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erican poets, on the other hand, grew up during the
minance of a traditional poetry that was second-rate. Nat-
ey eloigned themselves from it, and with fewer misgiv-
greater boldness because it was visibly weak.

-ebellion was anticipated, though timidly, in the pre-
generation. Inevitably the Genteel Tradition engendered

THE BEGINNINGS | : dencies. American poetry at the turn of the century
MOVEMENT I(IzTF Aﬁgi\égDER ccordingly, be viewed from a double standpoint. With

mportant exceptions of Crane and Robinson, it seems more

of one piece to readers now, for most poets cultivated the
-ous, clegiac, uplifung, and so forth, using 2a traditional,
wlly worked diction and versification. But to readers sev-
s ago, the poetic scene presented an altogether dif-
spect. The Genteel Tradition was obviously prevalent,
position movements were strong. If the former monopo-
prestige, the latter aroused more interest and hope.
iam; Hovey, and the Canadian Carman were read far
agerly than their genteel contemporaries, for they con-
eater reality and zest. They illustrate the degree of re-

MERICAN poets at the turn of the century had
: 5r which publishers and an audience could then be

4 f)rfaceagle influence of a positive kind on the developm
Marine I\n;g ernspoetry. When Pound, Eliot, Williams, H
ore, Stevens, and the other M i of
; odernist poets o
ie;erfit}.on cast off the late-Victorian styles that V\Pere us
Owner;alarounlc{l) 1?§o {and in which they had composed t
rly wor ey turned for i '.

: , sychological '
technical exarmple t ' a0 - e
o poets in foreign langua inter
. ges, to painter
scgptors, and, among American poets, to Whitmag.
s ut as a negative influence, American poetry from rou
revg(;)h;;; 191r2FEIayed a large part in bringing on the Mo

on. e need to repudiate i

revols the conventional, u
] ‘ udi , usu
;r}s:EId, see-no-evil verse of this time acted as a motive an&'é
of te sfsr?lngl\ist Eossﬂaie kind. In fact, if we ask why the deve
nt of the Modernist mode was chi i s

. chiefly by Ameri ;

reason is that American ativn, an

. poets had no strong, i i

bellious avant e
-garde movement among their i i ;

. : ir immediate
zes;sj?lri $ their OWIL country. After 1goo English poets rI;
t}i : 8590 e A;sthetlc—Decadent—Symbolist—lmpressionist poet

s and returned in some ways to th iti

R moetr ys to the traditions of Engl
y (for the poetry of the Romanti iod is &
antic period is to
R 0
odern world what the Roman classics were to f[iugustan: En

e end of this chapter we shall come to the one great
ican poet of the 189os, Fdwin Arlington Robinson. He is
there because his work both includes and goes beyond
rge tendencies explored in it, the Genteel Tradition
ounterpointing oppositions. Robinson was not anti-
He emerged from within the fold, even from within its
territory of New England. He studied hard, he practiced
anship, he echoed the major Romantic and Victorian
o) England, he had the conscientious moralism of his
tance. But along with this he assimilated elements of
an regional writing—the rendering of local speech, set-
d types of character—-not in the theatrical and man-
d way of Riley but with a tenacious fidelity to the concrete
¢ also took over methods and subjects from prose fiction
ated, at his best, a poetry that was subtle, bold, contem-
and completely original. No one else in the ninetes,
| England or the United States, was writing verse re-
in to “Richard Cory” or “Reuben Bright.” He was not
the founder of modern verse in America, for the first wave
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e of those who cherished them. They hat(ijl sgﬂici
promising writers he had kpown at Ha.rvars . ks "
Lyon Phelps, “All these friends of mine, tE: r;hz
whom I was very fond, were v151b1.y killed by
o breathe. People individually were limd and appre-

m . . . but the system was deadly. _
Genteel tendency had only to be characterized an-
nd it became one of the great, vglu§d roads always
e human spirit. In this prestidigitation no one Kas
roit than Santayana, who would argue thal': there hls, a ei;
. elling reason why a poetry or a phﬂ_osop y n;us
life either of the author or of whatever tme and p ;ce
to be composed in. If Santayana was 1n some nlloo sa;
and naturalist, in other moods he was more a P atm;llst
er of unchanging essences. And so he could 1sda{f. tha
giances are spiritual and ideal and that one shox;l ive r1;(1
Ithough he was the most penetrating of t e ma z
the Genteel Tradition, Santayana was also, in dsox;aa
its greatest exponent, both as a pl'nlosopher an ?its
him the Genteel attitude purge(.i 1‘tse1f of mgstdo s
and soft-headedness, which he brilliantly saumzelf, an
da permanent intellectual challenge to the se -c01tlc-)
American and Modernist movements that were soon

in the United States. .

e-fl?: t(l;z:nteel type of poetry was earnest and unequivo-
ditional, abstract, well-bred, inspirational, and memcu:L

. chief historical service of this st_yle to the devel?pmei
rican poetry may lie in its emphasis on formal crla -tsma
s at its best in Santayana’s sonnets, for example:

of modern poets did not learn their art from him. Bu
poetry in America begins with Robinson.

THE GENTEEL TRADITION

The phrase “the Genteel Tradition” owes its curre
George Santayana, who used it in a famous lecture (“T
teel Tradition in American Philosophy,” 1911) and rec
it on many occasions. To Santayana it suggested much: o
made him uncomfortable in American academic and cul
life generally, and especially in the intellectual milieu of
and Harvard, where he taught philosophy: vestigial Puri
in the form of excessive moral anxiousness and timidjt
tigial Transcendentalism in the form of vague idealis
much related to actual life; earnest pursuit of “culture
faith in its spiritual or quasi-religious value, with the assu 3
also that America lacks “culture,” and hence a special de
and attraction to Europe, where “culture” was thought.
its native home. As Santayana conceived it, the Genteel !
tion was without intellectual rigor or vital force; it could 1o
cept natural, robust realities; it could hardly even perceive th
The extent to which he had a point may be illustrated i
ison Cawein. After he graduated from high school, ¢
took a job in Louisville, Kentucky, as a cashier in Waddill
market poolrooms. It was, in fact, a gambling house, and he!
much that another poet—Whitman, for example-—might
exploited, since the place was thronged with gamblers, jock
sports, swashbucklers, and sharpers. In the midst of this C

wrote, in intervals of cashing bets, such verses as, O world, thou choosest not the better part!

It is not wisdom to be only wise,

And on the inward vision close the eves,
But it is wisdom to believe the heart.
Columbus found a world, and 1r.1ad no c}.lart
Save one that faith deciphered in the skies.

What wood-god, on this water’s mossy curb,
Lost in reflection of earth’s loveliness,
Did I, just now, unconsciously disturb?

For, as a newspaper interviewer explains, the gambling ho
would “furnish excellent material for a novelist,” but “whe
the poet that ever sang, who could suck inspiration from such
olio of humanity?” (This Genteel explanation was probab
Cawein’s.) Above all, Santayana felt, the Genteel philosoph
values failed to express fully not only the life about them

iveliest defense of this style comes, as one womg[ expe;::s,

il Santayana in the Prefa'ce (1922} to h].Sl _poems.. th{; tnt(;l °

onic apologies that thel.r “language is literary, that the)
nveloped in an “aura of literary and religious asso :
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during the campaign against Sitting. Bullin 1876.
ntly- took part in the Apache wars in the 1880s.
he was acting as correspondent for several n}elws—
) onublishing stories and poems. At the. end of these
rawford cashed in on his reputation, making
ture and reading tours. He explains that his poems
ude, unpolished offspring of my idle hours . ;
us! ﬁbbiings from a heart whose springs of poet{g an
ght were opened by the hand of Nature anmu 1 e;;
scenes.” Be that as it may, his verses have a slee
effectiveness that is not quite artless or prlmltllv(;:.
dialect. They are humorous or sentimental balla ;
the sentimental ones dwell on mother, hf)me, an”
“Dreaming of Mother,” “Farewell, Qld Ca]?ll’,l, Home
om a popular song), and “Death of Little Kit, V\.rnli.:teln
ng from Mr. Cody (Buffalo Bill) of z?ae death of his little
rson Cody.” Obviously, Crawford.s experiences i.'\iferi‘
ovel, but they served him only er incidental dt.etal 8 od
tting. His forms, phrases, feehngs? and stories ha
tock property of poets at least since Sir Walter Scott, as

‘the opening of “The Dying Scout™

(1906), sold about fifty thousand copies. Field, who
latter part of his life in Chicago, had a large appreciati
ship in the 18gos. He wrote in dialect occasionally, but
his poems seem bookish, especially for a newspaper
composed (with his brother) a series of free transiati
Horace, Echoes from a Sabine Farm (1892), and it was
this complicated, sensitive, puckish man that, while s
them are humorously colloquial and seem to slap Hora
back, the greater part are carried out with straightforw
and affection, Field also wrote verses for children;:
favorites include the “Dutch Lullaby” (“Wynken, Blynke
Nod”), “Little Boy Blue,” and “The Sugar-Plum Tree”§
these share with Riley’s poems an unabashed sentimenta
which no English poet would have been capable. “I
Blue,” for example, would have embarrassed even Rob
Stevenson. _
Among these newspaper entertainers was Guy - W.
Carryl (1873-1904), perhaps the leading writer of light v
this time. Until he retired (to a cottage that Carryl, a ba
named “Shingle Blessedness™) he was also a Jjournalist and
zine editor. He showed sparkling wit, skill, and cha
parodies of Aesop (Fables for the Frivolous, 1898), Mother
Mother Goose for Groun-Ups, 1900), and Grimm’s faj
{Grimm Tales Made Gay, 1902), and wrote for a more kn
taste than did Riley or Field. :
Poetry in the vein of Riley or Field overlaps in a sign
way with the unsophisticated “handyman” verse. In the on¢
we have poetry for the people; in the other case it is by
ple. The distinction is not always easy to make, for, ge
speaking, the same sentiments appear in both kinds of po
the difference lies in the degree of technical expertise and
ination that are brought to bear. Among the many poei
stand on the borderline—for this kind of poetry was extr
common—John Wallace Crawford (1 847-1917), “The
Scout,” is the most interesting. He was born in Ireland. Woun
in the Civil War, he learned to read and write in a Nor
military hospital. After the war he moved to the Western fro
becoming one of the original seven settlers of the Black Hilis
served intermittently as an army scout (he was also a ranc
miner, and Indian agent), and succeeded “Buffalo Bill” C

Comrades, raise me, I am dying,
Hark the story I will tell;
Break it gently to my mother,
You were near me when I fell.
Tell her how 1 fought with Custer,
How I rode to tell the news:
Now I'm dying, comrades, dylng—
Tell me, did we whip the Sioux?

