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PREFACE 

The aim of this dissertation is to explore the 
poetry of Archibald MacLeish to determine his views on 
the relationship between man and nature; to disclose what 
this relationship may contain of good or value to man; to 
extract, since man's concept of "good" and "value" must 
necessarily derive from his temporal and cultural exist
ence, such references to chronological and cultural primi-
tivism as may have influenced the poetry; to include, 
inasmuch as "good" and "value" deal with the essence of 
man's being--body and soul--what uses he makes "of psycho
logical primitivism," that is, what path man must pursue 
to achieve an inner good or value applicable to outer 
existence, irrespective of temporal or cultural criteria; 
and finally, to note the corresponding changes in prosody, 
imagery, persona and stance which accompanied MacLeish's 
various phases. 

Since the bulk of MacLeish's poetry is recognized 
as falling within three rather well-defined periods--the 
subjective, the prophetic, and the publie--it will be 
explored chronologically, beginning with Songs for a 
Summer's Day (1915) and ending with J.B. (1958). 

The exploration was not begun with the thought of 
disclosing any great truths about the condition of man in 
the universe. However, sharing the experience of con
sidering the Whys and Wherefores of that condition with 
another human being, one who has the gift for articulating 
the experience, may at least throw some light on the com
promises man must make in order to come to terms with the 
impenetrable mystery of existence. 

• * • xxi. 
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ABSTRACT 

The bulk of Archibald MacLeish's poetry falls into 

three fairly well-defined phases: the subjective, the pro

phetic, and the public. In all three he is concerned, to a 

varying degree, with man's relationship to nature and how 

best that relationship may be interpreted with a view to 

attaining both physical and moral good. 

From Songs for a Summer1s Day (1915) through The 

Hamlet of A. MacLeish (1928), the poet's concern is mani

fested in a predominantly subjective manner, so that a 

reader of these works does not forget for a moment that he 

is reading of the agonies and frustrations of youth as it 

contemplates the old, old mysteries of life and love and 

death. 

Only as his interest begins to turn outward, a move 

which becomes evident in New Found Land (1930), doss Mac

Leish abandon introspection and consider the total natural 

condition as something to be accepted and, in fact, enjoyed, 

rather than something to be treated as a personal enemy. 

His poetry of the thirties has little of the disillusionment 

which had characterized that of the preceding decade. In 

fact, this poetry of the early thirties is a commitment to 

a belief in mankind as capable of achieving dignity and 

vii 
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integrity and of living in harmony with nature. MacLeish 

expresses this view through praise of American soil and 

praise of primitive cultures and crafts, a view which is 

particularly apparent in Conquistador (1932) and Frescoes 

for Mr. Rockefeller1s City (1933). 

In the late thirties, MacLeish's awakening concern 

for the rest of the world develops into an outright par

ticipation in the criticism of the injustices perpetrated 

upon the helpless and innocent by the power of money and 

greed and one of the products of such power: war. Panic, 

The Fall of the City, and Air Raid are expressions of the 

poet's indictment of his age. However, his moral judgments 

upon his fellow men and his.warnings to them to mend their 

ways are accompanied by moments of encouragement and 

optimism. In the short poems of Public Speech and in the 

radio scripts of The American Story, he attempts to re-

spark, especially in Americans, that pride in self-respect 

and dignity which had been theirs in the early days of 

settling and developing the continents. There is every

where in the major work of the period the suggestion that 

man's only hope is to put aside corrupting sophistications 

and seek a simple life. 

Following World War II, MacLeish's themes gradually 

recede from concern with public affairs. They become, 

rather, a return to subjectivity, but a subjectivity 

through which the poetic experience is shared equally 



between poet and audience. For example, the moral judgment 

°f Actfive, made b^ the poet, is a judgment which can be 

universally shared: man is essentially a creature of dig

nity and worth. Further, the hunger of the human soul 

responding to the mysteries of nature in This Music Crept 

BZ Me Upon The Waters is a need which is shared and under

stood by the sensitive reader. And last, one of the oldest 

enigmas in common experience is the inexplicable suffering 

of the innocent--the theme of J.B. MacLeish's judgment is 

that the inner quality of man gives purpose to his exist

ence, in whatever place or time. 

The various phases of MacLeish's poetry are inter

preted through various forms of the poetic craft: sonnets, 

lyrics, blank verse, free verse, dramatic verse (using a 

distinctive accentual stress); but uniquely the phases are 

a record of the progressive development of an apocopated 

terza rima, which has become a trademark of MacLeish's 

craft. 



CHAPTER I 

PRIMITIVISM: A DELINEATION 

The term primitivism is generally accepted to mean 

that civilizations corrupt men and the more sophisticated 

the civilization, the more corrupt the man. The assumption 

is that the more natural--or "simple"-~his society, the 

more nearly can man live according to his natural goodness. 

Handbooks of literary terms usually recognize two divisions 

of the term. For example, in A Dictionary of Literary Terms 

these divisions are described as 

(i) chronological primitivism, which assumes that 
the earlier stages in the history of a people were 
better than the present stage (i. e,., "the good old 
days" were best, or medieval feudal life was better 
than modern industrial life, or the child is 
superior to the man; (ii) cultural primitivism, 
which assumes that some peoples of the present 
represent an earlier, better, and more "natural" 
stage of society (contemporary shepherds, South 
Sea Islanders). *-

As examples of the second division, this source suggests 

Hemingway's "fishermen, bullfighters, hunters." It is 

immediately apparent that the two divisions (or aspects) 

could conceivably exist simultaneously; but whether one 

establishes for himself primitivistic views based on either 

1 
Ed. Sylvan Barnet et al_. (Boston, 1960), p. 71. 
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or both, the result will be a view opposed to progress. 

Primitivism, then, refers to an ideal condition of man, 

which he enjoyed in some remote past; or to his life in 

some unsophisticated culture, or perhaps both. 

The definitive work on the various interpretations 

of primitivism is the "Prolegomena to the History of 

Primitivism,M Prfanfl.tjlvig'fl aj^d R^afrefl Ideas Antiquity. 

Vol. I of the projected A Documentary History of Primi

tivism and Related Ideas, by Arthur 0. Lovejoy and George 
2 

Boas. This work takes exception to the strict definition 

that chronological primitivism opposes progress on the 

ground that man may at some future time be restored to his 

original state of perfection, through either some sudden 

catastrophe or man* s voluntary return to primitive life. 

This is a more optimistic view of man's condition than the 

usually accepted one, which holds that 

chronological primitivism can obviously find in the 
process of history in general small encouragement, 
and only such instruction as may be obtained from 
examples of evils and aberrations to be avoided, if 
possible; yet, even if not without hope for the fu
ture, it is essentially a backward-looking habit of 
mind. At most, nothing better is to be anticipated 
than a recovery of what has been lost; and it is 
upon a single, brief and remote bygone episode in 
history that it fixes the imagination.3 

2 
Baltimore, 1935, pp. 1-22. This projected history 

was to cover literature from its beginnings through the 
eighteenth century. Although only one volume was completed, 
its prolegomena explores every conceivable aspect of primi
tivism. 

