
Thesis Approved

j-<lfy*̂.l.yPLbJte3or Adviser

Q(ó ■ r ( f ë C , ’ ^ -Dean

t



]/THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MORAL VALUES IN TEE POETRY OF 
EDWIN ARLINGTON ROBINSON

BY
SISTER MARY AMARELLA REARDON. O.S.F.

'/

A THESIS

Submitted to the Faculty of the Creighton University 
in Partial!- Fulfillment of the Requirements 

for the Degree of Master of Arts 
In the Department of 

English

/
OMAHA, 1939*



TABLE OP CONTENTS
Page

Introduction • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  1

Chapter

I* The Artistic Value of the Ethical
Element in Poetry • * • • * • •  1

II# Captain Craig • « • • • • • • • •  * 12

III* The Man against the Sky * « • • • *  25

IV* Nicodemua « » * • • • » » * « »  « * 32
»

V# Conclusion* * * • • * • • • • • *  # 56

Bibliography • • • * * * . . * * ♦ • • • • * •  60

5 * 6 0 7



INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this thesis is to show that the 
validity and excellence of Edwin Arlington Robinson*a 
poetry is due chiefly to three characteristics: First, 
the poet*s apparent realization of the beauty of right 
moral conduct; second, his ability to use moral values 
as themes without becoming didactic; third, his achieve
ment of a high degree of correspondence between matter 
and style*

Robinson is essentially a delineator of charac
ter* It is always the soul of a man with which he is 
concerned,— the spiritual conflicts which occur in 
everyone*s life and prove his metal. In the victories 
of the soul, in its triumph over material failure, he 
finds beauty worthy of the poet. Moreover, much of his 
poetry reveals an artistic handling of the ethical ele
ment; that is, while the theme Is of an ethical nature, 
It is so skillfully Interwoven that the reader is con
scious of it as of an added beauty, not as of a text 
for a sermon or a principle of life to be adopted.'

There is, it is true, in many of his shorter 
poems and in large portions of the longer ones, a very 
pronounced didactic tone. But these particular poems 
or parts of poems are Inferior* They lack the Inten



sity of expression, the deep suggestiveness, the play 
of the imagination which are to be found in the more 
excellent parts of his work and result in a high degree 
of balance between theme and style, between matter and 
manner of expression.

That such a study of Robinson1s poetry is im
portant and justifiable is evident from the fact that 
none of his commentators have discussed it from this 
point of view. They have praised, criticized, and var
iously interpreted him; but they have not sought the 
secret of his greatness— in so far as he may be consid
ered great— in his apparent conviction that there is 
beauty in the conformity of the human will with the 
Divine, and in his ability to present this beauty of
the soul with adequate beauty of expression.»

Much has been written about his most common 
theme, the "success of failure," but little emphasis 
has been given the fact that it is moral success 
through material failure that is attained by most of 
his characters. ?/hether the scene be laid in the , 
attic abode of Captain Craig or in the palace of 
Caiaphas, the high priest, one is permitted to witness 
a soul-stirring conflict between forces of evil and a 
certain element of nobility of character which ulti

ii
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mately achieves moral victory or succumbs to moral 
defeat.

In order to show that the three characteris
tics mentioned above are already evident In Robinson’s 
earlier poetry, become more marked in later works up 
to the midpoint of his career, and then are less fre
quently found except in isolated instances, the study 
includes poems from each period# Of the first period 
Captain Craig seems to be most representative; of the 
second period The Man against the Sky Is the high- 
water mark of his achievement; of the third period 
Rlcodemus is outstanding as the only one of his later 
narratives— with the single exception of Tristram—  
in which he has maintained throughout a high degree of 
correlation between subject and diction.

Though there is a large mass of commentary, 
both favorable and unfavorable, very little of It has 
been quoted because the aim of the thesis Is to give 
the writer’s own reactions and criticisms rather than 
those of the reviewers and critics. As a background 
to the studies themselves, a discussion has been pre
sented in the first chapter of the attitude of some of 
the great literary critics toward moral values in 
poetry and of what they consider an artistic treatment
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of those values*
Much more material might have been Included in 

this chapter, but only that which seemed most pertinent 
was selected. In the studies, also, only those parts 
of the poems have been cited which best illustrate 
Robinson’s artistic realization and poetic treatment 
of moral beauty or his lack of these qualities* Of 
Captain Craig less than half is good poetry; The Man 
against the Sky, in which Robinson reached the pinna
cle of his power, is poetic throughout} Hlcodemus is 
an example of sustained excellence not marred by didac
ticism*

For the purposes of the thesis ''right moral 
conduct" shall be taken to means conduct which con
forms to the natural law planted in the heart of every 
man, which requires him’to do good and avoid evil, to 
regulate his conduct according to the dictates of right 
reason, and to value the spiritual more than the sen
suous and material things of life.



CHAPTER I

THE ARTISTIC VALUE OP THE ETHICAL ELEMENT IN POETRY

The history of literary criticism, from the 
earliest times to the present, reveals much concern 
about the ethical element In poetry. Judgments as to 
its artistic value vary from the extreme attitude of 
Plato, who would banish from the ideal state all poetry 
that did not conform to "the simplicity of a truly and 
nobly ordered mind,”1 to that of the modem advocate 
of "art for art’s sake" whose position is definitely 
stated by one of its most ardent advocates: "We have 
done with all moral judgment of art as art* • • • 
’beauty is Its own excuse for being.’"2

How deeply rooted in the ancient Greek and
»Roman mind was the theory that poetry should be, not 

only moral but also didactic, and how wide an Influence 
it had upon subsequent European thought may be gathered 
from an earlier work of the same author. In his dis
cussion of the function of poetry he names and quotes 
Greek, Roman, Italian, French, German, and English

1. Plato, The Republic. translation by 
Benjamin Jowett, II, 224.

2. Joel E. Spingarn, The New Criticism. 33.
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poets and critics who demanded an inherent, and in
many cases, a purposeful ethical value of poetry.3

Of the Greeks Aristotle took a stand about
midway between the two extremes. He did not require
the poet to have a moral purpose in mind nor the poem
to teach a moral lesson. His idea of the function of
poetry was to give pleasure. His

. . .  critical judgments on poetry rest on 
aesthetic and logical grounds, they take no 
direct account of ethical aims or tenden
cies*

His test of excellence is pleasure? but the 
aesthetic pleasure produced * . * must be a 
sane and wholesome pleasure, which would 
approve itself to the better portion of the 
community.* 4

Thus, in the kind of pleasure that Aristotle demands of 
poetry is understood the ethical element*

English criticis&n from the Age of Elizabeth 
on, reveals a more frequent leaning toward an ethical 
function of poetry than away from it. Sir Philip 
Sidney was so uncompromising in his conviction that 
"Poesy • . * is an art of imitation . . .  with this

S. J. E. Spingam, A History of Literary 
Criticism in the Renaissance. 11-12, 47-59.

4. Samuel H. Butcher, Aristotle’s Theory of 
Poetry and Fine Art, 225-226.
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end, to teach and delight,"5 that he has often been 
accused of looking upon poetry as metrical sermoniz
ing# However, it is not difficult to gather from his 
Apolorie that what he really requires is, not a sermon 
in verse, but the "attuning of the mind to beauty and 
nobleness."6 Such an interpretation of his "to teach 
and delight" places him in the same group as Horace, 
whose frequently quoted lines!

Aut prodess© volunt aut delectare poetae
aut simul et iucunda et idonea dicere vitae.1

indicate that he, too, looked for the ennobling effects 
of poetry on character#

Other well-known supporters of the same theory 
are S. . ley, Wordsworth, Ruakln, and Arnold* Occa
sioned, as Shelley's Defence was, by Peacock’s ironical 
attack both on the empty, pretentiousness of the verse 
of his time and on the materialistic and scientific 
trends of the age to the exclusion of aesthetic Ideals, 
it is a sincere effort to convince the reader that po
etry has an unmistakable moral influence on man, which

5# Sir Philip Sidney, An Anologie for Poetry, 
editor, Albert S# Cook, 9.

6# C. I* Vaughan, Introduction to English 
Literary Criticism, xxili.