ARLY MODERN POETRY: CRANE AND ROBINSON

cems contained in the two volumes Stephen Cgam;
1goo) published in the nineties, The Black deersh(l 95

lar is Kind (1899), differed diametrically from the pre-
mode. They were in free verse; instead of d15£:u1‘“s1lve—r
ent, they were suggestive metaphca_rsland par.ab es,t }I?
of expressing the more ideal and. uphftmg emotions, u}i
e feligious faith and cosmic optimism with bitter ingen
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ity. Nothing in history is unprecedented, and Crane ¥
of Emily Dickinson and Whitman, of Ambrose Bierce
English Victorian pessimists such as Edward FitzGerald
doFs not really resemble them or any previous or conte
wrlters..In their precision and spareness, their parad
lence, visionary satire, and grotesquerie, his poems, m
any others of the time, anticipate the Modernist mode

ore. The background is relevant, for this wind-
Maine combined the simplicity, even poverty, of
iral America with the New England respect for
e cosmopolitanism often found in seafaring places.
was six months old, his family moved to the nearby
iner, the “Tilbury Town” of his poems. A quiet,
s hoy, he excelled at school in Latin and English and
e poetry in his early teens, composing or reading in
chair (a habit that lasted throughout his life). He went
18g1), but during his second year his father died
on. returned to Gardiner.

ile the family fortune had been collapsing because of
stments made by a kindly older brother, Herman,
w drinking too much. His even more gifted brother

ecoming a morphine addict and also turning to al-
th appear, years later, as disguised characters in some
ger poems. Robinson himself had been suffering from
astoiditis, often with severe pain (it finally left him
= ear), and lived in fear that the growing damage of
ar would reach the brain and cause insanity. Athome
hores and continued to write. Finding the magazines
o his work (a familiar experience until his middle
e brought out at his own expense (it cost fifty-two
small volume, The Torrent and the Night Before (1896).
we see in these poems the plain honesty and patient
ship he shared with his shipbuilding ancestors. Just as
was about to appear, Robinson’s mother died, and he
o move to New York, hoping it would be easier to find
ishers for his work. Here he lived in destitution for the next

rs; except for a six-month period when, at the age of
returned to Harvard as a sort of office boy to President
b he detested. He never married. Thin, reticent, with
rching eyes behind the glint of his spectacles, partially
he could often talk freely with one person but became

ith two and almost tongue-tied in a group.
binson’s next two volumes, Children of the Night (18g7) and
i Craig and Other Poems (1g9o2), attracted little attention,
o to turn to hack writing, he took what positions he could
erving for a while as a timekeeper for the subway con-
ion. When out of work, he was able to stay alive by eating

I walked in a desert.

"And I cried,

“Ah, God, take me from this place!”

A voice said, “It is no desert.”

I cried, “Well, but—

The sand, the heat, the vacant horizon.”
A voice said, “It is no desert.”

Crane has suffered a frequent fate of anticipators and fo
ners. What seemed shocking iconoclasm became commo

next generation, and when many poets were doing mdre
what he‘had done, his weaknesses were more readily notice
protest is certainly more strident than profound. His inv
though tersely and concretely phrased, are without de
manifold interaction in the phrasing; they arrest attentio
do not hold it. And there are many passages in which Cra
not work hard enough. The first sentence of “To the ma
Fmght almost have been written by Wallace Stevens, but nio
imagines, the conclusion of the second: ’ '

To the maiden

The sea was blue meadow,
Alive with little froth-people
Singing.

To the sailor, wrecked,

The sea was dead grey walls
Superlative in vacancy,

Upon which nevertheless at fateful time
Was written

The grim hatred of nature.

Ed_win Arlington Robinson was born December 22, 186
the village of Head Tide, Maine. He was the youngest o
sons of Edward Robinson, a former shipwright who kep
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he label is misleading. His verse could be described
¢ Romantic with almost equal plausibilicy. As the
iterary school “Realism” may suggest ideas of style
ot fully appropriate to Robinson; his art (in con-
ife) never descended into what Tennyson called the
olaism. As with Frost, his reversion to reality was
| ordsworthian tradition and could be described in

om Wordsworth’s Preface to the Lyrical Ballads: sub-
‘taken from common life and presented in a language
by men. A closer statement of Robinson’s intention
s might be that he moved poetry in the direction of the

in the cheapest restaurants or at free-lunch counters i
occasionally he had to content himself with a meal cons
roll from a bakery. He began to drink heavily andfi
years was a near-alcoholic. President Theodore Rooseve
came interested in his work, reviewed a second edition of
:.i'ren‘ of the Night in Outlook magazine (1905), and secured |
job in the New York Custom House, which Robinson ke
190g. 'Despite Roosevelt’s review, magazines remained:
ested in Robinson’s verse, and the rejection slips conti
mount. Meanwhile he worked on his next volume. T
Do;m the River h{ 1910), dedicated to Roogsevelt. ’
n 1911, when he was forty-one, he be
summers  at the MacDowell golony in Pe%cjl:b;l%in;l
Hampshlrf:, and continued to do so until his death, T
hlrr} increased freedom and marked a turn in his life 'Hé
cablln he V.vould sit and rock for days on end pa;:ieﬁﬂ'
posing. Winters were spent at the home of Néw York fri
and, _after 1922, at the home of the sculptor James .
growing range as well as increasing public recognition ¢
the writing of this decade and a half (1911-1g2%); the:
VQIume The Man Against the Sky (1916); Merlin (1 q17), the
his three long Arthurian poems; Lancelot {1g20); Col:lected
{1921); ?”he Man Who Died Twice (1924); Dionysius in Doubt .
and Trisram (1927)—after the last of which his fin
sFruggles were ended. In 1923 (by then fifty-three) he fu
hf‘elong dream of visiting England, where he was warm
ceived by writers. Though he had planned an extended vis
few weeks he found himself missing the stone walls and fo
of Nev.v England and returned to Peterborough. Meanwhil
had tried playwriting, but without success, though two of
Plays—-ch Zorn (1914) and The Porcupine ( 191 5)—wweré .
lished. He also wrote several long poems of a psychologic
acter: Avon’s Harvest (1921), Roman Bartholow (1923), Cay
g;);fe( (192;;)%I;f?e Glory of the Nightingales (1930), M;zthéas
1931
mined,gi };e grye“if\; ('011 21:2 E),ting r.;{mamnth (1984). He wa poetry always does—more individuality and more mind.
pean T Janaos v e h; ob fr;lgmczlttoa };f;}igme alm.os there are also differences in kind that sharply illuminfite
limied 16 work 1n the pomital o e Dave ;:;ncer, he o dependent and new Robinson was. Poetryin the prevaihr}g
ied on Al 6 g o2 e SiXtY]?ﬁve , King Jasp de was usg.ally an ex‘}‘Jressiqn c:,f Pe:‘sona.l ffr'elir}g,_ carnest in
Although literary historians are tempted to classify Rbb qgrgal zzsi?rff:;stbei‘?m?cfkﬁrg rcgf;?cc‘;;l;iigz?é;nz’ige;

; d- his methods in relative isolation, and it is hard to
at:models or influences counted most. He studied the
s: he read the major poets and novelists of England;
ome knowledge of French poetry through a friend;
all this to use in his own verse. George Crabbe, Em-
W. M. Praed, Whitman, Meredith, and a few others are
entioned, but these may be affinities rather than sources.
‘that among earlier writers no particular figure or
s to have swayed his course very much. As for con-
s; he seems to have emulated none. But distaste can
s strongly as admiration, and Robinson, scorning the
erse of the day, worked to be as unlike it as possible.
ievement can be estimated in different ways. There 1s the
e size and variety of the effort—1,488 pages in small
en throughout with intelligence and integrity. There
h smaller number of poems—about forty pages by my
~that are likely to last. A few, such as “Richard Cory,”
ben Bright,” and “Miniver Cheevy,” miniature the whole.
o'not reflect his entire range but they exhibit in flawless
mance what was innovative in his art.
1e compares these poems with the typical verses in Ameri-
gazines in the nineties, they stand out in the respects
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. i i eac-
od-morning,” or simply walking) and“tflﬁft:ered
townspeople (staring from the pavement, S
g that Gory “ glittered when he wa 5“3
‘metrical inversion of the third line ( I-IIe ware“
an ginvidiously at “we” others. The res;} L is ? re-
i implicati the to
: t by implication 0 v
dly. humorous portrait by ITpHic: o town
: 1, ironic, impersonal, _
TLow-keyed, cerebral, Iron s —
ad seriousness and implicating a whole s01c1‘al rtI;lle
‘was without precedent or even parallel in

particular character. The poem is no lyric self-express
impersonal, objective report. The setting is an America
the time, the provincial imagination engrossed and daz
figure of consummate gentlemanly elegance (of roys
townsfolk take it, if one regards a counterpoint in the
“crown,” “imperially slim”). The idiom, though cu
colloquial, not in the least “poetic.” Except at the end
selects the most ordinary incidents as points of focus
down emotion. :
Above all there are the irony and humor from: w
poem chiefly derives its effectiveness. The surprise el ever Richard Cory went down toxﬁl_ﬂ, -
be a litle easy, and the implied moral—something ople on the pavement looked atnlm-
litde we really know about the lives of others!”—may -- ¢ was a gentleman from sole tlt_) crown,
(The “idea” of the poem, Douglas Bush suggests t avored, and imperially shm.
have been taken from a bit in Bleak House, chapter 22.) B
matters is the attitude of the speaker toward himself a
dially toward the other townspeople: his self-awarenes
distance, and detached amusement with the human of
The poem is subtle, however, and it is easier to sense this
than indicate its source. It depends very much on the ch
zation of the speaker through language, syntax, and
form. The idiom (“clean favored,” “in fine™) is itself “ady
schooled,” the syntax controlled and orderly, and the neat
the quatrains further contributes to the impression. One
that the speaker is an educated man and hence that his
identification with the too-admiring townsfolk is half onij

circumstance that becomes especially clear in the exaggeratio
the lines, .

: . d
he was always quietly arrayed, -
4id he was always human when he tal]'&ed,

1 he fluttered pulses when he said, ed
d-morning,” and he glittered when he walked.

n. he was rich—yes, richer than a kergw—
\d admirably schooled in every grace:
fine, we thought that he was everything
‘make us wish that we were in his place.

Sot ited for the light,

on we worked, and waite -
S-ﬂd went without the meat, and cursed'the bread;
ind Richard Cory, one calm summer n}ght, N
ent home and put 2 bullet through his head.

5 worked in many different modes. "1"31311:(;.31*6623?21%
meditatve reflection, such as “Credo, “Hi crsuéh o
o Against the Sky”; poems of c}f?racterlzz}ucxlﬁi(:h h as
Poor Relation” or T‘Miniver S}}llezs g T };lc;eri\l/[sﬂl{f' e i

su ; 1
nzgzssttﬁg ev(iilcl)il;i:e“s:l" he House on the Hil ”hor }1];1:;
a1”: and ballad-dialogues, such as “j;liiln S(érc;flozr;. B
e P hh;: y theeci?rrlzrgc%ziz;e; study, narrafmve
: the sam T
ti}:aac;iril::?: oa: implied), and 1‘neditat‘ive uttegan]c;;:}l?el?l:i
npos,” for example, a story 18 all_uswely an .t(;) preurely e
éd to and characters are sketched in some (tlralhis D,
Aoeal and social setting. The poem—an t

So on we worked, and waited for the light,
And went without the meat, and cursed the bread,

The speaker has a self-conscious, fastidious awareness of hi
guage. In the phrase, “yes, richer than a king,” the “yes"'m
“yes, we even used the stock cliché,” and one thus under
that the phrasing throughout is adjusted in irony to conve
sayings and feelings of the townsfolk more than his ow

example, the subtly telling cliché, “from sole to crown,” o
excessive enthusiasm (and bathetic fall) in the phrase, “im
ally slim.” A speaker so aware must also be aware of the discr
ancy between the commonplace actions of Cory (going do
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i i at a
fhis productivity. Itis dlscouxraglng to fage_ Islosi e
@ inost poets, he is more enjoyab'lg ream ;Ch elec-
. vl is that, amid so :
. A less trivial cause 18 , ( : v
ﬁeems bad, or more exactly pu_t, it practices Sim
:a'fnportant at the cost of liabilities that now s

ical—is spoken by an onlooker (one of the townspe:
character also plays a role and who only partly know
conjectures the circumstances he tells. He reflects'u
but his interpretations remain inconclusive, and we ar
a sense of the complexity of this human relationship a
ficulty of deciding anything about it. “Captain Craig,
very different example, is a ruminative poem; but. the
tions are quoted by the narrator as part of the chara
of the Captain, who is further characterized in other

ring to the nineteenth-century Pursmt of strict mtzt};
rrtl)?);gnson however innovative with res;lect tot:_}l;? -