3 
Ibid.. p. 7. 
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Cultural primitivism is the discontent which man 

finds with his civilization. There were probably cave men 

who "discoursed with contempt upon the cowardly effeminacy 

of living under shelter or upon the exasperating inconveni

ence of constantly returning for food and sleep to the same 

place instead of being free to roam at large in the wide-
4 

open spaces." This backward-looking view tends to fuse 

cultural primitivism with chronological primitivism, where

as cultural primitivism in the strict sense accepts the 

"noble savage" ideal as it may prevail among contemporary 

peoples in some remote and charming spot with which we are 

unfamiliar. 

Cultural primitivism has two aspects: "soft" and 

"hard." "Soft" primitivism "has often owed its appeal to 

men's recalcitrance to some or most of the inhibitions im

posed by current moral codes, or to the alluring dream, or 

the hope, of a life with little or no toil or strain of 
5 

body or mind"--Adam before the Fall, so to speak. On the 

other hand, "hard" primitivism is to have few wants, to 

endure physical hardship, and to be content therewith--Adam 

earning his bread by the sweat of his brow. "Hard" 

4 
Ibid., p* 8-

5 
Ibid., p. 9. 
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primitivism has been a "tendency among the preachers of an 
6 

ethics of renunciation, of austerity, of self-discipline." 

Complementary to these established definitions of 

primitivism is that proposed by Edith Amelie Runge based 

on the belief that the natural motivating force in man is 

not a destructive self-consciousness but a constructive 

power capable of producing an ideal state. This kind of 

primitivism 

concerns itself with the problem of the extent 
to which man is whole and alive, self-reliant, 
active, and irrationally as well as rationally 
developed--in other words, the extent to which 
man is "natural" ... a psychologically oriented 
primitivism. . . . The original state of man, 
the "natural" state, is hence removed from a 
historical plane to an inward one dealing with 
qualities of heart and soul and mind.7 

It follows, then, that man can exist in this state in any 

condition of civilization, since the state is not only 

"natural," but "spiritual and qualitative" as well. Con

sequently, "a Golden Age, past, present, or future is 
8 

possible." Following this concept, man can find and 

exercise the natural good within himself in whatever 

society or in whatever time he finds himself. This natural 

good is equated with "motion, vitality, and love," and "the 

6 
Ibid.. p. 10. 
7 
Primitivism and Related Ideas in Sturm and Drang 

Literature (Baltimore. 1946), pp. ix-x. 
8 
Ibid., p. xi. 
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greatest wrong is to become cold, lifeless, and static." 

Since natural good is concerned with the inward man, 

primitivistic ideals may be considered to be psychological 

rather than chronological or cultural. 

It is the purpose of this study to explore the 

poetry of Archibald MacLeish to determine his views on the 

relationship between man and nature; to disclose what this 

relationship may contain of good or value to man; to ex

tract, since man's concept of "good" and "value" must 

necessarily derive from his knowledge of his temporal and 

cultural existence, such references to chronological and 

cultural primitivism as may have influenced the poetry; 

and to include what uses he makes of "psychological primi

tivism," i.e., what path man must pursue to achieve an 

inner good or value applicable to outer existence, 

irrespective of temporal or cultural criteria. 

9 
, p. 8 



CHAPTER II 

THE STRUGGLE WITH SUBJECTIVITY: MAN IN NATURE 

It has been established that HacLeish* s poetry may 

be divided into three general periods: the expatriate 

(l923-1928)--a period of cynicism and disillusionment and 

of highly subjective poetry; the awakening to and affirma

tion of his ox-m heritage (1930-1933)--marked, nevertheless, 

by a certain amount of backsliding; and the concern with 

social issues and the role of the poet in society 
10 

(1935—). 

Since this paper is concerned with discovering the 

extent to which MacLeish's ideals of "true values and eternal 

verities" are identifiable with primitivism, in either its 

chronological or cultural definitions or in its psycho

logical orientation based upon "the inner spiritual 

qualities of man, which make a Golden Age, past, present, 
11 

or future, possible," it is necessary to explore his early 

work to determine what trends in this direction, if any, 

are disclosed. 

10 
For further discussion of these phases, see The 

Oxford Companion £o American Literature. 3rd ed. (New York, 
1956), pp. 448-449, and Literary History of the United 
States. 3rd ed. (rev.) (New York, 1963), p. 1351. 

Runge, p. x. 
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It is a custom among critics to dismiss the poetry 

of youth somewhat cavalierly as "the poetry of youth." In 

his "The Direction of A, MacLeish," Morris U. Schappes 

lists MacLeish1s "positions" as Love and Woman, the Race 
12 

and Earth, America, Mankind, and Economics. The capital 

letters bespeak the self-satisfaction resulting from a 

happily conceived epithet. The creative act must begin 

with what one knows or dreams of; it is natural, then, that 

the poetry of youth concern itself with love and woman; that 

it respond with sadness to the transitoriness of human ex

istence; that situated in a particular time and place, it 

respond in a particular way—in the case of the young 

MacLeish with despair and disillusionment. 

In 1915, while a student at Yale University, 

MacLeish received the Cook award for the best unpublished 

verse submitted for the year at that institution—a sonnet-

cycle of thirteen poems concerned with love and death. 

These sonnets were published by the Yale University Press 

in the same year as Songs for a Summer1s Day. They are 

not particularly memorable poems, but they do set the 

intensely personal tone of the poetry first written for 

publication, Tower of Ivorv (1917). 

The first and longest of the poems in this volume, 

12 
Symposium. Ill (January 1932), 476. 
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"Our Lady of Troy," based on the Faust legend, is concerned 

almost wholly with idealized love, personified in Helen. 

Through his magical powers Faustus produces for the 

students this symbol of female perfection and beauty, who 

says: 

I am she ye seek in every maid 
Ye love and leave again. I am desire 
Of woman that no man may slake in woman. 13 
This thing am I,—a rose the world has dreamed. 

And Faustus realizes that his loss is not the loss of his 

soul but the loss of time which went into the pursuit of 

the attainable: 

I sold all things 
To know that all I knew was all the world 
Of knowledge; and I bought--why, nothing 

then,— 
Or only this at last--a space to know 
That out beyond my farthest reach of 

thought 14 
All knowledge shines--a radiance of stars. 

Helen is not just perfect women; she is also the rose whose 

foliation opens to a communion with the other mysteries of 

nature and which becomes thereby a symbol of the desire of 

the human spirit to unfold to mysteries outside the in

tellect. That MacLeish later views Helen with cynicism 

(see The Happy Marriage, below) is accounted for both in 

context and in his developing disillusionment. That there 

13 
Tower of Ivorv (New Haven, 1917), p. 21. 

14 
P. 22. 
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is, nevertheless, something beyond human reach which the 

spirit recognizes as desirable is a persistent theme in 

his poetry. 

