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POREWORD

Part I is intended, to serve as an introduction to

Mr. Robinson’s poetry. In it the writer has attempted

to give the few details that are available about the

poet’s lij?e and to analyze his books in order, of their

appearance, observing how even the earliest poems

pointed in the direction that his genius was to take.

In Part II Mr. Robinson’s three Arthurian poems, Merlin,

Lancelot, and Tristram are discussed and compared with 

the treatment of the legends by Malory and the nine­

teenth century poets, Morris, Arnold, Swinburne, and

Tennyson.
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’’There is no royal road, to Robinson. The summit

though is worth the ascent.”

-- Carl Van Loren.

It is with humility and. apology that the author

undertakes this criticism of the greatest living

American poet, Edwin Arlington Robinson. How often

do people even with real critical ability and keen in­

sight waste their time in attempting to sum up a poet!

In an interview with Joyce Kilmer for the New York Times

in 1916 Mr. Robinson said, that poetry through an emotion­

al response tells ’’something that cannot be said.," and.

"that it is, after all, undef inable. ” He himself never

talks about his poetry, and it is said he would not

read in public for a million dollars. This paper will

attempt, however, to give a few biographical facts that

have been assidously ferreted out, to analyze his themes

and his attitude toward life, to glance at his metrical

forms, and to watch his poetic growth.

Although Tristram, produced in 1927, had a larger

audience than any other of his poems, his reputation has

been growing steadily for years. However, his road to 

success has been the long hard road. One is reminded of
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Carlyle’s saying, "The Inventor of a spinning-jenny

is pretty sure of his reward in his own day; but the

writer of a true poem, like the apostle of a true

religion, is nearly as sure of the contrary." But

the miracle has come to pass, and the sale of his

books is equal to that of a popular novelist’s.

Honor upon honor has been accorded him, beginning

with the Phlitzer prize which he received for the

publication of his collected poems in 1921.

Reference to new poetry frequently carries with

it Impressions of new verse forms and new movements

in poetry. Robinson’s poetry defies classification;

he has never belonged to any particular movement.

Upon this subject Amy Lowell says:

"If we take the poetic currents in
evidence in America today, we shall
find certain distinct streams which,
although commingling,.keep on the
whole very much to themselves. The
strange thing about Mr. Robinson’s
work is that it seems to belong to
none of these streams."!

Throughout his work Mr. Robinson has used conven­

tional rhythms and stanza forms-in the longer poems

mostly blank verse, and the shorter ones stanzas of

from four to eight lines with three, four, or five

stresses. In regard to this, John Drinkwater, who is

a great admirer of Robinson and has written the

1. Lowell, Amy, Tendencies in Modern American Poetry,
p. 52.



3

preface to the English edition of the Collected Poems,

says;

"Again unlike most of his contem­
poraries, Mr. Robinson in his verse
structure is almost always traditional.
With hardly an exception throughout his
Collected Poems he used the normal
blank verse line, the four or six or
eight-lined rhymed stanza, generally
with four or five beats to the line, and
masters these with his own rhythmic per­
sonality, as practically every great
poet in the English language has done
these five hundred years. Metrical
forms are slowly evolved in the cumula­
tive consciousness of a race, and their
acceptance by a succession of poets is
governed by their peculiar fitness to the
genius of language. The lucid poet knows
that within those metrical forms there is
infinite scope for the impress of his own
rhythmic sense, and he knows that in this
collaboration between tradition and his
invention is the only sure hope of any
poetic completeness. Mr. Robinson is with
the masters of his own art in recognizing
this without question, almost, it would
seem, without conscious choice."!

Facts about Mr. Robinson are few. He was born on

December 22, 1869, in a picturesque little village, Head

Tide, Maine, where his father was a grain merchant; but

the next year the family moved to Gardiner, where his

father had become a director of the bank. Gardiner is

the "Tilbury Town" that he has immortalized in so many

of his poems. Miss Lowell gives a picture of Gardiner

as English in atmosphere with its Manor House, and

speculates upon the influence this "Great House" may

have had upon the boy. Is "The House on the Hill" a 

1. Drinkwater, John, "Edwin Arlington Robinson,"
Yale Review, April 1922, p. 471-472-



picture of this mansion, abandoned, because of the finan­

cial reverses of the owners?

There is ruin and decay
In the house on the Hill:
They are all gone away.
There is nothing more to say.

True, this is not an accurate description of the house,

but neither are the Tilbury characters exact represen­

tations of the Gardiner people who suggested those

characters to him. He is a poet because he sees the

elements of poetry in everything. Hot to him,

A primrose by the river’s brim
A yellow primrose was to him
And it was nothing more.

Mr. Robinson has told one reviewer that he re­

members reciting poetry when a child to his mother, and

he has also told of composing some of his early poems

in his father's barn. After finishing the course at the

Gardiner High School, he went to Harvard in 1891. His

father’s ill health and a decline in the family fortune,

however, forced his return home without a degree.

When Mr. Robinson was twenty, he had forty poems

he thought worth publishing. Of these he has said:

’’I arranged them in manuscript fora,
gave them the title The Torrent and
the Night Before, after the first and
last poems, ana sent them to the pub­
lisher. I knew that it was then
difficult to get poetry published in
America, but I thought that a pub­
lisher would be glad to get them.
They came back. I was surprised,
but not hurt this time. As the manu­
script acquired the chronic habit of 
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coming back, I got over being surprised.
and got mad. I felt that all that work
shouldn’t go for nothing. At all events,
I wanted to find out who was right, the
publisher or I. So I arranged for
publication at my own expense through the
Riverside Press of Boston."!

The book is dedicated to "Any man, woman, or critic who

will cut the edges of it. I have done the top." At

any rate the edges on some of them were cut, and today

this little book is one of the most sought of all 

modern American first editions. Recently, one copy sold 

at auction for three hundred and seventy-five dollars.

Five hundred dollars were offered for another copy, but

the offer was declined. I have not been able to see s 

copy of this book, but the Bookman for February, 1897,

observes;

"There is true fire in his verse, and
there are the swing and singing of
wind and wave and the passion of
human emotion in his lines. His
humor is of a grim sort, and the
world is not beautiful to him but a
prison-house...But here and there in
a sonnet he lets himself go, and the
cry of a yearning spirit enters the
lute of Orpheus and sounds a sweet
and wondrous note. We quote one
sonnet which is free and unrestrained
and spontaneous in its outburst,
flinging itself into form with a
natural abandon and full blooded life:

Oh, for a poet-for a beacon bright.
To rift this changeless glimmer of dead gray;
To spirit back the Muses, long astray,
And flush Parnassus with a newer light;

1. Wisehart, M. K., "By Jove," said Roosevelt, "It reads
like the Real Thing," American Magazine, April, 1923,
p. 76.



6

To put these little sonnet men to flight
'./ho fashion, in a shrewd mechanic way,
Songs without souls that flicker for a day,
To vanish in irrevocable night.
./hat does it mean, this barren age of ours?
Here are the men, the women, and the flowers-
The seasons, and the sunset as before.
What does it mean? Shall not one bard arise
To wrench one banner from the western skies,
And mark it with his name for evermore?”!

In this sonnet Robinson expresses the need of the

period for a real poet. By the last decade of the nine­

teenth century, the most famous American poets were

either dead or at the end of their careers. There were

some poets, "little sonnet men” who fashioned "songs

without souls,” but no poet had voiced the Ideals of a

new nation. American poetry until the civil war was

largely imitative of English poetry. "They (American

poets) were English provincial poets, in the sense that

America was still a literary province of the Mother
2

Country."

Robinson is a new voice interpreting a newer

civilization and he "made his debut in what we now re-
3

trospectively term a barren period.”

In 18S7 appeared The Children of the Night. It

is chiefly important because of the sketches of the

personalities it contains. In looking back over Mr.
Robinson’s work, one is impressed with the fact that he

has expressed himself almost entirely through 

1. The Bookman, February, 1897, p. 510.
2. LoweTT, Amy, op» cit., p. 5.
3. Redman, Ben Ray Euv.'in Arlington Robinson, p. 31. 



7

characterizations. "Richard Cory," one of Mr. Robinson’s

most quoted poems, is typical of these brief verses that

within the scope of a few lines sum up the tragedy of a

whole life;

And he was rich,-yes, richer than a king;-
And admirably schooled in every grace;
In fine, we thought that he was everything
To make us wish that we were in his place.

So on we worked, and waited for the light,
And went without the meat, and cursed the bread;
And Richard Cory, one calm summer night,
Went home and put a bullet through his head.

The poet in no way tried to justify Richard Cory's

suicide by any events in his character. He merely shows

what the man's life would reveal. We see him only as

the people around him saw him. The poem leaves one with

a feeling of irony heightened by the simplicity of the

poet’s technique. There seems to be a difference in

critical opinion in regard to the poem. Mr. Clement

Wood says that the poet has never improved the finish

of "Richard Cory," while Ben Ray Redman says it "is no

more than an anecdote depending upon a single point, put

into neatly polished verse that glitters with a meretrl-
1

clous brilliance." Mr. Redman objects to the startling

surprise of the last line, saying that nowhere else has

Mr. Robinson resorted to this trick. It seems to me

that his technique is admirable with the carefully

1. Redman, Ben Ray, op. cit., p. 38.
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chiseled phrase and. economy of expression.

Another of his clearly etched. Tilbury Town figures

is "John Evereldown":

"But why are you going so late, so late,-
Why are you going, John Evereldown?
Though the road be smooth and the way be straight.
There are two long leagues to Tilbury Town.
Come in by the fire, old man, and wait!
Why do you chatter out there by the gate?
And why are you going so late, so late,-
Why are you going, John Evereldown?"

"I follow the women wherever they call,-
That’s why I’m going to Tilbury Town.
God knows if I pray to be done will it all,
But God is no friend to John Evereldown.
So the clouds may come and the rain may fall,
The shadows may creep and the dead men crawl,-
But I follow the women wherever they call,
And that’s why I’m going to Tilbury Town."

The repetition of the last word in the first line

of each stanza, the psychological effect, the simplicity,

and pathos of this poem recall the ballad technique.

Miss Lowell says that Robinson has raised for

himself a banner with "Courage" written on one side and
1

"Success through failure" on the other. Surely the

following poem illustrates this;

Cliff Klingenhagen

Cliff Klingenhagen had me in the dine
With him one day; and after soup and meat,
And all the other things there were to eat,
Cliff took two glasses and filled one with wine
And one with wormwood. Then, without a sign
For me to choose at all, he took the draught
Of bitterness himself, and lightly quaffed
It off, and said the other one was mine.

1. Lowell, Amy, op. cit., p. 34.
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And when I asked him what the deuce he meant
By doing that, he only looked at me
And smiled, and said it was a way of his.
And though I know the fellow, I have spent
Long time a-wondering when I shall be
As happy as Cliff Klingenhagen is.

The poem is a little cryptic as to why Cliff

Klingenhagen preferred wormwood to wine. Perhaps the

bitterness of the drink emphasized the happiness of his

life. Mr. Robinson is not a happy poet; in fact he is

frequently melancholy. Miss Lowell says this is due to

an ’’ingrained Puritanism which time and place do so

little to eradicate” and that unless one realizes this

much of the meaning of his poetry is lost. ”A Puritan

cannot suddenly turn Pagan and bask contentedly under
1

a blue sky.” To whatever it may be due, we find him

disposed to picture humanity as it is and not as one

would like it to be. He is concerned with the Cliff

Klingenhagens and the Richard Corys. His preoccupa­

tion with this type of humanity is evident in his

title poem:

For those that never know the light,
The darkness is a sullen thing;
And they, the Children of the Night,
Seem lest in Fortune’s winnowing.

Fame did not come to Mr. Robinson with this vol­

ume, but after years of obscurity and toil; however, we

may say of him as he says in his tribute to George

Crabbe in this book:

1. Lowell, Amy, op. oit«, P» 8.
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Whether or not vie read him, we can feel
From time to time the vigor of his name
Against us like a finger for the shame
And emptiness of what our souls reveal
In books that are as altars where we kneel
To consecrate the flicker, not the flame.

Soon after the publication of The Children of the

Night, Mr. Robinson came to Yonkers, New York. Here we

are reminded that it was In Yonkers in 1896 that

England’s new poet laureate has said that he was inspired

to become a poet by a reading of Chaucer, we are for­

tunate to have an informed view of Robinson at this

period through one of his Harvard friends, Fullerton

Waldo, in an article which appeared in the Outlook for

November 30, 1922. William Vaughn Moody, the poet, and

Daniel Gregory Mason, the musician, came also to Yonkers

to see him. Mr. Waldo says that for a time in Yonkers

he lived ”on an ignominious little street, atilt like a

house roof all of cobbles, opposite a factory. It was

the meanest little house in the mean street. There he

sat forninst a stove.”. Next Mr. Waldo shows him in Nevi

York City.