7# Horace, Ars Poetica, lines 333-334.



is exerted, however, In a manner and by means quite 
different from those employed by philosophy or ethics. 
These latter make their appeal directly to man’s in
tellect and will; poetry affects the imagination, and 
through it the emotions, which are the driving forces 
of human conduct. "The great instrument of moral good 
is the Imagination; and poetry administers to the ef
fect by acting upon the cause,”9 Shelley does not ask 
that a poet have a moral purpose In writing. In fact, 
he feels that any evidence in the poem of such an aim 
detracts from its artistic beauty, as is the case with:

Euripides, Lucan, Tasso, Spenser,(who)have fre
quently affected a moral aim, and the effect of 
their poetry is diminished in exact proportion 
to the degree in which they compel us to advert to this purpose,9

Quite in harmony with Shelley’s attitude is
that of Wordsworth, though the latter’s statement of
it is not so direct. He describes the poet as one who
meditates much on the thoughts and feelings that are
engendered within him by his keen power of observation
and his acute sensibility of those relations of things/
which are most Important to man. As a result there S.

4

8. Percy Bysshe Shelley, Defence of Poetry, 
editor, Albert S, Cook, 14.

S. Ibid., 15,



finally comesi
• • • the spontaneous overflow of powerful 
feelings • • • • (by whichl the understanding of 
the Reader must necessarily be in some degree 
enlightened, and his affections strengthened 
and purified*10

The object of poetry, in Wordsworth*s opinion, 
is pleasurej but, like Aristotle, l:o designates that 
it must be an elevated and elevating type of pleasure, 
such as on© derives from "truth, not Individual and 
local, but general and operative; not standing upon 
external testimony, but carried alive into the heart 
by passion * • • *"11 The truth involved must not be 
doctrinal or presented for the purpose of instructing, 
but it must be universal and "operative"; that is, ef
fective in its Influence on moral conduct. It must be 
"carried alive into the heart by passion"; the poet 
must have so completely ’given himself over to the sub
ject of his contemplation that his imagination has 
been fired and his emotions aroused to the point of 
passion, which then spontaneously overflow into his 
composition, and thence into the heart of his reader#

10. William Wordsworth, Preface to the Second 
Iditlon of "Lyrical Ballads." 1800. Poems editor, 
George Llcnean Harper, 426-427.

11. Ibid., 434.
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inspiring him to better and higher motives and ideals*
The poet writes under one restriction only, 
namely, the necessity of giving immediate 
pleasure to a human Being possessed of that 
information which may be expected from him
* • • as a Man;12

that is, as a man of enough culture and refinement of 
taste to permit him to appreciate the finer things in 
life.

Of all later writers on this subject, the one 
who makes the most extreme demands on the poet or other 
artist for a consciously didactic moral aim Is Buskin* 
lot satisfied that the aesthetic pleasure derived from 
a work of art afford moral Improvement without any 
formal intention on the part of the artist to teach, 
he declares that:

* * * the fine arts must be * . • didactic to 
the people, and that as their chief end* * * * • 
the great representative and imaginative arts
* * * are to teach what Is noble in past his
tory and lovely In existing human and organiclife.IS

Even Matthew Arnold stops short of this 
extreme. In his opinion, the poet need not set out 
deliberately to teach, but, since he deals with life,

12* Ibid** 434*
13. John Buskin, "Aratra Pentelicl/ The Crown 

of Wild Olives. 37.
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his "greatness • • • lies in his powerful and beauti
ful application of ideas to life,— to the question:
How to live,"14 The greatness which he extolls in 
Wordsworth he finds to consist in Wordsworth’s dealing 
with life in a manner so powerful as to make his poetry 
"inevitable” in its moral effects, in its "power of 
forming, sustaining, and delighting us."I-5

This powerful manner Arnold recognizes as an 
essential feature of great poetry* It is not suffi
cient for the poet to have a lofty themej it must be 
treated in a lofty manner. There must always be a 
high degree of correspondence between the manner and 
the matter, between style and theme* Whenever a poet 
unites "profound truth of subject with profound truth 
of execution, he is unique*"16 And

The superior character of truth and seriousness, 
in the matter and substance of the best poetry, 
is inseparable from the superiority of diction 
and movement marking its style and manner* The 
two superiorities are closely related, and are 
in steadfast proportion one to the other*”1"

14* Matthew Arnold, "Wordsworth," Essays -in 
Criticism. 353«

15* Matthew Arnold, "The Study of Poetry," 
Essays in Criticism. 281.

16* Matthew Arnold, "Wordsworth,* 361*
17. Matthew Arnold, "The Study of Poetry," 290.



On the continent of Europe there are many 
Instances of the same general attitude toward the 
treatment of the moral element In literature as Is 
found in England. Schiller’s opinion is noteworthy 
and representative. He holds that, while poetry 
cannot be made to serve a moral end directly, never
theless, great poetry:

• • • acts on the whole of human nature.
• • . . It can be for man what love is for 
the hero . . .  it can call him to great 
deeds and arm him with a strength to be all 
that he ought to be.Is

The position which Shelley, Wordsworth, and 
Arnold take on this question of the manner in which 
poetry functions in arousing man to higher moral 
standards and Ideals is upheld by many critics of the 
present century, notably by Mr. A. C. Bradley, who 
further points out that,’ in addition to affecting the 
emotions through the imagination, poetry also affects 
the intellect by giving man a better comprehension and 
a deeper Insight into himself and the worldj and all 
this, not through any conscious effort on the part of 
the poet to be didactic, but through his half-conscious 
production of matter which is so clothed with the poet’

18. Friedrich Schiller, Aesthetics! and 
Philosophical Essays. 172.
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Imagination and so permeated with his genius that It 
emits the moral tone of the poet's heart and lat "the 
interpretation ¡of life] which w© find inexhaustibly in
structive # because • • • ¡the poet's] genius is in it*"19

Of the three points to be stressed in the 
thesis, two concern ethical values in the poetry of 
Robinson* It will be shown that they contribute to 
the beauty and excellence of his poetry only in those 
Instances where they are present with apparently no 
manifest Intention on the part of the poet to teach,—  
to make of his poetry an Instrument for moral better
ment; but rather as an Involuntary emanation from his 
character, so that the reader Is convinced that It 1st

• « • his mental attitude and bearing, the 
beauty of his moral countenance * * * Imaged 
in the tenderness, or energy, or richness ofhis language*20

There are many places where Robinson is emphat
ically didactic, even though he permits Captain Craig 
to say in his behalf,

God forbid
That ever I should preach, and in my zeal

19. A. C* Bradley, "Shelley's View of Poetry,” 
Oxford Lectures on Poetry. 172-173*

20* John Henry Cardinal Newman, The Idea of a 
University, 279.



Forget that I was b o m  an humorist*21 
He abhors preaching, but without realising it, he does 
preach,--so eager is he to open the eyes of his readers 
to ways in which they can male© their lives and the 
lives of many others more happy. His own suffering 
and that which he has grieved over in his fellowmen, 
he attributes to man’s perverted sense of values. If 
men can only be convinced of this through his poetry, 
the amount of misery in the world will be lessened.
Thus he is led to take on the attitude of a reformer 
and teacher. But, in just so far as the didactic tone 
is discernible by the reader, there is a diminishing 
of excellence and beauty.

The third point to be stressed is in keeping 
with Arnold’s idea concerning balance between matter 
and style. Robinson has not always been able to match 
the one with the other, but wherever he has succeeded 
in intensifying his diction as he approaches climaxes 
of thought and emotion he has produced poetry of a 
high order of excellence. Wherever he has achieved 
intensity of thought and emotion and intensity of 
expression, his poetry rings true. The first, i nten-

10

21. Edwin Arlington Robinson, "Captain Craig," 
Collected Poems. 153.



sity of thought or emotion, is a clear and vivid con
ception of the subject, Idealized and transfigured by 
the poet's Imagination until it possesses him com
pletely* The second, intensity of expression, means 
the power of the poet's words to convey an overwhelming 
sense of beauty, to stimulate the imagination and kin
dle the emotions* It is a "verbal magic" which "evokes 
intimate associations"! it implies such felicity of ex
pression as to seem inspired*22

11

22. Sir Sidney Colvin, On Concentration and 
Suggestion in Poetry* 1G-11*



CHAPTER II

CAPTAIN CRAIG

Of Robinson’s longer poems there Is perhaps 
none so representative as Captain Craig of his eval
uation of those things after which many men strive for 
a lifetime, only to realise in the end that they have 
no enduring value because they are not of the spirit.