In addition to the intense, soul-searching, ideal

istic qualities of MacLeish's early poetry, there are fore-

shadowings in Tower of Ivorv of other recurring themes. 

The sestet of "Immortality II," one of the fourteen sonnets 

in that volume (and originally one of the sonnets in Songs 

for a Summer1s Day). asks: 

Ah, Lord, wouldst Thou we let Thy blood redeem, 
Thy torture comfort, and Thy sorrow save? 
Or, restless, labor with the soul God gave, 
Aspire and suffer, follow beauty's gleam, 
Endure the barren agony of dream, 15 
And win brief life--not freedom from the grave? 

The rejection of easy salvation and the desire to "labor 

with the soul God gave" become the choice later of Cain, 

who recognizes that man's fulfillment lies in denying the 

innocence of Eden: 

Now we are not her children. We are men, 
Beggars for food--because we think as men. 

We are not trees, 
Eve, we are men. And we must liye like men 
Serving the god within us. . . . 

This defiance is gradually subdued, and in his Hamlet the 

15 
IfcM., P. 42. 

16 
Nobodaddv (Cambridge, Mass., 1926), pp. 49, 54. 
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poet becomes resigned to his place in the natural order of 

the universe: 

We must consent now as all men 
Whose rage is out of them must do, 
Cancel this bloody feud, revoke 
All tears, all pain, and to the drum, 
Trump, cannon and the general cheer 
Fight with a shining foil the feigned 
Antagonist for stoops of beer.17 

To "eat, drink, and be merry" in the face of pos

sible death is as much to be expected of the young poet as 

of any other young man. In his early poetry, MacLeish is 

much obsessed with the truism that youth passes, time flies. 

For instance, 

Ah, my love let be to-morrow! 
All tomorrow is is now, 
All we'd lose and all we'd borrow-- 18 
Laugh, and prove all time more brief than thou. 

The evolution of the creative act, happily, solves 

the problem of such embarrassments. To indict youth for 

being young is obvious folly. To recognize, with Lawrence 

Mason, that MacLeish sought "an impregnable tower of refuge 

into which man may enter, in the spirit, and find there the 

. 19 
true values and eternal verities" is, the clue to an 

17 
Archibald MacLeish, "The Hamlet of A. MacLeish," 

Collected Poems. 1917-1952 (Cambridge, Mass., 1952), p. 223. 
A fuller discussion of Nobodaddv and The Hamlet will be 
found below. 

13 
"To Lucasta, on Going to the Wars," Tower of 

Ivorv. p. 31. 
19 
From the Foreword to Tower of Ivorv. 
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understanding of MacLeish's subsequent battle to determine 

values and verities. The battle had its setbacks. 

The Happy Marriage and Other Poems (New York, 1924) 

belongs to that period in MacLeish's development marked by 

disillusionment and cynicism. The title poem of this 

volume, in contrast to the idealistic concept of Helen in 

"Our Lady of Troy," represents the poet's ideal become 

crass: 

Take Helen,--all you hear of her 
In lectures is a learned slur 
Of couplets solemnly undressed 
To indicate the female chest, 
Till Helen's lost and nothing's sure 20 
But that she had, praise God, a breast. 

although, at the same time, struggling to hold on to the 

abstraction of "a rose the world has dreamed": 

There lifts a sudden loveliness, 
A flare of beauty, an excess 
Of radiance, more sense than thought, 

And there stands Helen. . . .21 

Even though The Happy Marriage does, ultimately, as 

Schappes has pointed out, work "toward the awareness that 

the adjective 'happy' is only society's blunt judgment of 
22 

a marriage that is unavoidably and impersonally unhappy," 

it is, nevertheless, a study in conflicts and indecisions 

20 
Page 3. 

21 
Page 4. 

22 
Page 478. 
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on the part of the poet. Long familiarity with the flesh 

does not result in total disillusionment. Although the 

poet is: 

startled into discontent 
By something in her quick assent, 

yet, 

Beside her in the dark the chime 
Of ratcheted revolving time 
Repeating its repeated beat 
Builds complicated incomplete 
Sonatas in his listening brain. . . . 
. . . still the clacking clockwork spins 
Music of marvellous violins.23 

And even in the death of the dream, there is ironically, a 

triumph: 

Beauty is that Medusa's head 
Which men go armed to seek and sever: 
It is most deadly when most dead, 
And dead will stare and sting forever--
Beauty is that Medusa's head.24 

From this and other poems in this volume, there is 

as much acceptance of reality as of disillusionment with 

ideality, as much nostalgia as cynicism. The spiritual 

struggle can be likened to an initiation ritual--in the case 

of the poet, a cruel, haphazard, and prolonged affair. But 

eventually the acceptance, with a taint of nostalgia, 

arrives: 

. . . happier 
Forgetting you and using what you seemed 

23 
Pages 38, 39. 

24 
Page 39. 
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Than thinking stubbornly what else you were, 
And happier forgetting I had dreamed 
Than dreaming I should find what I shall 

not—> 
Till I remembered that I had forgot.25 

The subjectivity of MacLeish's early poetrjr is not 

inexpressive of those values to be made more real in his 

later poetry; that is, the subjectivity is not entirely 

equated with hopelessness; and sometimes one thing i& 

better than another--a truth or value is extracted. For 

instance, in "The Lord Chancellor Prepares His Opinion," 

beauty is in conflict with the values of the market place. 

The decision is for the painter and the beauty of his art, 

neither being priceable commodities. This antagonism 

between "truth" (here symbolized by beauty) and the crude-

ness of the world (here the market place) plays a paramount 

role in MacLeish's middle period. 

There are other evidences of a shaping of values in 

several of the shorter poems in The Happy Marriage and 

Other Poems. In "Hunters" there is a recognition of some 

Golden Age, against which the present is dull and un-

adventurous. The octave of the poem is a remembrance of 

Icarian flights, which reason, in the sestet, has ended. 

Fate has made a coward of a once-free soul, free in associa

tion with some better, antecedent time: symbolically, the 

25 
Pages 29-30. 
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youth of mankind (intuitive response) opposed to maturity 

(reasoned choice); or simply innocence vs. knowledge. 

The search for values turns again to some past time 

in "Hands"-~a tribute to the hands of nameless men, hands 

which built pyramids, shaped tombs for kings, built towers 

as monuments for conquerors; and a tribute to those who 

were the knowers of the meaning of the Word, even before 

the prophets cried out. The craft and dedication of the 

makers of things is held to be more lasting than the fame 

of kings and conquerors. Through his closeness to nature, 

the primitive artisan owned more understanding of truth 

(the Word) than did the wise men: 

And every prophet who cried out the Word 
Cried only meanings that your hearts had heard, 
Hearing the twilight silence and the bird.26 

It might be noted here that certain aspects of 

primitivism are inseparable from certain aspects of 

romanticism, e.g., the incorporation of "natural" as an 

ideal state. In this particular instance, there is 

admiration for the hard primitivism of the simple man, There 

is a paradox, however, in the poem's acceptance of the ethic

al view of nature—"the control of human life by so-called 

•natural' . . . impulses, without deliberate and self-
27 

conscious moral effort . . . man in unity with himself. . 

