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CmPTEE I

: iHr'i A GLEA.M OF UPWARD PROMISE

n

From time immemorial people have tra c e d  th is  or th a t  p e rso n a lity  

t r a i t  baok to  th e i r  a n ce s to rs . I f  the t r a i t  i s  adm irable, the anoes- 

t r a l  l in e  i s  p ra ised ; i f  i t  i s  n o t, the "cobwebs* spun by them "of 

an tiq u ity *  a re  lam ented.

Edwin A rling ton  Robinson was caught in  a web woven of th e  strong 

f ib e r  of in te g r i ty ,  r e f le c t iv e  humor, inner courage, firm  conv ictions, 

oalm re s ig n a tio n , and in to le ran ce  o f excesses.

His an o es to rs , men o f p ro p e rty , leaned  toward ca rp en try  fo r  a 

liv e lih o o d  and such work tended to  make them a o u te ly  aware of the v i r ­

tu es  o f p reo iseness and aoouraoy. This tendency was o a rrie d  in to  

th e i r  d a ily  l iv in g .  Sometimes th ey  were overzealous in  th e i r  oonoern 

fo r a n e ig h b o r's  sa lv a tio n ; they  were haunted by a sense of inesoap- 

ab le  d estin y ; y e t th ey  kept th e i r  own fe e lin g s  behind s t r a ig h t  l ip s  

and unrevealing  eyes. They a rd e n tly  b e liev ed  th a t i t  was th e ir  divine 

purpose on e a r th  to  work d i l ig e n t ly ,  la y  firm  foundations, and reap  

the h a rv est of e te rn a l L ig h t. In p a in fu l hours th e i r  philosophy had 

assured  them th a t God's w il l  would be done, and i f  God w illed  i t ,  th ey  

sought to  shape a t  l a s t  a b i r th  th a t  might be long remembered fo r  r e ­

vea lin g  muoh of which they  l e f t  unspoken; one who would n o t fe e l th a t  

he must j u s t i f y  h is  ex isten ce  in  terms which the  common man would under­

stand .
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Their dream of suoh a b i r t h  was f u l f i l l e d  when Edwin A rling ton  

Robinson was born December 22, 1869, a t  Hoad Tide, Maine. Edwin, how­

ever, d id  n o t f u l f i l l  h is  p a re n ts ’ dream. They were not happy a t  the 

prospeot of a th i r d  c h ild , bu t f in a l ly  reco n c iled  them selves to  the 

thought o f a baby g i r l  since they had two sons aged twelve and fo u r . 

Because o f th e i r  disappointm ent, they  did  n o t shout h is  a r r iv a l  from 

the housetops. In f a c t ,  th e ir  in d iffe ren ce  became most ev iden t when 

they d id  n o t bo ther to  give him a name u n t i l  he was s ix  months o ld .

Some o f th e ir  in d iffe ren o e  nay have been an unoonsoious expression of 

resentm ent a t  the  f a c t  th a t  Edwin’s b i r t h  had alm ost oost h is  mother’ s 

l i f e .  F o rtu n a te ly  fo r him, during Mrs. Robinson’ s convalescence, she 

and the th ree  boys stayed  a t  a  r e s o r t  in  South H arpsw ell. V is ito rs  

were s l ig h t ly  su rp rised  a t  having a nameless baby in  th e i r  m idst and 

one guest suggested drawing l o t s .  S lip s  bearing  so b riq u e ts  were dropped 

in to  a h a t and th a t  is  how Edwin reoeived h is  f i r s t  name. The lad y  who 

suggested the idea fo r  naming him was from A rlin g to n , M assachusetts, 

and th a t took care of h is  middle so b riq u e t. L i t t l e  did anyone guess 

th a t much l a t e r  he would make th a t  name famous.

During h is  childhood Robinson’s own paren ts  f a i le d  to  note any 

specia l ta le n t  in  th e i r  youngest sou. His attem pts to  express h im self 

to  them always ended in  dismal f a i lu r e .  His young mind, f u l l  of impat­

ie n t and confusing id e a s , yearned to  be heard . No one would l i s t e n .  