”1 don’t suppose Charles Lamb loved the
tidal fullness of life along the Strand,
or 0. Henry the uproar of the Four Million
any better than Robinson loved the ferry­
seeking traffic before his door or the
clank and clangor of the elevated trestles
in whose shadows, round the corner, he ate
his frugal meals. In the crowd he found his
freedom and his solitudes, and in the noise
his silence.’’!

1. Waldo, Fullerton, "The Earlier E. A. R. Some
Memories of a Poet in the Making,” Outlook, cxxix
(November 30, 1921), p. 531-34.
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Mr. '//aldo then tells how his friendship for the poet

came about. It seems that Mr. 7/aldo owned a very-

valuable violin, and one day Mr. Robinson came to his

room with Balfe’s Bohemian Girl. "’Will you play these

to me?’ he asked with a fascinating smile that came and

went with a spot of color in each cheek." Often after

that he came for him to play three compositions; "I

Dreamt I Dwelt in Marble Halls," "The Heart Bowed Down,"

and "When Other Lips and Other Hearts." A fondness of

music is frequently reflected in Mr. Robinson’s poems;

but it is strange that one who writes such simple, plain

blank verse as Robinson should like this sentimental type

of music. Also, where does he get his names, Flammondes,

Klingenhagens, Havergals, Evereldowns?

By this time the family property had vanished, and

he held many odd jobs, among them an inspectorship on the

subway, but he was writing all the time.

So five years passed before the next volume.

Captain Craig, was published in 1902. "Captain Craig,"

the title poem, ia a study of an indomitable old

derelict who had drifted into Tilbury Town and was kept

alive by four young men to whom he gave philosophic

advice such as the following:

.....................................................I believe
God’s humor is the music of the spheres

You quiver and you clutch
For something larger, something -unfulfilled.
Some wiser kind of joy that you shall have
Never until you learn to laugh witn God.
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This poem seems to be rather neglected by critics.

Hiss Lowell says "in spite of the excellent manipula­

tion of its blank verse, it reveals a fault which the

earlier volume is conspicuously without, namely ver-
1

bosity." She also accuses it of being "both involved.

and dull," Perhaps it is somewhat long, but it is so

packed with the philosophy of one who, though a failure,

can still laugh at life that it repays for any effort

on the part of the reader. The theme is one of the

poet’s favorites, the success of failure, for

............................. . . Though in that ruin
There would have lived, as always it has lived,
In ruin as in failure, the supreme
Fulfilment unexpressed, the rhythm of,God
That beats unheard through songs of shattered men
Who dream but cannot sound it.

In this book we meet "Isaac and Archibald," two

delightful old men who "thanked God for orchards" when

they drank cider. Each is growing old and is cuite

willing to admit it of the other, but neither will admit

it of himself. This situation is given in terms of the

reaction of a little boy to "a world which contains at

once such realities as apples and tired legs, and such

vague incomprehensibilities as old age and the reaction
2

of a summer sun." The poem opens simply:

Isaac and Archibald were two old men,

1. Lowell, Amy, op. clt., p. 37.
2. Ibid., p. 13.
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Archibald Uvea on a farm some distance away, so Isaac

and the boy set out for the farm on foot, but the boy

gets tired and we hear him say:

....somewhere at the end of the first mile
I found that I was figuring to find
How long these ancient legs of his would keep
The pace that he had set for them. The sun
Was hot, and I was ready to sweat blood;
But Isaac, for aught I could make of him,
Was cool to his hat-band.”

After a while they sit down to rest and Isaac begins

the main theme of the poem-that Archibald is changing.

They go on their journey and Archibald comes to greet

them.

....With one hand on his back
And the other clutching his huge headed cane.

Then Isaac goes for a walk in the fields and

Archibald says to the boy-»

....YeSj I have seen it come
These eight years,and these ten years and I

know
Now that it cannot be for very long
That Isaac will be Isaac.

Isaac returns and the two begin a game of cards

while the boy keeps score and dreams.

The poem ends with the reflection;

’’Isaac and Archibald have gone their way
To the silence of the loved and well-forgotten.
I knew them, and I may have laughed at them;
But there's a laughing that has honor in it.
And I have not regret for light words now.
Rather I think sometimes they may have mad?
Their sport of me;-but they would not do tnat,
They were too old for that. They were old men
And I laugh at them because I knew them.”
Mark Van Boren says the poem "is for Mr.

Robinson an unusually sunny and engaging picture of
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1
two ancient rural men,” The poem is one of the poet’s

most popular ones, probably because It is easy to read

and because the theme has an universal appeal.

In 1905 Robinson issued a second edition of The

Children of The Night. It was then that President

Roosevelt became interested in his work and wrote in

an enthusiastic review of his poetry in The Outlook

for August 12, 1905:

’’There is an undoubted touch of genius
in the poems collected in this volume, and
a curious simplicity and good faith, all of
which qualities differentiate them sharply
from ordinary collections of the kind.
There is in them just a little of the light
that never was on land or sea."2

Roosevelt offered Robinson a consulship in Mexico,

but he refused saying that he wished to stay in New

York. Not long after that he was given a place in the

New York Custom House. He kept the position until

1910, finally giving it up to devote his entire time to

writing.

The same year saw the publication of his third

book, The Town Down the River. "Miniver Cheevy,"

another of Robinson’s popular poems, is in this

volume. This book Includes studies of three characters:
"The Revealer," a tribute to Roosevelt; "The Master,"

dealing with Lincoln; and "An Island," a monologue in 

1. Van Doren, Mark, op. cLt., p. 39.
2. Roosevelt, Theodore, The Children of The Night,

The Outlook, August 12, 1905, p. 913.
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which Napoleon is the speaker. The poem about Lincoln

to me is the most satisfactory of the three. The poem

purports to have been written soon after the Civil War

and. shows Lincoln as a great and lonely figure;

The saddest smong kings of earth,
Bowed with a galling crown, this man
Met rancor with a cryptic mirth,
Laconic ----  and Olympian.

The picture of Napoleon at Saint Helena hardly seems the

traditional figure. He is an old man who speaks of rats

and rain. Miss Lowell says ’’this querulous puling in­

valid is not the dying Napoleon, as any student of the
1

last days at Saint Helena can readily testify.”

Neither is there anything remarkable in the tribute

to Roosevelt. There are several poems in elegiac strain

in this volume, a strain frequent in Robinson which re­

minds one of the earlier Nev; England spirit; "Pasa

Thalassa Thalassa, " ’’Leonora,” ’’For a Dead Lady,” and

"Bon Voyage.” Then there are "Uncle Ananias,” another

tribute to an old man, a charming liar, and several

short character sketches. One of the best is "Doctor of

Billiards,” the master of "three spheres of insidious

ivory." No poem stands out very much above the others,

as in some of the other volumes, and no increase in

fame came with this book.

In the following year, 1911, Mr. Robinson went to

1. Lowell, Amy, op. cit., p. 42.
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the MacDowell Colony at Peterborough, New Hampshire, and.

much of his work since has been done there. The Colony, 

founded in honor of the musical composer Edward

MacDowell, offers a secluded retreat in summer to

American artists:

"Robinson leads the ideal artist's life
at the MacDowell Colony. He rises early and,
after breakfast, tramps to his studio which
is hidden among trees but from whose door he
can see the blue crown of Mt. Monadnock
rising in the distance. With that vision
before him he sits and composes his best work.
Luncheon is brought to him, as it is to all
the other colonists, and placed upon his
doorstep where he may get it when he pleases.
He lives uninterrupted days in what is perhaps
the most charming environment for a writer in
the United States.

And he changes and glows at Peterboro.
He emanates a jovialness that is unhampered
by city cares. Practically all of his evenings
are passed at the pool table, where with such
companions as Arthur Nevin, the composer,,Jules
Bois, the French writer, William Rose Benet,.
the poet, and others, time flies. Robinson
has developed into an excellent pool player,
for.it is his one mode of relaxation.!

Mr. Robinson has always had an interest in the

theatre, and he published two plays in prose, Van Zorn

in 1914, and The Porcupine in 1915. They scarcely de­

serve a place in this discussion, "for they are lone and

comparatively unimportant excursions from the high-road

of his life’s effort, and they contain scant substance

that has not been better fashioned within the limits of
his own tempered medium." 

1. Farrar, J. C., "The Literary spotlight," The Bookm.n,
Vol. 56, January, 1925.

^2.Redman, Ben Ray, op. ci t. , p. 60.
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.71 th The Ean Against the Sky in 1916 Er. Robinson

became really famous. Not only were the critics and.

reviewers busy with him; the reading public was awak­

ened. Perhaps he had already written some poems as

great as some of the poems of this volume, but as a

whole the book is of a more sustained and even quality

throughout. The title poemX. opens with a beautiful

description of a man silhouetted against the evening

sky. It is the old question about the meaning of life.

He again leaves the question unanswered, and it is

difficult to put into words his meaning. Amy Lowell

says, "It is a serious argument against a materialistic

explanation of the universe"; while Llewellyn Jones

states that the figure against the sky "symbolizes

man’s journey, a journey meaningful or meaningless as

it is made in the light of faith or in negation -----

though by faith is not implied the sort of thing that is
2

uncritically held to be the antithesis of agnosticism."

From the questioning note which ends the poem many

people have taken Robinson for a materialist; but he

says if "all comes to naught," why live? But the poet

tells of an "orient Word that will not be erased" that

comes "in incommunicable gleams too permanent for

dreams." 

1. Lowell, Amy, op. c i t., p. 53.
2.Jones, Lewellyn, First Impressions, p. IS.
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Besides the poem "The Man Against the Sky," this

volume contains another long interesting poem, "Ben

Johnson Entertains a Man from Stratford." This poem

is a dramatic monologue in' form, a type recurrent in

Browning, which calls to mind the fact that Robinson

has often been compared with the Victorian poet. The

poem is an imaginative analysis of Shakespeare’s

temperament. Johnson cannot understand the man;

. . . Tell me, now,
If ever there was anything let loose
On earth by gods or devils heretofore
Like this mad, careful, proud,indifferent

Shakespeare I

On the other hand, he reflects the human Shakespeare

with his ambition to be the Duke of Stratford.

Johnson, himself, who loves "the man this side of

idolatry," seems very real in such lines as these;

He’s all at odds with the unities
And what's yet worse, it doesn't seem to matter;
He treads along through Time's old wilderness
As if the tramp of all the centuries
Had left no roads-and there are not, for him;
He doesn't see them, even with those eyes,-
And that's a pity, or I say it is.

There is in the poem "Flammonde" a tenderness and

pity that show the mellowing influence of maturity.

There is none of the irony of "Miniver Cheevy" or

"Richard Cory." Also the form is in perfect keeping

with the theme, simple and straightforward. This poem

illustrates how Mr. Robinson has continued to use

conservative verse forms with great effect in spite of

the fact pointed out by Redman, that funeral orations 
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have been read above the poor dead forms of traditional
1

poetry.”

One more poem in this book must be mentioned, '’The

Gift of God.” Mr. Robinson has been called a cerebral

poet. It is true that he is grave and sometimes severe,

but in this poem is found a decorative note that is seen

in the later Arthurian poems. Here also the flame of

emotion bursts forth as the worthless son is seen

through the adoring eyes of his mother.

She crowns him with her gratefulness,
And says again that life is good:
And should the gift of God be less
In him than in her motherhood,
His fame, though vague, will not be small
As upward through her dreams he fares,
Half clouded with a crimson fall
Of roses thrown on marble stairs.

There are other good poems in this volume such as

the portraits of more Tilbury figures, ’’John Gorham”

and "Benwlck FInzer.”

In 1917 came Merlin, the first of Robinson’s re­

tellings of the Arthurian legends and in 1920, Lancelot.

These will be discussed along with Tristram in a separate

chapter.

The Three Taverns, published in 1920, contains a

number of portraits of historical characters. The title

poem is one in which St. Paul reveals himself in a

speech to Christian friends who came out from Rome to a

place called The Taverns to welcome him. Robinson makes

a Paul a prophet somewhat advanced in years who says:

1. Redman, Ben Ray, op. cit.. P. 9.
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Many who hate
Their kind are soon to know that without love
Their faith is but the perjured name of nothing.
I that have done some hating in my time
See now no time for hate; I that have left
Fading behind me like familiar lights
That are to shine no more for my returning,
Home, friends and honors-l that have lest all else
For wisdom, and the wealth of it, say now
To you that out of wisdom has come love,
That measures and is of itself the measure
Of work and hope and faith.