26 
Page 48. 

27 
Lovejoy, p. 15. 
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when what is being praised is, as a matter of fact, man's 

artifice: the shaping of raw material of nature into a 

lasting thing called "art," which demands the attention 

of a contemplative intellect. Here is a matter of having-

your-cake-and-eating-it-too. A conciliation can be made, 

perhaps, in the light of the artisan himself—the man of 

essentially uncomplicated character. The two poems just 

discussed offer a problem in indecision: whereas in 

"Hunters" man ends up alien to nature, dodging 

dreadful acorns hurled 
In jest or malice by the garden god, 

he is in "Hands" commended for his communion with 

"silence and the bird." 

Much of MacLeish's early poetry is obsessed with 

the life-death cycle (The Golden Bough influence, which he 

subsequently outgrew). Often the persistent search for 

beauty, already noted, is overshadowed by corruption: 

"ruined doors lean inward" in "Chambers of Imagery"; life 

and beauty are conquered by death in "Kenneth"; the springs 

of "Years Ago" are "ruined springs"; and finally the heart 

is alienated beyond believing and beyond grieving in 

"Alien." Yet in the midst of all this death and corruption, 

rebirth is acknowledged: "Kenneth" ends with 

. . .  i n  t h e  r o s e  t h a t  d i e s  
Something there is, not mystical and far 
But dear, familiar, sure, 
As in a dream the hazy voices are, 
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Something that lives, that lives, that lives, 
that does endure.28 

And "Years Ago"ends with a refrain formed of a question it 

itself proposes: 

And shall there not be springs again? 
. . . But there were songs before that spring.29 

Again, although in the whimsical "Chevaux de Bois," 

"there's only one possible speed," there is in "The Tomb 

of the Abbess of Tours" an admonition to take the ride any

way. 

There is sadness in all of this. And it is probably 

at its most unrelieved in The Pot of Earth (1925), in which 

the life-death cycle is translated from the gardens of 

Adonis to a modern narrative of awakening, fertility, and 

death, and without any meaning; for there is death in the 

birth. To all of humanity, which must share the fate of 

the young girl of this poem, the poet offers only the 

hopeless, 

Come, 
I will show you chestnut branches budding 
Beyond a dusty pane and a little grass 
Green in a window-box and silence stirred, 
Settling and stirred and settling in an empty 

room--30 

Much attention has been paid to the tone of point-

lessness of life and futility of effort in MacLeish's early 

28 
The Happy Marriage, pp. 73-74. 

29 
Ibid., pp. 76, 78. 

30 
Collected Poems, 1917-1952. p. 197. 



poetry without, perhaps, note being taken of the continual 

debate between man and nature. As has been noted above, in 

•'Hunters" man is at the mercy of nature and nature* s gods 

and cowers before their merciless forces. The alienation 

is nowhere more pronounced than in Nobodaddv (1926), 

HacLeish's first play in verse. It is significant that 

this play was written before The Pot of EarthT although 

published a year later, for it is here that MacLeish's man 

first recognizes the antagonism between himself and the 

natural condition and accepts as his fate the problem of 

consciousness of self as the state of his being which must, 

for its own fulfillment, accept the challenge which this 

natural enmity offers. In Nobodaddv is the unforgettable 

image of the Tree, standing in isolation and creating, like 

Stevens1 jar, a spot of order in an otherwise chaotic Eden--

chaotic in its disorderly, lush, and corrupt growth: "It 

took dominion everywhere." The Tree is an act of Knowledge. 

In contrast, nature is grossly abundant: 

Masses of tropical and subtropical vegetation mixed 
with the most northerly trees and shrubs in elabor
ate confusion. Climbing vines bearing flowers of 
great size and strong color sprawl upon the trees 
and the trees themselves elbow each other aside and 
down. Among the trunks and roots are fallen 
branches stained with bright fungi and between grow 
ferns and more flowers. The sky overhead is a hot 
thick blue.31 

31 
Nobodaddv. p. 9. 
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What Adam must accept is that order, reason, and knowledge 

(the Tree) borrow corruption from the rest of Eden, for it 
32 

has fruit as "pale as swollen mushrooms," a reminder that 

man must, in imitating the order and perfection of Creation, 

contend also forever with his own mortal nature. This Eden 

is far from paradise: MacLeish1s Adam is created with the 

need to protest the soft, effortless, non-creative exist

ence. He is possessed innately by the voice of the serpent: 

ADAM: 
So. That's the third time I've heard you . . . 
The first time was the night 
I swam across Euphrates and the serpent 
Followed me nudging with his homy nose 
Between the lily pads. . . . 

But then afterwards, 
The second time, I was alone, sitting 
At sunset on the hill where you can look 
Out to the desert. ... 

And now it seems to speak 
Inside my head.33 

The serpent argues that God cannot "untie one knot 

of his creation" and is therefore committed to it Himself, 

inexorably. This determinism of the Creator incorporates 

death and corruption into the natural Eden--the determinism 

which becomes the dominant mood of The Pot of Earth, pub

lished the following year. 

Adam rejects the temptation of the ease of Eden, 

32 
» P• 27. 

33 
UsM., pp. 11-12. 
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for he feels that submission to the natural order of things 

is a denial of self. With the aid of the serpent and his 

own awakening self-consciousness, Adam sees God walking 

among the impersonal order of things 

. . .  t o  p l u c k  
The spotted and sick fruit; the fruit of the 

Tree is pale 
As swollen mushrooms--

and where the behemoth lay dead, 

and jackals came 
And ate his flesh at night. And in the morning 
The flies clung stinging to his flanks and 

beetles _ 
Crawled on his lips. ^ 

Eve remarks: 

His eyes . . . looked 
As though they did not see me 

and Adam adds: 

God 
Thinks as the sun goes and his thoughts of time 

. . . wash around us. . . .35 

Eventually Adam rejects the determinism of nature 

and dreams of a grander world than nature's, a world of 

artifice rising around and enclosing the world of God. The 

artifice of the Tree is then more desirable than the easy 

pointlessness of natural existence. Adam would command his 

world, whereas God is captive of His. Adam cannot bear the 

34 
Ibid-. pp. 20-21. 

35 
Ibid.. pp. 21, 25. 
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"everlasting Now" that contains the creatures of Eden, 

for whom days go by 
All as one day goes. 36 

Han needs to understand time (mortality) in order to 
37 

achieve full consciousness. 

Adam's self-imposed alienation results in fear of 

nature and enmity toward it. Unnaturalness surrounds Adam 

in the awful quiet--the total aloneness in which God does 

not even acknowledge Adam's defiance, though as Eve says: 

'Or is it we 
That cannot hear—'38 

The problem of these conflicts within man, evident 

in Adam, is resolved in the triumph of Cain over Abel. 