(the ﬁr;t four lines of “The Cleglf:s 1;21365) »
which 36 are monosyllables and 2 are 1s§iy traditi,onal
i1 stanzaic form and meter. Of this :
']it maz also a master, exploiting 1tin f11fferent I:riage
ﬁtlei:;:killful touches, But since poetry 15 or sllo?n e
andi ¢ a certain slackness (or ‘hcense ) in. i
e afl ’Wed and from time to Gme convention

e t(})le slz:ckness will be tolerated. Anjlfone ngi
2 lezrfhe verse of the middle and .later n;neﬁe;enes
119§nd that for the sake of filling their metrical box

. d,
d permit themselves writing tl.lat-was. turg1bd,d c%;)ttfhe
::rigolved padded, eked out, m}pr&cmg—; ti Poznd’S
: " This kind of thing gives poin
anz;geshould be at least as well writien as pro;z,t
B Pt(;lat Zpoﬂs, at Jeast for present-day taste, 2 gF
B hteen s life Robinson devoted
: ¢ eichteen vears of his Ii .

hnel 125) lzlr%g narra?;ive poems. They ﬂlustra;tle gliz:rgo;
tiaéls sﬂready noticed in the short?: po_er;s.;“hz o 3;1m-

. le, is a study of €gotsm. 1

htmgatl}elsz;tf;rige;tairr?gzlee a man of inherited wealth in the
€ s

jand town of Sharon, undergoes his first serious rebuff
1gla

hen he fails to win Agatha, she pref‘ermng M:Ii?éna

- tic physician. Nightingale takes his reveng te&
85‘1111::1 fhE s}trock of a mine in which Malo;y ]r;ad ;n:llels N

. Malory, who l10S€s :

worﬂ’t}ies;"e}sleofdto}f; s?i(())‘i:l:ealllnd Niggtingale rgjmc?s hvm—_
:Af%ztthi 1oem opens Malory is on his way to kﬂ]lan{gc hz;:«
d: then kgmself. He finds Night.lngale in aclvn ::rsatior;
er. and sees that he i mortally ill. A long

ighti s self-centeredness and
in which Nightingale confesses his s e He

and the Captain. In the dramatic monologue “Ben Jon
tertains @ Man from Stratford,” the interest centers it
acterization of Shakespeare as the subject of the mon
it also includes the characterization of Jonson as the s
it, general reflections on genius and life of which Shak
becomes the occasion, and the mode of discourse itself
a dramatic interest by its colloquial idiom, syntax, an
ment—its seemingly casual, eddying, and spontanecus
Robinson is often compared to Frost, and this interfi
narrative, character, reflective, inconclusive wisdom,’ an
keyed, colloquial talk gives point to the comparison. Re
worked at times, though infrequently, in Frost’s chosen ré
the New England countryside, producing at least two n
pieces—“Isaac and Archibald” and “Mr. Flood’s Party
are perhaps funnier, and more loving in their fun, tha
thing in Frost.
If a formula could be given for a typical poem of Robin
would include the following elements: characterization; ind
and allusive narration; contemporary setting and recogn
the impingement of setting on individual lives; psycholo
realism and interest in exploring the tangles of human fee
and relationships; an onlooker or observer as speaker,
the poems impersonal and objective with respect to Ro
himself; a penchant for the humorous point of view combi
with an awareness that life is more essentially tragic; a langu
that is colloquial, sinewy, and subtle as it conveys twists of ir
cation in continually active thinking; a mindfulness of the
culty of moral judgment but also a concern for it. Feeling th
this can justly be said, one wonders why Robinson’s Teputa Pl 1ks of all that Malory can still do
not higher. For one thing, readers are doubtless intimidated dnd talks O
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makes a will leaving his fortune to Malory for a';
when Ma}ory goes, shoots himself with Malory’s pi
1s more indirectly told than this summar Yingi.s'
sketch.may suggest the contemporary noveﬁistic- ;
reflective mode of this and the other f:ales. Merli;zplsla

language that have been the norm of poetry
‘ears.
orical facts explain the present state of affairs.
nih century there was a rapid disappearance of
ng that judges a poem by expectations derived
o which it belongs. For practical purposes—
dures of the writer and the expectations of the
raditional genres of epic and mock-epic, epistle
nished, leaving the poetic scene to the lyric or to the
and amorphous genre of the descriptive-meditative
as Thomson's Seasons or Cowper’s Task. The disap-
nite genres for the long poem meant that every
o be a more or less original and ad hoc invention
loped, it could not be adopted by another poet
gma (in the modern world) of being an imitator.
an'be no second Don Juan simply because there is
second Four Quartets because there is the first. The
10 only invent an original form, he must do it, as
‘argued, in a milieu where the possibility of new
2y seem to the poet all but exhausted.
b more important fact is that since the eighteenth cen-
as existed in competition with imaginative prose,
rose has increasingly devoured the possibilities open
hough this applies especially to prose fiction, one
ot forget the essay and the descriptive vignette. Why
s been able to do this so uriumphantly is a question that
hately be answered only by referring to the intrinsic
es of the medium; for many purposes prose is a more
strument. Whatever the explanation, the process has
vicious circle or spiral. As prose has taken over steadily
poetry has increasingly come to mean the lyric—the short,
terance. This shift of expectation was complete by the
£ the nineteenth century, and one result was that the
g of poetry was relegated to rare, particular moods. Butat
ne poetry still retained a “popular” or at least an easily ac-
Fie idiom. A further step was taken with the development of
odernist idiom in the 1920s. This made poetry mofe diffi-
nd therefore intellectually more challenging and thus
d a different audience for it. But this audience was more
ized and limited than ever before, and it was an audience

2

general intentions, the tales being divested of

mg(;lgle. In Merlin the wizard becomes instead: 'I:ag?
Eene:;aagnej man Whose powers of prophecy stem:
1 and experience. Much of the poem is give
ove affair between Merlin and Vivian, which is treat

medieval romance b #

ut as “modern love”
: m in
of Meredith. e Ie_S.S -

These long narratives go on mostly for bet

:lunldred pages and make up abou‘z two—thi:'V;: I(l) lg{
Qt? output. They appear to have been admired majnly

C;F e and to have been more praised than read. Neith ¥
C allenge this consensus of inattention. It is ir;1 .'be .
them w1th more than languid interest. To askpvcx)rslllsl.'- ;
however, is to raise fundamental questions about 1:hy
End the evolution of poetry in the modern world 150'
) Icleeslgze, was not a storyteller of Chaucerian genius. Bn
the & sgi?nuscolf)‘ifllichlei; t}laloie}z has ﬁcored a major success
thinks of Browning’s The Rin Ozgd ;Lg%()dkmany ha"fﬁ‘ coh
Rustum, the tales of Morris, aﬁd Yeat:’s T?T?a’ AI"POld o
%1(179“ short story of a few hundred lines, ijznfss ?{g :
itch of Coos,” or a series of linked lyrics makin '
such as Meredith’s Modern Love, seem to exhaust thg ucl? :
gs:nai)dp‘zﬁggf V(\::; this line. ;/Vhy? Answers can only ]i))ésssp'

, . are speculating, we should inn
EE: (ljlcl)lliz‘stlon of the long 1’1aurrativég poen 0Ver}al;)esetlfjl::‘nq:;'1.1
coscs Lt canor b reduced 1 e penerst o e
*duced to the general form of

poem made up out of linked short ones: for exam 1(;

g;zgf’Pzz?siou'?hif szfe, The Waste Land, Four anr’éetn

, Pa . ew exceptions th i ir
longCI: epistles of Auden or Gﬁlsberg’s ?’;a;%gsg—;(i*;znd
revealing: they succeed precisely because they avoid t]ipe
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or through it all—above, beyond it all-—
know the far-sent message of the years,
o] the coming glory of the Light.

crete and memorable poems, however, .thuIl{g‘z
ut badly; many of them are_starkly tragic. Hi
| if at all, through failure z_md s?fferrsgg,
ittl iness that is not an overcoming of sOrrow.
Srlal.-ttlzriargﬁzations there are many except;lons,1 ar;c}
« poems are more accurately desqnbed as the play o
A ctive, and uncommitted intelligence. There (115 ;;) e
etaphysical concern of the New England mmc léaﬂy
iness of judgment. What Robinson sees moro:'ab_lit y
e else is ambiguity, complexity, open possibLuty
' we know. .
SC;;)] akrﬂiofgl 2 Robinson was America’s most ;_rIanc:;
:ugh he was not so recognized at the time. end :
ouraging example to Amy Lowell, Pound, Frlost, fa d 3
hers: but he was too isolated, t00 incapable o e
ent and pushiness, and too _unlucky to haved puch
1 later writers. What they might have 1e11:ne from
ey mostly learned elsewhere. Though Ro .mso_m r2s
orite of Auden’s at Oxford, the obJer.:tmty, iu I;'_ °r
ticence, wit, and ironic poise of poetry m the thir u;
and, colloquial, low-keyed and gla&ncmgl%r{ lzii}r;orﬁad
did not come particularly from Ro_blnson. et ezlts d
ir beginnings in his lonely, obstinate experim

iner, Maine, in the early 18gos.

for exceptionally condensed uses of language. Rea _
of reading the current, serious prose fiction often co

the poetry that corresponded toit, so, to some extent, 3
audience developed for the two arts. Moreover, the:au
' poetry—which includes poets themselves—was looki.
densed and heightened uses of language that absolu
ited the long poem, for the simple, practical reaso;

tion cannot be kept at such a pitch for long. The aud
long poem no longer exists; and, to return to Robinsor
particularly no audience for an attempt to write novels
The reader of fiction is put off because it is poetry; th
poetry, because it lacks the intensity he seeks. And bécause
pressures of expectation are felt most of all by poets:t
as they write, their intentions are divided and they fail
plish either. It is extremely doubtful that, had Robi

writing prose, he would have allowed himself the fatal
reflection that clogs his plots or the too-easy melodram:
plots themselves.

n wisdom,

I have said little about the didactic and “philosophical’
of Robinson, for I think they present his weakest side. Th
however, large in quantity and aim and have figured )
nently in criticism devoted to him. Robinson felt it was parto
duty of a would-be major poet to have a “philosophy.” an
“Octaves,” “Captain Craig,” “Credo,” “The Man Against
Sky,” and a great'many other poems he set forth to exp
in 2 more or less direct way. Yet it is hard to know just
“Credo” was. The tendency of his mind was more to que
than to convictions, which may be more “philosophical’
true sense but impedes didactic ambitions. Also, he was ne
practiced than most poets in the rigors of philosophical ex
sion, and his meanings blur in vague abstraction and vagu
aphor. Finally, his “philosophy” in didactic poems seems
contradicted by the sense of life that emerges more concr
character portrait and narrative. He is often described
Transcendentalist, which he sometimes is. At other times he
ply asserts an ungrounded hopefulness:

No, there is not a glimmer, nor a call,
For one that welcomes, welcomes when he fears,
The black and awful chaos of the night;
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first quarter of the twentieth century new types
etry emerged in both England and America. They
many and diverse, yet similar in two fundamental
ey were viewed by poets and readers as distinctively
and though “modern,” they could be read with
& relatively large public. These facts are reflected in
parts Twoand Three of this book, and the titles are al-
hangeable. “Poetry in Rapport with a Public” deals
h Britain. But America’s early modern poetry was gen-
e compressed, disjunctive, oblique, allusive, and sar-
ting for an elite that we now usually associate with Mod-
In Lindsay, Sandburg, Masters, Frost, and Amy Lowell it
ible, sympathetic, and sometimmes deliberately popular.
gism had, as it turned out, a broad, intrinsic appeal;
tbegan as an avant-garde defiance and corrective tothe
atives,” it ended in the 19g0s as aleading style of verse in
60l yearbooks. Hence Part Three, which mainly takes
w poetry of America, is entitled “Popular Modernism,”
pose being to distinguish this first phase of the modern
ent from that which developed subsequently. But in
Lawrence, the Georgians, and the poets of the Frrst
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Pre i ind my tremulous
World War, British poetry also seemed modern, and e Present has latched its postern behind my

was a different modernity from that of the United S
equally open and accessible. '