The poem on John Brown shows the hero speaking in

prison and the last significant words are-.

I shall have more to say when I am dead.

Robinson’s interest centers in historical figures

who have sacrificed much for the future. At the same

time it is significant that one of the best poems in

this book, '’Tasker Norcross," treats of an imaginary man

who lacks something.

"What he lacks is the thing that makes the
world about one not a desert but a green
and growing place. Mr. Robinson has always
been deeply interested in such lost souls,
in such deficient pairs of eyes. The reason
for the deficiency is sometimes circumstances,
sometimes character. But in either case the
description is given in terms of tragedy."!

"The Mill" is an example of the type of poem that

illustrates the economy which has caused Robinson to be

regarded as obscure. It is the story of a man who said

simply to his wife, "There are no millers any more,"

and went out and hanged himself to a beam in his mill.

Upon finding the body, the wife drowns herself where 

1. Van Doren, Mark, Edwin Arlington Robinson, p. 49.
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Black water, smooth above the weir
Like starry velvet Ln the night,
Thougn ruffled, once, would, soon appear
The same as ever to the sight.

Robinson produced Avon1s Harvest in 1921, which he

calls his "dime novel in verse.” It is a study of the

annihilating effects of fear on a man. Avon had a

terrible hatred and dread of a school-mate, and in an

encounter he hit the boy a blow in the face. For years

he was haunted by the man who every year sent him word

that he still lived. At length he saw the name of his

enemy in the list of dead when the Titanic sank, and

for a while Avon felt relieved. Then later he was

found by friends with a knife Ln his body. The doctor

told a friend:

”He died, you know, because he was afraid
And he had been afraid a long time.”

This poem seems to me to deserve the charge of obscu­

rity more than most of his poems. Critics conjectured

at the time which the poem was published that Avon had

seen a ghost, but Mr. Robinson was quoted as saying,

”You know ghosts don’t leave knives. It is simply a

more excruciating form of mental torture which he con­

trived when he let Avon think he was a ghost.”

This volume has a number of shorter poems and the

character study, ’’Rembrandt to Rembrandt.” Rembrandt

had declined in favor. His "new golden shadow” is not
<

popular with the Butch. His wife, Saskia, has died, and

then, so men believe, the painter died. But if Cod
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knows and Rembrandt knows why he paints Ln this

manner, it matters not what anybody else thinks.

Perhaps this is Robinson’s voice speaking through

Rembrandt that he must write as his ’’demon” wills,

whether the world approves or not.

You made your picture as your demon willed it.
That’s about all of that. Nov/ make as many
As may be to be made—for so you will,
Whatever the toll may be, and hold your light
So that you see without so much to blind you
As even the cobweb-flash of a misgiving,
Assured and certain that if you see right
Others will have to see-albeit their seeing
Shall irk them out of their serenity
For such a time as umbrage may require.

In regard to Robinson’s choice of subjects Herbert

S. 'Gorman says:

’’What better subject could have been chosen?
As the Flemish master was a genius of portraiture,
faces in a 'golden shadow’, so is Robinson’s genius
in the metriculous presentation and analysis
of figures. Like Rembrandt, he works in un­
flaring colors, in golden browns and blacks with
sudden illuminating spots of light that leave
the backgrounds in shadowy mystery...I have seen
Robinson sitting Ln a darkening room with the
last colors of the day on his face and the
thought has come to me that Rembrandt would
have rejoiced Ln painting the calm, rather
weary features.”!

In 1921 all of Robinson’s published poetry v/as com­

piled as his Collected Poems and issued Ln October of

that year. The Pulitzer prize for 1921 was awarded him,

and the book was selected by the Author’s Club as the

most outstanding contribution to literature that year.

1. Gorman, Herbert S., The Procession of I,'Tasks
p. 20-21.
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It also received the annual prize of the Poetry Society

of America. In June 1922, Yale University conferred

the degree of Doctor of literature upon him.

Homan Bartholow, which appeared in 1923, is the

story of a domestic tragedy of over four thousand lines

of blank verse. The characters are Bartholow, Gabrielle,

his wife, and Penn Raven, his friend and physician.

Bartholow is another one of Robinson's men who have seen

too much. His wife, Gabrielle, has been unable to

adapt herself to this strange new world of his, and

when Penn Raven comes she falls in love with him.

This, however, does not end her difficulties, and one

night while Bartholow and Penn Raven are in the house

talking, she drowns herself in the river. It then re­

mains for Umfraville, a kind of Flammonde, with his

unusual conversation to bring Bartholow back to a

healthy view of life. The poem is somewhat nebulous

in outline, and the tragedy is unrelieved, but there

are many beautiful passages. The idea seems to be the

same as those he has expressed in other poems, partic­

ularly in "Ben Jonson Entertains a Man from Stratford":

And when all this
Is ended, the same moon will shine again
As it shines now, and over the same rive±.
The river and the moonlight and the trees,
When I am gone, will be as wnen I came.

1924 saw published The Man Who Died Twice. This 

book for the second time brought Robinson the Pulitzer 
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prize. This poem gives an analysis of J’ernando hash:

The heir apparent of a throne that's ashes
The king who lost his crown before he had. it,
And. saw it melt in hell.

He is a musician who wasted his genius, and at length

finds salvation by beating a drum in a Salvation Army

Band. He tells his story to a friend who is with him

at his second death, the first one having been the

death of his musical soul:

"Make a swift end
Of what I leave behind," he said to me,
Burn me to ashes; and when that is done
Take me somewhere to sea and let me sink,
And fear not for my soul. I have found that,
Though I have lost all else.

Some critics regard the poem as Robinson's worst poem

and some regard it as his best. At any rate there are

some memorable passages in the poem, particularly where

Nash in the death of his first soul loses forever the

strains of music and where in his dissipation the "rat

equipped with evening dress, gold eye glasses, and a

conductor's wand" directs the rat symphony.

The Man Who Died Twice was followed by Dionysus

in Doubt in 1925. The title poem is a satrical

arraignment of liberty in the United States. Some

people have taken it to be a direct criticism of the

Eighteenth Amendment, but the consensus of opinion

seems to be that it is rather a criticism of the idea

that any virtue can be legislated into people.
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Eighteen exquisite sonnets are in this volume.

Among them is one called. "Sheaves", the last .lines of

which have been so often commented, upon;

So in a land, where all days are not fair,
Fair days went on till on another day
A thousand golden sheaves were dying there
Shining and still, but not for long to stay;
As if a thousand girls with golden hair
Might rise from where they slept and go away.

The sonnet form is well suited to the genius of

Mr. Robinson, and from the irony of "Aaron Stark" to

the loveliness of "The Sheaves" it is "of its own

arduous fulness reverent." Here again is pointedly

illustrated his ability to paint portraits in a few

hard, sharp phrases. We have seen Cliff Klingenhagen

who "took the draught of bitterness himself.," the

billiard expert with his "false, unhallowed laugh, g

and Aaron stark,

A miser he was, with a miser’s nose.
And eyes like little dollars in the dark.
His thin, pinched mouth was nothing but a mark.

These sonnets run the gamut of human experience, but

through it all there seems to be a sad wisdom gathered

from the mistakes of man, a sort of groping through the

dark where the lights are few.

In 1927 Tristram was published and Cavender’s

House, in 1929. There is a penetrating beauty in this

last poem that is incommunicable, and it is almost im­

possible to pick out examples of this strange beauty.

The poem opens in the middle of the story with the man
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Cavender stealing Into his house at midnight after an

absence of years. He had been married to a beautiful

woman, Laramie, whom he regarded as a sort of plaything.

One night, in fit of jealousy, he threw her over a cliff.

Her body was found the next day by some workmen, and the

affair was considered a suicide. It was regarded as

only natural that he should leave the place, broken as

was. Now after twelve years of torment he has come back.

Here in remarkable dialogue with a wraith of Laramie,

an illusion of his own mind, he defends himself. Then

he becomes penitent, and finally begs Laramie to tell

him if his suspicions that night were founded on fact.

She can tell him nothing that he does not already know

because she is a creature of his own brain. At length

she disappears, and he resolves to tell the truth

about the whole affair. In a sort of peace that

frightens him because it is unexpected, he awaits the

law. The poem catches at one’s heart strings with some­

thing of the purging feeling of pity and terror that

comes at the end of Shakespeare’s King Lear.

Although Mr. Robinson is past sixty, there are no

signs of decay in his art, and we are eagerly waiting

to see what his genius will bring forth next.
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Summary

Mr. Robinson is really a pioneer and. he belongs to

no definite movement. To put him in a category is a

difficult task. . He can paint a picture, yet he does

not belong to the school of imagists. He is modern in

thought, yet he is conservative in verse form. He

frequently sings melodiously, as in the elegy ’’Leonora”;

yet he is not a singing poet.

Unlike many other poets of to-day, he is just a

poet. He will not lecture or read his own poetry for

money. He refused a consulship to Mexico because he

wanted to stay in New York to write. He gave up the

position Roosevelt secured for him in the New York Custom

House that he might be able to devote all his time to

writing. He has never reviewed books or been a publish­

er’s reader. From his earliest years he seems to have

had a singleness of aim-to be a poet. However, fame

has not come to him suddenly, but only after years of

unceasing work.

From the outset Mr. Robinson has been concerned

with deficient, flawed humanity. Like Browning he is

a biographer of souls. There is Richard Cory, the 

envied of those around; yet he went home and put a 
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bullet through his head. There is Flammonde "from God
I

knows where,” ’’the Prince of Castaways.” There is Aaron

Stark whose eyes were like "little dollars in the dark.”

Robinson has gathered his Tilbury figures from the

immediate life around him and added to these the legend­

ary figures of Lancelot, Merlin, and Tristram. Under­

neath the failure and frustration of his characters, he

finds something of the lordly souled. Perhaps he laughs

at some of them, but there is always something wistful

and sympathetic about the laugh.

There is sometimes the note of hope and sometimes

the note of despair in these poems. To the accusation

that the world is a prison-house to him, Mr. Robinson

answered that it is "not a prison-house but a kind of

spiritual kindergarten where millions of bewildered

infants are trying to spell God with the wrong blocks.”

What,after all, is the meaning of life? Who is the

success, and who is the failure? The best answer he

can give is in the beautiful closing lines of "The Man

Against the Sky”:

Y/here was he going, this man against the sky*?
You know not, nor do I.
But this we know, if we know anything:
That we may laugh and fight and sing
And of our transience here make offering
To any -orient Word that will not be erased,
Or, save in incommunicable gleams
Too permanent for dreams,
Be found or known.

1. The Bookman, March, 1897, p. 7.



29

Part II

The Arthurian Legend.
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Merlin

Merlin, Lancelot, and. Tristram comprise a series of

poems on the old. subject of love and war at King Arthur’s

court. There is scarcely a field in all English litera­

ture which has attracted as many poets of every age as

the cycle of romance about King Arthur and the Knights

of the Round Table. These legends have been founded up­

on early poems of Wales and Brittany, Church legends,

and Latin Chronicles. They developed in their fullest

form at the court of Henry II of England. Walter Map,

a literary man and favorite at the court of Henry II,

wrote many of these romances in the most perfect form

we have. At this time England, France, and Germany

alike became seized with a passion for the wisdom,

chivalry, and prowess of King Arthur. Then in the

middle of the fifteenth century Sir Thomas Malory com­

piled these legends into one complete narrative. It

is significant that the clergy played a large part in

preserving these romances. Geoffrey of Monmouth, who

claimed to have translated the story from a Latin

manuscript, was a priest; Layamon, who augmented the

tale in his Brut, was a priest; and Walter Map was

Archdeacon of Oxford and Chaplain to Henry II. These

tales were to instruct in theology, as well as to

entertain. Perhaps this fact accounts for some of the
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imperishable grandeur of the theme, particularly of the

stories grouped around the Holy Grail.

Since Malory numerous poets have used the stories

of his book as the inspiration for their poems. The

spiritual truths herein appealed so powerfully to the

genius of Milton that he contemplated the legends as a

subject for his great epic. This is the material which

Tennyson used to emphasis courtesy, truth, loyalty, and

love; but Tennyson was essentially a lyric poet, and

he himself classified his Arthurian poems under the

heading of Idylls. It still remains for some future poet

to make an epic of these romances.