Outside Eden, Abel is lost and gazes longingly back toward 

the old innocence: 

EVE: 
He's always 
Thinking of Eden 
Do you remember, Cain 
The way he used to ask when he was little 
Each morning if we could go back that day?39 

But Cain insists upon his alienation: 

. . .  a  g r o w i n g  r o o t  .  .  .  d e n i e s  m e  .  .  .  
My two hands are scarred 
With digging and my feet are stained. I know 
There is no speech between us. What she gave 

36 
Ibid.. p. 35. 

37 
For further treatment of this problem, see the 

later Einstein and The Hamlet of A. MacLeish. discussed 
below. 

^Nobodaddv. p. 43. 

39Ibid.. p. 48. 
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You as her children she refuses now, 
Now we are not her children. 
We are men, 
Beggars for food--because we think as men. 

And between 
That land and this that God has made, there is 
No speech, no word, no meaning.40 

Eve, sick of the dispute, speaks as a daughter of 

the earth: 

And we'll destroy ourselves if we tear out 
Our roots from her.41 

Cain does not heed; his rejection is final: 

We are not trees, 
Eve, we are men. And we must live like men 
Serving the god within us, not the god in trees. 
I would tear out my flesh to go 
Free of this earth. . . .42 

and he points out to Abel: 

We cannot go 
Back into earth. . . . 
I will go free. I will 
Break through this Abel in me and go free.43 

For his act of Will, Gain demands recognition from God, as 

Adam had before him: 

Where are you. god? Where are you, god? 
Speak to me—44 

40 
Ibid.. PP. 49, 50 

41 
Ibid., P. 53. 

42 
PP. 53-54. 

43 
PP. 58, 62 

44 
Iki£., P. 67. 
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The alienation is complete; there is no answer. Or, as Eve 
45 

said to Adam, perhaps it is they who do not hear. 

Morton Zabel has called MacLeish's early indecision, 
46 

i.e., the uncertainty in grasping at values, "gyrations." 

The accusation is substantiated by the submission evident in 

The Pot of Earth. It should be remembered that this work 

was written subsequent to Nobodaddv. although publication 

was one year prior. In The Pot of Earth there is no longer 

any urgency to understand mortality; there is merely a per

vading air of futility in the face of the inexorable 

processes of nature. Man is its captive and can at best do 

no more than accept the purpose of existence as perpetua

tion of his kind. Of the early works of MacLeish, certainlj' 

this most nearly expresses nihilism. 

Streets in the Moon (1926), MacLeish picks up 

again the problem of man divorced from nature's god. But 

here man is not so often shouting defiance against his con

dition as he is trying to satisfy his need to understand 

45 
From Paris in 1925 Mr. MacLeish wrote: "In the 

following poem I have not treated the Hebrew legend of the 
Garden of Eden as a metaphor. I have not assumed that the 
legend as legend symbolizes the accident of human self-
consciousness and the resultant human exclusion from nature, 
animal and inanimate. I have not taken the God of Genesis 
to be the mysterious universal will which man at that point 
in his history ceased to understand. I have not seen in Cain 
the beginning of the human effort to occupy a man-made, man-
conscious, universe within or without the other. . . ."(From 
the Foreword to Nobodaddv). But see n. 44 above and subse
quent works of the author. 

^"The Poet on Capitol Hill." Part 1, Partisan 
Review. VIII (January-February 1941), p. 17. 
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his own existence, his own consciousness of self. The 

striving is toward something universal. This is not to say 

that MacLeish has totally discarded defiance or accepted 

the condition of man. The old Cain is still in revolt. In 

"Question in Time of Eternity," at the Final Judgment, those 

who rejected the god of nature are cast into darkness; yet, 

one voice speaks up: "Which are the chosen, Lord?" Man 

strives not to lose himself in Eternity but to find himself 

in the Universe. Although there is a predominance of dis

illusionment and despair in Streets, for example in "The 
47 

Silent Slain," "The End of the World," "Way-Station," and 

"Memorial Rain," there is growing concern with externaliza-

tion of identity. The sense of personal loss in "L'An 

trentiesme de mon eage," 

I have come upon this place 
By lost ways, by a nod, by words. . . . 
And by what way shall I go back?^8 

and of personal inadequacy in "Yacht for Sale," 

My youth is 
Made fast 
To the dock 
At Marseilles 
Rotting away 
With a chain to her mast, 

It's easy to see 
She was frail in the knee 

47 
Appears in Collected Poems. 1924-1933. as "The 

Too-Late Born." 
4-8 
Streets in the Moon (Cambridge, Mass., 1926), p. 13, 
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And too sharp in the bow— 
You can see now.49 

begin to turn outward with the questioning of "Interrogate 

the Stones": 

Do you think 
Death is an answer then?-*® 

and of "Signature for Tempo": 

How shall we bury all 
These time-shaped people, 
In graves that have no more 
Than three dimensions? 
Can we dig 
With such sidlings and declensions 
As to coffin bodies big 
With memory?51 

Especially prophetic in this volume is the "Prologue," 

offering as it does a definite turning outward of the 

poet's search for place in eternity as well as in time: 

These alternate nights and days, these seasons 
Somehow fail to convince me. It seems 
I have the sense of infinity! 

0, I have the sense of infinity— 
But the world, sailors, is round. 
They say there is no end to it.52 

The note of uncertainty persists, too, in "Le Seul malheur 

est que je ne sais pas lire": 

The old sailor in the fez 

Stands face upward to the stars. 
Is it I then, only I, 

49 
Ibid.. p. 96. 

50 
Ifrid.> P. 5. 

51Ibid.. p. 9. 
52 
Ibid.. "Prologue." 
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I who have such need to know, 
I alone that cannot read?53 

There is much inconsistency of theme in the fifty-

two poems of Streets. It retains to a great extent what 

Arthur Kreymborg called MacLeish's "devotion to death, bone, 
54 

stone, and all." It echoes a primitivistic urge to look 

backward to a more meaningful existence in "Chartres," 

whose stones 

. . . have borne so long 
Our eyes, our mortal eyes, 
And are not worn---5-5 

expressing much the same yearning as "Hands" in The Happy 

Marriage of 1924; and at the same time it contemplates the 
56 

inexplicable corporeal man in the universe in "Einstein," 

wherein the scientist observes the enigma of his own sensory 

being as it contemplates infinity. 

There is in Streets, a sonnet, "Chiaroscuro," which 

speaks as a general theme for the conflicts in the volume 

as a whole, for the poet here displays both an obsession 

with the darkness of man's intellect and with the in

satiable desire to know-~both the questing and the 

53 
IMd., P. 17. 

54 
"'The Moon Is Dead,'" SRL. X (January 27, 1934), 

435. 
55 
Streets, p. 22. 