These generalizations are made with exceptions; the mi
portant are the works of Ezra Pound after 191g an
Eliot. Whoever writes literary history finds that the gre
ures present problems to which there are no perfec
The doings and influence of Pound and Eliot loom larg
period we are now taking up, the first quarter of the cen
discussion of them is mostly deferred for the fourth pa
book, where we concentrate on the creation of the high M
ist mode. Eliot and Pound were the chief inaugurators o
sentially different, anti-popular poetry, the poetry th:
thirties and forties gradually, partially, and temporar;
placed the sorts that had prevailed in the 19:0s and 19
for Yeats, his work from roughly 1goo to 1922 was not up
of the period, except in its excellence. He was probabl
single most important contemporary influence on other poe
well, yet lengthy discussion of his career is also postponed
great poems of his last period Yeats participated in th
Modernist mode, at least in some respects, but he is the s
of the final chapter of this volume because his developm
so representative that it allows us to hold in one final persp
much of the general history of poetry in his time.

i leaves like wings,
] month flaps its glad green k¢
ﬁlrlzig as new-spun silk, will the neighbours say,

- e
~man who used to notce such things”s

. s stick tree
ne two-pointed ladder’s sticking through a

[ heaven still,
d ?ié::a’s 2 barrel that I didn’t fill
deiit, and there may be two OT three
pp 51 didn’t pick upoen some bough.
; m done with apple-picking now-

‘The trees are in their autumn beauty,
dry

he woodland paths are s

Tnder the October twilight the water

Jirrors a still sky.;

Upon the brimming water amo

“Ayve nine-and-fifty swans.

i d 1917. They
ere published between 1914 and
O: ;;Szgost aEcomplished the dominant kind of poetrz
ade before The Waste Land, of which some represen

ng the stones

rat crept softly through the vegetation
Dragging its slimy belly on the bank

While 1 was fishing in the dull c‘anal house
{On a winter evening round behind the gasnou

: : K
- ene upon the king my brother’s wreck
. f:ilr(;i t}}:e king my father’s death before him.

. -
ssage from Hardy exhibits his strengths 02 homast:Ul :1123 "
i ivi “trem
: A lar activity of the wora i
d.control. The pecu o et
st li iced, and the uncouth, origl .
first line may be noticed, AN
: 7 The passage from es 1
‘Haps” in the second. n
tatlorfl g))artly because much of the effect of the p(;)}elmlﬁis "
a e,liness of the whole. But even 1n e?{ce_rpt, e n H;:;a
. 12 felt. The teasing skill of Frost's med1tat1vc(1f f}:ai;)en x 0};
sed in i to take the wor e ,
d in our uncertainty how caven, 9
S"?aa.nything may be meant-—more than what is said—by
; ?

finality of “1 am done with apple-picking now.

THE DOMINANT MODE

Aside from Pound and Eliot, the major poets of the ope
twenty-five years of the century were Hardy, Yeats, and.
In these poets and in many ancillary figures we recognize a
vailing mode of the period. It may be provisionally characte)
as a quietly reflective, colloquial poetry of actual life. As mo
poems one might think of Hardy’s “Afterwards,” Frost's %,
Apple-Picking,” or Yeats’s “The Wild Swans at Coole.” A:fe
lines illustrate that, despite individual differences, the poem
essentially similar in kind and unlike anything in the Briti
American poetry noticed up to now. Here is Hardy: :
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mpressionist vigneties of city 1ifez nen:h:_al(;l is th(ralfz
sin'g realism occasionally found in _Dav1 so:;l(.)al:h
po_étry makes a quiet, some'what cautious appo <>
Hence, feeling, and reflection, a.nd in doing so p
asar h an American, Robert Frost,

easantness. Thoug )
masters in this style, the style itself was ‘pased ona
- It has its nearest

ally English way of Writ%ng. eare
Ifilcafgrﬁtieg in the guiet lyric or short 111_ed1Fa1t11vi
omantic period-—Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight,”
+th's “There Was a Boy” and “The Solitary Reaper.

Attempting to describe the mode, we may begin by:
that it gives the effect of talk—a leisurely, reflect
heightened talk which is entirely individual with-eac
Such talk is a more difficult art than the poets of th
achieved, though it pretends to be no art at all. The id:
loquial and fresh, though also controlled and delib
versification is traditional, but a littte roughened and
For theme or occasion the poems go to actual and fami
rience. Story elements are present: if there is no na
least there is incident, character, and locality. In such
the poems might be called “realistic,” but their realism ¢
with the associatively pleasant or “agreeable.” In -wh
have been an implicit protest against urbanization, mec
tion, and deracination, this poetry tends especially to refe
countryside and its traditional yet still contemporary obje
ways of life. Toward these the writer feels a quiet res
fretas, and whatever the more particular emotions of pa
poems, this is a basic attitude conveyed by the poetry:
trasts sharply with the satire of The Waste Land.) It is a re
poetry, but it wages no argument and reaches no concl
The intention and balanced appeal of the mode also
themselves in what it avoids. It is as far as possible both fr
pour Uart and from Impressionist notation of fugitive mom
and equally far, on the other hand, from a poetry of o
and emotional generalities. It does not “soar into th
pyrean,” neither does it strike rhetorical blows on behalf
party or policy. It reminds us neither of Dowson, Symons,
nyson, Browning, Kipling or of any of the Genteel por
America. Symbolism, if there is any, comes without tradi
emblems, portentous emotions, or airs of mystery, but is preg
only as an elusive suggestion, a glimpse of possible furthe
of meaning. Symboliste technique, with its deliberate conce:
tion and obscurity, is utterly rejected. There are narrati
ments, but rarely narrative poems. In poems typical o
mode, form is carefully studied and controlled, but the pur
is to repudiate formalism, if by that we mean the prizing of
for its own sake. Adhering to the traditionally familiar and
nary, this poetry shuns whatever might seem either Decaden
Romantic—for example, the aberrant, the exotic, the rem
the wonderful—and it equally refuses ostentation of moder

POETS AND SCHOOLS

the 1910s on Thomas Hardy was an important mf]iue;?f
nge .I.)oets an influence that has never ceased to be telt.

p'resent day the scope and power of his vision, at once

! ifving, has not been gener-
ely, grotesque, and ternfyu}g, _ -
g}:tgd.grAlre;ldy a well-established .novehst, he puttJ
his first volume of verse in 1898. It might be chosen to
the modern period in poetry.
oy nil eHardy anc{) Yeats, the first ten years of the cen‘gl}ry
iinated in England by two groups Ef 1}l)oetsl:\I E;Elf;&;ral%\I :‘l:i
Cers h as Kipling, Chesterton, belloc, N . Ne
. éli‘;;sil%ild' andpstudious workmen in tradmonal.vems,
Bridges, de la Mare, Sturge Moore, Laurence Bmzogi
Jroy Flecker, and Lascelles Abercrombie. The terrlrll rz -
rs” might have been welcomed by the poets to wd 0 i
but does not imply that they lacked a 531:10115 an éﬁg{; .
her main trend in Edwardian verse
P au f lace through beauty. To
terized as a use of poetry LOr 50. : :
‘t:heis school the entertaining versifiers appeared mtolﬁrgf
irnalistic and slapdash. They themselves had a tloucned
cademic, if by “academic” one means an art .that is lear ed,
Ihgént ciantrolled, and possibly quite admirable but t
' g indivi i hness.
trong individuality and fres o
fdergto judge these poets rightly, one must 1_<eep 1fn mlgd
remises. To them the function and JuStlﬁCﬂthl;l 0 Eog Zl
i : i “ ” The beauty they had 1
h presentation of “beauty. .
wglscnolz however, the austere perfection of form that the
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ch
enztgsgzc; ?S ti:)ey gnderwent the appalling condition
ombat in the trenches. The i i 3
. : - The intention §
12(;: I1rs1 g:lgll)ohczied }l;)y the fact that Owen carrizil’s\fc\')rrll:
and, photographs of casualti o
phe alties;
:;l;i; ;ee V;I}at war is like. They wrote under thzhs‘;lhom
e of immediate experienc i 0-‘_3
: e as soldiers
;:ras:r t:)) ,;S::'OW the blundering slaughter for Whé,ll;a irtl:cxlfva
Sc.ri tionmbt?nd t_hey summoned violence in shockin.l'
s tphad_,b itter 1rony, satire, and invective--modes ig
e I(;en explored only occasionally before the W
PO G.bupert Brooke, and, more cautiously, in Y'e.'.t
i ibson, .and a'few others. The War Po’ets w .
oo suls)f? to their subject, but they widened the OEF. I
jects of poetry, and it has never been thi :51

ceo

when they are dull, Hardy’
nd therefore, fetching. We like the personality they
flectiveness, wistfulness, in-
morative respect
the firsthand, of
& and feeling that seem caught from life rather than
That we should have this impression is an achieve-
Hardy's art. His style was an instrument for integrity,
one has in mind, in his case,

fidelity to his own self-

: the compassion, T€
aracter and story,

fates. Above all, there is the appeal of

gh in speaking of “integrity”
oleness or unity but honesty,
mplex Tesponses.

Dorset, near

lifelong convic
f all imaginative and emotiona
s were rejected by editors whose stock conceptions of
try. they offended. For thirty years

other six years.

143

s poerms are characteris-

elegiac and comme

' Dorchester, in 1840, the s
[ONemason, Hardy was apprentic
architect and went on to study in London (1862-1867)
the noted architect Arthur Blom
ce this profession for an
¢:met Fmma Lavinia

on of a pros-
ed at sixteen

field. He continued to
On a visit to Corn-
Gifford, who encourag
g interest in writing, and they were married in 1874. It
tion that “in verse was concentrated the

1 literature.” But his own

Hardy wrote mainly
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sive specters, Like the Edwardians, they reacted
de siécle. The poets they loked to for paternal
the English Romantics, and, among writers: ne
Housman, Hardy, Masefield, Yeats, and Synge. T
diated the noisier side of Edwardian verse—that, fo

11

ROBERT FROST

tive treatment of countryside. Their technique ay
rian “rhetoric” and the lapidary perfectionism o
though they were intent on tightening and groom
shod verse of the Edwardian narrative poets. Th
traditional and popular style, easy, smooth, and
usually impersonal and cautiously colloquial, with.
dissonance, dislocation, and shock effects of the M

Nietzsche and Schopenhauer had long been modis
quarters and Marx, Freud, and Kierkegaard were bex
make an impression in the Anglo-Saxon literary worl
of these Teutonic lights had dawned for the Georglan
were “disinherited” of religious faith, but that was.n
a reason for anguish or despair. So far as beliefs ca
from poetry, they generally shared a cautiously optimi;
ralism—optimistic because in this merely natural co;
possible for a human being to be reasonable and;
happy. As individuals many of them lived through extr
fering and horror, but such experience did not tak;
their minds and alter their sense of life and the unive
poetic feelings were wholesome, kindly, and compass
Their set of mind was, in a sense, compromising an;
ately minor, unable or unwilling to take major psycholo:
intellectual, or even technical risks. Compared with th
Modernist writers who followed they were of lesser statu
they were capable of a civilized, complex balance and char
has been rare since.