The first person in point of time in the Arthurian

legends is Merlin, because it was to him that Arthur

owed his birth. Merlin prophesied the main events in

his life and offered counsel for every important under­

taking. The origin of the legends of Merlin is very

obscure. In the bardic poems there is a reference to

him as a bard, prophesying the coming Arthur. These

poems represent him as loving a nymph of the woods

who also knew magic art. He was last seen sailing

away in a boat of crystal. In the 'flelsh poems, Merlin

assumes the role of a Christian character. Geofirey

and Layamon said that he was reported to be the son

of a nun. All of the early accounts agree that Merlin

was of miraculous birth, that he had supernatural powers,

and finally retiring to the woods, he was captured.



E2

The Iler Lin of the Romancers is a purely fictitious

character, although he keeps some of the earlier tradi­

tions. In the romances he brings about the marriage of

Uther and Igerna and when Arthur was born, he took him

away, no one knowing where. After Uther's death, an

anvil holding a sword appeared with this inscription;

"Jhoso pulleth out this sword of this stone and anvil, is

rightwise king born of all England;" and, according to

Merlin's prophecy, Arthur was the only one able to pull

it out. It was by Merlin's aid that Arthur got from

the Lady of the Lake Excalibur, whose scabbard was more

valuable than the sword. He warned Arthur he should not

marry Guinevere, predicting that she and Lancelot would

love each other. Finally, he left for the forest where

Vivian, the daughter of a fairy, lived.

Edwin Arlington Robinson has endowed these legend­

ary figures with life. He analyzes his character psy­

chologically and shows the conflicting feelings in a

dramatic way. Camelot and the court of Arthur are sub­

jects that appeal to poets of all ages, and Mr.

Robinson has written about these themes in a unique

way. These great legendary figures furnish a back­

ground against which Mr. Robinson interprets human

motives. Merlin, Arthur, Lancelot, and Guinevere are

more than shadowy figures of a dim past; they are as

real as Miniver Cheevy and Richard Cory. The Holy

Grail is more than a light of romantic ages; it is the
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same light which Mr. Robinson sees through all his work

and to which he gives particular expression in the early

poem, "Credo. " To those who know his power to see the

force of universal themes, it is not surprising that he

has found inspiration in the Arthurian legends. He has

not only vitalized these legends, but he has imbued the

characters with the life of modern personalities, "and

so he has amply justified what always requires justifi­

cation: the retelling of an ancient story that has been
1

well told many times before."

Robinson’s Merlin begins with a talk between Gawain

and Dagonet. Merlin has come back from Broceliande and

Vivian to help Arthur. Here we find no pomp and chival­

ry, no tournament and feasting. There is none of the

fairy tale element that is found in other Arthurian

poems. Mr. Robinson does not conceive of Merlin as

miraculously endowed with the gift of prophecy but as

other men whom he has chosen to play tragic parts. Merlin

is first seen in Camelot when he returns unexpectedly

from Brittany where Vivian for many years has entertain­

ed him.

Wise books of every lore of every land
Are there to fill his days if he require them,
And there are players of all instruments—
Flutes, hautboys, drums, and viols; and she sings
To Merlin till he trembles in her arms
And there forgets that any town alive
Had ever such a name as Camelot.

1. Redman, Ben Ray, Edwin Arlington Robinson, p. 74.
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So Vivian holds him with her love, they say,
And he who has not age, has not grown old.

’.Then Merlin returns to King Arthur’s court, his old

power is gone. He sees catastrophe imminent and is

powerless to save Camelot. He sees that Lancelot will

betray Arthur and that Modred will lead a revolt.

Arthur and Merlin talk;

..................................................."For I have built
On sand and mud, and I shall see no Grail.”
"Nor I" said Merlin. "Once I dreamed of it,
But I was buried. I shall see no Grail,
Nor would I have otherwise. I saw
Too much, and that was never good for men—
In one way or another. God knew best,
And he knows what is coming yet for me;
I do not ask; like you, I have enough."

Arthur gets little comfort out of Merlin’s words

and goes, to bed to toss through the long night. The

passage ends with the exquisite lines:

.................................................No spoken doom
That ever chilled the last night of a felon
Prepared a dragging anguish more profound
And absolute than Arthur, in these hours,
Made out of darkness and of Merlin’s words;
No tide that ever crashed on Lyonnesse
Drove echoes inland that were lonelier
For widowed ears among the fisher-folk,
Than for the King were memories to-night
Of old illusions that were dead for ever.

Merlin returns to Vivian and leaves Arthur with a

wounded heart. The middle of the poem is taken up with

Merlin’s and Vivian’s life. Here are an exotic beauty

and sensual passion that are not in keeping with the

term "cerebral” poet frequently applied to Robinson.

Merlin is seen as ten years before he went to Vivian.
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He pulled, a cord, that rang somewhere a bell
Of many echoes, and sat down to rest,
Outside the keeper’s house, upon a bench
Of carven stone that might for centuries
Have waited there in silence to receive him.
The birds are singing still; leaves flashed

and swung
Before him in the sunlight; a soft breeze
Made intermittent whisperings around him
Of love and fate and danger, and faint waves
Of many sweetly-stinging fragile odors
Broke lightly as they touched him; cherry boughs
Above him snowed white petals down upon him,
And. under their slow falling Merlin smiled
Contentedly, as one who contemplates
No longer fear, confusion, or regret,
May smile at ruin or at revelation.

Such images as ’’leaves flashed and swung" and "sweetly-

stinging fragile odors broke lightly” bring a vivid

picture to the mind of the reader. There is a glowing,

• exotic description of Vivian at supper with Merlin.

She seemed "A flower of wonder with a crimson stem.”

The tonal color of ’’Merlin” has been said to be crim­

son and green; and, indeed, there is much warmth of

color as well as lavish splendor in many passages. 7/e

read of Vivian "In a fragile sheath of crimson” with

’’inextinguishable eyes” in "the flame-shaken gloom."

But Merlin knows that all lovely things must end,

and as the glory fades he sighs aloud when Vivian fills

his cup and observes:

............................................ "At the end
Of this incomparable flowing gold
.................... I fear there may be specks."

At another time he says to Vivian,

"Why do you seize
The flimsiest of opportunities
To make of what I said another thing
Than love or reason could have let me say,
Or let me fancy?”
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Finally Merlin sees that he must part with Vivian,

forseeing a tragic end for Arthur and himself. He tells

Vivian that he will go to see the King once more, but

that he can do no more than that.

..................................................."Fate played with me
As I have played with Time; and Time with me
Being less than Fate, will have on me his vengeance.
On Fate there is no vengeance, even for God,"

Merlin at last sees "a wild and final rain on

Camelot," the kingdom he had formerly established for

Arthur. So he and Dagonet, the fool, leave Camelot,

groping their way together through the gloom with the icy

wind beating upon them,

And there was darkness over CamelotJ

A source of futility and disaster lingers upon one,

but there is a half-promise that catastrophe will in­

struct humanity and that the world will profit by its

mistakes. There is the same note of tragedy and hope

that is found in "The Man Against the Sky" and the same

pursuance of the vision of ideals.

Now Arthur, Modred, Lancelot, and Gawaine
Are swollen thoughts of this eternal will
Which have no other way to find the way
That leads them on to their inheritance
Than by the time-infuriation flame
Of a wrecked empire, lighted by the torch
Of woman, who, together with the light
That Galahad found, is yet to light the world.

There are varying- opinions as to whether Merlin 

and Lance lot are symbolic of the influence of the world

upon the poet. Some critics maintain that his symbolism
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is no older than 1914; that Ln the clash of arms at

Joyous Gard, we hear the rifles at the Marne, and. that

the fall of King Arthur’s court is symbolic of the fall

of Modern empires. Mr. Redman says:

"To be sure, it is a world in solution that
we find pictured in these poems, I prefer
to believe that Lt Ls an older world than
that which trembled when gray-clad troops
swept like a flood upon Leige; I prefer to
read its geography without symbolism, to
believe utterly in the reallty--and, for
poetry, complete adequacy—of Camelot,
Brocelande, and Joyous Gard Arthur and
Lancelot, Merlin and Vivian, Gareth and
Guinevere, are more alive in these poems
than symbols have a right to be; reading
them, let us read of them for their own
sake. "1

At any rate, the symbolism does not destroy the

beauty of the poem as new versions of the Arthurian

cycle for those who prefer to read them as modern

interpretations of the Ma tie re de Bretagne.

Mr. Robinson’s Vivian is not the Vivian portray­

ed by the Norman trouvere, Malory, or Tennyson. She

is a new character, similar in some respects to the

Vivian of the romances.

In the romance she is a lovable, womanly type

whose love for Merlin is almost parental. She is a

female Galahad. She wants possession of the charm

so that she may always have Merlin near her.

"One day as they were walking side by side
and hand Ln hand, under the wide spreading
hush of white thorn in blossom. In the

1. Redman, Ben Ray, Edwin Arlington Robinson, p. 74-75
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shade of the flowers they sat down on
the greensward, and Merlin rested his
head Ln Vivienne’s lap; she lovingly
ran her fingers through white hair and
put him asleep. She then arose and
wound her scarf nine times around the
thorn, and nine times whispered the
charm she had learned. She then re­
turned and again placed his head on her
knee, doubtful as yet of the power of
the enchantment. But when Merlin open­
ed his eyes and looked around, forest,
garden, white thorn, all had disappear­
ed. He was in an enchanted castle re­
posing on a couch of flowers, lone
prisoner to Vivienne, "Ah, Vivienne,”
he cried, ”1 will consider you falsest
of lovers if you ever forsake mei” "My
sweet friend,” answered she to her dear,
voluntary captive, "could you imagine it?
Could I ever leave you?" And Vivienne
kept her word; she did not leave him.

Malory says that Merlin "fell in a dotage" on

Vivian and would let her have no rest but followed

her over land and sea. She grew weary of him and

was also afraid of him because he was a "devil's

son”. One day Merlin showed her a great stone that

wrought enchantment. By subtle contriving she made

him go under this stone, but she wrought so that he

was never able to come out.

Tennyson drew most of his materials from Malory

for the Idylls of the King, but he greatly changed the

legend of Merlin. He reflected the ethics of his own

day in the stories, sometimes taking the liberty ruth­

lessly to tear down cherished fancies, as in the case

of Tristram, Vivien is the pursuer, not the pursued.

1. Gurteen, S. Humphreys, The Arthurian Epic, p.196-197.
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It is an unpleasant story, and not in keeping, as a rule,

with the muse of Tennyson. He calls her "wily," a

"baleful star," "a wanton," and "a harlot," In the

romance, Merlin goes across the sea alone; Malory says 

"Merlin would let her have no rest, but always he would

be with her in every place." Tennyson tells a different

story:

So leaving Arthur’s court he gain’d the beach;
There found a little boat, and stept into it;
And Vivien follow'd, but he mark’d her not.
She took the helm and he the sail; the boat
Drove with a sudden wind across the deeps,
And touching Briton sands, they disembark'd
And then she follow's Merlin all the way,
Even to the wild woods of Broceliande.

Robinson follows the old version in this respect;

..................................Then Merlin sailed
Away to Vivian in Broceliande,
Where now she crowns him and herself with flowers
And feeds him fruits and wines and many foods
Of many savors, and sweet ortolans.
..................................................................And she sings
To Merlin, till he trembles in her arms
And there forgets that any town alive
Had ever such a name as Camelot.

Tennyson has Merlin say

...................... You followed me unask’d;
And when I look'd and saw you following still,
My mind involved yourself the nearest thing
In that mind mist.

Compare Robinson’s Merlin:

Oblivious of a world that made of him
A jest, a legend, and a long regret,
And with a more commanding wizardry
Than his to rule a kingdom where the king
Was lone and the queen Vivian, Merlin found
His queen without the blemish of a word
That was more rough than honey form her lips,
Or the first adumbration of a frown
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To cloud, the night-wild fire that in her eyes
Had yet a smoky friendliness of home,
And a foreknowing care for mighty trifles.

In Tennyson’s poem the Interest centers in the pos­

session of the charm:

And Vivien ever sought to work the charm
Upon the great Enchanter of the Time,
As fancying that her glory would be great
According to the greatness whom she quench'd.

No mention is made of the charm in Hr. Robinson’s

poem. An ^indefinable power, Fate, is the moving force

in his poem. It is not Vivian’s perfidy, but change

and destiny that cause Merlin’s downfall. Vivian feels

this when she says-

................................................I see too far
To rule myself. Time's way with you and me
Is our way, in that we are out of Time
And out of tune with Time.

Merlin meditates in his melancholy:

But now he knew that his cold angel's name
Was change, and that a mightier will than his
Or Vivian's had ordained that he be there.