56 
"Einstein" is listed in Collected Poems. 1917-1952 

as a 1929 publication but actually is the first poem in Part 
Two of Streets, published in 1926. 



questioning. MacLeish had not, however, discarded the 

general disillusionment of his earlier poetry (e.g., Tower 

of Ivorv and Pot of Earth), nor the intensely subjective 

poetry which he was later to disavow. There is, for 

instance, the inconstancy of lovers in "Conversation 

Balneaire," the lost security of childhood in "Ancestral," 

and the fraud perpetrated upon lovers in "Selene After

wards." This volume contains also the much-anthologized 

"Ars Poetica," with its problem of "is-ness," which seems 

to be not so much a rejection of an explication du texte 

approach to poetry as it is an insistence upon the sub

jective reaction of a reader to a poem--it should "be" 

something at the moment of reading. At any rate, such an 

interpretation is compatible with the general tone of 

Streets; subjectivity. 

Important at this stage in MacLeish1s development 

is the persistent alienation from and antagonism toward 

nature, accompanied nevertheless by a longing for some 

lost value ("And by what way shall I go back?" of "L'An 

trentiesme"), and by the eternal questioning of man's pur

pose ("Where do we wait to go?" in "Salle d'attente"). The 

self-exiled Cain of Nobodaddv. bound by his own Will and 

what he hoped to Know when he rejected the ease of paradise 

for the hardship of the desert, is still a prisoner of 

nature. Where he once cried out to be acknowledged by God, 
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he now cries out to be acknowledged by the universe. That 

the questions addressed to the universe are unanswerable 

becomes the agony of the later Hamlet (1928). In Streets. 

the most extended treatment of the problem is in 
57 

"Einstein." Whereas Cain rejected nature as corrupt and 

undesirable, Einstein finds himself a sensate being, en

compassing in his mind the universe outside him, a uni

verse which offers him no explanation for his own existence: 

But it seems assured he ends 
Precisely at his shoes in proof whereof 
He can revolve in orbits opposite 
The orbit of the earth and so refuse 
All planetary converse. . . .58 

And although 

there is a door 
Behind the seamless arras and within 
A living something. . . . 

suddenly he feels 
The planet plunge beneath him, and a flare 
Falls from the upper darkness to the dark 
And awful shadows loom across the sky 
That have no life from him and suns go out 
And livid as a drowned man's face the moon 
Flats to the lapsing surface of the night 
And sinks discolored under.59 

57 
This is the poem which led H. H. Waggoner to 

comment: "Certainly the second law of thermodynamics has 
been one of the most frightful of the specters haunting 
the modern Hamlet." See "Archibald MacLeish and the Aspect 
of Eternity," College English. IV (April 1943), 404. 

58 
Streets, p. 44. 

59 
Ibid.. p. 46. 
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The scientist experiments with his sensory reaction to 

soil, water, grass; to sun, rain, and seasons; to the music 

of violins. He accepts his subjective reality and attempts 
60 

"synthesis with what's not he.11 

He lies upon his bed 
Exerting on Arcturus and the moon 
Forces proportional inversely to 
The squares of their remoteness and conceives 
The Universe."1 

But for all his agony and all his intellect, 

. . . the dark denies him. Still withstands 
The dust his penetration and flings back 
Himself to answer him. 

Which seems to keep 
Something inviolate. A living something.*2 

If "Einstein" had appeared first in 1929 (see n. 56 

above) and not in Streets in 1926, a neatly chronological 

development of MacLeish's view of man in the late twenties 

could be traced; for then "Einstein" would follow and re

solve, at least in part, the problem of The Hamlet of A. 

MacLeish of 1928. That they did not appear in this order 

is, of course, evidence of the poet's continuing frustra

tion in trying to fit man into the natural order. In the 

latter poem, MacLeish reverts to his old theme of defiance 

married to futility. Since The Hamlet may be considered 

a summing up of the first period of MacLeish's poetry, it 

60 
Ibid.. p. 47 (from the marginalia of "Einstein"). 

61 
Ibid.. p. 50. 

62 
Ibid.. pp. 52-53. 



will be given a somewhat fuller treatment here than has 

been given the preceding works. 

The problem of this modern Hamlet is clear in the 

opening lines of the poem, wherein the watchers on the 

platform at Elsinore 

. . . raise 
Their eyes to that vast silence overhead 
Question it . . . 
What art thou ... 

And no sound.63 

They are confronted not with the ghost of Hamlet's father 

but with an inscrutable universe, which ignores them. In 

contrast to this mood, Claudius (a latter-day Abel without 

Abel's gentleness) urges upon Hamlet, with a robust sort 

of "Ho!" and "Ha!" empiricism, the acceptance of nature's 

blessings: 

We stand in the still earth and the sun comes 
Swelling among us with large light, with the 
Browsing of bees about him with flattering 
Free sound. He is tall. He reveals the 
Dark to us (He is informed in these matters) 
"Behold!" he mouths in the gilt twigs. 
He advises our souls with the blabbed loose 
Light over wat^r. He declaims the spangles of 
Glass in the high ways. He reproves us with 
Shining. . . 

Ha, we are preached by the 
Loud mouth, by the blooming of brightness. 
We are admonished with flares. "Get over it!" 
"Cease," he instructs us, "to feel the emotions of 
Misery! Be bright boys! Console yourselves!"64 

63 
Collected Poems, 1917-1952, p. 199. 

64 
Ibid., pp. 200-201. 
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And Hamlet replies: 

JL shall in all my best obey vou . . . 
Only 

We have these dreams! 
Only--

the old have announced us the 
Irremediable woe, the ill 
Long done, lost in the times before memory.65 

The "ill / Long done" is, of course, man's alienation from 

nature. Horatio, in attempting to explain to Hamlet the 

apparition seen above the platform, goes back into the old 

time of man, when his ancient struggles to see "mysteries 

hiding a dark thing" led him through great perils: 

And I rode and there was 
One light lingered through the shut of dark. 
That light I followed. And I found a door: 
And past the door a church nave: and the church 
Empty, the sill moss growing on the stone: 
Ane one bare chapel. And I saw the light 
Bright in that chapel. And I saw a cup 
Crimson and burning and a flame of candles 
Burning before it. And I knew that cup. 
I knelt there thanking Jesus Christ.66 

But, points out Horatio, this vision is short-lived. The 

apparition has not truly revealed itself: the struggle must 

continue: 

And I awake still staring at the cup 
Forefeeling terror heard the beast go back, 
Rear and a hoof ring striking, and looked up 
And saw come inward at that window place, 
Come from the plunging darkness into light, 

65 
Ibid.. p. 201. 

66 
Ibid.. p. 204. 
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Loose fingers groping, cropped, no arm there, grey, 
The nails gone, shriveled, a dead hand, and droop 
And close about the vessel. . . . 

Then silence. Then, 
Loud till the stone shook, lamentable, long 
As all the dead together, a great cry 
Shrieking with laughter. . . . 