Undoubtedly, h is  p a ren ts  pu t him o ff  w ith  the timeworn phrase, "We’l l  

ta lk  about i t  tomorrow*” But Edwin, who was wise fo r  h is  age, knew 

th a t tomorrow would never oome.
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Roblason*a mother, Mary Palmer Robinson, l e f t  the upbringing of 

the boys to  her husband, Eduard, who recognized no o b lig a tio n  beyond 

su p e rf ic ia l d isc ip lin e#  Other fellow s had *man-to-manw ta lk s  w ith  

th e i r  dads, bu t no t the Robinson boys. Their f a th e r ’s in te r e s ts  la y  

elsew here.

Eduard Robinson, known fo r  m iles around as  the  Duke of Puddledook,^ 

had b u i l t  a l i t t l e  business world r ig h t  around h im self, and th e re  he 

reigned supreme. Rot only did  he run a  general s to re , but bought and 

sold tim ber and was the  lo ca l banker and postm aster. He possessed a 

shrewd mind and h is  approach to  l i f e  was s o lid  and ph ilosoph io . Deep 

down he was kind and g e n tle , b u t the lo re  and p ro tec tio n  whloh Edwin 

sought was n o t th e re . A ll h is  love was d ire c ted  toward h is  w ife; he 

needed no one e ls e .  The f a c t  th a t  Mary Robinson was f i f t e e n  years 

younger than her husband nay have aocounted fo r  h is  extreme p ro te o tiv e - 

n e ss . Then, to o , the thought th a t  he had alm ost l o s t  her a t  the time 

o f Edwin's b i r th  nay have accounted fo r h is  ind ifferen o e  toward h is  son.

From h is  mother, Edwin in h e rite d  the  o h a ra o te r ls tlo s  which caused 

him muoh sorrow, bu t they  a lso  aocounted fo r  h is  u l t in a te  g lo ry . She 

was shy, im aginative, sym pathetic, and possessed an unusual fondness fo r 

p oe try . In sp ite  of h e r a e s th e tio  n a tu re , however, she never openly ex­

pressed the strong  k insh ip  she f e l t  fo r  her youngest son, and Edwin's 

fumbling attem pts  to  seek h er confidence l e f t  him fe e lin g  even more 

alone and m iserab le .

*Erio P a rtr id g e , A D ictionary  of Slang and Unconventional English 
(flew York, 1950) , p . 6lS5. Puddle docS -  an imaginary a r i s to c r a t .
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Mrs. Robinson's fa v o rite  son, Dean, the e ld e s t  boy, became an avid  

reader a t  an e a r ly  age . Noting h is  ap tness fo r  study, h is  fa th e r  made 

plans fo r  him to  go to.Bowdoln College to  become a doo tar. This was 

no t Dean’ s choice, b u t he could no t bear to  d isappo in t h is  f a th e r .  Dean 

did ev en tu a lly  become a promising young physic ian , bu t i t  m s  only through 

the use of n a rc o tic s  and alcohol th a t  he oould su sta in  h im self through 

the hardships of h is  country medical p ra c t ic e .

Dean was twelve years old when Edwin was born . This d ifferen ce  

in  age brought about a  s trong  oase o f "b ig -b ro th ern worship. Edwin's 

devotion to  h is  o lder b ro th er served a s  a s u b s ti tu te  fo r  the  a ffe c tio n  

which he desired  from h is  f a th e r .  He spent hours pouring over Dean's 

medical books and would o ften  imagine h im se lf in  the th roes of same 

deadly d ise a se . This fe a r ,  though lessen ed , never a c tu a l ly  l e f t  him.

Herman, the middle son, was a "chip o ff  the o ld  b lock ,*  o f which 

no one was prouder than Mr. Robinson. The boy took an a o tiv e  in te re s t  

in  business and through h is  e n te rp r is in g  e f f o r t s  made him self lo c a l ly  

famous a s  a  shrewd f in a n o ia l in v e s to r . Sinoe every th ing  seemed to  come 

h is  way e a s i ly ,  he became o ver-con fiden t, and h is  enthusiasm caused him 

to  make some unsound investm ents. Unable to  face  d e fea t in  th e  eyes 

o f those around him, he turned  to  a lo o h o l, which re s u lte d  ih 'h i s  own 

undoing as  w ell a s  the  lo s s  of the  fam ily  fo r tu n e . Edwin looked up to  

Herman, b u t a t  th e  same time thoroughly understood him. He knew th a t 

Herman would work toward h is  own b e n e f its  in  every  undertaking, bu t be­

cause of the a t te n tio n  which Edwin reoeived , he f e l l  in  w ith a l l  the 

sohemes. Edwin would ourry  the  horse so Herman oould r id e  in  s ty le .
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The p a tte rn  of Edwin's subserv ien t a t t i tu d e  grew out o f th i s  r e la t io n ­

sh ip .