.................................................... Fate played with me
As I have played with Time: and Time, like me,
Being less than Fate, will have on me his vengeance.
On Fate there is no vengeance, even for God.

Merlin and Vivian are helpless in their own downfall.

They are the instruments of Time and Fate. Without im­

pairing the beauty of the old legend, Merlin shows the

inexorable punishment that follows sin and disloyalty,

and the end is "a wild and final rain on Camelot.”
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In looking back over the various stories of Merlin

and. Vivian we see how each author has reflected the life

of his own time in his version. Malory represents the

fifteenth century England in his book. He portrays the

good and bad knights, courtly love, the amours of the

heroines because that is an essential part of the matter

of Britain. He shows not only the noble side- he shows

the sensual, selfish side of life. Guinevere is un­

faithful to Arthur and unreasonable with Lancelot.
/

Morgan La Fee is a vampire. Vivien deceives Merlin.

Tennyson has made his material reflect the prob­

lems and sentiments of the nineteenth century. His

Arthur is a modern gentleman, free to choose between

good and evil. His Vivien is one of the corrupt in­

fluences that cause the downfall of Arthur's kingdom.

Malory makes the ruin of the Round Table due in part to

Arthur’s own sin, while Tennyson traces the ruin to

other causes .

Robinson’s figures seem very real and alive to-day.

Merlin is a kind of sage like Captain Craig. All med­

ieval decoration is lacking. No mention is made of the

charm that Tennyson lays such stress on. It is not

Vivian’s deceit, but change and destiny that cause

Merlin's defeat. A sort of undefinable power, Fate,

directs the destiny of all. Vivian is not the baneful 

star, the wanton of Tennyson. Neither is she the
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Vivienne of the romance who wants possession of the

charm that she may keep Merlin with her forever.

Robinson’s Vivian is a modern woman who knows that the

glory usually fades, that at the end of nearly every­

thing ’’there may be specks”. How strangely familiar

do Merlin’s words to Vivian fall on a modern woman’s

ear!

’’Why does a woman,
Made otherwise a miracle' of love
And loveliness, and of immortal beauty,
Tear one word by the roots out of a thousand
And worry it, and torture it, and shake it,
hike a small dog that has a rag to play with?
What coil of an ingenious destiny
Is this that makes of what I never meant
A meaning as remote as hell form heaven?”

In comparing the style of Robinson and Tennyson,

one misses in Robinson something of the pictorial effect,

the wealth of illustration that Tennyson uses. Robinson’s

blank verse lacks something of Tennyson's metrical orches­

tration. However, Robinson has shown that he is capable

of depicting with splendor sensuous beauty and passion

as well as the intellectual processes and psychological 

intricacies.
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LAITCELOT

H.obinson's Mer 1 in and Lancelot are closely related,

although three years intervened between their publication

dates. They are to-gether one long tragic poem. At the

close of Merlin when "there was darkness over Camelot,"

it was the end oi Merlin himself, but it was not yet t .e

end of Camelot, although the omens were significant.

Arthur lived, and Lancelot and Guinevere were to say fare­

well. Lancelot is the final chapter in the history of

King Arthur and the Knights of the Sound Table and in the

love of Lancelot and Guinevere. Lancelot is an improve­

ment over Merlin. There are more different types of

characters, and the passions depicted are stronger. The

plot is more closely knit so that the thread of the story

is followed more easily. The poems are in different tones,

but there is the same economy of expression, revealing

character by a phrase or gesture.

Merlin and Arthur are fictitious characters of

Celtic origin, with some semblance of historic back­

ground. Lancelot du Lac, however, as his name implies

is French. He is generally regarded as the creation

of Walter Map and sets forth Map's ideas of the knight of

the twelfth century. The background for Hobinson’s

Lancelot is found almost entirely in the twentieth and 

twenty-first book of Maloryi
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"So in that season, as Ln the month of Hay, it
befell a great anger and unhap that stinted not
till all the flower of chivalry of all the
world was destroyed and slain: and all was
long upon two unhappy knights, the which- were
named Sir Agravaine and Sir Mordred that were
brethern unto Sir Gawaine. For this Sir
Agravaine and Sir Mordred had ever a privy
hate unto the queen dame Guenever, and to Sir
Lancelot, and daily and nightly they ever
watched upon Sir Lancelot."1

Mr. Robinson’s method is essentially dramatic. He

does away with all traditional medieval romance and the

picturesqueness of chivalry. His interest is in the

subtle analysis of character. He seems to have con­

sidered Lancelot and Guinevere as two individual char­

acters who might have lived at any time in the history

of the world and just happened to live in the time of

King Arthur. The opening lines vividly give the setting

of the poem and show the emphasis upon character.

Gawain, besides Lancelot and Guinevere, is the most

interesting and best portrayed of any of the charact­

ers. He is nonchalant even in the face of dissolution.

He is willing to "be fried with other liars in the

pans of hell" if it can be proved that he is not a

friend of Lancelot. He who went in search of the

Grail but "came back so soon that we hardly missed him,"

still believes in Camelot.

Lancelot has seen the grail and has decided to

leave Camelot forever and follow the gleam when

1. Malory, Sir Thomas, Le Morte D’Arthur, ed. by Sir
Edward Strachey, BarT7, p. 45T, '
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Guinevere,

With many questions Ln her dark blue eyes
And one gay jewel in her golden hair,

appears and tempts him from his resolution. The poem

is full of beautiful phrasings, and the settings carry

on the drama exquisitely. Guinevere and Lancelot are

first seen in a garden:

The flash of oak leaves over Guinevere
That afternoon, with the sun going down,
Made memories there for Lancelot, although
The woman who in silence looked at him,
Now seemed his' inventory of the world
That he must lose, or suffer to be lost
For love of her who sat there in the shade,
With oak leaves flashing in a golden light
Over her face and over her golden hair.

Lancelot’s tragedy lies in the necessity of choosing

between Guinevere and the Grail.

God, what a rain of ashes falls" on him
Who sees the new and cannot leave the old.

King Arthur and his knights return and find what

the king has shut his eyes to so long. Lancelot flees,

and Guinevere is to be burnt at the stake. While King

Arthur is little more than a shadow in Hr. Robinson's

version of the story, there is a memorable scene where

he thinks about what he has done. In his mind’s eye

he sees Guinevere burning and he exclaims:

"I’ll put clouts on my eyes, and I’ll not see Lt.’
Her face, and hands, and little small white feet,
And all her shining hair and her warm body!
No for the love of GodJ it's aliveJ
She's alive, and they are burning her-

She never did enough to make me see her
Like that-to make her Look at me like thatJ
There’s not room in the world for so much evil
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As I see clamoring in her poor white face
For pity. Pity her, God.' Lancelot;"

And even when Sir Lucan brings him word that

Lancelot has rescued her, and he imagines the two of

them together at Joyous Gard ’’//here Tristram and Isolt

had islanded of old their stolen love,"

... He could acknowlelge
An inrush of a desolate thanksgiving
That she, with death around her, had not died.

Jar, death, treachery, and destruction result as

Lancelot forsakes the Light to follow Guinevere. But

always the Light beckons. His is the fate of a man

who learns that the woman he loves cannot search for

the Light with him, but he will not forsake it.

Guinevere is made of baser material and has no such

vision in her character.

Lancelot is a man of experience who gives him­

self up whole-heartedly to love, but also realizes

when the time comes when he must leave love for

fuller self-realization. The climax of the poem comes

as his change begins to alter him and in t ie inter­

play of personalities at Joyous Gard after Arthur has

come with his army to lay seige to the castle.

Battles are fought every day with useless loss of

young lives. Lancelot’s attentions to Guinevere

become less marked.

He led her slowly on with a cold show
Of care that was less heartening for the Queen
Than anger would have seen.



Lucius Beebe says,

"It is impossible to say which spectacle
is the sadder: the overthrow of Camelot
and the ordered empire of Arthur's con­
triving, or the cooling of the flame-
like passion of Guinevere, as passion
that should have served to gauge the
world's great loves, but which dims and
expires as the true Light beckons
Lancelot away from the rain-swept terraces
of Joyous Gard."1

Lancelot tells Guinevere,

"Je cannot make one world of two, nor may we
Count one life more than one. Could we go back
To the old garden, we should not stay long;
The fruit that we should find would all be fallen,
And have the taste of earth."

She almost dies when he tells her that she must

go back to Camelot and begs that she be allowed to go

to France. Later, however, at their final interview

at Almesbury she is stronger than Lancelot.

Lancelot goes to France where one day a messenger

comes saying that Arthur has raised the seige and that

the war with him is an old war. Too late Lancelot is

persuaded to go to Britaim to help Arthur against the

foes that have arisen in his own household. He

arrives after the battle in the North where Arthur and

Mordred both have received their death wounds. "The

old order must be swept away entirely to make place

for the new. It must go not because of the reason

that Tennyson saw--the giilt and treachery of those

1. Beebe, Lucius, Edwin Ariington Robinson and the
Arthurian Legend, p7 Th
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that Arthur loved, most. It must go because Arthur

himself was unconscious of the insecure foundation
2

upon which he depended. "

Lancelot decides to pay one last visit to

Guinevere who has become a nun at Almesbury. She

listens to his plan that she rejoin him, but is

enough of her new self to refuse. This last move

of Lancelot’s makes us feel that he is still fallibly

human. Guinevere, however, knows that the end has

come and says,

"There is nothing now
That I can see between you and the Light
That I have diirmed so long.

There is no hazard that I see between you
And what you sought so Long, and would have found
Had I not already hindered you. Forgive me—
I could not let you go, God pity men
When women love too much—and women more."

She is still something of a coquette and taunts

Lancelot by reminding him of his words to her Joyous

Gard. Also at Almesbury she is sufficiently interest­

ed in her fate to entertain the thought of how differ­

ent her life might have been if she had been a bru­

nette like Isolt or Vivian, but she sends Lancelot

out into the darkness alone, certain that he will

find the Light which her white and gold have dimmed

in the past.

He crushed her cold white hands and saw them
falling

■ Away from him like flowers into a grave.

1. Herbert S. Gorman, "Lancelot" The Few Republic,
vol. 23, July, 1920, p. 259.
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Guinevere is left a pathetic, broken woman.

Malory said, "that while she lived she was a true lover,

and therefore had a good end," but Robinson does not

leave quite this impression. Lancelot rides away

haunted by the white face and hands," the white face

was there, but not the gold. The gold would not come

back.” In spite of the gloom that enshrouds the last 

of the poem there is the promise of Light.

Once even he turned his horse,
And would have brought his army back with him
To make her free. They should be free to-gether,
But the voice within him said: "You are not free.
You have oome to the world’s end, and it is best
You are not free. Y/hen the Light falls, death falls;
And in the darkness comes the Light." He turned
Again; and he rode on, under the stars
Out of the world, into he knew net what,
Until a vision chilled him and he saw,
Now as in Camelot, long ago in the garden
The face of Galahad who had seen and died,
?,nd was alive, now in a mist of gold.
He rode on into the dark, under the stars,
And there were no more faces. There was nothing.
But always in the darkness he rode on,
Alone; and in the darkness came the Light."

In Tennyson’s Guinevere, Lancelot does not come to

the convent to see Guinevere again as he does in the

old romance. The meeting at Camelot when they were 

trapped by Modred is their last.

"0 Lancelot, if thou love me get thee hence."
And then they agreed upon a night
(When the good King should not be there) to meet
And part for ever. Vivian, lurking, heard.
She told Sir Modred. Passion pale they met
And greeted. Hands in hands, and eye to eye,
Low on the border of her couch they sat
Stammering and staring. It was their last hour,
A madness of farewells.

Robinson follows the original more faithfully.
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Arthur returning, "feigning an ill not feigned," con­

demns Guinevere to be burned, according to the law.

Some of the knights join with Lancelot and they rescue

the queen as she was being led to the flames, Arthur

is relieved that she had not died. Gawaine’s two

brothers, Sir Gareth and Sir Gaheris, are killed in the

fray. Then, as in the medieval legend, Gawaine turns

against Lancelot and urges Arthur to the combat.

Arthur fights not to avenge a private wrong, but to

please Gawaine.

The dark of Modred’s hour not yet availing,
Gawaine it was who gave the King no peace.
Gawaine it was who goaded him and drove him
To Joyous Gard.