try of Robert Frost begins with a radicial self-

on. As Goethe remarked, “In der Befschrankung

ih erst der Meister”—it is above all in tl_le act of
it the master shows himself. The fimits Frost
; are a locality and an idiom. Rural New England,
ds, weathers, and typical inhabitants:,, is t.he analler
hich he chose to mirror the world. His idiom is edu-
Alked American, with a slight wash of country vocabu-
_often a Yankee intonation. Traditional grand airs of
ame of sound, for example, or density of meta-
+& not absent, but because they do not belong to the life
»England countryside, decorum requires that they be
Jotice. Whatever happens to Frost’s'protagomsts, no
sumours” (to compare Eliot) are going to

Revive for a moment a broken Coriolanus;

ry allusion has no place in his rural world. N(.Elth;r
ost hope for such a swirl of vowe'ls and consonants 1‘? the
anguage north of Boston. But if, com.pared with e;ll;s

or one can compare Frost only.wnh the l?est), §
& limits reduce the variety and intensity of poetic effec_ts
o him, there is a compensating gain: the diminishment in
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d Jater in colleges, especially Amherst. Above

. hlxgsif fe;pﬁ'anad based on an incidznt 1113
. b
I\Zex;}:o, at the age of fourteer;( an;ir fj ! 31 d
After. But, living in Derry, he kne  no o
e and he did not read the magazines o e
o a:ed his poetic theories and aims 11 1n.m
esoivrih his own mind. The. poi‘gs 11‘:;5; IL -
Lsciousness were not Baudelaire, Ver I:atin
}1§C10 Pre-Raphaelites, or Dante,.but _the
?sl-_the he English Romantic and Vl‘CtO}“laIl poetsc,l
&IIE, . ?Whittier, Bryant, Emily chk{nson, a:l
'Ct a;e wrote resembled the Geo'r\glan EOE rgl
g?:ngyin reaction against the fin de siecle, thoug

i is verse
otivated by that antagomsm. So far as hi

1 > E 2

' insipi ricism of most ma
JAnd insipid Romanticl ) magaz verse
a?lgfltimg He was an anti-Romantic within th

“poetry” is felt as an augmentation in “reality.” F
plies at large a typical dramatic gesture of:e;
century poetry in which the poet rejects the %
identified as the Romantic—in favor of the actual
belongs essentially to the Romantic tradition, bu
He invokes Romantic convention in order to corre
The greatest poet of New England was born i
in 1874 and spent the first eleven years of his life
named Robert Lee Frost in tribute to the Gonfede
his Yankee father thus asserting an aggressive inde
mind, a trait for which his son was also remarkab]
a native of Scotland, was a woman of deep poeticand
feeling. Frost, who went to school only sporadically
twelve, had most of his early éducation from her.
in 1885, and the widow returned with Robert: 2
sister, Jeannie, to her husband’s parents in Lawreng
setts. After graduating from Lawrence High School
studied Latin, Greek, and other subjects required _
preparatory program, Frost entered Dartmouth Colle
scholarship grant. He found himself unhappy, left 2
months, and spent the next four years in various.em
mainly teaching. In 18gs, after a courtship marked by d
vicissitudes, he married Elinor White, whom he hadkn
high school. He attended Harvard University for two
special student, and in 1goo, having been advised
that the state of his health required fresh air and exe
bought a farm in Derry, New Hampshire, and set him;
chicken-farmer. :
The public image of Frost as a Yankee farmer-poe
but may be qualified. It is true that he had, throughou_
succession of New England farms, on which he mende
split wood, went blueberrying, and the like, and he
mately the way of life and speech of his rural neighbor
was never quite a farmer. For one thing, a small lega
his grandfather meant that he did not completely depend
farm for a living. He was free to neglect the needs of his field
favor of long botanical walks or day-long “sprawls” in co
tion with a friend. Moreover, whenever he felt the ping
money or a hankering to practice his ideas of education
in which he taook much interest—he became a teacher i

l:i1 of thirty-eight, Frost had sold some }:\c)ternflgst
s o had been rejected and he Ir'lad no [}11
'oziri?riﬂs verse. He decided to g:zttlfg)forz
1 ix years an
.h?.d g dous)%eﬁ?cl;“;fllsefﬁsrilsgd 5Tzlis literary fortune;.
lal'ld. rlquhehzld brought with him he put togethei .
{Pt; 1;2 ft. this first volume of 1yr.1cs was a;ci};esv '
o b(laisigler’ and appeared in April 1913 es e
S thusiastic, but Frost's confidence wa o
I:'tc;z I;;%z?ton which contained lsuc}}rgoevmvz j; e
n i all,” “The -pile,
e 'Mk?n’ 7 ngid;i% 1‘1{\1} London t.he next.yelar.
b nxi,aking acquaintances in literary crrc eli.
e beer‘}Yates”—-uto use his aggressively mt(;fen
% 601}101 B av him much attention, but Pound, e
.Pénlllr:)%v;?dpp;emptory helpfulnt;fls_, tan‘c}lv ;;g)rstdz o
ien i onro, F. S. Flnt,
fﬁendlyAVEg;cgig}S, 1;f/I\J’ilfriLd Gibson, and mos;;z (cj)f ;}rlg
.SCEHFS His midwifery to the poetry of- w <
eOTglAnS. dv been mentioned; their frlepdshlp‘W;i so
h"tzi}?;c?rlrizg tgought of emigrating to America. That
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i at
gnition yet paid any American poet wher;on
read at the inaugura
n; he was asked to : ”
ejr: ’ Subsequently he toured Russia and w

i 1 v. He
onversation with Chairman Krusche

he obtained might help win more ];lace; éﬁi

.- He always felt there should be mo }1;) N
. as he said in another connection, t 0(111g !
imain 2 theft to retain .its savour . t 1Sn: oe
1d be a little more connived at than 1t 1s.

had this success in the Georgian poetic world w:
for in many respects his verse shared the Geor
and realized its poetic ideal. I
Returning home in 1915 he arranged for th
cation of North of Boston. When it became a bes
recognized as one of the “new” or “modern”. .
Years of fame followed. He supported himself a
college teaching (though rarely full-time), publ
tures, royalties, and, in later years, by selling the ma;
his poems to collectors. (He said he had to watch ner
his wastebasket.) His middle and Jater years were s
family crises-—the insanity of his sister, the death
and, in 1938, of his wife, and the suicide of his
later. His reputation as a poet was assailed from sevel
in the late 1920s and 1gg0s. Critics such as Gran
Newton Arvin, Horace Gregory, and Rolfe Hu :
plained that Frost did not deal with modern realit
in Hicks’s inventory, of industrialism, science; d
Whether valid ox not, these criticistns were unquest
fluenced by antipathy to Frost's politics. In these
Great Depression and the New Deal, when mos
went left, he reacted against the modish and went ag,
right, sneering at “bellyachers” and praising free in
At the same time he also poked fun at the Modernis
in poetry. This may have been a reason why the form:
called “New Critics” generally ignored one of the sups
malists among twentieth-century poets. As late as 194t
E. O. Matthiessen supplied Harvard undergraduate
reading list for modern poetry on which Frost figured n
"To this day the small critic d la mode is still likely to be tro
at least two considerations: Frost was a popular succes,
was regrettably at home in the universe. .
But despite the opinions of little magazines, until h

1963, Frost remained one of America’s m
admired poets.

FROST AND THE AGE

. o
terary history of our ce

n. In England in 1912 ?he
mswilalgrjgjslz nizrcigeozfeir first imgacﬁ. ?e;zgi;t;?eg_
I rdian versifiers and the 1ap

W it?i)?fkiiaﬁn de siecle, they rendered ;&1:;1 t::)l?cli
iliar sights and happenings. From these uyhan_
o Slc:gulation, which, however, was usualy han-
h: :CI))lfCh and often only implied'. They ;aazeeasy
detailed presentation of the object an ,

j ime the
olloquial way of speaking. Most of the time they

W y i U.b]ect
Ed a.rdians to countr 11{6 al’ld nature fOr 5
B )

d in their weaker moments the rural slip{?ed oi;;(:z

] Iiy glastoral and thoughtful if g(eintle ;eaii;mmUCh
o ’ lieved, and w
Sisal theless, they beli , _
asartﬁnesti.eie‘t‘)f;;ging a renewed truth ar}d fnfrig ;I;g;
: a(:étr;Y while also setiing higher techéllllc;t esrson s

? - N S

d rattling Edwardians a <
: ._10101:3 ;Illeditative grace, kindliness, humor, ;;fegsg_
ey while in the United States what w recos
A “modern” poetry had also been develop gl
e A dgar Lee Masters, Vache

. Robinson, E !
nd; zil:rlg-L%WCH with further example and exhorta
dY: &Y 3

his
Pound in London. Just how l.argeha stifr iters
tfzitas taking may be seen by comparnng ; tiecsle e
"gii" Zonventionally “ger;teel” a;(; 16R(;{ri1::i ot ot
5 oraries—for example, "
:fd 'sf: nltfnfggen Guiney, Richard Hovey, and Bl
oui

g5 to'a moment in the It

ore widely re
In the 1g940s some critics, notably Randal
rell, began to enjoy him for the obvious reasons, Meani
public honors were heaped upon him. A Resolutior
United States Senate recognized his seventy-fifth birthd
orary degrees fell like autumn leaves; he was made Con
in Poetry to the Library of Congress. In 1961 he receive
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Carman. Th
. e new : L
poetry of America combined on;-and the Georgians and that continues in

ism in subject and treatm i
i ent with a I, - . . 1ye
colloquial idiom. more direct _oet_s_'henceforth~the Imagists, Eliot, ‘Williams,

As compared with the English Georgian ' owell. To notice what pushed Frost in this
;in EOEETV was more strongly inﬂuicej, ?;3 gf_est some S(;lu'{ces and motivations for this
ught not only to portr B fort as a whole.
trace the impait otl? socich(:fr?\I;:;tt{?r and loc.a I S€ tive was aversion, the desire of twentieth-century
vidual life, as well as the dee tons and sty d of the ornate and poetically conventional idiom
and between individual per PSYChOIOgl c al tensy the weaker poets of the Victorian age, and some-
uals. And the innovations : P

Americans against the inherited ic £ ‘ones. (Not to mention inversions, Latinisms,
more radical and ; poetic forms and | thelike, Ten calls grass “the herb,” a horse
nd explosive. The point of this res e like, Tennyson a8 8 ’

to what extent Frost must be seen in relation t 'e_tfy a “lyre”; Swinburne speaks of weary wings

English and new American poetry of hi : am fain,” and writes “guerdon” instead of
y is day. It e asks, why such adornments gradually came 10

that, having lived in : .
both sides gf the Aﬂfrlftigclzar‘ﬂl/gilz}l{ce o acquamte_d::m nd why even genuine elegance and sonority (“the
considerable degree his (;wn worIEa; &llgi i \ 25 round with many voices” in Tennyson’s
scended) the poetic aims of his Am e led (Wh_ ghtalso give offense, the answer is party that such
temporaries. When in the twenti ot E}m.i his E od to seal the poem off from reality, to make of it
tide came in, Frost remained roes. and thirties th door space in which the vital “fury and mire” of
performance insured that Butp m mm?fnt' The exce unded dimly from far away. Twentieth-century
w:hom he had been and lshould OT:TZ:Oa the- contempo ypically wanted, to cite Yeats again, “unpurged
view. As a result, when we look back SSOCla_t ed were lo: f actuality, confrontations. Such, at least, was the ra-
Frost seems a relatively isolated aI;)(;_I l:"Wenu‘ﬂfth'c‘-ﬂ-@t yut since it could have occurred to Tennyson and
was not actually the case. He was th %ﬂexphcable 16! d did occur to Browning) as easily as to Yeats or to
distinct phase in the history of t € nest represencal es not explain why the massive reaction came when it
y of twentieth-century poe 5 a-more immediate motivation lay in what W. J. Bate
' the burden of the past,” the poet’s sense that the
At of recent poets on one line compels him to choose
rost was quite clear about this: poetic diction and
ody had been carried as far as they could, and spoken
and other poets, the aspect of his /s the only possible source of 2 new poetic Tusic.
rable was his use of the spoken lpoetry that seemed uccesses,” he wrote John Bartlett in 1913, “in recent
first version of the start OIE “Bircl?;%l_lage—for exam; have been made on the assumption that the music of
) : as a matter of harmonized vowels and consonants. Both
e and Tennyson arrived Jargely at effects in assona-
ny one else who goes that way must go after them.”
easiness of poets before prose fiction has also been a
creative self-renewal. From the moment the novel was
d.as a literary form it began to exert pressure on poets,
them to concentrate on subjects and uses of language
he novel could not easily appropriate. As the nineteenth
ry wore on, the novel upgraded 1its identity. No longer

THE SPOKEN LANGUAGE

When i .
n 1913 and 1914 Frost first won the attention

When I see .birches bend to left and right

;ch'ross the_lmes of straighter darker trees

| uli{e tf) tl'.unk dsome boy’s been swinging f:’hem' .

swinging doesn’t bend th v .

