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FOREWORD

Edwin Arlington Robinson was the first of the great American modernist poets, a fact too little recognized. He crafted his poems within the boundaries of meter and (usually) rhyme, and eschewed free verse, believing as he put it with characteristic wit that “I write badly enough as it is.” As a result, his work looks conventional, almost Victorian, on the page.

Closer examination reveals just how revolutionary Robinson was: in diction, in subject matter, and in attitude. He wrote almost all of his best poetry during the quarter century following publication of his first book in 1896. From the beginning, he cast aside all the archaism and prettiness that afflicted fin de siècle writing. Robinson understood the power of everyday language. Scanning through the index of first lines at the end of this volume, one hears a conversational voice, about to tell a story.


I did not think that I should find them there

When I came back again …




We go no more to Calverly’s …




You are a friend then, as I make it out,

Of our man Shakespeare …



Sometimes, as in the last example, Robinson let his characters speak in dramatic monologue or dialogue. The wonder is that he managed to make the talk both metrical and to the life.

Unlike most lyric poets, E.A. (as he liked to be called) rarely focused his gaze on himself. Quiet and withdrawn from boyhood on, he looked around him at the fascinating world of other people, and listened, and set down what he saw and heard. Many of these people seemed unlikely subjects, but Robinson found poetry even in the most ordinary souls – especially the downtrodden, the bereft, the misunderstood. In the process he created the gallery of character portraits for which he is most remembered, among them Eben Flood, Aunt Imogen, Isaac and Archibald, Miniver Cheevy, and the ubiquitous Richard Cory.

Robinson did not marry – he was in love with his older brother’s wife – yet in his many poems about husbands and wives he exhibited an extraordinary sensitivity to the complications of love and marriage. In these he emphasized how little we know about each other, and the damage done by those who pretend to such knowledge.


We tell you, tapping on our brows,
The story as it should be …



Armed with this epistemological uncertainty, Robinson granted his characters the interest, compassion, and understanding they deserved, without passing judgment upon them.

In these several ways, Robinson created poems for us to go back to, as he helped prepare the way for the future.

Scott Donaldson










Note: The poems are presented as in Robinson’s Collected Poems (1921), with a few exceptions. “Romance” is taken from The Children of the Night (1897). “Silver Street,” “New England,” “Karma,” and “The Sheaves” are printed as in the periodicals where they were first published.
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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;

To put these little sonnet-men to flight

Who fashion, in a shrewd mechanic way,

Songs without souls, that flicker for a day,

To vanish in irrevocable night.




What 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 there not one arise

To wrench one banner from the western skies,

And mark it with his name forevermore?

Edwin Arlington Robinson, 1894







From THE CHILDREN OF THE NIGHT (1897)




DEAR FRIENDS


Dear friends, reproach me not for what I do,

Nor counsel me, nor pity me; nor say

That I am wearing half my life away

For bubble-work that only fools pursue.

And if my bubbles be too small for you,

Blow bigger then your own: the games we play

To fill the frittered minutes of a day,

Good glasses are to read the spirit through.




And whoso reads may get him some shrewd skill;

And some unprofitable scorn resign,

To praise the very thing that he deplores;

So, friends (dear friends), remember, if you will,

The shame I win for singing is all mine,

The gold I miss for dreaming is all yours.




AARON STARK


Withal a meagre man was Aaron Stark,

Cursed and unkempt, shrewd, shrivelled, and morose.

A miser was he, with a miser’s nose,

And eyes like little dollars in the dark.

His thin, pinched mouth was nothing but a mark;

And when he spoke there came like sullen blows

Through scattered fangs a few snarled words and close,

As if a cur were chary of its bark.




Glad for the murmur of his hard renown,

Year after year he shambled through the town,

A loveless exile moving with a staff;

And oftentimes there crept into his ears

A sound of alien pity, touched with tears, –

And then (and only then) did Aaron laugh.




THE HOUSE ON THE HILL


They are all gone away,

   The House is shut and still,

There is nothing more to say.




Through broken walls and gray

   The winds blow bleak and shrill:

They are all gone away.




Nor is there one today

   To speak them good or ill:

There is nothing more to say.




Why is it then we stray

   Around the sunken sill?

They are all gone away,




And our poor fancy-play

   For them is wasted skill:

There is nothing more to say.




There is ruin and decay

   In the House on the Hill:

They are all gone away,

There is nothing more to say.




JOHN EVERELDOWN


“Where are you going tonight, tonight, –

   Where are you going, John Evereldown?