The Captain, patterned after one of the moot 
pitiable outcasts of Society that trudged the streets 
of New York when Robinson himself was struggling for 
existence, is dependent for sustenance on that society 
which might have enriched itself, had it only known, 
by his great learning, wisdom, and culture. He enters 
the poet’s story when there seems nothing left for him

f

to do but to crawl into*his bed of rags and die of 
exposure and starvation.

He had knovm wealth and all that it could 
purchase in the way of luxury, rank, and adulationj
but, for some unknown reason, his course had taken a/
downward trend, and the depth to which he had sunk 
was the more pitiable by contrast with the height 
from di ich he had fallen. Rescued from death by a 
group of four or five young men, who thereafter make
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provision for M s  wants and keep him company during 
M s  last days, he repays their generosity with an out
pouring of wisdom gathered through the years of adver
sity* Thus, with the Captain as his mouthpiece, the 
poet gives a powerful criticism of life, an appraisal 
of temporal and eternal values toucMng character and 
conduct, which amazes the reader*

It is said that great poetry yields fresh 
delight as often as it is read* In this sense parts 
of Captain Craig may be said to approach greatness? 
for, every reading gives greater pleasure either by 
opening up new vistas of insight into the beauty of 
human character and conduct when inspired and motivated 
by high ideals, or by revealing a depth ,of suggestion 
not perceived before.

The poet knows from his own bitter experience 
sometMng of the ignominy of failure. At the very 
time when he meets the prototype of his Captain Craig 
he himself is struggling desperately against poverty, 
and cringing under the scorn of those who judge man* s

1
success by outward appearances rather than by inner
worth* Through the story of the pauper

* . * he would tell his fellow-citizens of 
external ignominy w M c h  was spiritual triumph, 
and of the light which alone could lead them 
out of the morass of cynicism and empty
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optimism and dollar-vision*!.
Jjjr

J It is true that some parts of the poem are
P V  _dull and commonplace, either because the poet becomes 

emphatically didactic, or because he permits his Cap
tain to be tlresomely loquacious, or because his style 
does not rise to the level of his subject matter. It 
lacks that characteristic which Mr* Koilson considers 
most essential to poetry; namely, intensity* ”• * • po
etry which does not contain it [intensity] is not poetry, 
however well-balanced it may be in regard to the other
qualities*"2

In some of his later works Robinson overcomes 
this latter fault to a great extent and one finds many 
more Instances of ’’successful balance * • • of profound 
truth of subject with profound truth of execution”; 
that is, a high degree of correspondence between inten
sity of style and a penetrative realization of the sub
ject by the poet*3

Very early in Captain Craig, and more often 1 2

1. Hermann Hagedora, Edwin Art ington Robinson, 
a Biography. 141*

2. William Allan Kellson, Essentials of 
Poetry. 169*

3* Matthew Arnold, Wordsworth. 361*
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in the first part than in the last, there are flashes 
of "concentrated and far-reaching suggestion"4 which 
reveal the poet’s power of packing much meaning into 
little space and of kindling the imagination of the 
reader, particularly in the direction of moral values* 
He is always concerned with the spirit of man, the 
motives and reactions of the soul* In this, his first 
long narrative poem, It is the triumph of a spiritual 
victory which he sings.

The young men who had befriended the Captain,
* * * had found somehow

The spark in him, and • • • had fanned it there, 
Choked under, like a jest in Holy Writ,
By Tilbury prudence*5

Tilbury Town is Robinson’s symbol of society at large,* 3b *•
and in "Tilbury prudence" there are suggestions of its 
artificial and hypocritical conventions, its false 
sense of moral and social values, its snobbery which 
permits men to starve while it contributes of its 
superfluity to "nobler" causes that the world may 3ee 

and praise* Thus a single word or phrase opens to 
the mind of the reader a wealth of suggestion, a line

4« Sir Sidney Colvin, o d* clt.. 5*
5* Edwin Arlington Robinson, "Captain Craig," 

Collected Poems. 115*
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of thought whioh reaches far hock Into his owe experi
ence* A notable example is the word "sleeve” whore the 
poet describes the Captain1s futile attempts to beg*

_/ Weak, dizzy, chilled, and half-starved, he had laid 
p- some nerveless finger« on a prudent sleeve, 

lt/ And told the sleeve, in furtive confidence,
Just how it was*

p  t * * * i i • * * * « Tbm sleeve moved on.O
Could better word be found to suggest the cruel,, 
indifferent attitude of men toward the beggar on the 
street? They were not flesh and blood, but only pup
pets* There was no heart to touch, only a “sleeve#**
The Captain might a® well have pleaded with a mannikin# 
One or two more sleeves he plucked in vain and then 
went back to what he called M s  bed,

And shivered into it without a curse—
Without a murmur even # • •
• • • he had failed .again # * • • « •
# # * j *  « ♦ # * • * * • • • • * # # *, # # |butl there were a© men to blsmei
There m s  just a false note in the Tilbury tune—
A note that able-bodied men might sound 
Hosannas on while Captain Craig ley quiet#
They might have made him sing by feeding him 
■ Till he should march again, but probably 
.Such yielding would have jeopardized the riiythaj 
They found it more melodious to shout 
bight on, with unmolested adoration,
To keep the tun© m  It had always been.
To trust in God, and let the Captain starve#'

6# ibid#, 115*
7. Ibid*. 113-114*
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One pauses long to meditate on that "false 
note In the Tilbury time,” and to wonder about the 
strange Inconsistency which lets a man praise God and 
crush his fellowmen. The imagination of the reader, 
awakened by "the penetrative and sympathetic imagina
tion [of the poet] • • • which identifies itself with 
the momentary object of its contemplation, "8 pictures 
similar instances in his own life and In the lives of 

y  those with whom he has mingled. Is the reader himself, 
perhaps, of the multitude whose sense of values is so 
perverted? Why is man so blind to the inner worth of 
each fellow human being? Why does he so seldom look 
into the heart to find "amid overt failure and public 
ridicule the tremendous fellow?"9

Robinson found splendor hidden in the heart of 
the most degraded and abject of mankind. However 
deeply they had fallen there was some redeeming trait, 
some unexpected nobility of character which broke in 
upon the poet*s consciousness,

Like phrases out of some sweet instrument

8. James Russell Lowell, "Keats," Among My 
Books. 324*

9. Prank Jewett Mather, Jr., "Edwin Arlington 
Robinsons Poet," Saturday Review of Literature,. VI 
(Jan. 11, 1930), 630.
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Man» s hand had never fitted • • *10 11 
and drew from him a like response, a strain of verbal 
music whose melody sinks deeply into the heart and 
awakens one to the realization that there is much more 
heroism in human conduct than would appear at first 
sight; that underneath a most repulsive exterior there 
may abide the spiritual loveliness of a saint.

Who of those who spurned the pauper*s plea for 
aid could ever guess that he had mingled with the great 
men and women of his time as their peer; that he was at 
home in the literature of all nations, from sacient 
Greece to twentieth-century England and America; that he 
was an accomplished musician, a lawyer, a student of 
government and diplomacy, a philosopher, a former rival 
of Gladstone, almost a walking encyclopedia?!!