. Ice-storms do that. em down (o stay.
pzt:);tgl?g his iFliom on the spoken language, Frost was
n a main development of i ’ .

: elop twentieth-centur el
already touched on in discussing Hardy, Kipling éé);.:
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e idiom of the immediate

mised to correct th
| not yet exhausted.

of writing, at least a way ;
Frost's own extraordinary relish for conver-

mere entertainment and escape, it was increa
genreatleast as prestigious as poetry and drama. M
elists were widening their repertoire of verba ‘
resources and handling them with a more self-con dy to talk all day e an ar = g‘?mal
tication. Naturally, when poets sought to revitalize c}lrl which he practicss o e o o
_they looked to the novel for hints and procedures. T ! e a,nd concrete, e b bor i, Fross
Is suggested by Ezra Pound’s insistence, compl i ot in the specch e i pessond e
1ts time, that poetry should be at least as well writte; ressed a nataral (2 e chiovem:
We have scen that Robinson learned his poetic:"meth o s poetic idiom il smpes L
from reading and writing prose fiction. Some ¢ beraicly pursucd. It oot e qal
Frarly poems probably owe much to Henry James; / racy of a locality, e one i e
i8 t_:leeply indebted to Joyce’s Ulysses. In the ef,f ) .reSégt Erost bad o o ot b coty
swrite les:s i‘ppetic,, language, the novel played it f Ebnteéct some of his poems would not be e.asﬂY
phﬁec} (with aid from the drama) the perfections po njoyed ’playing e ol o o and
prosaic or the colloquial. But if the novel was as fi -Jnymodes o P i, racy e
Frost as it was to most modern poets, little record of }:ellegs the colloquial, dramatic, and xacy “%
grvlvﬁd,“ Once, however, he asserted an ind'e. ize his’ idiom, and were nodeed 20 praised !
Ooev:re 8. Illlearn‘ed from him . . . that the iovellé i his generaﬁon-
poetry was the voices of the people. No one ever ha . " sion of colloquial speech €
serving ear or clearer imagination for the tones of thi 1 syntax. Except for e . apecily
N% one ever brought them more freshly to book.: ayoid Wgrds that would seer® 74 e o
. ut p}?ets learn chiefly from their own predecessa would seem literary. 3 e wsed. in Word. s
om whom one or another twentieth-century poe of words that 1 hadui't heard used 0 TR
colloquial voice would include perhaps a third of ¢ ros was also careful 19 T o poctn ey e
%‘:ﬁmblih poets. Frosts most important prede ing, would be unexpected in poetry precisely be-
W a:;;'(c:); d.“In his P1jef‘ace”to the Lyrical Ballads Wor clonged so much more to the S-pgken than [hfl
pad a ai poetic diction” and insisted that poetr g“-‘ége_’for example, fhe e o'f “lls imd e
b Spec%*flile Eeiictt;:lzi ;%?é{zn:j Eile language of convers _n'érthe frst line of “After Apple-picking™:
other respects his views on pcrnletr)??vzrrgljl:;isegisOFC;ZW inted ladder’s sticking through a tree.
ample, Wordsworth’s praise of spontaneous com}};ositio o monosyuable'&
giiﬁfreﬁ ce for subjects taken from “humble and rus usually numerous s B e comive e vl :
ros i(:i.t en cited these principles and would compar netimes a whole line (or even successive lines) wﬂlbi
i[;l Noﬁhlcc;fné with t]fat of his Romantic predecessor: for exa f them: “And to o e et th persisn
in Narth o oston, “1 dropped to an everyday level of dic nosing such lines Frost violated one of the Persmtmg
ordsworth kept above.” Whether Wordsworth 23 Enelish versification. It had been thought difficult to
portant to Frost as a source and example or was merely : I"f when, as Pope putly 1o e one of the s
ploaI;:lln eﬁpoundﬂ{g his own views, I do not know. In eith "ﬂjei;e "’ SUCCéSSﬁﬂ contral of such lines 3 03¢ roem
E,i thinailhe (;;(I)loqum}l lang'u.age was an ideal strongly ady igns of Frosts formal mastery. di
mantic tradition which formed his poetry. I e consiruction of his Sentences nds to b

omes partly from his

_Q'ng tWo-po!

eature of his poetic talk 1s hi
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rather
tone of voice asserts a meaning that qualifies

hat the words literally say. “Fine weather!”
ou have to go now!” When one hears the tones
£ conversation in the next room, one may
gs. Frost wished to exploit intonation deliber-
ullest possible degree. He said that every sen-
e‘g_a_t_fded as a sound, a vocal pattern or form, that
meaning. We recognize such sounds in the sen-
because we have heard them in conversation.
. . . are gathered by the ear from the ver-
ht into books. . . - L think no writer invents
riginal author only catches them fresh from
 grow spontaneously.” No writer, he argued,
a sentence thatlacks a distinct sound, a sentence
e reader might not know what tone of voice to use. if
he writer has failed to particularize his meaning
éalling it the “sound of sense” Frost distinguished this
ear from less dramatic and expressive Uses of
hoetry——for example, assonance for its own sake. His
snes of meaning” calls attention to meanings more
an-those stated in the words alone, the wealth of 1m-
given in speaking by pitch, stress, and juncture. Frost
ters had always made use of this resource but he
made it peculiarly his own, for no one before had
it and no one had worked it with such conscious

t i |
han subordinate, and the clauses are

My long two-poi .
-pointed ladder’s sticki

zoward heaven still, ers shekin

. fr:scildthsére’s a barrel that 1 didn’t fill
" 11 e it, a.nd there may be two or thre

2 EFIGS I didn’t pick upon some bough )
am done with apple-picking n(?w.

Lingering over these lines i

Linge , One notices th

Somziligélesoftioihorter aI.ld longer dauses,e tifefeiuv .

sometmes for ﬁlrl:ph?‘m (“now”), and sometimes

end of run-on “t:zs (“£11 / Beside it”), and the pla

o > a aqd c?f assonance on the short:
apple-picking” is itself a distinct ple

iteration of th R

e verb “is” ex

H . resses b Lk
declarative, coordinate clauslz:s_‘ a flat, objective fin
there may be . .

ima i

ma gg uti(; lll’:;ge, thought to thought. The effect of

collos Vocabuf; :nc}? s1m1311city and depends on the st n

e vocabul tﬂ' rost’s syntax can be more radical)lr' 1l

ovhen we il , this is wh.at our talk often sound I"k}',T .
y whats, whiches, thats, and thises 1‘*5‘1-:)s§j

|uSE as 10()Se an(i SIlapeleSS. I tle dlfferellce 18 IIlat il

moving fast and )
Night”: tOWard a Chmax’ as in “Aﬂ Old M ﬁ’

g throug“

Wh i
at kept him from remembering the need .

That brou i
ght him to that creaki :
eakll’lg TOOm wa
s ag
' Hection with his use of «intonation,” Frost also took

¢ principle of counterpoint. The term counterpoint
the vocabulary of rwenticth-century poetc criticism
ins, who meant by ita “mounting” of one rhythm or
so that two are going at the same time. Frost
alked especially about the interplay
eter. The art Lies in “skill-

With nothi
ng was Frost .
and syntax b . more concerned than s
the speaker i.‘ drialmatlc, expressive of the charactethat "
Sity » he said 0“ the f;HeSt POSSible degrec “A d:aand
? 3 gDCS eeP lnt h : ina
tences are : o the nature of th
are drama;l:t different enough to hold the attefftiseme“ .
-+ . - All that can save them is the s on unl

on another,
ot use the word, but het
sentence intonation with the m
reaking the sounds of sense with all their irregularity of
cross the regular beat of the metre”; “there are the very
p_reestablished accent and measure of blank verse; and
e the very irregular accent and measure of speaking in-

1 am never 1ore pleased than when I can get these

strained relations.”
ost’s speech has the Havor of rural New England. In pro-

his theory of “intonatifjln’?g?n.” This was the basie e
own particular di ;" the aspect of poetr .-

of Sé:lse” O:T‘fimcovel;y and forte. He 5 © czll}:i Cilta‘l‘rtlkllc

N one of meam ' e

meaning is ing.” In every livi

the voic% inC: n;:gfd not only by words but alzo IE)VI?E la

p ng them. One inStance comes iyn Soe 50

me
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in Coolidge, when asked if he would stand for
resident. And that was all he said.) There is
some phrases: “out for stars,” “come in"—the
of the dark woods and the singing bird is put
omeliness in the common phrase of friendly invi-
all there are the negatives: four in four lines.
I the Yankee refusal to go along, a refusal rooted in
wareness. But though the type of person speaking is
e says comes upon the reader unexpectedly and
fFoct of wit, The wit depends on the speed of the
yur recognition of truth to character and also of
od kind) in what is said. At the end the speaker is
4 self-aware, slightly ironic humor. Even if the
t been singing to him, he has almost been speaking
ant?). The last line shows him regaining his balance.
£ humor—for Frost's humor is of many types and
is an undernote in many of his finest sayings. Itis
hily reductionistic. When, in “The Death of the

! Warren says,
s the place where, when you have to go there,
ave to take you in,”

k has something of what Samuel Johnson (in b
the metaphysical poets) described as one of the
ms of wit, that “which is at once natural and new, that
1pugh not obvious, is, upon its first production,
dged to be just.” At the same time, the saying is com-
character. It has the grip on fact, the down-to-
deflating sentimental wish, that belong to our notion
ountry New Englander. When, in “Birches,” the speaker

zggé?—f‘gougfgm friendship”-w—but what especiall
ot New England speech is the i fon; thie
e ey New Eng P $ the intonation; the
: ¢ ear hears them. :
t . : . In order t
hl;)l’; ;Ve ﬁnust first imagine the type of person s;;;kai
he :i e ivlvould be feeling. We catch the intonal it
matc characterization, to which i
, ich it then fi
5 zolig iiy; thali we cll"ecognize intonation on theu;;hgz
rst heard it in “runnin ” '

; g speech.” P
‘I?Ce)iapp?czated more fully by readgrs famili;isgm{lssbh
mu((::(;1 of country New England seventy years agd".T .
muc ffm 1mped1men_t as it might seem. The rur.al" Y
stock | gure in Am_erlcan folklore, often exploited
ane m. We all think we know the type—hard, w.

ependent, fact-minded, with a dry, ironic h e
sui)pose we know his tones of voice. , T
tionr; tile 'la]ft' stanza of “Come In,” Frost activates th
foy .a pic it as an example because Auden once ré
Why "11“‘1h merican could have written it, though he d
anc);.s ASe Poem 1s one of Frost’s typically antgir’—Roniéﬁ
anes ‘;,0 dlt 1?pens, the speaker, standing at twilight".at' th
e ;h, e;rs 2 thrush singing within—“Far in. h

rush music went.” It i
g L -nt. seems a call t
Rirmka\:rlct)iod's and lament.” To this point the poé)mci)izlel
Ron ¢ images and feelings. Keats’s “Ode to a Np %
o I11;15 ?szglz;lleli( thofl_lgél a remote one. But Frost hat'sIg

sake of t - i ind,
e Lo o 12k ¢ anti-Romantic, tough—mmde__

is dis-

But no, T was out for stars:
I would not come in.