N either o f h is  b ro th e rs  o ffe red  Edwin the companionship he sought, 

and a s  they  grew o ld er the gap widened. Eaoh o f the b ro th ers  seemed to  

have a goal in  h is  own endeavor, even i f  i t  might have been outwardly 

ev ident ra th e r  than s in ce re , w hile Edwin, in  a l l  ex te rn a l appearanoes, 

seemed to  have none. The fe e lin g  o f re je o tio n  never l e f t  Edwin beoause 

i t  seemed alm ost a s  i f  he were on the outside looking in .  What he saw 

did n o t always p lease him, bu t the p ic tu re  he saw did nothing to  a l l e ­

v ia te  h is  fe e lin g  th a t  o thers  "belonged" and he d id n o t.

3h a l e t t e r  to  a fr ie n d , Mrs. Robinson c le a r ly  revealed  th a t  th is  

fe e lin g  of exclusion was n o t a figm ent of Edwin's Ine-gination. " I  am 

H not w orried about Dean and Herman. They w ill  make th e i r  way in  the

si w orld. But I  d o n 't know what i s  going to  happen to  W in."2 Her concern

M  came too la te  to  b e n e f it  Edwin. The whole town of Gardiner eohoed th is
ifl
^  same sentim ent, "What i s  going to  happen to  Win?", and in  time Edwin

■Jf
Jfj f e l t  th a t  the  e n tire  population was r id ic u lin g  him. In sp ite  o f the

lack  of confidence placed ih  him, i t  was Edwin, the l e a s t  favored, who 

had the s tren g th  in  l a t e r  years to  bear the b ru n t o f h is  fam ily 's  d is ­

in te g ra tio n . Despite h is  seeming weakness he proved to  be the p i l l a r  

of s tren g th  in  the time of moral s t r i f e .

In September, 1870, the Robinson fam ily  had moved to  Gardiner, a 

l iv e ly  r iv e r  town, abounding in  sh ip  yards, paper and lumber m ills ,

Hermann Hagedorn, Edwin A rling ton  Robinson. A Biography (New 
York, 1956), p . 28. H ereafter to  be re fe rre d  to  a7 fiagedorn, E. A. 
Robinson. ”  ”
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and ioe houses. The Robinson hone, la rg e  and fenced a g a in s t in tru s io n , 

s a t  high above the r iv e r  near the cemetery where even tually  r ic h  and 

poor found a common bed. Robinson f e l t  l ik e  an In tru d er in  the la rg e  

fam ily house, and the  nearby oemetery haunted him. Since h is  l i f e  seem­

ed purposeless in  i t s  re la tio n s h ip  to  the  o ther people around him, he 

could no t co n stru c t any d e f in ite  plan of l i f e ,  and g re a tly  feared  the 

end of the  scheme, death . Edwin lik e d  to walk along the  banks of the 

r iv e r .  As he observed the many ships a t  anchor th e re , perhaps he dream­

ed of someday s a i l in g  away to  some fo reign  p o rt where he would fin d  the 

answers to h is  unspoken qu estio n s. He lik e d  to  while away the a f t e r ­

noons l is te n in g  to  th e  conversations o f old men, fo r he understood them 

and cherished  th e i r  id io sy n c ras ie s . I f  he th o u g it t h e i r  ta le s  a t  tim es 

were spun from im aginary th read s, he never questioned them. He knew too 

w ell the harmless d esire  to  we lab o ra te tt in  order to  capture a t te n tio n . 