And I rose and ran 
And mounted, leaning for the door, the stench 
Of death, of flesh rot, choking me. . . .67 

To man's eternal questioning, then, the only answer has 

been mortality and corruption. Hamlet goes, nevertheless, 

to await the apparition, hoping for some enlightenment. He 

sits in the dark attempting to articulate his sensate being: 

I have written these things in books, on 
pieces of paper. 

I have written "The wind rises ..." I have 
written "Bells 

Plunged in the wind ..." I have written "Like 
Doors ..." "Like evening ..." 
It is always the same: I cannot read what the 

words say.68 

But the specter is as unreadable as Hamlet's own conscious 

self. The truth revealed is only that man is alone, sworn 

to "the indecipherable will" of the universe, sworn to "we 

know not what." Rosencrantz and Gildenstern become the 

faces of men who do not question. Ophelia, like the girl 

of The Pot of Earth, leads to 

. . . the vacant light, 
The bright void, the listening, idiot silence.69 

67 
IMd. 

68 
Ibid.. p. 206. 

69 
Ibid.. p. 212. 
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Hamlet, debating the unanswerable "Why?" soliloquizes: 

Seal your mouth. 
Take place upon this edge of shadow where 
The stale scene's acted to the empty skies. 
Observe the constellations. Watch the face 
Of heaven if it change to what it sees. 
Spy on the moon. Be cunning 

And be still. . . . 

I111 have grounds 
frfore revive then this. . . .70 

The "dumb show" enters. It is a promenade of the civiliza

tions of man, and they have no answers: 

They vanish. They disappear from the earth. 
And the sea falls 

Loud on the empty beaches.71 

The look backward into time leads only to further despair. 

The ancestor-king must be destroyed, for he has deceived 

his heir. 

MacLeish goes up the 
Stair built by the ancestors . . . 

to the door 
Where all 

0 mx Prophetic soul 
Shall be revenged, where I shall speak. . . . 

And go in . . . 
Silence . . . 

The false equation on the obscene wall. 
And look and there is no one there!72 

The equation is false, for even science has not answered his 

question. Stunned, Hamlet-MacLeish asks himself, "What is 

70 
Ibid.. pp. 213-214. 

71 
Ibid.. p. 216. 

72 
Ibid.. pp. 216-217. 
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it that we have to do?" From this indecision, Hamlet goes 

to his mother, and in her sees the hypocrite mothers of 

men--regenerative for what?—at whom, in defiance, he can 

only sneer and swagger. When Ophelia goes mad, her madness 

becomes humanity1s cry for pity: 

We that watch the lights of the other worlds. . . , 
Have pity upon us!73 

Hamlet's grief at her grave becomes the "hoarse grief" of 
74 

dying men "that must be shouted at the narrow stars." 

The cry of Hamlet's loss becomes man's loss becomes 

MacLeish's loss, 

(To whom the eloquent 
Osrick: communicates 
the invitation of 
Laertes to the Playful 
Bout . . .) 

It is time we should accept 
Taught by these wordy fools, the staged 
Encounter and the game-pit rules. . . . 
Cancel this bloody feud, revoke 
All tears, all pain, and to the drum, 
Trump, cannon and the general cheer 
Fight with a shining foil the feigned 
Antagonist for stoops of beer. . . . 
It is time we should accept . . . 

Thou wouldst not think 
How ill all' S here about qjx heart! 75 

Vengeance for the "truth" unrevealed about man in the 

73 
Ibid.. p. 220. 

74 
Ibid.. p. 221. 

75 
Ibid.. p. 223. 
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natural plan of the universe is, then, impossible. The 

"truth" is that Hamlet finds himself "alone upon this 

place." He can tolerate the universe only by submitting to 

it. 

In 1937, in a general discussion of MacLeish's 

poetry up to that time, Mason Wade remarked that The Hamlet 
76 

21 A. MacLeish was the poet's first really good poem and 

noted its. indebtedness to the Anabase of St. Jean Perse 
77 

(1924), particularly in the epical portions and in the 

characteristic style of Perse, which has been termed "wide-

space imagery." In his Preface to the translation of 

Anabase. T. S. Eliot maintains that "justification of /.the 

suppression of 'links in the chain,' of explanatory and 

connecting matter/ is that the sequence of images coincides 

and concentrates into one intense impression of barbaric 
78 

civilization." (The word barbaric is used here to mean 

primitive). A comparison of some passages from Anabasis 

with corresponding ones from The Hamlet will throw some 

light on the differences in tone and spirit of the two 

poets and as well on the contrasting view of the poets with 

76 
"The Anabasis of A, MacLeish," NAR. CCXLIII 

(Summer, 1937), p. 339. 
77 
Trans. T. S. Eliot, English title Anabasis (New 

York, 1938). 
78 
I£M*> P- 3. 
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respect to man and nature. For instance, note the vitality 

of nomadic man in Anabasis: 

Then came a year of wind in the west, and 
on our roofs weighted with black stones, a 
whole business of bright cloths abandoned to 
the delight of wide spaces. The horsemen on 
the crest of the capes, battered by luminous 
eagles, and feeding on their spear-tips the 
pure disasters of sunshine, issued over the 
seas a fervent report, . . . 
They who at birth have not sniffed such 

embers, what have they to do with us? Can they 
have commerce with the living? . . . For us who 
were there, we caused at the frontiers exception
al accidents, and pushing ourselves in our ac
tions to the end of our strength, our joy amongst 
you was very great joy: 
"I know this folk squatting on the slopes, 

horsemen dismounted among the food crops. Go 
say to them: a great risk to run with us! deeds 
innumerable unmeasured, puissant and destructive 
wills, and the power of man brought to fruition' 
like the grape in the vine, ... Go and say 
truly: our habits of violence, our horses staid 
and swift upon the seeds of sedition and our 
helmets sniffed by the fury of the day, . , , 
I have faith in my destiny. . . ."79 

in contrast to the purposeless chronicle of man in The 

Hamlet: 

Bearing the long lance, their banners before 
them 

Frayed to the painted pole, the reins slung 
Loose at the neck, knees guiding at withers, 
The Men, the Cloth-Clad Race, the People of Horses, 
Hove out of the East with the turning of seasons. 
Westward they move with the sun, , . . 

They come at last to the passes 
Down to the hot lands. One after one they 
Go by the stones: . . . 
Thejr march on the bare stones. They come to the 

rivers. . . . 

79 
Ibid.. pp. 43, 45, 
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Nevertheless they cannot be still. They go on
ward. 

They come to the land's end. The sea is before 
them. ... 

Still they go on. They sail to the scattering 
islands. 