I meant not even if asked
And I hadn’t been. ,

.. Earth’s the right place for love:
I don’t know where it’s likely to go better.

The refus :
al to come in, as he voices it, characterizes i} : .
) cterizes. understatement expresses, again, a Yankee sense of
Humor of this kind comes to a grim crescendo

Englander, and win :

If we ask just what irsl i}f:;ailii humeor from the charac_t_e'. ‘q{ cal reality.

may notice that there are fouissfjil Sgacy of ,New Englan ide, Provide.” Here Frost pretends to be the prudent,

up mostly of monosyllables. Each is 1 eclarative clauses ankee, mindful that one must provide for the future;

expressing a stubborn Yankee do A final, and unqu seems a grotesque exaggeration of the attitude, he
warightness. (“I do no s to “provide” against old age and death. Since that is im-
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to. Frost for the same treason—as oONe
once went to James Whitcomb Riley. Not of
¢ is at the level of Riley. He is enormously more
ye and complex and Jacks Riley’s sunny sentimen-
s, whatever else it does, his poetry pleases like
print. It engages the nostalgic interest of
No memory of having starred ay of life, enjoyed in imagination and thought

ly American. He rarely composes set pieces of

A ones f T latey [I[S] egard E ad he Suggesls faIIIl arn
O] keeps th.e elld fIOIn beI-Il i}aI

'1:1‘“(})53?16{ the at.titude, thus carried to an exit
. € basis of this mockery, however, is a vi w .
ard anc'l practical than that of the provider..
}I;(()jlé ;reg likely to end up miserably. But in maki
: orces us to concede—this is wh 2
! at
vice, though terrible, cannot be simply rejzgt%ill

oferences that come without ostentation in the
al- flow of speech. We hear in “After Apple-
“long two-pointed ladder”—TFrost typically de-
with loving exactness—"a barrel,” apples on a
‘trough and its water iced over in the morning,
the cellar bin, the cider apple heap. From such
one could draw a picture of this farm, but the mi-
fixed and vivid in the imagination. In “An Old
jght” we pick up images of empty rooms with
s, an old man holding a lantern, the barrels of a
fove, SNOW, icicles, the sound of trees cracking in
of this we shape in imagination a New England
d in on a winter night.
then, and setting, and there is also story, or story
ost wrote the finest short narrative poems yet
¢ twentieth century. In poems such as “The Death
Man,” “Home Burial,” and “The Witch of Cods” he
hekbov in his ability to refiect nuances of changing
dialogue. He has a shrewd understanding of psy-
states, for example, the precarious, slightly self-
self-respect of Silas, the hired man, so texribly on the
gainst his own sense of the worthlessness of his exis-
He knows the workings of neurotic elements in personal-
¢ complicated, unhappy knots people get tled into
as in “tlome Burial.” He can show the state of affairs
his men and women with uncanny power of brief
He has an ability to manipulate plot for suspense.
tch of Cods” holds attention if it is read simply as a
ry, though itis so much more than that: itis Frost's larg-
gle revelation of the bleak emptiness of life and of the
ars ago her husband murdered her lover. She helped

Be_tter to go down dignified
With boughten friendship at your
Than none at all. Provide, provide)

T . . .
W}C; ﬁlke this ad'vme straight would be a silly: misre:
Thz y to deny. its possible relevance would also N
reco1£c()fix(1;1, asfls 1u.;)ften the case in Frost, drives us
n of the minimal lives imited: ar
: the limited-
Eﬁo%ces:b men and women may be’ brought to. I
ﬁr:):cl:l us«:t}v)\reen ‘;boughten” friendship and “‘n(')ﬁé
e preferred. A truth of this kind is so
_ be . this kind is so:s
blltter that it is not usually told in poetry—or evcseo :
Eaiflz One'doubttc, if Frost would have been wilhrim
car bzt ;s ti}ilrom himself. Said in dramatic characte .
oth presented and self- i :
) ~protectivel d
comes “play” in several i i
senses of the word, 1 i
of the characteristi o
ically Yankee atti
: . ty Yank itude and speech:in
ealrianmaéllc characterization is one element of grost" n '
i}; lin what he c._':tl_led the “market place.” But there is POt
relu ing the mxhe_u‘ and the objects that make it.-'um'
pm Oony 1ndthe familiar was one of his intentions :
mo it:s a.m tl;llurder have poetry in them by comn.m
ot Womdoh er plaf:es. It's in the axe-handle of a Fren
Sublime(; ncd opper. Amfzrican poetry should “drop the
Suvlime see that all life is a fit subject for poetif tr ..
describego;t first came to the attention of critics heffnr
$ a poetic Realist, a lab nnives
- \ el he partl ive
W i :
C:;;?er it may have been in 1914, the “zxewgarfcﬁreu:e.
ian "

b it }x:fics)ociciopfer 1sdnow a relatively exotic ite
. racters and stories:; th .
ped ! €s; they now attra :

Romantic strangeness than by their fami}iarit; R
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Eurc}if him in the ceilar. Perhaps she felt there wasn
¢ one.“We do not know. In any case, she ha i
memory “all these years,” trying to keep it do
one. When, finally, she tells, we see What--i.t-

ramatic. He hasa penetrating understanding,
alf-humorous sympathy and detachment. In
udgment most people have a case t0 be made
r as possible, he respects the person for what
\is attitude to natural things. He keeps his dis-
nterest, jmaginative response, and intensely
mmensely admires integrity in work, above all
an also keeps form and style. At decaying
ms, abandoned ficlds, he feels the lacrimae
spect and regret for the labor that made them
od out in them. To say thata book or a writer is
‘to this generation, always a recommendation,
. nersona Frost is, amid all the complexity of his
olesome, and that is a large part of his appeal.

But tonight I don’t care enough t H
I don’t remember why I ever cared
Toffile, if he were here, I dom’t béllev

Could tell you why he ever cared hi o

The same dramatic and fictive interests a
and meditative verse. “Putting in the SeedI’J’I:I’S' :
sh‘?l’t story. “The Hill Wife” is a short sto fg;d
lyrics. Even poems where there is no story asrgﬁ ‘131
Fhat catchc?s attention: picking apples, swin nC b
ing dgwn into a well, grinding a scytl';e waﬁ:ihig o
stopping by woods on a snowy evening, comin ig
a wood, two neighbors mending a stone wall Fgr
iyz_“lc and meditative poet, but the lyric and r;ledita'
’:}r]lliei 522? some concrete, particular event and is
oty s ord of o o 52

n
Ic&_cs” or “Nothing Gold Can Sg())/l.fgolgst;?aho; .
i:ilszrre‘?eﬁt, wisth more disembodied poets };ucf?ats'
, Wallace Stevens. We do not read :
about facts and doings, but a poet who fi P(Ee_ms o
tatipn has a harder time lodging his ?)e;)nr'elticom
nation. Similarly, a chain of meta }For il T?ad
usually as effective as a c R eon, o
tive action in the mind iinlﬁllﬁ?::;ﬁlelntizmzn’“an
over, when concrete plot or circumstance afe ri -?;S
pqt;m, language will be used in a more “poetic’c”"wa'
&tth‘g};?s;ir type of verbal heightening or concentr
e ) muChpGractla'e of the age. :

oy aesczlligan poetry, the 'charm of the speake
sonality exerts rong appeal. Hf': is not always the
P ; ;i)p;:x};lidii it n%t spoken in quite the same

-pic ng..” ut for the most part he '
ous and shrewd, sensitive, speculativ o die
has a basic decency of feeI,in Perh N _POlS@d’ e
attitude to the characters hegdepictsa.plsilg fsh g:iilfesf (;Zn

NSAYING THE ROMANTIGS

£ his career Frost found himself classified as a

antic, a Humanist, and a writer of classical, espe-

an tendency. Perhaps he would have preferred the

never given, a Formalist, though he would have de-

his own way. He particularly disliked being called

r, as used by reviewers in the teens and twenties,

ated him with one of the weaker types of contem-
_ __'Nevertheless, if we think of the first Romantics,
dsworth, Shelley, and Keats, Frost was clearly one of
ers, though in a peculiar way. He wrote against the
nd of English and American Romantic poetry. Against.
‘his own attitudes by repudiating, correcting, Of
st refusing to go along with typical Romautic ones.
‘he even alluded to a particular Romantic poem. In
he description of the ice fallen from the trees—

h heaps of broken glass to sweep away
o _d think the inner dome of heaven had fallen—
famous lines in Shelley’s « Adonais”’ that compare life

me of glass:

Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass,
Stains the white radiance of Eternity,
Until Death tramples it to fragments.
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em the lilac renewed its leaf,
é’g_ed elm, though touched with fire;
dry pump flung up an awkward arm;
. fence post carried a strand of wire.

Such_allusion is a teasing joke, but it is a
ipnl;eslsflr-lg an attitude simply by the lowered
plicit criticism of Shelleyan afflatus, i % ;
at the end of Frost’s poem: s, it takes o
T'd like to go by climbi : :
And climbgblatéi %izlr?éﬁgsaublr;h 3 em there was really nothing sad.
Toward heaven, dll the tree foul?ing_w Wi { & gh they rejoiced in the nest they kept,
But dipped its top and set me dow ear-110.me ; . had'to be versed in country things
h again o believe the phoebes wWept.
of refusal. Frost-—In his poetic
ot go along with Wordsworth. He would kike to
yathy flows from nature to man, he almost feels
ut he rejects the feeling as sentimental self-
1 do not wish to re-

Perhéps there 1s even
an underthought .
ught of comp mbody gestures

t . 13
};f; t12‘1‘3t Imfs of “Adonais,” where, symbolic
P goes” up and off fo Heaven forever.

The m :
e maey ey and sphcred s e
. Y, teartu afar: o . . :cal
Whilst, burning th ¥, alar; pointing to this typical gesture
g through the inmost veil . . ments, much less to arguments on a single
In his better poems Frost weaves a rich and

ry and metaphor.