Since he liv e d  in  a  world th a t  was la rg e ly  imaginary, he re ta in ed  these 

th reads of f ic t io n  fo r  l a t e r  use*

As Robinson grew o lder and re fused  to  e n te r  the  race fo r  the a l ­

mighty d o lla r ,  he came to  fe e l out of plaoe in  Gardiner. I t  beoame ev i­

dent to  him th a t  the m ajo rity  of people could hear the r in g  of the cash 

r e g is te r ,  bu t no t the o r ie s  o f broken h ea rts  and s p i r i t s .  His ha tred  

fo r m aterialism  remained w ith  him throw h is  l if e tim e . Gardiner 

l a t e r  beoame the T ilbu ry  T6WB in  h l£  pbems — G ardiner, the symbol o f 

a l l  th a t was p e t ty  and h e a r tle s s  in  conventionalism . He f e l t  no s e n ti -  

nmntal attachm ent fo r  the town, a s  evidenced in  h is  l e t t e r  to  Smith, and 

to  a former Harvard classmates
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• • • I  suppose th i s  is  the l a s t  l e t t e r  I  sh a ll ever w rite  
you from H arvard. The thought seems a l i t t l e  queer, h u t 
i t  cannot he o therw ise . Sometimes I  t r y  to  imagine the 
s ta te  my mind would he in  had I  never come h e re , hu t I  can­
not* I  fe e l  I  have got com paratively l i t t l e  from my two 
y ea rs , hu t s t i l l ,  more than I  could get in  Gardiner i f  I  
l iv e d  a cen tu ry . . .

Gardiner i s  a small p laoe, r e la t iv e ly ,  hu t i t  contains a 
good deal o f w eather a t  c e r ta in  seasons of the year. Ha 
the past week - -  ever since my re tu rn  from Cambridge — 
the place has been a  frozen h e l l  to me. Here 1 am, shut 
in  by myself w ith  only one or two people in  town th a t  I  
care two snaps o f  Hay f in g e rs  fo r  (and who, in  tu rn , care 
ahout as mueh fo r  me) w ith no p ro sp ects  except o f the most 
shadowy n a tu re , and h a rd ly  enough in te r e s t  in  the general 
p o l i t ic a l  seheme o f th in g s  to work ou t in te r e s t  a t  s ix  per 
cen t w ithout cudgeling my "brain more than I  should over a 
p roposition  in  Bokardo. I  do not mean to  say th a t  I  con­
s id e r m yself to t a l l y  an a s s  (though they  may) h u t m erely 
th a t  I  lack  a general in te r e s t  in  the p ra c tic a l  side of 
th in g s  th a t may p lay  the dev il w ith my progress in  th is  
l i t t l e  journey  to  God knows where, which we a re  a l l  making 
ju s t  now* I  am a f f l i c t e d  w ith  a  kind of fo o lish  p ride  
th a t  stands in  my way every  day of my l i f e  and which I  am 
c o n tin u a lly  making h ero ic  e f fo r t s  to  k ick  ou t. But i t  i s  
"no go .11 I  keep a s  much a s  'I 'b eg an 'w ith  and i f  I  end up 
a penn iless gent f u l l  o f golden th e o rie s  o f fame and r ic h ­
e s , I  sh a ll n o t la y  a l l  the blame, b u t i f  there  he blame in 
the m a tte r, to  m yself j I  sh a ll no t fe e l th a t i t  a l l  might 
have been d i f f e r e n t  had I  changed my opinions and a c tio n s  
a l i t t l e  when my mind was young and f lex ib le*  My philoso­
phy does not swallow t h i s  teaching of our good old  grand­
fa th e rs  who worked s ix teen  hours and sang psalms and p ra is ­
ed heaven th a t  a  l i f e  i s  what we make i t .  And l e t  me beg 
here th a t you nay n o t perm it any of your am bitious pup ils  
to  w rite  essays on ’'Every man, the a rc h i te o t  of h is  own 
fo r tu n e .”4

^Denham S u tc l i f f e ,  ed*, U ntriangulated  S ta rs  (Cambridge, Mass­
a ch u se tts , 1947), pp. 102-1037 Btereafter re fe r re d  to  a s  S u tc l i f f e ,  
TJntriangulated S ta r s .