The seige of Lancelot’s castle follows. At length

Guinevere is returned to Arthur with a Papal Bull, but

Lancelot is banished. The war is continued in prance
J

until word comes of Modred’s treachery at home. Arthur

hurries home while Gawaine sends word to Lancelot that

he no longer counts him among his enemies. Lancelot

raises any army and hurries to England only to find

that Arthur and Modred are dead, each slain by the

other. It is then after the death of Arthur that

Guinevere retires to Almesbury Convent where Lancelot

goes for his last meeting with her.

It is only in Tennyson’s Idyll of Guinevere that

Arthur visits the queen after she has entered the con

vent. Tennyson’s Guinevere is pentitent, praying to
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be united, to Arthur again In heaven:

............................................................."Is there none
Will tell the King I love him tho* so late?
Now—ere he goes to the great battle? None.’
Myself must tell him in that ourer life,
But now it were too daring.’.’

She becomes a worthy abbess, saying:

"It was my duty to have loved the highest;
It surely was my profit had I known:
It would have been my pleasure had I seen.
We needs must love the highest when we see it,
Not Lancelot, nor another."

Mr. Robinson's Guinevere thinks of Arthur merely

as a shadow thrown upon her life by her father. We

feel that she loved Lancelot only and not because of

duty or profit. She is merely a woman broken by life

telling Lancelot how to remember her;

........................................... "When you see one woman—
When you see me before you in your fancy,
See me all white and gold, as I was once."

She says to Lancelot when he tells her she must go

back to Camelot,

.................................................... "And I had a father;
He was a King; and having royal ways,
He made a queen of me—King Arthur's queen.

Would you let me go there again—
To be at home?—be free? To be his wife?
To live in his arms always, and so hate him
That I could heap around him the same faggots
That you put out with blood?"

There is a similarity in the Guinevere of

William Morris, the Pre-Raphaelite, and the Guinevere

of Mr. Robinson. Morris's Guinevere is far removed

from Tennyson's. There is nothing of the moral

element, nothing of the long speech which Arthur
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addresses to Guinevere Ln the Idyll. In the medieval

romance Arthur was more miserable over the loss of

Lancelot than of Guinevere. Arthur would have kept

on living Lancelot had not Gawaine poisoned his mind.

In Malory there is no speech on morality, The morality

of Malory's book is certainly unorthodox today. In the

sixteenth century Roger Ascham said: "The whole pleas­

ure of the Le Morte d’Arthur standeth in two special

points-in open manslaughter and open bawdry." Milton

although a Puritan, had better vision, and we find

references to the book even in Paradise Lost. Arthur

receives Guinevere with honor when she is ready to re­

turn. Society does also. Malory has Arthur saying the

things Tennyson preaches against, yllliam Morris, as

a Pre-Raphaelite, assumes the medieval temper of Malory.

The action in his poem takes place some time after

Guinevere had left the court. Here, as in Robinson's

poem, Gawaine, and not Modred, seems to be the hostile

force. Guinevere is addressing, a speech to a group of

knights after her guilt has become known. The poem is

a sort of brief for the passionate life as Tennyson's

is a brief for conventional morality. Here we find a

defiant and not a repentant Guinevere who dares say:

"nevertheless you, 0 Sir Gawaine, lie.
Whatever may have happened through these years,
God knows I speak the truth, saying that you lie."

She seems more human than Tennyson's Guinevere who for­

sakes Lancelot. The poem, however, lacks the romantic 
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spirit of Tennyson's. It has more energy, but Lt La

full of rough, unpolished, lines and is nearly unin­

telligible in parts.

There is a notable contrast between the Arthur of

Robinson and. the Arthur of Tennyson. Tennyson's Arthur

is a nineteenth century gentleman, a "blameless King

and. stainless man." However, Tennyson does follow the

medieval spirit of chivalry in making him devoted to

Guinevere, even when she least deserves it. Malory

makes the downfall of Arthur's kingdom due partly to

the sin of Arthur himself. In all the old versions

of the story Modred is represented as the son of

Arthur by his half-sister; and thus Arthur's death by

Modred has something of retribution in it. Tennyson

has not followed this story. His Arthur says of r.odred,

"I must strike against the man they call
My sister's son—no kin of mine."

Henry Van Pyke has the following to say of Tennyson's
Arthur:

"Ithink we must admit that there is a serious
defect in the place where it is most to be
regretted,--in the character of Arthur. He is
too faultless for perfection ....

Even in that parting interview with
Guinevere—one of the most lofty passages in
literature—his bearing verges perilously
on sublime self-complacency. He shows no con­
sciousness of any defect on his own part. He
acts and speaks as if he were far above re­
proach ....
..................................  Perhaps Arthur's conduct was
inevitable for one immersed as he was in the
cares of state; perhaps he was unconscious
that he was exposing his wife, defenceless and
alone, to a peril from which he only could have
protected her; but when at last the conse­
quence was discovered, he was bound to confess
that he had a share in the transgression and the 
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guilt. It is the want of this note that
mars his parting speech. A little more
humanity would have compensated for a
little less piety 

This is the worst defect of the Idylls,
--that the central character comes so near
be ing

Faultily faultless, icily regular, splendidly
null.”1

Robinson’s Arthur, in some respects, is more

traditional. Modred is referred to as Arthur’s son.

Merlin, talking to Arthur, says:

Your son, begotten, though you knew not then
Your leman was your sister, of Morgause.

Arthur is not regarded as more than human, but is

looked upon with love and pity by his followers as a

broken man. He says of himself to Merlin,

I have sinned and erred and heeded not
Your counsel 
I know as much as that, for I am still
A king—who thought himself a little less
Than God; a king who built him palaces
On sand and mud, and hears them crumbling now,
And sees them tottering, as he knew they must.

In reviewing the relations of Lancelot and

Guinevere in Malory it is clear that Lancelot is a

nobler character than Guinevere. Malory said he was

the "courteoust” knight, the truest friend, the kind­

est man in the world. But Guinevere refuses to see

Lancelot or let him explain why he wore Elaine’s

sleeve at the tournament, and after she learns his

loyalty to her she rebukes him for his lack of kind-
 

1. Van Dyke,. Henry, Studies in Tennyson, p. 161-162.



ness to Elaine-after she is dead. After Arthur’s death

Guinevere retired to Almsbury where Lancelot came

again to offer her his love, but she refused for her

soul’s sake. She told Lancelot to find him a wife

and to pray for her that she might be forgiven. But

Lancelot did penance the rest of his life that he might

enter "the gates of Heaven." Malory drew his material

from many sources, and as a consequence there are rep­

etitions and inconsistences in his book. Again the

many accounts of battles become tiresome. Yet the

simple beauty of the prose can hardly be described.

There is a charm of "old, unhappy, far-off things" in

its quaint, alluring wistful character.

As the Pre-Raphaelites went back to the Middle

Ages for inspiration as well as for subjects, it it not

surprising that William Morris's Guinevere has more of

the medieval tone of Malory than the other versions,

Morris flung off the atmosphere of his own time to live

in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. He gives

the impression of having strayed by accident out of the

middle ages into the nineteenth century. He loved old

armor, old customs, and old churches. Morris's poem

recommends itself because of its emotion and passion

rather than because of its form. Neither is there much

solidly sustained though or clarity. He is never con­

cise, and one frequently gets lost as to meaning. The
meter varies rather unevenly and shows a lack of finish.
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Imagination and depth of feeling are the salient

points. Although Morris Is medieval in temper, he

lacks the directness of Malory.

Tennyson, with his Guinevere and Arthur, Is rep­

resenting the truths of life as he saw them. The

greatest fault in the poem seems to be in Arthur’s

character. He is too perfect for a human being. He

never shows any consciousness of wrong-doing himself.

Certainly he must have been to blame in some respects.

He was too preoccupied with knights and tournaments to

give his time to Guinevere, and it is no wonder she

found the handsome colorful Lancelot charming company.

It seems that in the end in his parting speech to

Guinevere he might have made some confession of his

own shortcomings. Swinburne says that the old story

was nobler and represented a higher standard of duty

than does Tennyson’s. Tennyson makes love the re­

deeming force in the world. Sin is the cause of misery

and suffering, but pardon follows repentance. In the

end Guinevere is saved through her faith and love.

Tennyson’s Idyll is not medieval in spirit or in char­

acter. He has introduced problems that were unknown

to medieval times.

Robinson’s Lance lot is a study of personalities.

Lancelot and Guinevere are characters who might live

now as well as in the days of King Arthur. The poet

is interested in the psychological aspects of the love
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of Guinevere and Lancelot, v/e do not find the glamor

and picturesque pageantry as Ln Tennyson. The theme

seems to resolve itself around the idea that renun­

ciation is the noblest conception of passion.

As in Malory, Guinevere is not so noble as

Lancelot. However, when Lancelot comes to Almsbury

to offer his love again, she is the stronger of the

two. She realizes that it is she who has dimmed the

Light that Lancelot saw. she is not a saint praying

to be united to Arthur again. In fact, she hardly

thinks of Arthur at all, and when she does he is merely

a shadow thrown upon her life, by her father. It is to

Lancelot she is saying good-bye and not to Arthur. In

this respect Robinson has followed the old legend. It

is only in Tennyson’s Idyll that Arthur comes to the

convent. Robinson’s Guinevere has more of the human

quality that Morris’s Guinevere possesses.

The majestic figure of Lancelot stands out above

all the other figures in the poem, and one is reminded

of Sir Ector’s speech about Lancelot in Malory:

"Ah, Lancelot," he said "thou the head
of all Christian knights, and now, I dare
say," said Sir Ector, "thou, Sir Lancelot,
there thou lie st, that thou were never
matched of earthly knight’s hand. And thou
wert the courteoust knight that ever bare
shield. And thou wert the truest friend to
thy lover that ever bestrad horse. And
thou wert the truest lover of a sinful man
that ever loved woman. And thou wert the
kindest man that ever struck with sword.
And thou wert the goodliest person that
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ever came among press of knights. And. thou
wert the meekest man and. gentlest that ever
ate in the hall among ladles. And thou wert
the sternest knight to thy mortal foe that
ever put spear in the rest,"
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TRISTRAM

To his two preceding poems dealing with Arthurian

subjects, Mr. Robinson in 1927 added a third one, Tristram*

The story of Tristram and Isolt has been one of the

most famous love stories since the twelfth century.

Tristram has been the hero of poets of Brittany, Wales,

Germany, Erance, Norway, Scotland, and England. The story

grew up in Medieval Britain and was then transferred to

the Continent. It was created by the Celtic spirit, and

possesses a charm of mystery and passion which lifts it

above all other purely medieval legends. The earliest

treatment is in the fragments by the Anglo-Norman, Beroul,

1165-70. Thomas de Bretagne represents the story at its

best. Gottfried von Strassburg’s 1210 rendering is a

German adaptation of Thomas. There was a French Tristram

by Elie de Boron, a prose romance which may have

Chretien’s lost poem as its source. There was a Norse

prose rendering of Thomas’s version in 1226. Later there

was ’’Sir Tristram” in south Scots dialect. The story be­

gan independently of the Arthurian legends, but it was

told in Medieval times as if it were a portion of King

Arthur’s legends until we find Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte

d’Arthur containing it. So here is a story of love

1. Cambridge History of English Literature, Vol.I. p.27Cr- 
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and. adventure, sung over entire Europe, the scene of

which is laid in Brittany.

More than any other tale from Malory, this story

has been drawn upon by poets. Medieval allegories made

reference to the story. In the sixteenth century Spenser

speaks of Tristram in The Faerie Queene. Also we find

Milton referring to the legend in Paradise Lost. Then in

the nineteenth century, Matthew Arnold, Tennyson, and

Swinburne revived interest in the story in England.

v/agner, in Germany, with Gottfried von Strassburg as his

source, used it as the theme of what many critics con­

sider his supreme musical achievement, the opera

"Tristram and Isolde." Thomas Hardy also used it as the

subject of a play in verse, "The Famous Tragedy of the

Queen of Cornwall." And now, an American poet retells

the old legend "and it is not too much to say that the

’Tristram' of Edwin Arlington Robinson may be placed

first among all modern versions of the ancient tale."

In old times there were so many versions of the

Tristram legend that before the first written accounts

it was impossible to find any fixed form. Each singer

elaborated upon and embellished the poem to suit him­

self. Each one, however, told of the accidental

drinking of the love-potion by Tristram and Isolt and

of the tragedy that ensued. Tennyson and Robinson

1. Hutchinson, Percy A,, "American Poetry At Its Best,"
The New York Times, p. 1, May 8, 1927.



61

practically ignore the love philtre. As each author

treats the story in a different way, it might be well

to sum up the various versions.