It took a Robinson to penentrate beneath the 
surface, to reawaken the amazing harmonies of that soul 
which harbored no resentment against the world for the 
sufferin£?; it had inflicted upon him far beyond his 
natural deserts. There was only joy in his heart,—

• • • a joy to find it in his life
To be an outcast usher of the soul

10. Captain Craig. 115.
11, Hermann Hagedom, op. clt., 133.
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For such, as had good courage of the Sun To pattern love.12
This is the characteristic vdiieh the charity of the 
world lacks, the Impartiality of the sun, that shines 
on good and bad alike. The Captain’s benefactors 
dared to be different from the rest of Tilbury Town; 
they did not fear to ’’jeopardize the rhythm of the 
Tilbury tune" by introducing a new note, unselfish, 
disinterested beneficence. What If the beggar were the 
most despicable of all creatures? He was still a mem
ber of the great human family with a brother’s claim 
upon their love#

The poet shows an appreciation of the artistic
and literary value of moral beauty as a source of
inspiration and elevation of the soul above the petty
meannesses of everyday life; moreover, he expresses
his thought with a vigor and energy which places his
work very near the level of:

• . , the finest creations of art[which]without 
exception . . .  have unceasingly exercised an 
irresistibly elevating and refining influence on 
the arduous advance of man’s spiritual life. 
Indirectly and even insensibly they have spurred 
him onwards, insensibly inhibiting his baser 
tendencies, purifying his ideals and clarifying 
his purblind vision.13 * *

13* J. E. Turner, "The Ethical Quality of Great
Art,” Contemporary Review. C3DQCLX (March, 1931), 355.

12. Captain Craig. 115,
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But the superlative degree, "finest,” says too much. 
Robinson’s poetry falls considerably short of the 
"finest creations of art,” though parts of it may rank 
with the finer poetry of the world.

In the last quotation from Captain Craig the 
phrase "outcast usher of the soul" is rich In connota
tion,— an excellent example of that "focused or concen
trated suggestion of a magical disproportion between 
the fewness of the words and the fulness of the imagi
nation • • ."14 which affords much delight in poetry. 
Examples of such "magical disproportion" are found 
scattered through all of Robinson’s poems— more fre
quently in his later work, it Is true; but even in 
this earlier period they are numerous enough to place 
upon his work the stamp of excellence. Consider, for 
example :

. . .  we have made Innumerable hooks 
To please the Unknown God. Time throws away 
Dead thousands of them . . .

and,
God’s music has

Ho modes, his language has no adjectives, 
and again, 14

14. Sir Sidney Colvin, op. cit., 9-10
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God’s humor Is the music of the spheres*15
These are Instances of a very near approach 

to perfect correspondence between theme and style. 
"God’s humor," lofty thought, "is the music of the 
spheres," lofty simplicity of style, "concentrated 
suggestion." Arnold would have been delighted with 
this "successful balance . . .  of profound truth of 
subject with profound truth of execution," character
istic of much of this section of Captain Craig. In 
fact, It is this part of the poem that is really 
poetical; in the latter part there Is a noticeable 
falling off, a tedious drawing out to great length 
which justifies the criticism that it Is "long-winded" 
and "pushed too far, to the verge of the ridiculous,
in fact."16

Had Robinson been as discerning an artist at 
thirty as he was at forty-five, he would have recog
nized this to be the climax of his story and promptly 
brought it to a close* Neither the Intensity of his
emotion nor the energy of his expression is anywhere

1

greater than in the three passages that follow in quick 
succession and give a sense of completeness to the 16

16. Amy Lowell, Tendencies in Modem American 
Poetry. 57•

15« Captain Craig. 116.
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reader:
Though not the faintest nor the farthest whirled First atom of the least that ever flew 
Shall he by man defrauded of the touch 
Sod thrilled it with to make a dream for When science was unborn.17

Tills thought borders on the sublime, reaching out as it 
does, so far in time and space and bringing into strik
ing contrast the omnipotence of God and the impotence 
of man. If t he poet had maintained this bigv> level of 
intensity, he should have ranked with the greatest 
poets. But the power of sustaining emotion and expres
sion at that height is not given to many. He drops to 
a lower level In:

Then shall at last come ringing through the sun, 
Through time, through flesh, a music that is true, For wisdom is that music, and all joy That wisdom . . .18

still lo?;er in:
• • • you quiver and you clutch lor something larger, something unfulfilled,Some wiser kind of joy * * ,19

then rises to the climax in:
• • • that you shall have Never, until you learh to laugh with God.20

17. Captain CraiK. 118
18. Ibid., 118.
19. Ibid.. 119.

«oCO Ibid., 119.
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And the poem is rounded out into a perfect whole.
Up to this point there is no doubt as to the 

validity of the poetry of Captain Craig* It possesses 
the characteristic which many poets and critics agree 
is essential, namely, "intensity • • • [resulting from 
the poet’s] greater insight and sympathy, his penetrat
ing . . • to the hearts of [his characters] ."21 it is 
rich in suggestion and appeal to the imagination; it 
Is inspiring without being didactic.

What follows is of a different texture,—
mere philosophizing or moralizing, with occasional
flashes of wisdom, expressed sometimes quite cleverly
but not poetically* The wit and irony of it please
but the preacher’s tone repels. This latter part of
the poem well deserves the criticism:

"Captain Craig” is a dreary, philosophical 
ramble • • • which * * . reveals a fault 
which the earlier volume is conspicuously 
without, namely verbosity. There Is an 
Interminable amount of talking . . .  and 
one must admit that the talking Is both 
Involved and dull*21 22

Robinson was apparently not yet capable of
1

long-sustained flights of the imagination or of a

21. William Allan Neilson, op. cit., 188.
Amy Lowell, op. cit., 37.22*
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continuance of deep emotion with a corresponding 
intensity of expression* His genius was better fitted 
to shorter poems such as are found in the "earlier 
volume," Children of the Night, to which Miss Lowell 
refers* Ten years later he gave evidence in The Man 
against the Sky that he had developed the greater 
power for which he seems to have striven so hard 
while writing Captain Craig*

/



CHAPTER III

THE MAN AGAINST THE SKY

Many of Robinson’s poems are allegorical# The 
Man against the Sky is his most nearly perfect example 
of symbolism} for,

# # # [the] one who moved and was alone up there 
To loom before the chaos and the glare 
As if he were the last god going home 
Unto his last desirel

symbolizes all mankind* Majestically and mysteriously 
the dark figure moves across the crest of a hill, 
sharply outlined against the fiery glow of sunset*
Where was he going and what was the story of his life? 
The latter question forms the subject of the poet’s 
speculation*

Was he one of those dauntless, self-sacri
ficing spirits who had braved the gravest dangers to 
reach a lofty goal, not for selfish motives, but for the 
good of all} one who had the strength to keep his 
footing where so many others had fallen? Or was he the 
smug, self-seeking capitalist who had amassed great 
wealth and then assumed to himself all credit for his 
achievement, ignoring the work of the generations before

1* The Man against the Sky. 60.

*'M807
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him who had really prepared the way for his success 
by their own failure*

He may have been a pessimist, a misanthrope, 
a cynic, or a disillusioned failure whose "dreams [had] 
all come true to other men.”2 Perhaps his life had 
known sin, crime, apostasy from the faith of his youth, 
and finally despair* Perhaps he was a great genius 
who had outlawed the spiritual from his scheme of 
things and then found life meaningless* He may have 
been a powerful ruler or a great commander, but doomed 
like all other men to go down to death, a grave, and 
oblivion.

Whatever life he may have led, whatever motives 
had been his, whatever trials he had met,

His way was even as ours;
And we, with all oui; wounds and all our powers,
Must each await alone at his own height 
Another darkness or another light*3

And if we believe not in Heaven, Hell, or Oblivion,
how can we hope to attain in a life beyond the grave
what we have failed to attain on earth? Or if we
expect only Oblivion after a life of misery, how can
we justify the propagation of other lives as futile

2* Robinson, Old Trails. 34.
3. The Man against the Sky. 65.



and as meaningless as our own? Of this, however, the 
poet says we may be sure,---that there is

• • • an orient Wiord that will not be erased, 
but known only through

• • • incommunicable gleams 
Too permanent for dreams

If there were no orient Word, no God, no reward or
punishment in another world, then life were, indeed,
meaningless and futile, and those whose lot is cast in
sorrow might better bring about their own departure*
But shall a man turn a deaf ear to

The Word itself, the living word 
That none alive has ever heard,5

merely because with his finite mind he cannot compre
hend the ways of the Infinite? The very fact that 
men fear death la proof in itself that it does not end 
life for the soul. Something within assures one that 
there is another and a better life; and this is the 
thought that urges one to further effort after each 
new failure.