The soul of Adonais, like a star
Things” the main

Beacons fr
om the a
bode where the Eternal are point, cross-patterns of image

ced of Being Versed in Country
tempted, holds to the fac-

Since Frost in
vok :
attitudes in order tssdlzzmjﬁl tic poems, metaphors : o
poetry in mind, the moreysubiln;’ the more onc kecps hlflkli' o 59331;31% ﬁ}cmcigh multiplicity of other
this in detai one appreciate; things—is mounted on a plicity of ©
letail we would have to take tedi ) o d suggestions. One might notice the play on ideas of
parody in poem after poem. The sa e dwelling on (too much on what has been), of re
enerall . ", me point ca ) s ; , -
Ignantic a)::t}g éig‘awnég attention to his rejection of ty ot renewing; more generally, the poem opposes the
. s and metapho : 4 :
At asertionof 2 sty from matire va o O en makes e ok o
ack to it i nature to man, Fr e . . . .
seen in “ n many poems, but comes back to e «ween the thought of things staying and of their betng
keen mh Come In.” In “The Most of It” th unsi?;. i 0 and functionless, as though the one entailed the
ept the i " e speake - ;
N(I)Dthin C:mv.&zrse alone,” and cried out i}?or “p chimney appears L0 be untouched by change and
warer aid Crlr_le of the Cry except, one day, a buck sw i here is no longer a house. Itis compared in the first
own life in I‘Stappeared in the underbrush—the anim «til without petals. Or the pump, TOW dry. Or the
Its own WOr]d In ur]:wh d f .
Country Things” : ¢ Need of Bein and of wire.
house -Zhe li‘llngs the speaker describes a burnt-doy to believe that any sympathy flows from nature to
, arn still standing across the way. In the fbuw st also rejected the Romantic premise of a benevolent,
" jnistering nature. Against this he distilied his draught of
trates the “darker”

the poem Mus
aised. In it the speaker sees a

The birds that ¢ i
ame fo it through the air rost, it has been overpr
Jer holding a moth on 2 white heal-all flower. The
lsion, and the

%i};l b_roken windows flew out and in
eir murmur more like the sigh 'u:re igh .
Their murmur more| sig efly presented, elicits horror and repu
welling on what has bee -
o then questions:

he s eaks []l [[] |[(i ha] CO to ‘he Nnow ll S€ DeSIgn- B ca
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do not voyage. You merely stand on the shore

What had that lower to do wi ine
ith being
a, like the people in “Neither Out Far Nor In

The wayside blue and innocent heal-alt
What brought the kindred spider to th
Then steered the white moth thither ir
What _but design of darkness to appall?—
If design govern in a thing so small.” :

hey cannot Jook out far.
hey cannot look in deep.
But when was that ever a bar
“"To any waich they keep?

The title and the last two lines emphasize' th
erttfn w'ith reference to the theological ar
sign.”. This famous argument had strongl 'iilfliu I
an‘c‘I feeling in the eighteenth century and Zhe HI;l
? pI’OV(?d” the existence, intelligence, and be -e\.f.o.l
rom evidences of design in the natural w Id
arguec'l, no living thing could sustain itself a art £
qrder mtf) which it was integrated, and how 120111
:1}?11 an}(f mter-o‘rganization of living things be expl;
Frl;c;fsg ! ;};lee zizter;cz 01.? an intelligent orgdnizer.
. of design would
signer; th_us he gives the rgeligious o;iz:r:is;;f 5 (L’J;Z .
n}::s. But if this poem shows that Frost is “a terri
Lionel _Trllling claimed, it puts him on the te £
ﬁ;}fat? in the Romantic period. The argument Z‘io’
o gp f,l;:f been exploded (and parodied) by the tim
The Romantic poets often expressed "
manism, idealizing man's bounI():lless as;i;(‘llig:z 'Id
ge;tness. F’?r Frost’s anti-Romantic challenge, we:
" }Ei Bear'. Or there is the Romantic quest ;)f ulti
e hope, in Shelleyan metaphor, to pass beyond
‘I‘namfold veils of illusion and achieve a final IZn wled
For Once, The’n, Something” gently mocks this0 lfog i
zsnl"li ]tlhe,RomaL.ntzc metaphors of ascent to the transc 2
o cy's soaring skylark. Frost too has metaphors of
imb on a birch trunk, or you go up on a ladd:
through a tree “toward heaven.” You do not get v i
gel)jl:)rcorfrlﬁedzwn s;:;)on. A voyage is a recurrenthomz
. uesting mind of genius is “for -
Wordsworth says, “ ght al
el Shenéfy,saty}zough strange seas of thought al

FROSTIAN IRONY

d that Frost belongs essentially to the Romantic
p__oe_tfy, not only for the more obvious reasons—he
et, writing lyric and meditative verse on counury
ppenings; he ermulates Wordsworth in taking the
ly spoken as his medium and the “ordinary” as
tter; he shares the Romantic ideal of spontaneous
composition—but also because his poetry elicits
of English and American poetry of the Romantic
omparisons thus activated indicate his own atti-
anced nuance and subtlety, and the attitudes are
“that is, Frost takes his central concerns from the
ts, but what they assert, he denies. In one all-
spect, however, Frost departs from Romantic prece-
1at we may loosely and provisionally call his irony.
irony is absent from the poetry of the great Roman-
1 one form or another it is omnipresent. The poetic theory
nantic age reinterpreted it profoundly, so that irony,
hought of as one of the figures of speech in rhetoric,
] as a spiritual state, a way of relating to the world. But
for the Romantics an ultimate state. Yeats, for example,
ietimes to have believed that all truth is polar or anti-
hence ironical, but for Shelley or Blake such antitheses
id soul, time and eternity, rise out of a deeper unity,
yisan expression of man’s limitation. At moments, the
cs held, man may attain ultimate truth through bis
on. At such moments of highest insight, he is not

k.of this faith lies at the heart of Frost’s irony. Poetry

Far from the shore, far from the trembling throng:
him what Wordsworth said it was, «Truth . . . carried

Whose sails were never to the tempest given
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above paying its respects 1o anybody’s doubt whatso-
e world isn't a joke. We only joke aboutitto avoid an
to let someone know that we know he’s there with

alive int i
thl:: into the heart by passion.” Frost does noth
poets commune with “the eternal, the infinit

A poem is, he sa «
: ys, a “figure”-—ash :
that may end in a limi ape or form-—¢
It is “play,” th hlmlte:i and provisional “clarifi i disarm him by seeming to have heard and done justice
one thing’andozlxllg f_Ol" mortal stakes.” It is “m tanding argument.
eamng another the e
-+ - the pleasu
¢ be described as a social poise. “T'o be at all

;tz.a It 1; “performance,” and “My whole anxie
“Odgtz"norngr. ‘fxm I any good?” With an ironic
kno_w anda i 1I"ec1an Urn,” Frost adds, “That’é
anﬁ“Romazti ?eed to kno'w.” Such answers are no
aa-Rom thec,d ?1{ mere @fference is not necess
hom, But the itference is considerable. Wher
o), From hinks of 1 s st ot
limited, cognitive signi;?;ni?t%euc  posr
find . But if poetry is
et }?530}?{ oarn Serforglance, so equally f01£J Fros}g are.ot
e g;3 b an creative effo%*t. Their value is practic
logica ,d » and aesthetic; they cannot pro .
edge. g
Al |
o ptil:vléi}tl }I: rosIE doubted the possibility of final ¢
D) prevent ! ;;Ilil from having opinions. He took side
s o glg ar.gum'ent,” but, like most peo
R uif n th1s‘m1ddle ground of perhaps
nOt, fror I); : ts seli-protectiveness. You may be wréng
thor e }};(:_.umdf al‘} the. way. A poet may prote
pther ways. He m}alty write his poems not from himself.
putin dramat tc character. Or, as Genevieve Taggé
Toew of Fro ,a plf;)et may merely spread his metﬁp:
i he prorone }}])ionm 11'1ty f:or whatever meanings are caug
B e protects mself ironically, he is essentially taking (i
o equg:ﬁ ent gt tl_le same time. He need not argue;
handEdnessyI;lan. his appearance of concessiven
con rcmst ;gogttsilltl"abe 1;‘01'1ic, something we are i
: rac i i is'in
context. It disarms criticism.e Esiza;rugvgltifiir:}fz ;ilzflsd”nf
erf

side because
you acknowledee his si )
Frost calls it “cowardice.” § . is side. Speaking  ir

gh
seni bearable,” he says, “the way is almost rigidly

v
1€ it is with outer seriousness, it must be with inner

is:with outer humor, it must be with inner
n:poetry, grief must go no further than it can “in
set the limit. Humor Is a surer depen-
, “belief is better than anything else.” So-
lay” become the more valued as ideals precisely
4t that they acknowledge and substitute for a lack of
» pbelief or certitude. At botiom, Frost's

astiof “rapt
social performance but an evasion, though one

ost of us can sympathize. Itis a meanus of speaking
ing or denying, or at least of avoiding full com-
whatever his words may imply. There is, he says, 2
er “who stands at the end of a poem ready . . - tO
off your balance over the last punctuation mark into

umeant to say. . . - Such presumption needs to be
and baffled.” As we read his poems, what baffles 1s
y he means what he says and how much more than
says he may mean to imply. If one admires this, one
it balance-—as Frost did. If one has no taste for it, one
‘ost a “spiritual drifter”—as Yvor Winters did. But
e think of i, it is undeniably important in the chemis-
ffects.
sion is likely to be most baffling at the conclusions of
s. The last line of “Design”—1f design govern in a
small’—comes with a sudden change in mood from
malicious humor. It pretends to offer an “out” to the
believer in a designing Providence, an “out” which he
logically accept. It ¢ said with a sly, mock tentativeness, 2
ourteous reluctance to insist on his opinion. It 1s a
" to use Frost’s word, and it makes the poem less “terri-
1d more teasing. In “For Once, Then, Something,” the
Las looked down many a well and never seen to the
i but one day he saw something white there:

1 I .
rzzgzr1zr§nn:};i§iiishn%v (;lf guardedness. So is a twinkle. If
m. Whittier, when h -
prad s e shows any st §
; (){er agézit?fp;rson than Longfellow as he is liftedypsriyel:tﬁligu
the scornful. Belief is better than anything els
e?
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. '. tary < ari-
: ard and momen
ttled. He moves forward, e to the surface,

= int of view 1l i
ttitude or pom : e gives
-;“e submerged in the ongomg ﬂowi";iHregjand
ity not to existence, but to an_eplsode, a gube’ ond
nit sme “ulteriority” about it, a Jnneamntgirl : ggure
ufg-)even the poet cannot know how fai e ond
1)
. ion, merely a bowing out a% & »
18 no C?’? ;}:*1 d f ke his ideas seriously,
T ance.

ost did not ta e
.y what he had to teach about the way :w; e
uﬁzther or not this deserves such term
commitment,” each reader may deci

de. This much
i -—Eliot,
¢ major writers of the twentieth century
e "
] awrence——were commitie

4 to beliefs, but the be-
- h

achieve the full-throated enthusiasm they may hav iited do not always give one muc
Eliot. There seems to be a difficulty aboit COSI/"lCCd g ch they w?—e c:: r;lfﬂtlliqteir minds. If Frost was skeptflcff’
is a major poet. His ironic playfulness is one cause ¢ u the ba ane visional and wary, he is also one o i
ety. To many minds it is simply not an adequate W least remarkably Is)rgf the twentieth century whose wor
life. Those who feel this articulate their sense of Fr ant t‘frﬂttsr reserve poise and sanity of mind.
quacy in different ways, but what generally they fine osistently 10 p
seriousness, profundity, and commitment. They ha
At his best Frost is never unqualified, final, and mer
nest. As a result, some poetic or imaginative effects ar
to him. At the mysterious ethical and religious comm
conclude The Waste Land (doubly mysterious because f
Sanskrit), we feel a certain awe, a piety in the presenc
thing ultimate. We never feel this in reading Frost,
irrational the effect may be, we feel for a moment
Eliot's Sanskrit—DATTA, DAYADHVAN, DAMYA
have been given a basis for ordering our existence. T
ity, directness, and unlimited implication of the word
emotional weight and authority in their context, produ
moral, quasi-religious satisfactions for the imagination: St
isfactions may be had from Frost, but they are of a mu
immediately powerful kind.

Whether these or any other observations and argument
essarily mean that Frost was a minor poet, could be deba
lessly. Looking at it from Frost’s point of view, I think he
have said, perhaps with only a slight trace of irony, th
wisdom of his poetry lies not so much in what he says
way he says it. The form is the major content. He keep:
ance, not coming down on one side or the other of argu

What was that wh
Truth? A pebble of quartz? For once, then 0

The major theme has been the Romantic quest f
ity, which the poem treats both seriously and h
enacts and parodies. The last line brings both poi
plainer articulation and collision—*“Truth?
quartzr”—and the final phrase half-humorous]
problem. This typical return from speculatio
wariness pokes gentle fun at whoever takes the U
nestly—the question whether transcendent trutl can

In the more recent critiques of Frost, even adn