^tewrence Thompson, e d .,  T ilbu ry  Town, Selected  Poems of Edwin 
A rlington Robinson (Hew York, 19E>#), p . xv. h e re a f te r  re fe r re d  to  a s  
Thompson, T ilbury  Town.
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The l a s t  two sentences of the l e t t e r  shew v e ry  d e a r l y  Robinson’s 

outlook a s  a r e s u l t  o f  h is  having liv e d  in  Gardiner* Robinson's home­

town, however, did fu rn ish  him w ith  h is  e a r ly  education and some of h is  

h ap p ies t hours were spent in  school. A t th e .ag e  o f fiv e  he en tered  

prim ary school, and s ix  years l a t e r  grammar school where he wrote h is  

f i r s t  v e rse . This f i r s t  venture in s t i l l e d  in  him a  love for words, and 

he would spend days searching  fo r the " r ig h t"  one. This fa sc in a tio n  

fo r words took h is  mind o ff  h is  s tu d ie s  so much th a t  one day h is  teacher 

gave him a severe box on h is  e a r . This in ju ry  bothered him for the  r e s t  

o f h is  l i f e ,  and, i ro n ic a l ly ,  was the main reason fo r  h is  ehanoe to  en te r 

Harvard.

He began h is  high sohool days a t  the age of th ir te e n .  His fa th e r , 

who saw no value in  the  study o f the c la s s ic s ,  se lec ted  a s c ie n t i f ic  

rou te  fo r  h is  son’ s course o f study. Robinson’s g rea t in te r e s t  in  l i t ­

e ra tu re  beoame qu ite  apparent to  L izz ie  A ustin , one o f h is  high school 

teach ers . Miss A ustin  i s  symbolic o f the "one teacher"  in  every  s tu d e n t 's  

l i f e  who seems to  be a  paragon o f understanding and pa tien o e. She en­

couraged him to  read ex ten s iv e ly  and g re a tly  influenced  h is  decision to 

remain an ex tra  year in  high school in  order to read  M ilton and Horace. 

During most of h is  high school days, Robinson had peace of mind, fo r he 

expressed him self in  h is  v e rse , and found companionship in  Ed Moore, A rt 

G led h ili, and Harry Smith. A fte r Smith graduated, the remaining th ree  

formed a  club — League of Three - -  fo r  th e  purpose of soo ia l conv iv ia l­

i ty ,  and fo r the f i r s t  time in  h is  l i f e  Robinson had the fe e lin g  of a o t-  

u a lly  belonging to  so c ie ty , in  l a t e r  years he revealed  many o f h is  dreams
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and disappointments in  l e t t e r s  to  these f r ie n d s . The l e t t e r s  served 

as a form of mental c a th a rs is . On Ju ly  23, 1890, he wrote to  A rthur 

G ledhill*

. . .  Dean i s  weighing ioe down a t  Smithtown, fo r th e  
Knickerbockers, and consequently I  am l e f t  here alone 
w ith Mother to  take care of the "farm* and look a f te r  
my fa th e r .  . . .  I  t e l l  you what i t  i s ,  A r t ,  sometimes 
a week or ten days goes by w ithout my seeing  one of the 
boys or g i r l s  ( I  be lieve  I  never saw much of them any­
way) un less  I  happen to  run ac ro ss  them down s t r e e t  in 
the afternoon fo r a minute or two. I  never was much of 
a l ig h t  in  company, b u t i t  h ard ly  s u i ts  me to  become a 
genuine herm it. Perhaps i f  I  had sane th in g  l ik e  your 
’’anchor1* to  take up my thoughts, l i f e  would seem d if f e r ­
e n t, b u t such a s ta te  o f a f f a i r s  i s  h a rd ly  probable, 
and besid es , Hippolytus never meddled w ith  fem ales.
. . * Keep cm w ith your pedagogic work and go through 
co llege i f  you eanj and sometimes when you a re  s t r o l l ­
ing around the campus a f te r  tw ilig h t, alone . . • you 
nay th in k  of the  fe llow  down e a s t  who never seemed to  
amount to  much in  school (o r anywhere e lse )  bu t who was 
proud to  b e liev e  th a t  he was not a lto g e th e r  a  nincom­
poop. He never had a g rea t many f r ie n d s , th is  fellow , 
b u t those  he d id  have he has never fo rg o tten , and never 
w i l l .  He oould fo rg e t a p e tty  in s u l t  or in ju ry  very  
e a s i ly  b u t somehow or o ther he never could fc rg e t a 
favo r, however sm all. L iving by h im self a s  he does w ith 
a  fa th e r  who can h ard ly  walk a  s tep  w ithout h is  help  i t  
i s  n o t strange th a t  he should occasionally  have an a tta c k  
of something bordering  on the b lu e s . You know nothing 
about i t ,  and I  hope you never w ill  . . .

