Doren, Edwin Arlington Robinson, 1927.
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The critics received Tristram with mixed feelings,
but most of them were sure that it was an "important® book.
H. S. Gorman felt that one might be "quite dogmatic in as-
serting that this is the finest long poem that has ever
been produced in this country." The poet's talents were
fused beautifully in a theme that called for every Miota
of his poetic strength.® His "unquestioned genius" had
fcircumscribed a moving and flame-like subject" with un-
faltering art and in a "language that runs through the
mind like a long string of perfectly cut Jewels."l“'John
Parrar's review sounded as if he were still under some
sort of mystical enchantment cast by the poem. It was a
poem, he said, such as a poor reviewer dreams of finding
once iIn a life time and quite frankly he didn't expect it
to "come from the pen of Mr. Robinson"™ because of late
years his work, while mellow, had been "more erudite than
impassioned® and the involutlions of his thought have some-
times seemed to obscure the flow of his rhythm.® But in
beauty, technique, passion, and dramatic skill was the
"equal at 19hst of any great poem iIn the English lan-
guage.® It was strikingly original; the story had never

IH. S. Gorman, "High Spots in Spring Books", The Bookman,
Lxv, (July 1927) 555.




been told so vividly. It moved "majestically from first to
last.” His psychological moods of men and women were accom-
panied with the "pound of physical passion and the rhythm
of natural beauty."” The dialogues between Tristram and
Isolt had a "flaming beauty of desire unrealized and real-
ized, of love torn and twisted and faithful, of courage and
yet, underneath of irony." It was a far better poem than
Merlin or Lancelot. "Here is a book that your great grand-
children will know, even 1if you neglect 1tl"l Frederick
Pierce was not "disposed to quarrel" with the verdict that
Robinson was the greatest contémporary American poet, but
lamented that his "range of mood" was small. In Tristram:

What was best and deepest in the ro-
mantic attitude has been preserved - the
sense of life's transitoriness, the sense
that we are breaking bubbles on changing
seas of time and being. What was best in
modern realism has been preserved too:
the clean cut analysis of human nature;
the realization that ancient characters
did not seem dimly, romantically 'ancient!
to themselves; the realization that the
seeming villain of a piece 1s often a de-
generate rather than a devil. The verse
flows on within narrow limits perhaps, but
with unerring Jjudgment and unfailing dig-
nity. . . Such poetry as that does not be-
long to any age or movement. It is a
part of the lasting heritage of the race.?

1J’ohn Farrar, "A New Tristram", The Bookman, LXIV

(June 1927), 465-466.

2Frederick E. Pierce, "Four Poets", The Yale Review, XVII
(October 1927)’177-178.
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William Rose Benet felt that in some ways The Man Who Died
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in a different category. In Tristram the poet was subtle
and sophisticated in the greatest sense in his understand-
ing of true love and passion. Its essence lay in the
profound manner in which Robinson went to the root of an
analysis of love in connection with fatality. It was in-
tricately comprehensive; that would be its abiding power
nfor generations of readers.m" Benet felt that the high-
est pralise that he could give was that Robinson had told
"the whole story with <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>