MODERN AMERICAN POETRY

Edwin Arlington Robinson (1869-1935) 
	About Edwin Arlington Robinson’s themes:
– many of his best known poems are about individual failures, or failures to realize life’s possibilities

– great variety of characters, concentrated intently 

– characters in his poems are often captured in attitudes of bewilderment; their search for truth and their subsequent frustration is a recurrent Robinson theme (Virágos 305)
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Study questions:

“Richard Cory” 
1. Sum up in one sentence what this poem is about!
2. What is Richard Cory like? Who is the speaker and how does the speaker perceive him?
3. The poem is based on contrasts. What are these?
4. Why does Cory commit suicide?
5. What are the themes and symbols in the poem? (Does Richard Cory have a telling name?)
6. What point is Robinson making about life through Cory?
7. Singers Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel, intrigued by the poem, wrote their own version of it and created a song with the same title. The song adds more details about both Richard Cory and the poem's unseen speaker, but the mystery is still not answered. Compare the original poem to the song, and find the details about both the speaker and Cory that are different!

"Richard Cory" by Simon & Garfunkel
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They say that Richard Cory owns one half of this whole town,
With political connections to spread his wealth around.
Born into society, a banker's only child,
He had everything a man could want: power, grace, and style.

But I work in his factory
And I curse the life I'm living
And I curse my poverty
And I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be
Richard Cory.

The papers print his picture almost everywhere he goes:
Richard Cory at the opera, Richard Cory at a show.
And the rumor of his parties and the orgies on his yacht!
Oh, he surely must be happy with everything he's got.

But I work in his factory
And I curse the life I'm living
And I curse my poverty
And I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be
Richard Cory.

He freely gave to charity, he had the common touch,
And they were grateful for his patronage and thanked him very much,
So my mind was filled with wonder when the evening headlines read:
"Richard Cory went home last night and put a bullet through his head."

But I work in his factory
And I curse the life I'm living
And I curse my poverty
And I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be
Richard Cory. 

  

 “Miniver Cheevy” 
1. Who is the speaker? How is this speaker different from the one in Richard Cory?

2. What is Cheevy’s problem with life? What is his solution? Compare him to Richard Cory! (how are they similar/different?)
3. The poem is based on contrasts. What are these? How do these contribute to the ironic effect?
4. What are the themes symbols in the poem? (Does Miniver Cheevy have a telling name?)
5. Find examples in which aspects of the 20th century American culture are criticized (for example, the military, materialism, etc.)!
6. What point is Robinson making about life through the character of Cheevy?
Robert Frost (1874-1963)
	About Robert Frost’s works:
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– he was not interested in the realities of urban, industrialized society or in politics; his work is deeply rooted in the life and scenery of rural New England = cultivated pastoral, “rustic” poetry (these usually celebrate the beauty of nature and also lull the reader into philosophical thought)
– many of his poems have several levels of meaning. They often open with the description of a natural setting, a single person is introduced and an apparently simple story is told. A more profound meaning is hidden in the metaphors and inventive imagery.

– Frost disliked free verse; he structured his poems in traditional metrical, rhythmical and rhyming schemes. 

– used a plain, direct, conversational language 

(Fields of Vision 148)




Lead-in:

Look at this picture entitled The Boy by Thomas Hart Benton, and answer the questions:
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1. What is the “story” of this picture?
2. What do you think is the occasion for the boy’s leaving?

3. How would you define the atmosphere of this painting?

4. What elements could have a symbolic meaning?

5. Read Robert Frost’s The Road not Taken. How does this painting show a link to the poem?

The Road not Taken

Study questions:

1. The main theme of this poem is choice. What does this choice represent on the surface as well as on a symbolic level?
2. A shift in verb tenses divides the poem in two distinct parts. Which part is about the speaker meditating on the past and projecting himself in the future?

3. Stanzas 1-3: How does the speaker feel about his decisions? Was he completely convinced, or did he have doubts? When it came about choosing one of the two roads was he well motivated or did he choose it amidst confusion?

4. Stanza 4: Which lines suggest that the speaker imagines himself as an old man talking about the decision he has taken? Is he projecting himself into the distant future? Where? Initially the speaker seems to be about to tell the truth, but he then changes his mind and “rewrites” the event. Why?

Fire and Ice

Study questions:

1. What is the theme of the poem?

2. What different meanings does the word world have here? 

3. What do fire and ice stand for?

4. Why does the speaker choose fire?

Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening

Study questions:

1. How is the atmosphere of the poem? 
2. What is strange about the speaker’s stopping by the woods? Write a short profile of the speaker! What kind of man/woman is s/he?
3. What could be those “promises” the speaker has to keep?

4. What is the speaker’s attitude toward nature (here symbolised by the wintery landscape)?
5. What is the main theme of the poem?

6. What are the symbols, and what do they mean? (Focus on the most important one: woods)
7. The last lines are repeated. Why? What does sleep represent here?

8. If the poem can be interpreted as a comment on human nature (Virágos 314), is it an optimistic or a pessimistic one?

The Wood-Pile
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Study questions:

1. Beneath the surface of the language, the poem progresses by a series of oppositions. What are these?

2. What is the speaker’s attitude towards and feelings about the natural landscape?

3. Why is the speaker in the swamp, and why does he decide to keep going?
4. What lines suggest the feelings of confusion, decay, isolation?

5. If the main theme is the ability of nature to renew and cleanse itself, what symbols and contrastive elements can you find that support this idea?
6. Is there a moment of epiphany for the speaker? 

7. Through which elements is the relationship between man and nature described? How is his relationship? Balanced? Full of conflicts?
8. “Some have called me a nature poet, because of the background, but I’m not a nature poet. There’s always something else in my poetry” (Faggen 109). What, in your opinion, is the ‘something else’ in “The Wood Pile”?
9. “The turn-of-the-twentieth-century New England in which Frost wrote was hardly an idyllic place…for farmers, particularly independent farmers. The independent, hillside farms that characterized much of Vermont in the popular imagination declined to only six percent of the total state farms by 1930. In the first decades of the new century, one could commonly see abandoned farms or run-down independent farms near run-down communities in contrast to the growing number of farms that had given themselves over to larger production of meat, fruit, and vegetable agricultural operations.” (Faggen 58). How does this description of New England at the turn of the century connect to the theme of “The Wood Pile”?
10. The critic Blanford Parker has suggested that “The Wood Pile” is a “meditative poem,” in which Frost illustrates a certain moral or intellectual problem by means of a central (and often simple) event or image. What do you consider to be the moral / intellectual problem that is explored in this poem?
11. “‘The Wood Pile’ … evoke[s] the loss or abandonment of home, the threat and fragility of human life with extinction, and the difficulty of country life” (Faggen 53). Do you agree with this statement? If yes, what lines from the poem support Faggen’s ideas? If not, what lines support your ideas?
(Faggen, Robert. The Cambridge Introduction to Robert Frost. CUP, 2008.)
A final question regarding all of Frost’s poems:

The theme “waste” recurs frequently in Frost… (Faggen 59). In what ways is “waste” explored in any of the above analyzed poems?