Tristram, or Tristan as it is usually spelled, al­

though Malory spells it Tristram, was the son of

Blancheflor, a sister of King Mark of Cornwall. His

mother died when he was born, and from this event he

received his sad name. Lyonesse was his native home,

and here he was trained in all the arts of field and

court. He was kidnapped and later abandoned in Corn-

» wall. King Mark discovered who he was and became

very devoted to him. One year he was sent to Ireland to

rid Cornwell of a tyrant to whom it had been necessary

to pay a heavy tribute. In this encounter Tristram re­

ceived a wound from a poisoned weapon which could be

cured only by the Queen of Ireland and her daughter,

later the famous Isolt of Cornwell. Tristram brought

stories of the beauty of Isolt and was sent back to

Ireland to woo her for Mark’s bride. The two set sail

for Cornwall, accompanied by Brangdene, the princess's

waiting woman, to whom the queen had entrusted a love­

potion intended for Mark and Isolt. By some chance,

Tristram and Isolt drank the potion which caused the

fatal love between the two. Tristram, fearing the just

anger of Mark, fled to Brittany where, after freeing King

Howell of an old enemy, he wedded the king's daughter,

Isolt of the White Hands, although the memory of the
other Isolt never left him. In later years fatally
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wounded by a poisoned arrow, he sent for isolt of Ire­

land to come to him, asking that a white sail be hoist­

ed if she returned with the messenger, a black one If

he returned alone. Isolt of the White Hands, either

through jealousy or error, reported the sail to be black.

Tristram died of disappointment before Isolt of Ireland

rushed in, and then "she sat down by the knight, and

spoke never a word, but laid herself close beside him

and died. ’’

In the middle of the fifteenth century sir Thomas

Malory gathered these legends to-gether into a complete

narrative. He not only compiled these stories from the

French, but also wrote them in such excellent prose that

his book ranks among the best English prose romances.

William Caxton printed the book in 1485, with an inter­

esting preface in which he says: ’’Herein may be seen

noble chivalry, courtesy, humanity, friendlinsss, hard­

iness, love, friendship, cowardice, murder, hate, virtue,

and sin. Do after the good and leave the evil and it
t

shall bring you to good fame and renommee."

Robinson does not tell all this. There is no love­

potion, no knightly adventure. He is entirely interest­

ed in the delineation of character, using the sullen

splendor of the sea as his background. He has disposed

of most of the detail so that the main episodes stand

sut clearly.

The poem begins with a charmingly etched description 
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maid of Astolat, is awaiting the return of a famous

knight.
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Isolt of the white hands, in Brittany,
Could see no longer northward anywhere
A picture more alone or less familiar
Than a blank ocean and the same white birds
Flying, and always flying, and still flying,
Yet never bringing any news of him
That she remembered, who had sailed away
The spring before--saylng he would come back.

Her father, King Howell, of Brittany warns her that

she is putting too much faith in Tristram's return:

"I have been told that Tristram will come back,"
She said; "and it was he who told me so.
Also I have this agate that he gave me;
And I believe his eyes."

"Believe his agate," the king said

"Believe his agate, and forget his eyes:
And go to bed."

The scene changes to Cornwall where the wedding of

Mark and Isolt of Ireland has just taken place. On the

bridal night Tristram and this Isolt discover they love

each other. Tristram is standing outside the hall at

Tintage 1 listening to the moan of Cornish water on

Cornish rocks when Gouvernail, the faithful servant

of the hero, comes, saying that Mark has missed Tristram.

Then the evil and jealous Queen Morgan comes, and, final­

ly, Brangwaine bringing Isolt behind her. It is clear

from the poem that the two had loved each otner before

they left Ireland, and now that they realize how strong-

ly, . it is too late. Soon Brangwaine warns Tristram

that Andred, a servant loyal to the king but otherwise 



64

sneaking and. cowardly, is lying in wait to kill him.

Tristram is banished from Cornwall for what Andrei

reports. Delirious with grief over leaving Isolt,

he plans vaguely to go to Camelot to see Lancelot or

Gawaine. He collapses in the forest and is taken by

Gouvernail to the Castle of Queen Morgan who nurses

him back to health. Finally, he tears himself away

from Morgan and seeks Brittany.

To Gouvernail he says:

"I see a face
That once was fond of me, and a white hand
Holding an agate that I left in it.
I see a friendliness of old assured
In Brittany. If any where there were peace
For me, it might be there-or for some time
Till I’m awake and am a man again."

Tristram overcomes Griffon, the scourge of Brittany, 'Uid

afterward marries King Howell’s daughter, Isolt of the

White Hands. For two years he stayed there in the sea­

girt gardens with Isolt. He took charge of the govern­

ment of Brittany.

He built new ships and wharves, and razed
old houses.

And for the flower of his activities,
He built a royal garden for Isolt
Of the white hands to bloom, in, a white rose
Fairer than all fair roses in the world ,
Elsewhere-save one that was not white but darx,
Dark and love-red forever, and not there,
Where the white rose was queen.
Isolt realizes that his thoughts Lie back in Corn­

wall, and one day as she and Tristram stand gazing out

to sea, they see a strange ship with a dragon on the sail

bearing Gawaine who comes to say that Arthur wants to 
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make Tristram a knight of the Round Table, isolt fore­

tells that he is never to return:

And. from a moving shore she waved at him
One of her small white hands, and smiled at him,
That all should see her smiling when he sailed
Away from her for Camelot that morning.
.......................... and there was nothing left
That day, for her, in the world anywhere,
But white birds always flying, and still flying,
And. always the white sunlight on the sea.

Tristram learns that Mark has been put in prison

for forgery of the Pope’s name, and he establishes him­

self at Joyous Gard., the castle of Lancelot. Here, to

his great surprise, Isolt comes and the lovers spend a

perfect summer to-gether. There are many beautiful

phrases and. haunting bits of melody in this scene, as

for instance, when Isolt speaks Tristram's name.

Tristram was all she said;
And. there was a whole woman in the sound
Of one word, surely spoken. She was there,
Be Cornwell where it was or never was.

Finally after a day spent in the forest, Tristram

returns to find the castle empty and learns that Isolt

has been captured by Mark’s men and taken back to Corn­

wall. He finds admittance, and can not understand the

generosity of Mark, who has seen Isolt's white face,

"mantled no more with red, and pale no more with life."

But this meeting of the lovers is untimely ended. Be­

fore Mark can interfere, Andred stabs Tristram, and he

dies with Isolt on the parapet. The poem closes with

a picture of the Isolt of the White Hands gazing out to 
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sea, knowing that Tristram can never return to her;

Isolt of the white hands
Isolt with her gray eyes and her white face,
Still gazed across the water to the north
But not now for a ship, were ships to come,
No fleet of them could hold a golden cargo
That would be worth one agate that was hers—
One toy that he had given her long ago,
And long ago forgotten. Yet there she’gazed
Across the water, over the white waves,
Upon a castle that she had never seen.’
And would not see, save as a phantom shape
Against a phantom sky: He had been there,
She thought, but not with her. He had died there,
But not for her. He had not thought of her,
Perhaps, and that was strange. He had been all,
And would be always all there was for her,
And he had not come back to her alive,
Not even to go again. It was like that
For women like her. She hoped there were not many
Of them, or many of them to be, not knowing
More about that than about waves and foam,
And white birds everywhere, flying, and flying;
Alone, with her white face and her gray eyes,
She watched them till even her thoughts were white,
And there was nothing alive but white birds Hying,
Flying, and always flying, and still flying,
And the white sunlight flashing on the sea.

This exquisite passage, poignant in its beauty, is

the closing note of the poem.

In the old versions of the tale, Isolt of the Jhite

Hands played a very minor part, but Robinson subtly em­

phasizes her tragedy without lessening interest in the

fate of the two lovers. Conrad Aiken makes the follow­

ing commetit on Robinson’s women:

"He particularly excels in his portraits of
women. Merlin was not so good as Vivian^
nor Lancelot as Guinevere; and in 'Tristram'
it is again true that the heroines are muon
more sharply and sympathetically realized
than the hero. For the full-length poruraius
of the two Isolts-lsolt of Ireland and isolt
of the //hite Hands-one can have only the
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Highest praise; both of them are as admirable
and subtle as they can be; and in Isolt of
the v'/hite Hands, especially, Mr. Robinson
has created a figure of extraordinary loveli­
ness and pathos.”!

Robinson’s interpretation of King Mark’s charac­

ter is interesting. In "Gareth and Lynette", Tennyson

said that Mark was "a name of evil savor in the land",

and Arthur refuses the cloth of gold that Hark sends in

token of his allegiance saying,

But Mark hath tarnish’d the great name of King,
As Mark would sully the low state of churl.

In Malory, Mark comes upon Tristram and Isolt

to-gether and treacherously kills Tristram. Malory

said, "Also that false traitor, King Mark, slew the

noble knight Sir Tristram as he sat harping before

his lady, La Beale Isoud, with a trenchant glaive, for

whose death there was much bewailing of every knight

that was in King Arthur’s days .... and La Beale

Isoud died swooning on the cross of Tristram."

Tennyson follows Malory closely:

But while he bowed to kiss the jewelled throat,
Out of the dark, just as the lips had touched,
Behind him rose a shadow and a shriek-
"Mark* s way, ’’ said Mark, and clove him to the

brain.

Robinson’s King Mark is an unhappy man,

Only by kingly circumstance endowed
With friends enough to make a festival,

but there is no vengeance or butcnery in his character.

After Tristram is stabbed by Andred, Mark is left alone 

1. Aiken, Conrad, The Dial, Vol. 82., p»174, August, 1927 
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upon the parapet musing:

There was no more for them, and this is peace

I should have neither praise nor thanks of them
If power were mine and I should waken them.

........................................................ There is too much in this
That intimates a more than random issue;
And this is peace-whatever it is for me.
And well for me when I have followed them.
I do not know.

The tone of the poem is wonderfully sustained. One

can hear the sullen roar of the sea and see the "white

birds flying. ” Mr. Robinson gains part of the rhythmic­

al effect of his poem by the use of feminine endings and

by placing the caesura near the beginning of the lines.

There is also much artistic repetition, and much of the

tone effect is gained in this way.

Robinson has adhered to the spirit of the old ro­

mance more than Tennyson did in his Idyll. Tennyson

changed the outlines of the stories to suit his own pur­

poses, and reflected therein the thoughts and feelings of

his own time. The Last Tournament, which contains the

story of Tristram, hardly seems a part of the other Idylls.

The idea, of the story seems to be to point a moral rather

than to complete the cycle. The time of dissolution of

Arthur’s kingdom has approached, and tne season of the

year is that of autumn with its gray skies and falling

leaves. The degredation of the Court is depicted with

Dagonet, the fool, as hero. The tournament is called

The Tournament of the Dead Innocence,
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in mocking cynicism of the corrupt Court. In the re­

volt of Red. Knight we are shown how Arthur's kingdom

has broken down. As Arthur goes to put down the re­

volt, he leaves Guinevere and. Lancelot with a feeling

of remorse and. awe.

In her high bower the Queen,
Working a tapestry, lifted up her head,
Watched, her lord pass, and knew not that she sighed.

The day of the tournament dawns gloomy and sad

"with a wet wind blowing." Lancelot allows the rules of

tournament to be broken and Tristram wins, the tourna­

ment ending in curses. Lancelot realizes that Tristram

should not have the reward and says, "Art thou the

purest knight?" Tristram replies, "Be happy in your fair

Queen, as I in mine." As Tristram rides around he is.

openly discourteous to the women, and the revels are so

loud that Guinevere leaves sad. The first part ends

with a conversation between Tristram and Dagonet wnich

shows the physical side of Tristram.

New leaf, now life —the days of frost are o’er.
New life, new love, to suit the newer day.
New loves are sweet as those that went beioie.
Free love—free field—we love but while >Je may.

The second part of the story shows the result of

illicit love. There is always something noble in the

love of Lancelot and Guinevere, but Tennyson makes the

love of Tristram and Isolt entirely sensual with nothing

enobling or spiritual. Tristram is unfaitnful and talks

of love failing when beauty falls, even in the p.esence
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of Isolt.

Then Tristram, ever dallying with her hand
’’May God be with thee, sweet, when old and’gray
And past desire."’

Meanwhile Arthur comes home to learn the guilt of

Guinevere who has fled. The fool alone has remained

faithful to him:

about his feet
A voice clung sobbing till he question'd It,
"What art thou?" and the voice about his feet
Sent up an answer, sobbing, "I am they fool,
And I shall never make thee smile again."