Thus Robinson closes his meditation on the 
man against the sky* A "soul-drama," Cestre calls it,

27

4. Ibid.» 66.
5. Ibid., 68,
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that the poet grasps, as it arises from the 
conflict between cowardly abandon and earnest 
striving, reason and faith, self-seeking and 
self-sacrifice, humility and pride. 6

In it the poet reveals his attitude toward the views
of various groups in the modern world, on life and
death and after-life. A powerful "criticism of life"
it may be called; for the poet has given evidence of
an overpowering realization of the moral Issues
Involved and their correct solution; moreover he has
reached in places a high level of Intensity and vigor
of expression. He has clothed in appropriate style
the beauty of right moral conduct, of courageous
endeavor and high Ideals of life. The tone and the
atmosphere is Robinson* s nearest approach to sublimity.

Between me and the sunset, like a dome 
Against the glory of a world on fire.7

»
This is an appropriate setting for the "soul-drama" of 
universal man.

. . .  (there was] one who moved and was alone up there 
To loom before the chaos and the glare,3

— — the glare of the poet’s searching contemplation.



illusion Is complete; reality merges with unreality, 
and the reader is in a world of imagination, a world 
of mystery and wonder.

Dark, marvelous, and inscrutable he moved on 
Till down the fiery distance he was gone,
Like one of those eternal, remote things 
Slat range across a man's imaginings. 10

There is noticeable precision in the choice of words
to awaken a sense of awe. It is the precision
spoken of by Mr. Prinkwater in his discussion of
Robinson:

There are two kinds of magic in poetry, that of 
precision and that of suggestion • • • In the 
first group I would place • . • Mr. Robinson.il

The wonder is intensified,— "down the fiery distance
he was gone.” A note of vastness of time and space
is introduced,— "like one of those eternal remote
things,” and further amplified:

The touch of ages having wrought 
An echo and a glimpse of what he thought 
A phantom or a legend until then. 12

Majestic thought,— "the touch of ages,” to merge the
individual in the universal, the present moment in all
time, the real in the ideal.
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10. Ibid*» 60*
11. John Drinkwater, Muse in Council. 256.
12. The Man Against the Sky. 60.
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The reader from this point on scrutinizes with 
the poet the heart of man In a series of pictures, each 
one produced by a few Blaster strokes of the artist and 
projected on the screen of consciousness for approval 
or rejection. In one of them, perhaps, he sees him
self. In all of them he recognizes fellowmen, and 
perceives the breadth and depth of Robinson’s insight 
into human character*

The first is a noble figure:
• • • he * • • may have taken
Down to the perils of a depth not known,
The bread that every man must eat alone;
He may have walked while others hardly dared 
Look on to see him stand where many fell? 
. . . * . * * • . - * • • * * • * * * * • * •He may have sung and striven
To mount where more^of him shall yet be given,
To sevenfold heat*13

The vigor of these lines is tonic* "it excites, by 
elevating the soul" and thus measures up to Poe’s 
requirement of p o e t r y * T h e  phrases: "sung and 
striven" and "sevenfold heat" are highly suggestive* 
This man was not crushed by adversity* he could sing 
in the midst of trials and disappointments* He was 
strong enough to stand alone* he did not hesitate in

13. Ibid., 61.
14. Edgar Allan Poe, "The Poetic Principle," 

Works. I, 22*



the presence of foreseen difficulties, but mounted 
right on, even into "sevenfold heat."

The next interpretation of the figure is in
direct contrast with the first:

Again, he may have gone down easily,
By confortable altitudes, and found,
As always, underneath him solid ground 
Whereon to be sufficient and to stand 
Possessed already of the promised land#15

The tenseness has given way to a sense of relaxation,
which may be felt even in the diction# Here Is ease,
comfort, safety, luxury, material wealth,--a vertable
heaven on earth,— contrasted with the other* s sorrow,
peril, labor, suffering# But the picture is not yet
complete. The supreme self-complacence of this man
prevents his realizing that most of his success is due
to those

• • who before him 
In one place or another where they left 
Their names as far behind them as their bones,
• • • • • * * • • * * # * « # • • * » « • • •
Carved hard the way for his ascendency 
Through deserts of lost years#1®

Such felicity of expression is delightful in Itself,
as well as for its far-reaching suggestion of life
situations, and hence of moral values# Posterity could

15# The Man Against the Sky. 61# 
16# Ibid#, 61*
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never give then credit for labor and achievement, the
results of which were being enjoyed by another, long
after their nemos and bones had lost identity*

a©' figure against the sunset sky
• * * nay have been a player without a part.
Annoyed that even the sun should h a w  the skies 
For such a flatting way to advertise«17

Ttm failure who thinks the world arrayed against hi»
could hardly be nor© aptly drawn than as on© «ho
envies even the sun’s conspicuous place in the universe*

He may have been a cynic, who * * •
• * • • • • * * # . • « * • * # * * * •
Saw truth in his own image, rather email,
Found any barren halgbt a good retreat 
Proa any «warning street.
And in tli© sun saw power superbly wasted*IQ

Robinson’s irony is never cruel, but when leveled
against the cynic it bites, as in the phrases* "barren
height,” "swarming street,” and "superbly*” In his
pride and self-sufficiency, the cynic withdraw® himself
from the mas see to an imagined el© vat 1cm, from which

He m y  have proved the world a sorry thing 
In his imagining*
And life a lighted highway to the tomb} 19 

that is, completely "barren" of anything worthy of'

17* Ibid., 82*
18. Ibid*. 62. 
19* Ibid*. 63*
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his enjoyment, or even of his notice.
The reader may imagine this "man against the 

sky” as one,
• • * mounting with infirm, unsearching tread,
He may have stumbled up there from the past,
And with an aching strangeness viewed the last Abysmal conflagration of his dreams,20

The "infirm” of purpose searches for nothing, since
he has no goal in life; his weak or vacillating will,
a chaos of conflicting Impulses, has led him to
chaos* He merely "stumbles" along and reaches the
top of the hill by sheer accident, only to see the
"abysmal conflagration"

where nothing seemsTo burn but flame Itself, by nothing fed,21 
because his life was void and empty of any accomplish
ment* This man’s sense of defeat is well depicted by

»the poet’s precision in his choice of words: "aching 
strangeness," "abysmal conflagration," "dreams," The 
reader sympathizes with the unfortunate vagabond. There 
is "catharsis by pity and fear" and an awakening of ad
miration for the poet’s unwavering confidence in h£s 
fellowmen whom he tries to convince that,

20, Ibid., 63,
21, Ioid,, 63,



Ho tonic and ambitious irritant
Of increase or of want
Has made an otherwise insensate waste
Of ages overthrown
A ruthless, veiled, implacable foretaste
Of other ages that are still to be
Depleted and rewarded variously
Because a few, by fate's economy
Shall seem to move the world the way it goes#22

These lines reveal the firmness of the poet's belief
that there is both intelligent purpose and infinite
wisdom in creation, even though it "seem” otherwise
to the unthinking#

Ho planetary trap where souls are wrought 
For nothing but the sake of being caught 
And sent again to nothing will attune 
Itself to any key of reason*23

The irony here is keen-edged, as always when aimed at
the scofferj and it mounts to bitter scorn for the man
who finds no more purpose in the creation of the
world and its preservation in existence than to

• • • let the sun and moon
And all the silly stars illuminate
A place for creeping things,
And those that root and trumpet and have wings,
And herd and ruminate,
Or dive and flash and poise in rivers and seas,
Or by their loyal tails in lofty trees 
Hang screeching lewd victorious derision 
Of man’s Immortal vision#24

22. Ibid.,
23. Ibid..
24. Ibid..

66-67.
67.
67.
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The most repugnant member of the animal kingdom 
derides the Inability of the paragon of animals to 
perceive Infinite Wisdom and Love and Providence In 
the Universe»

Shall we, because Eternity records
Too vast an answer for the time-bom words
• • • • • • « • • • • •  hear no more
The Word itself, the living word 
That none alive has ever heard 
Or ever spelt?25

The strength of Robinson’s personality, the bigness 
of his soul is manifest in these lines. They pul
sate with sincerity and ’’high seriousness." They carry 
"truth » » • alive into the heart by passion»"26

And few have ever felt [the Word]
Without the fears and old surrenderings 
And terrors that began
then Death let fall a feather from his wings And humbled the first man» 27