There’s never the sign of a star in sight,

   Nor a lamp that’s nearer than Tilbury Town.

Why do you stare as a dead man might?

Where are you pointing away from the light?

And where are you going tonight, tonight, –

   Where are you going, John Evereldown?”




“Right through the forest, where none can see,

   There’s where I’m going, to Tilbury Town.

The men are asleep, – or awake, may be, –

   But the women are calling John Evereldown.

Ever and ever they call for me,

And while they call can a man be free?

So right through the forest, where none can see,

   There’s where I’m going, to Tilbury Town.”




“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 with 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.”




LUKE HAVERGAL


Go to the western gate, Luke Havergal,

There where the vines cling crimson on the wall,

And in the twilight wait for what will come.

The leaves will whisper there of her, and some,

Like flying words, will strike you as they fall;

But go, and if you listen she will call.

Go to the western gate, Luke Havergal –

Luke Havergal.




No, there is not a dawn in eastern skies

To rift the fiery night that’s in your eyes;

But there, where western glooms are gathering,

The dark will end the dark, if anything:

God slays Himself with every leaf that flies,

And hell is more than half of paradise.

No, there is not a dawn in eastern skies –

In eastern skies.




Out of a grave I come to tell you this,

Out of a grave I come to quench the kiss

That flames upon your forehead with a glow

That blinds you to the way that you must go.

Yes, there is yet one way to where she is,

Bitter, but one that faith may never miss.

Out of a grave I come to tell you this –

To tell you this.




There is the western gate, Luke Havergal,

There are the crimson leaves upon the wall.

Go, for the winds are tearing them away, –

Nor think to riddle the dead words they say,

Nor any more to feel them as they fall;

But go, and if you trust her she will call.

There is the western gate, Luke Havergal –

Luke Havergal.




THE CLERKS


I did not think that I should find them there

When I came back again; but there they stood,

As in the days they dreamed of when young blood

Was in their cheeks and women called them fair.

Be sure, they met me with an ancient air, –

And yes, there was a shop-worn brotherhood

About them; but the men were just as good,

And just as human as they ever were.




And you that ache so much to be sublime,

And you that feed yourselves with your descent,

What comes of all your visions and your fears?

Poets and kings are but the clerks of Time,

Tiering the same dull webs of discontent,

Clipping the same sad alnage of the years.




THE PITY OF THE LEAVES


Vengeful across the cold November moors,

Loud with ancestral shame there came the bleak

Sad wind that shrieked, and answered with a shriek,

Reverberant through lonely corridors.




The old man heard it; and he heard, perforce,

Words out of lips that were no more to speak –

Words of the past that shook the old man’s cheek

Like dead, remembered footsteps on old floors.




And then there were the leaves that plagued him so!

The brown, thin leaves that on the stones outside

Skipped with a freezing whisper. Now and then

They stopped, and stayed there – just to let him know

How dead they were, but if the old man cried,

They fluttered off like withered souls of men.




THE TAVERN


Whenever I go by there nowadays

And look at the rank weeds and the strange grass,

The torn blue curtains and the broken glass,

I seem to be afraid of the old place;

And something stiffens up and down my face,

For all the world as if I saw the ghost

Of old Ham Amory, the murdered host,

With his dead eyes turned on me all aglaze.




The Tavern has a story, but no man

Can tell us what it is. We only know

That once long after midnight, years ago,

A stranger galloped up from Tilbury Town,

Who brushed, and scared, and all but overran

That skirt-crazed reprobate, John Evereldown.




TWO MEN


There be two men of all mankind

   That I should like to know about;

But search and question where I will,

   I cannot ever find them out.




Melchizedek, he praised the Lord,

   And gave some wine to Abraham;

But who can tell what else he did

   Must be more learned than I am.




Ucalegon, he lost his house

   When Agamemnon came to Troy;

But who can tell me who he was –

   I’ll pray the gods to give him joy.




There be two men of all mankind

   That I’m forever thinking on:

They chase me everywhere I go, –

   Melchizedek, Ucalegon.




ROMANCE


I BOYS

We were all boys, and three of us were friends;

And we were more than friends, it seemed to me: –

Yes, we were more than brothers then, we three.…

Brothers?… But we were boys, and there it ends.




II JAMES WETHERELL

We never half believed the stuff

They told about James Wetherell;

We always liked him well enough,

And always tried to use him well;

But now some things have come to light,

And James has vanished from our view, –

There isn’t very much to write,

There isn’t very much to do.
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