Tennyson’s Idyll is unsurpassed as to melody,

mastery of diction, and richness of figurative language,

but we feel that he has degraded the old romance, and

read into it material that is not there. Stopford

Brooke’s comment upon this subject is of moment:

"The old story of Tristram and Isolt is
entirely changed and degraded. Tristram is
not the Tristram we know, nor Isolt our isolt;
they are both vulgarized. All the romance is
taken out of them; their great and inevitable
love is turned into a common intrigue. Their
mighty sorrow, which has drawn the heart of the
world to it, which so many poems have made
into a purification of the soul, and to which
Wagner gave all his strength, is left untouched
by Tennyson. Nay, their characters, as he
draws them, are incapable of such a sorrow. No
one has a right to alter out of recognition two
characters in one of the great poetic stories
of the world, and to blacken them. Tennyson
ought to have had more reverence for a great tale
and more intuition. ,/hat he does is all the
worse because portions of the ancient story are
kept and dwelt on, so that we are forced to
think back over the whole tale we know, and to,
see though this travesty the noble things whicn
have been travestied. To make a great tale
this fashion the stalking-horse of morality, o
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use it for a passing shot at adultery, to
degrade characters which are not degraded,
is an iniquity in art. If Tennyson wanted*
to do this thing for the sake of a moral end
he ought to have left the beautiful romance
alone, and to have invented a quite new story
for his purpose.” 1

Attention has been called to the fact that Swinburne

objected to Tennyson’s modernizing of the legends of King

Arthur. In his Tristram of Lyonesse he gives the tone of

medieval characteristic of the Pre-Raphaelites. Eis de­

scriptions are unlike Tennyson’s, or any one else’s unless

it be Rossetti’s. Eis pictures are more symbolic than

clearly outlined. There is a quaintness and strangeness

about it all. The element of fate plays a large part in

this poem as it does in Robinson’s poem. Swinburne was

a great scholai' and his idea of fate came from his study

of Greek drama. Swinburne makes use of the sea as does

Robinson. T^ere is no close observation of the aspects of

the sea, as in Tennyson, but rather the grand spectacle, the

vast features of the sea.

Swinburne’s poem is written in heroic couplets, and

the music of it invites comparison with the world's great

lyric poetry. He ranks with the masters of lyric genius

in his untrammeled sense of melody, rhythm, and rhyme, in

his poem the lovers drink the potion on the ship and con-

suramate their desire before they reach Cornwall.

— - - _ ___ .-■■■■■ — ■ ■ ’ * ~ ~ —

!• Brooks, Stopford A. , Tennyson, His Art and Relation
to Modern L|.fe, p. 546-7.
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And with Light lips yet full of their swift smile,
And. hands that wist not though they dug a grave
Undid the hasps of gold, and drank, and gave,
And he drank after, a deep glad kingly draught;
And all their life changed in them, for they quaffed
Leath.

In this poem Tristram and Isolt remain much the 

same in their relation toward each other. We feel that ex­

ternal forces are responsible for their actions. In Robin­

son's poem the love, recognized as such on the ship, grad­

ually develops and through a series of events leads up to

the final tragedy. Through character analysis Robinson

shows what other poets have shown by action.

Robinson uses greater economy than does Swinburne.

In a very long passage Swinburne tells about the spoiler

Urgan who is laying waste the land of Brittany, while

Robinson in five finely discriminating lines dismisses

Griffon, the scourge of Brittany.

The greatest contrast appears in the two character­

izations of Isolt of the White Hands. Robinson's Isolt,

like Arnold's, is ever unembittered by her fate. One

at times, that the sympathy of these poets is with the

White Isolt. Not so with Swinburne. His iseult

a creature of vengeance, her love for Tristram tur ’ g 

hate, she dwells

. A mourner that for mourning robes had on
Anger and doubt and hate of things foregone.
lor that sweet spirit of old that made her sweet
>7a.s parched with, blasts of thought as flowers with

heatAnd withered as with wind of evil will.
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There is a poignant beauty Ln the resignation of

Robinson’s Isolt as she waved at Tristram and smiled

That all should see her smiling when he sailed
Away from her for Camelot that morning.

How different is the Isolt who cherishes the agate,

Tristram given, from the Iseult who says

Ay, the ship comes surely; but her sail is black.

There is a similarity between Robinson's treatment

of Isolt of the White Hands and in that of Matthew Arnold.

Both poets show that Isolt is always lovely and unembitter­

ed by her fate. Arnold's story takes place near the end

of Tristram's life. He is ill in Brittany where he has re­

turned to Isolt of the White Hands, and is longing and wait­

ing for Isolt of Ireland for whom he has sent a messenger.

His wife, who "possessed his waning time", watches by his

bed, not the least embittered, but steady of soul and re­

signed to her fate. One feels at times that the poet’s

sympathy is with her. The pictures of both Isolts are

very sad and Arnold portrays them with divided affections.

Who is this snowdrop by the sea?
I know her by her mildness rare -
Her snow-white hands, her golden hair;
I know her by her rich silk dress,
And her fragile loveliness -
The sweetest Christian soul alive,
Isolt of Brittany.
Tristram in his delirium dreams of the first isolt

and the voyage in which they drank the love potion. The

poet says,
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let her be as she was then J
Let her have her proud dark eyes,
And her petulant quick replies,
Let her sweep her dazzling hand
>71 th its gesture of command,
And shake back her raven hair
tfith the old imperious air.

In his dream Tristram lives over the old times when

Mark surprised them, his going to Brittany and marriage to

Isolt of the Jhite Hands, and his wanderings away from

Brittany. He then awakes and gently reproaches his wife

for being up so late, and tells her to kiss the children

for him. There follows a beautiful but somewhat irrelevant

description of the sleeping children.

One little wandering arm is thrown
At random on the counterpane,
And often the fingers close in haste
As if their baby owner .chas'd
The butterflies again.

In Part Two, Isolt of Ireland has arrived. The first

conversation between the two is conventional and not in i--e

medieval manner. The following lines express their real

tragedy;

Both have pass’d a youth constrain'd and sad;
Both have brought their anxious day to evening,
And have now short space for being glad.

There is a tender scene where Tristram asks that the

two Isolts live to-gether after he is dead, but the dark

Isolt sinks down and dies with Tristram. The second part

ends with a digression in which the hunter in the tapestry

becomes a character in the poem.

The third part is taken up with a sympathetic
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treatment of Isolt of Brittany, Arnold endows her with

a philosophy not unlike his own, a calmness in the face

of an untoward destiny. Critics have called attention to

the fact that the poem suffers from a lack of unity be­

cause of the unusual prominence Arnold gives to her. The

following passage is Stuart P. Sherman's comment upon the

matter:

"There can be no doubt, however, that in the long run
Arnold, like the gods, approved the depth and not
the tumult of the soul; nor that the last canto, pre­
senting the life of Isolt and her children in
Brittany, is incomparably the finest third of the
poem. In the fresh idyllic charm of its landscape,
its touching humanity, its tone of tranquil melan­
choly, and its metrical regularity, the graver,
collected feelings of the poet find expressions sel­
dom surpassed by him or by any of his contemporaries."

In comparing the different versions of the Tristram

legend we have seen how Robinson has made the theme his

own and stamped it with his dignity, insight, and emotion­

al force. The future of Mr. Robinson is best summed up in

the words of Lucius Beebe:

"The qualities, the deep convictions so vividly re­
corded in these Arthurian epics are themselves
promise of an abiding and crescent fame in other
years. Their fervid soiritual realism, their taunt­
ing tragedy, and the impressive scope of their
symbolism and interpretation are assured and cer­
tain barriers against the assaults and corruptions
of Time." 2 

1. Sherman, Stuary P. , Matthew Arnold - How, to Xnc>. Hi-_x
p. 99.

2. Beebe, Lucius, op. cit. , p. SO*
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SUMMARY

Perhaps there are other American poets who have

written a few poems as great as some of Robinson's, but

there is no other poet who has written as much great

poetry as ne. It is this fact that gives him the title

of the greatest American poet.

Much has been said about his being an intellectual

poet. Surely the Arthurian poems show that he can write

‘•■ith warmth of color and lavish splendor. He has retold

these old stories in a magnificent way and has analyzed

his characters as a basis for interpreting life as he

sees it. There is still the intellectual analysis of

Robinson's older poems here, but there is also an increase

in emotional ■oower.

Malory's emphasis was not uoon the emotional aspect

of the story, although he does say of the love of Tristran

and Isolt ''there is no tongue can tell it, nor heart

think it, nor pen wrtte it." He was concerned largely

’•vith the knightly qualities of Tristram. Scarcely any

mention is made of the Taite Isolt. Mark is a traitor who

"slew the noble Sir Tristram as he sat harping before his 
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lady, La Beale Isoud.”

Tennyson in The Last Tournament has degraded the

beautiful old legend to show the evils of free love. This

travesty offends one’s poetic sense in the same way as

does Roger Ascham’s pedantic remark about Malory's Le

horte d’Arthur. His Tristram follows the King for glory

only. He mocks at faith and a higher life. He is openly

discourteous to the ladies at the court. He jests even

in the presence of Isolt about love fading when beauty

fades. Tennyson’s Mark follows Malory's closely. He is a

creature of vengeance with " a name of evil savor in the

land". The entire Idyll is heavy with a sense of gloom

and foreboding evil. In the end Arthur is left alone with

only the fool faithful to him. All this is apart from its

poetic beauty. There is no more graphic description to oe

found than in the picture of the home of the Red Knight.

S winburne ’ s Tristram of Lyonesse is more in the

medieval tone than Tennyson's poem. The love of Tristram

and Isolt is due entirely to the love-potion they drin£

on the ship. The characters are static. There is none

of the effect of climax of Robinson's poem. This Tristram

in the end is awaiting the flag on the snip which Isolt

of the White Hands reoorts to be black because of her

jealousy. Swinburne's Mark is somewhat like Robinson s.

He, at least, has the elements of goodness in him,

A swart lean man, but kinglike still or guise
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And wayworn seemed he with life's wayfaring.

The charm of this poem is in the medieval impression

of old tapestry and old paintings and in its unsurpassed

melody and splendor of diction.

Matthew Arnold's Tristram and Iseult is a story of

passion, but a faded one. The poem has an atmosphere of

grayness which is appropriate because Arnold's story takes

place near the end of Tristram’s life. He is ill in

Brittany where he has returned to live with his wife and

children. He is longing for the loved Iseult of his youth,

while the White Iseult, steady of soul and resigned to her

fate, watches for the ship. This Iseult has a philosophy

not unlike that of Arnold himself. There is greater simi­

larity in Arnold's and Robinson's ’.Thite Isolts than in any

of the other versions.

Arnold's poem is lacking in unity of structure. To

oegin with he nresunooses the story rather than tells it.

The extract from Dunlop's History of Fiction that precedes

the poem is necessary to an understanding of it. The

transitions from the present time to the past are not

clearly indicated. While Robinson makes Isolt of Brittany

a oeautiful, pathetic figure* the interest centers in the

lovers to the end; whereas in Arnold's poem at the end oi

the second section the interest centers almost entirely

in the '.Vhite Isolt.

In contrast with all the versions of Tristram, „r.

Robinson dispenses with the love-potion which has been 
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the method of explaining the infatuation of the to lovers.

In his poe.. the love develops naturally as the result of

propinquity and mutual admiration. There follows inevita­

bly the tragic end. There is no ethical implication as in

Tennyson's poem. The poet tells us what happens and lets

us draw our own conclusions.

As has been noticed already, Robinson excells in his

portraits of women. In the old stories Isolt of the .'"nite

Hands played a very minor mart. In this Tristram the her­

oines stand out more vividly than the hero. Here the

r.rite Isolt is unsurpassed in loveliness and pathos. Tris­

tram is not a man of action as in Malory. Rather he is

something of a Hamlet who thinks and feels.

King Mark’s character is one of the interesting

studies in this poem. In Ilalory and Tennyson, Mark is a

villain. In Gareth and Lynette, Arthur refuses the cloth

of gold Hark sends him, saying that "Mark would sully tne

low state of churl". In both treatments Hark slips upon

Tristram and kills him. In Robinson's poem there is a

fairer treatment of Hark. When Tristram and Isolt die

upon the parapet, Mark is left musing with compassion for

the lovers with something of Robinson's own philosophy

toward life. To me, Tristram is the best of the Arthurian

poems because the imagery is more vivid, the plot is

handled with greater finesse and subtlety, and the verse

is more melodious. The characters are imbued with dignity,

emotion, simplicity, and life-likeness. We should like 
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to say with William Rose Benet, "though that is the high­

est praise possible, that now and here this particular

story is told once and for all". 1

1. Benet, William Rose, The Outlook. Vol. 9*15
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