The contrast between map’s impotence and God’s omnipo
tence is striking» It took but a "feather" from the 
"wings" of "Death" to show man his nothingness, his 
helplessness in the hands of the Creator. The reader 
suddenly finds himself in the Garden of Eden, an eye
witness of the first and greatest of soul-tragedies;

25. Ibid., 68*
26» William Wordsworth, 0£* cit», 434* 
27» The Man against the Sky. 68.



36

then viewing his own life in retrospect, he realizes 
that he himself has not always looked

_ . , * • • far enough aheadi.o see by what mad couriers we are led Along the roads of the ridiculous.28
-aterial wealth, earthly fame, temporal pleasures are, 
indeed, ’mad couriers,” and the byways into which man 
lets them lead him— how 11 ridiculous” they seem when 
he looks back, and how tragic. Yet more tragic is life 
for those who find no promise in it of a perfect ful
fillment of their yearning for happiness. On this note 
of tragedy the poem ends:

a '̂̂ er ‘fcka't we have lived and thought.All comes to Nought,«*- *
If there be nothing after Now And we be nothing anyhow,
And we know that,— why live?
»Twere sure but weaklings* vain distress 
To suffer dungeons where so many doors 
Villi open on the cold eternal shores That look sheer down
To the dark tideless floods of Nothingness ■here all who know may drown,29

But it is tragedy only for those who "see the soul’s
dead end in death."30 Robinson does not? and in the
overtones of the poem the reader senses his attitude

28. Ibid., 68. 
i~ . Ibid., 68 and 69,
30. Ibid. 68.
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of perfect confidence In the ‘'orient Word that will 
not be erased.”

In this poem Robinson has achieved such a 
"rich imaginative quality,"31 such a concentration of 
emotion, that there is hardly a phrase that does not 
arrest the attention and delight the imagination* He 
gives ample evidence of "that peculiar power of verbal 
magic which is the innermost secret of poetry, • • • 
evoking intimate, intense • • • associations."32 Into 
each significant word is packed much more meaning than 
appears on the surface or Is comprehended at the first 
reading*

Besides, each section reveals the poet’s moral
convictions, but without the tinge of didacticism
found In his earlier work, particularly in the latter»
part of Captain Craig. The reader is led to feel 
that "the beauty of his [the poet’s] moral countenance 
• * * is imaged in the tenderness, or energy, or rich
ness of his language,"33 and he experiences a stepping 
up of his Ideals together with a greater appreciation 
of the beauty of moral integrity.

31. Charles Cestre, 0£. clt., 60.
32. Sir Sidney Colvin, oo. cit.. 11.
33. John Henry Newman, oj>. cit., 279.
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What the poet was not prepared for In Captain 
Craig he has accomplished in The Man Against the Sky»~- 
a lofty treatment of a lofty theme j i.e., deep emotion 
sustained throughout, and adequate expression*



CHAPTER IV

NICODEMUS

In this dramatic dialogue the poet has given 
his readers an intensive study of two historical 
characters vitiated by cowardice. Both Caiaphas and 
Nicodemus are beset with an inordinate and exaggerated 
fear which threatens to overwhelm them. Each perceives 
the fear In the other’s heart and In his own, but they 
react to It differently. While Caiaphas strives to 
hide it even from himself, NIcodemus admits the hold 
it has upon him and his inability to rise above it.

In the conversation between the two men each 
lays bare the other’s weakness,--the one with scorn 
and mockeryj the other with the sincerity and earnest
ness of a man who has been convinced of truth, yet 
has not the courage of his convictions.

Caiaphas has been hearing disturbing reports 
about the teachings of a stranger in Jerusalem— one 
who had been a carpenter— and about his influence 
upon the people, who were following him in great crowds 
day after day. Secretly he trembles lest this so- 
called prophet undermine his authority and take away 
his prestige. Outwardly he scoffs at the presumption



the man displays in attempting to spread a doctrine 
not in keeping with the traditional interpretation of 
the Mosaic Law#

40

Tonight Nicodemus, an old and trusted friend, 
comes in at a late hour, cloaked and hooded in black. 
Though well aware of the fact that Nicodemus has been 
visiting the prophet under cover of the night, since 
he is too cowardly to follow him by day, Caiaphas 
first feigns ignorance of where his friend has been 
and wonder at the disguise, then derides this display 
of unmanly fear and this ridiculous running after a 
stranger of lowly birth and occupation. Nicodemus 
boldly defends the Master against the high-priest’s 
scorn, trying at the same time to convince Caiaphas 
that he is blinded by fear and hate,— his real motives 
for wishing to be rid of the prophet; that the old 
laws have lost their vitality and have become empty 
forms unworthy of love and respect; that they are about 
to be replaced by a new law of love and light and life* 

Caiaphas remains unconvinced. He calls Nicode
mus and his prophet mad; he declares his staunch belief 
in the Mosaic Law; threatens harm to the prophet- 
even death— if Nicodemus does not get him away from 
Jerusalem and hide him where the Law may forget about
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M s  seditious teachings* He hints that he may lose 
patience with Nicodemus if the latter continues to 
accuse him of fear* However, it is quite probable 
that this is only a passing whim of Nicodeums. Before 
long he will be himself again, wary of Messiahs and 
glad for the protection of the old laws. Of one thing 
he is sure— •Nicodemus will never be courageous enough 
to follow the prophet openly.

This last thrust cuts deep* Nicodemus sees 
his cowardice in its true perspective, and, in spite 
of Caiaphas* efforts to reawaken M s  confidence, he 
departs, crushed by the realization that he is a 
coward, unworthy of the Master's frlendsMp*

The vigor and intensity of conception and style 
are striking. The poet gives evidence of a deep 
sympathy with Nicodemus,* an appreciation of what is 
correct in the Mgh-priest’s Judgment, and of the 
withering effect of M s  scorn. There are many places 
in the poem where Robinson has matched the tenseness
of the situation or the tragedy of it with a corres-/
ponding energy or pathos of style and where the reader 
perceives the poet's recognition of the artistic value 
of moral conflict, the beauty of virtue, the pity of 
weakness in those who should be strong, the tragedy of
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spiritual failure.
In the opening lines of the poem Robinson 

strikes the dominant note of his theme, inordinate 
fear, which prevents Hicodemus from fulfilling the 
promptings of his better nature, and goads Caiaphas 
on to a cruel revelation of Hicodemus to himself*

The fugitive appearance of Hicodemus is empha
sized by Caiaphas' derision:

Why do you wear
Your shroud while you are living, Hicodemus ?
* • • • • « « • • * • • *  Why do you pay
For noble robes and cover them with a sack?
Are you afraid of robbers?!

The imagination pictures Hicodemus, whose heart but a 
moment ago was throbbing with faith and love and hope, 
now cowering before the mockery of the one with whom 
he had come to plead for an official recognition of 
the Messiah* He had made a mistake in coming here 
tonight? he had overestimated his own courage and the 
magnanimity of Caiaphas. He would go home; but Caiaphas 
holds him with more taunts, this time leveled against 
the Masters /

Was he pleased
With your accomodation of your graces

1* Edwin Arlington Robinson, "Hicodemus,’' 
Collected Poems. 1159*
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To the plain level of his lowliness?
I have been told he was a carpenter—
Before he was a • • ,2

Nicodemus, by this time has sufficient control over 
his fear to speak; not in M s  own defence, for he 
realizes that he deserves scorn, but in defence of 
the Master:

He was a carpenter;
But there are men who were dead yesterday.
And are alive today, who do not care 
profoundly about that, bhat the man is,
Not what he was to unawakened eyes,
Engages those who have acknowledged him 
And are alive today, 5

The simplicity of the diction and the restraint of the
emotion in these lines are deceptive. "What the man is,
not what he was11— how simple the words, yet, how far-
reaching in suggestion, how packed with meaning,
11 Unawakened eyes" may include for the reader multitudes

»of people of all ages.
Nlcodemus now overcomes his fear of Caiaphas 

and speaks boldly:
High men, like you and me, whether by worth,
Or birth, or other worldly circumstance,
Have risen to shining heights, and there may still 
Rise higher, where they shall be no higher than 

the earth, 2 3 4

2. Ibid., 1160*
3. Ibid.. 1160.
4. Ibid., 1161.
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The poet reveals a true sense of relative values with
a precision of touch that delights the mind as well as
the heart* * Men may rise beyond the "shining heights"
of worldly fame and rank, and still "be no higher than
the earth." Again that concentration of suggestion
capable of awakening the imagination to endless lines
of thought. All earthly endeavor without higher motive
ends in the earth, the grave. Not so for

Men who are braver « • • (jftwj] forgo their shining, 
Leaving it all above them, and go down 
To lowliness and peace, and there find life.5

There is depth of meaning in "braver." Only the saints
have fathomed it. And "shining" connotes every earthly
reward. "Go down" to "peace" and "life"— a happy
paradox*

Caiaphas, you and I are not alive.
We are two painted shells of eminence 
Carried by two dead men. 6

A true evaluation of reputation without character,—  
"painted shells of eminence" — mere shells, brilliantly 
colored, conspicuously placed, for the undiscerning to 
see and praise and marvel at*

As in The Man against the Sky, so here in 
Nicodemus the poet has involved so many moral values

5* Ibid., 1161.
• Ibid., 1161.6
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and expressed them with such poetic vigor that the 
reader experiences a high type of pleasure.