And ag a in , in  a l e t t e r  to  G led h ill, on August 14, 1890, he wrotet

• . . You say th a t  the fu tu re  s tre tc h e s  befo re  you to  
be seised  w ith  e a rn e s t hands, e t c .  Seise i t ,  by  a l l  
means, b u t don*t r e g re t  th a t  you were enabled to  enjoy 
two years a s  you never w il l  again . . .

I t  i s  p o ss ib le , b u t h a rd ly  probable th a t  we, the 
o ld  ’’th re e " , | j U a gu« of Three] together w ith  Doc, w ill  
take another "h a lf-d ay  o f f " ,  and s tre tc h  ourselves be­
neath the shadows of the "Pines" . . .  a s  we d id  in  the 
f a l l  of *87. Yes, i t  is  a l l  over. And i f  you a re  ab le  
to  draw a l i t t l e  poetry  somewhere out of the p a s t —
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do i t . 6

Even though he f e l t  olose k in sh ip  w ith  G le d h ill, Robinson poured 

out h is  fe e lin g s  and inner thoughts to  Harry Smith in  a  manner f a r  

more in tim ate  than he could w ith  anyone e l s e .  In h is  l e t t e r s  to  Smith 

he revealed  h is  qualms about w ritin g  to g e th e r w ith  h is  d is l ik e s  fo r  a 

m a te r ia l is t ic ,  money-grubbing populace w ith  whioh he found h im self 

surrounded. In one l e t t e r ,  dated September 27, 1890, he s ta te d i

. . .  H ollars a re  convenient th in g s to  have, Be Smith,
[re fe ren ce  t o  Sm ith 's psuedonymn, He Long] but th i s  d i­
a b o lic a l ,  d i r ty  race  th a t  men a re  running a f t e r  them 
d isg u sts  me. I  sh a ll probably outgrow th i s  id ea , bu t 
u n t i l  1 do I  sh a ll  la b o r q u ite  oontented under the  de­
lu sion  th a t there  i s  something to  l i f e  o u ts id e  o f “b usi­
n e ss . * Business be damned.6

The second l e t t e r  was dated February 3, 1892. Robinson e lab o ra te s  on 

h is  contempt o f fo rtune seekers and, y e t ,  in d ic a te s  th a t  even dream­

e rs  must, a t  tim es, be dow n-to-earth about th i s  business o f d a ily  l i v ­

in g .

• . . In the f i r s t  p lace , I  am and always was too much of 
a  dreamer; I  have no sympathy w ith  the co ld , m a tte r-o f-  
f a c t ,  co n triv in g  Nature th a t  has made the  fo rtu n es  enjoyed 
by m ultitudes a l l  around us (by fo rtu n es  I  mean the poss­
ession  of enough to  make a man and h is  fam ily  comfortable 
and happy) and th is  i s  a dangerous s ta te  to  be in .  I  used 
to  th in k  th a t  I  was a kind of p e ss im is t, b u t I  have out­
grown th a t  id e a . The world a s  a idiole i s  su re ly  growing 
b e t te r  and b e t t e r ,  b u t th e re  i s  y e t an enormous f i e ld  fo r  
improvement. Another th in g  th a t  tro u b le s  me i s  the know­
l e d g e  th a t  I  am lack ing  to  a  considerable ex ten t in  s e lf -

^Ridgely Torrence, e d .,  Seleoted L e tte rs  o f Edwin A rling ton  
Robinson (New York, 194D), pp . 4-6.

® S utoliffe , B n triangu la ted  S ta rs , pp. 3 -4 .

H i
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