Caiaphas now begins to betray his fear, though 
he strives hard to conceal it beneath a pretense of 
anxiety for Nicodemus. The situation grows more 
Intense, as does also the poet’s language.

In God*s name, Caiaphas • • •
• • • is one poor string 

The sum of all your music, and one word 
Your only song? Because you are afraid,
Must you see nothing in the world but fear?1?

The deadening effect of fear on the other emotions of
the human heart is felt here. There is but "one poor
string” left, and that produces a tone of fear,—
Caiaphas’ fear for himself that causes him to threaten
the prophet who knows no fear but is secure in truth;
while Caiaphas is: »

. . .  a priest of death, not knowing it.
There is no life in those old laws of ours, 
Caiaphas; they are forms and rules and fears,
So venerable and impressive and majestic 
That we forget how little there is in them 
For us to love. We are afraid of them.
They are the laws of death • • .s

The continual play on the words "life” and "death” ,
and all they suggest, is like the play of light and

7. Ibid.. 1163-1164.
. Ibid., 1164.8
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shade?/ on a landscape. It adds beauty of contrast*
He tells me of light coming for the world,
And of men loving darkness more than light.
He is the lightj and we, who love the dark 
Because our fathers were at home in it,
Would hound him off alone into the hills 
And laugh to see that we were rid of him.
In darkness v/e might see as much as that,
Hot seeing what we were doing for ourselves 
In doing 111 for him.®

Here the contrast between "light” and "dark
ness" Is striking and rich in connotation. Ihe "light" 
of truth, life and happiness Is for the whole world, 
not for a fe?/ scattered follov/ers; the "darkness" men 
love because "their fathers were at home In it." How 
well chosen these words to convey the idea of smug 
satisfaction and contentment with old forms and customs.

Ihe pity and the waste of It is our not living,
With*life so near us, and to take as ours,
Like shining fruit from an undying tree.
The fruit may fall, and we may crush the pulp 
And blood of it, but It will not be dead.
It will replenish said Increase itself 
Immortally, because it is alive*10

Many of these words are packed with meaning; 
"shining fruit" and "undying tree,"— both recall 
Paradise and the first fall, as well as the Me?/ Dispen
sation with all its blessings for mankind. "The fruit 
may fall" and man "may crush the pulp of It" but "it

9. Ibid., 1164-1165.
Ibid..10. 1165.
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will replenish and Increase itself immortally”} one 
wonders at the poet's insight into the mysteries of 
religion. There is also noticeable here that "high 
seriousness of absolute sincerity” which Arnold 
required of good poetry.

Still another contrast is presented:
• • • the lowly « . • who love him. first

• • • having no fame to lose.
No brief and tinsel perquisite of pomp,
Or profitable office, to renounce.
They are not politicians, Oalaphas,
Like you and me, who tremble when we step 
One ell's length from the middle of the road.11

How clearly the poet has visualized the freedom 
of the lowly from human respect as compared with the 
restrictions placed upon the mighty because of "profit
able office." Nlcodemus acknowledges his inability to 
renounce the "brief and tinsel perquisite of pomp," 
the "profitable office"’which makes a coward of him*
He realizes that the "pomp" is but accidental, that it 
is as valueless as "tinsel," that it will be of brief 
duration} yet he has not the courage to give it up 
for a priceless good of enduring value. He has spoken 
a bitter indictment of himself. Vhat would he not 
give now to be one of the lowly? For,

11. Ibid.. 1165.
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They are not sceptered slaves of precedent 
And privilege, who must buy their*breath of life With fears and favors end hypocrisies 
That would, if recognised, make honor s ic k .12

This is a kind of "verbal magic." There is almost a 
hiss audible in "sceptered slaves of precedent."
What contempt for himself "who must buy his breath of 
life with fears and favors and hypocrisies that would 
make honor sick." Robinson’s appraisal of life values 
Is true to Christian philosophy and his expression of 
it Is Intense because it has taken complete possession 
of him. One feels bitterness and humiliation with 
Nicodemus when he must acknowledge that his position 
In the world Is that of a "sceptered slave." The 
poet also communicates to the reader Nicodemus’ long
ing for

. . . the food that lives In them [the Master’s wor; 
And quickens them till they are words no longer, But are the word.13

Again and again he lets one feel the contempt 
In which Nicodemus holds honor bestowed on one merely 
because of accidental position in life:

We tenants of high places 
Are too high now . . .  to see 
From where we are the Inevitable harvest

12. Ibid.. 1165,
Ibid.,13. 1165-116 6
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Of this eternal sowing.14
.How significant is the term "tenants." Rank nd power
are enjoyed for a very short time; they are only
temporary holdings. What focusing of suggestion in
"high*” The proud are, indeed, too "high” to see the
spiritual "harvest of this eternal sowing,"

Here is an excellent example of Robinson’s
power to embody in simple words a keen sense of mental
pain. E© himself suffers and causes the reader to
suffer with Nlcodemus, and thereby gives a pleasure
which Mr. Courthope includes in his enumeration of the
kinds of pleasure poetry may afford.

. . .  while I consider the end of poetry . . .  
to be, to produce pleasure for the Imagination, 
this idea of pleasure includes rapture, enthu
siasm, even pain of the kind intended by Aris
totle, when he . . .  [speaks of] a purgation of pity . « ,le ^

The poet has "taken home and realised with unconscious 
intensity of sympathy"16 every detail of Nlcodemus' 
character, obsessed, as it is, by a fear which he 
recognizes and admits but is unable to overcome, 
except when he la driven to speak the truth to thd * 16

3.4, Ibid., 1166.
15» William John Courthope, Life in Poetry: Law In Taste, 64.
16. Ibid., 47*



high-priest, no matter what the consequences:
• • • let yourself inquire, for once, how much 
The lowliest, in M s  primal composition,
Would look . • • like Caiaphas.
You don’t like that, hut there’s a time for man 
When he must speak, or die, or follow himself 
To deserts where men starve and are forgotten,IV

Here is another evidence of Robinson* s correct sense 
of moral values; before God no man is of greater 
worth than another, except in so far as virtue makes 
him so* Bow far-reacMng in suggestion are the terms 
"deserts” and "starve." Nicodemus trembles at the 
thought of the social ostracism he would incur by 
daring openly to declare his convictions— a state of 
life comparable to starving in a desert. He does not 
have the courage yet to "starve" his vanity and self- 
love. They are too considerable a part of him. He 
suffers agonies of soul, because he dares not acknowl
edge the truth. He asks Caiaphas:

What has truth done to us 
That we must always be afraid of it,
As of a monster with a shape unknown 
To man . . .
• • • . • • • • • • • W e  are afraid,
Caiaphas; and our flawed complacency 
Is a fool’s armor against revelation.IQ 17 *

17. Nicodemus. 1166.
IQ* Iftid.. 1166-1167.
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There is felicity of expression in the phrases
"flawed complacency” and "fool*s armor,”— a depth of
meaning which causes a feeling of catharsis*

Nicodemus has striven in vain to overcome fear*
As he turns to leave lie warns Caiaphas:

You cannot wash the taste of your misgivings 
Away with wine, or rub the fear of them 
Out of your face with an unquiet finger*19

Here is an example of that "emotional realization" in 
the "poet*s sensitive being" which transfigures the 
subject until it has completely "taken possession of 
his soul."20 The poet himself has suffered the dis
appointment of Mcodemusj hence the intensity of the 
emotion and his expression of it* He has known those 
who tried to still the voice of conscience with wine 
or hide evidences of an inner struggle beneath a forced 
appearance of tranquillity* Caiaphas may try to con
vince himself that he need have no fear of the 
stranger, but his efforts will be futile; for,

There's no security in a subterfuge 
Where truth is marked as madness. 21 19 20 21

19. Ibid., 1167.
20. Stephen James Brown. S. J*. The Realm of 

Poetry. 50-51, 53.
21. Hlcodemus. 1167.



Yet there Is evidence in his reply, of his faith and
security in the Old Law:

When this absurdity has overblown 
Its noise, and is an inch of history 
That a few may remember, you will come.
There is a covenant that has not changed,
And cannot change* You will not go from us 
For a mad carpenter.22

How well the poet has analyzed the character of the
high-priest,— his bold self-assurance, his pride in
race, rank, and religion, his power over Micodemus,
his knowledge of the latter’s cowardice.

You and your carpenter, while you have eyes, 
Will not be seen as man and man together 
Where there is daylight in Jerusalem.
Some things are not, and this is one of them.

* * * . . * • • * * • * • *
I know yoUjNicodemus.25

This last shaft has revealed kicodemus completely to
himself* He is overwhelmed.

God help us, Caiaphas,
If I am what you see. If you are right,
I am not worthy of my name .24

The closing scene, like that with which the poem
opens, is one of marked contrast between the two
characters and between each of them and the Master.
Caiaphas, at least outwardly, has recovered his self-

22. Ibid., 1168
25. Ibid., 1168
24* Ibid., 1169
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possession, assurance, and confidencej his suavity of
manner and condescension toward one who in his opinion
is laboring under a temporary delusion.

As one of us, I see you, Nicodenrus,
True to our laws and hearts, and to our God,

Am I right?
Why surely I am right. I am always right.
If I were wrong I should not be a priest.25

How perfectly the poet's words portray the character.
Only one more stroke Is needed:

Caiaphas rubbed his hands together slowly,
Smiling at Nicodemus.26

The portrait of the high-priest is complete and perfect
to the last detail,— "rubbed his hands together slowly”
and "smiling." The imagination of the reader is kindled;
his admiration of the poet's masterful word-painting Is
aroused. Then he turns his gaze on the other figure.

». . .  Nicodemus . . .  was holding 
A black robe close to him and feeling it 
Only as darkness that he could not see.
All he could see through his tears that 

blinded him
To Caiaphas, to himself, and to all men Save one, was one that he had left alone,
Alone in a bare room, and not afraid.27

As the brilliant robes of Caiaphas symbolize the con- 25 26

25. Ibid.. 1169.
26. Ibid., 1169* 

Ibid., 1169.27.
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fident and triumphant state of M s  mind, so the "black 
robe" in which Nicodemus has again wrapped himself is 
a symbol of the "darkness" in which his soul is 
wrapped, penetrated by only one ray of light, his 
vision of the Master "left alone in a bare room, and 
not afraid,"

Robinson was a master of artistic contrast.
In this closing scene there is physical, mental, moral
and spiritual contrast, involving Caiaphas, Nicodemus,
and the Stranger, The luxury surrounding Caiaphas is
contrasted with the "bare room" in which Nicodemus had
visited the Prophet. The richly Jewelled vesture of
the high-priest seems to gather to Itself all the light
in the picture, leaving Nicodemus shrouded in gloom,
physically and mentally. The air of presumptuous con-»
celt of Caiaphas and the fearlessness of the "one left 
alone" emphasize Nicodemus* cowering self-abasement and 
almost despair*

It is a masterful handling of lights and shad
ows! more so because of the simplicity of the poet’s 
words. They are nearly all monosyllables, yet the 
fullness of meaning and the richness of suggestion 
creates an atmosphere and a mood so overpowering in 
its effect as to cause the reader to say of Robinson
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as urreening Larnbom says of any groat poet:
[He has made us]] share with him his intuitive 
experience of the varied heart of man , , , 
to widen and deepen our humanity by imaginativesympathy*28

28* K* A* Greening Lambom. Ihe Rudiments of Criticism. 129-150. ----------------



CHAPITER V

CONCLUSION

In the Introduction to the thesis it was 
stated that Bruch of Robinson’s work cannot be consid
ered great poetry either because it degenerates into 
tedious moralizing or because the beauty of the theme 
Is not matched by a co rresponding beauty of expression, 

Hie greater part of Captain Craig has already 
been mentioned as an example of the first fault. In 
addition, one might also cite large portions of many 
others of his long poems. Evidences of his failure 
to maintain a high degree of correspondence between 
subject and style are also found to be more numerous 
in the long poems,— principally in those of the first 
and last years of his writing career* Captain Craig 
abounds in them? e.g.,

Because one half of humankind 
Lives here in hell, shall not the other half 
Do any more than just for conscience’ sake 
Be miserable? Is this the way for us 
To lead these creatures up to find the light,7- 
Or to be drawn down surely to the dark 
Again?1

This is vigorous, rhetorical language, but not poetic.

1. Captain Craig, 126-127.
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ill© clevernessGod gave her— -or the devil— -cautions her 
That she must keep the china cup of life 
Filled somehow, and she fills it— runs it over—
Claps her white hands while someone does the sopping 
With fingers made, she thinks, for Just that purpose, 
Giggles and eats and reads and goes to church,
Makes pretty little penitential prayers,
And has an eighteen-carat crucifix Wrapped up in chamois-skin#2

The picture in true to life, hut not idealized or trans
figured by the poet’s imagination*

Look at herlAnd here is this infernal world of ours—
And hers, if only she might find it out—
Starving and shrieking, sickening, suppurating, 
Whirling to God knows where • • • But look 

at her!3
A splendid thought for a missionary* s sermon, hut there 
is nothing poetic about it.

It is the flesh 
That ails us, for the spirit knows no qualm,
No failure, no down-falling: so climb high,
.And

• • .only know,
As well as you know dawn from lantern-light,
That far above you, for you, and within you,
There burns and shines and lives, unwavering 
And always yours, the truth.4

There is practical wisdom, sincerity, and even "high
seriousness" in these lines. The expression, howqver,

2. Ibid.. 127
3. Ibid.. 128
4« Ibid.. 1514
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is not poetic* It does not stir the emotions, stim
ulate the imagination, or inspire*

Thus one might go on through the whole of 
Robinson's work to find that only the smaller portion 
of it rises to the level of great poetry by reason of 
sustained beauty of expression linked with beauty of 
theme and subject* The Man against the Sky. Nicodemus, 
Ben Jonson Entertains a Man from Stratford, Isaac and 
Archibald, together with many of his sonnets and other 
short poems, particularly the character portraits, 
represent his genius at its best*

Robinson seems not to have realized that time 
poetry is inspired, not labored* He tried too oftn 
to force the Muse with the result that much of his
verse Is commonplace and dull* However, there may be

*some merit even in the drabness of it, if poetry is an
imitation of life* This seems to have been the Idea
in the mind of the critic who wrote;

* * * If we condition ourselves to the quiet 
tone in which his verse Is written, its sober, 
unsensational march is constantly relieved by 
passages of a gravely tinted beauty, only the 
more moving because they rise out of the min- . 
gled drab, which human life generally Is * . *5

5* The National Cyclopedia of American Biogra
phy, varlous"~e3itors, "Current Volume B, aS*



Yet, it is to these "passages of a gravely tinted 
beauty" that Robinson owes his reputation as a poet,
They reveal the characteristics which this thesis has 
aimed to show} namely, that he appreciated the beauty 
of moral integrity, that he had the ability to give 
expression to his conception of this beauty in language 
which is unmistakably poetic, and that his success in 
doing so is closely connected with the clearness with 
which he apprehended the moral issues at stake in cer
tain critical situations in his poems*

59
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