They dwell at the last shores. Years pass. . . . 
They vanish. They disappear from the earth.80 

The traveler remembering his journeys: 

0 genealogist upon the market place! how many 
chronicles of families and connexions?--and 
may the dead seize the quick, as is said in 
the tables of the law, if I have not seen each 
thing in its own shadow and the virtue of its 
age: the stores of books and annals, the 
astronomer*s storehouses and the beauty of a 
place of sepulture, of very old temples under 
the palmtrees, 

but anticipating 

. . . beyond my eye's circuit, many a secret 
doing on the routes: striking of camps upon 
tidings which I know not, effronteries of the 
hill tribes, . . . the ambush in the vineyard, 
forays of robbers in the depths of gorges. . . .81 

contrasts sharply with the recollections of one to whom the 

journey of man has been empty and cold: 

there are signs and I cannot read them. 
There are empty streets and the blinds drawn and 

the sky 
Sliding in windows. . . . 
1 have traveled a great deal. X have seen at Homs 
The cranes over the river and Isfahan 
The fallen tiles in the empty gardens. . . . 
It is always the same. ... 

I have heard from the ancient 
Westward greying face of the wandering planet 

80 
Pages 214, 215, 216. 

81 
Anabasis, p. 69. 



The voices calling the small new name of god, 
The voices answered with cockcrow, answered at 

dusk 
With the cry of jackals far away in the gardens. 

And the sense of unity with the nature of earth: 

but over and above the actions of men on the 
earth, many omens on the way, many seeds on the 
way, and under unleavened fine weather, in one 
great breath of the earth, the whole feather of 
harvest.83 

is opposed to the silent alienation of, 

Always the earth has turned away from me hiding 
The veiled eyes and the wind in the leaves has 

not spoken. . . 
As now the night is still. As the night now 
Stands at the farthest off of touch and like 
A raised hand held upon the empty air 
Means and is silent. 

The traveler of Anabasis does not cower, waiting to be 

reassured by his ancestors of the meaning of human exist 

ence: 

I have built myself, with honour and dignity 
have 1 built myself on three great seasons, 
and it promises well, the soil whereon I have 
established my Law. 
Our burnished arms are fair in the morning 

and behind us the sea is fair. This husk of 
earth given over to our horses 
delivers to us this incorruptible sky. The 

Sun is unmentioned but his power is amongst us 
and the sea at morning like a presumption of 

the mind. ... 
. . .  S o  I  h a u n t e d  t h e  C i t y  o f  y o u r  d r e a m s ,  
and I established in the desolate markets the 

82 
The Hamlet, pp. 206-207. 

83 
Anabasis, p. 69. 

84 
The Hamlet, p. 207. 
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pure commerce of my soul, among you 
invisible and insistent as a fire of thorns 

in the gale.85 

And where Hamlet accepts the symbolic sterility of salt: 

As for the place I go to--
we seek water. 

The water here is salt. We have seen neither 
Birds nor green leaves since we found this 

country,86 

the voyager of Anabasis says: 

Glory at the threshold of the tents, and my 
strength among you, and the idea pure as salt 
holds its assize in the light time, . . . 
Power, you sang on our roads of splendour, , , . 

"In the delight of salt the mind shakes its tumult 
of spears, , , , With salt shall I revive the 
dead mouths of desire! 
Him who has not praised thirst and drunk the 

water of the sands from a sallet 
I trust him little in the commerce of the 

soul, , . ."87 

The overall contrast shows that Hamlet is too 

obsessed with the terrible knowledge of mortality to be 

able to see the splendor of life, which is answer enough 

to the question of existence, whereas the voyager of Anabasis 

says: 

. , , this world has more beauty 
than a ram's skin painted red! , . , 

Plough-land of dreams! Who talks of building?--
I have seen the earth parcelled out in vast 
spaces and my thought is not heedless of the 
navigator,88 

85 
Pages 19, 21, 

86 
Page 210, 

87 
Pages 19, 21, 

88Pages 70, 71, 
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This comprehends a union with nature and nature's pur

poses, which Hamlet cannot grasp: 

We have a way of saying, 
What is the meaning of life? No one has 

answered us.89 

In Anabasis man and nature are equal and happy an

tagonists, whereas in The Hamlet man cries out in protest 

because he is unable to penetrate the purpose of his rela

tionship with nature. Shakespeare's Hamlet recognized that 

these warring faculties within man depend upon his disposi

tion: 

I have of late . . . lost all my mirth, . . . 
and indeed it goes so /heavily/ with my dispo
sition that this goodly frame, the earth, seems 
to me a sterile promontory, this most excellent 
canopy, the air, . . . appears no other thing 
to me than a foul and pestilent congregation of 
vapours. What a piece of work is a man! . . . 
How like a god! The beauty of the world! ... 
And yet, to me, what is this quintessence of 
dust? (II.ii.306-309). 

MacLeish's Hamlet is disposed constantly to demand answers 

to unanswerable questions. The obsession is so consuming 

that it bars any affirmation of man and offers no testi

mony to the grandeur of the human spirit, as does Anabasis. 

In the latter, man effects a perpetual renewal of conquest, 

of development, of vision. Always there is the new chal

lenge, the voyage, the hard land, the dream realized, and 

the sheer goodness of life which comes from beginning 

89 
Page 219. 
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again. Man's justification is in his ability to do dif

ficult things well and joyously and for their own sake. 

Although the strength of The Hamlet of A. MacLeish 

in the development of MacLeish1s poetry may well derive 

from the style, imitative of Perse, its weakness derives 

from its tone, which is the antithesis of Anabasis. 

MacLeish has incorporated into The Hamlet the dangers 

which were observed by Matthew Arnold in the Preface to 

his Poems (1853): 

What then are the situations, from the repre
sentation of which, though accurate, no poetical 
enjoyment can be derived? They are those in 
which the suffering finds no vent in action; in 
which a continuous state of mental distress is 
prolonged, unrelieved by incident, hope, or re
sistance; in which there is everything to be 
endured, nothing to be done.90 

However, as has been pointed out, The Hamlet marked 

the end of a phase for MacLeish. This is not to suggest 

that he became thereafter any Pollyanna, but his subse

quent poetry--that coincident with his repatriation—began 

to show a more cheerful view of the human condition. 

Throughout the early phase of his work, MacLeish 

the poet wears rather consistently the mask of the dis

illusioned and world-weary young man. From the sorrowful 

sonneteer of Songs for a Summer* s Day to the agonized 

90 
Ma ior British Writers. Vol. II, ed. G. B. 

Harrison (New York, 1954), p. 463. 
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questioner of The Hamlet with, perhaps, the one exception 

of "Einstein," which appeared in Streets in the Moon in 

1926, the poet stands subjectively between the reader and 

the poetry. Of the nine sonnets in Songs, seven deal with 

themes of romantic love or love-and-death. The remaining 

two are concerned with immortality. All nine are in Italian 

sonnet form, with varying rhyme schemes in the sestets: 

cdcdcd (2), cddccd (3), cdcddc (2), cddcdc (l), and 

cdeced (1). The diction runs heavily to such choices as 

hath, o'er, otherwhere, eventide, mine uplifted lips. 

garlands coldly caryen, misted morn, and a plethora of thv1s 

and thou1s. 

The imagery of Songs includes "delicately petalled 

memories," "shadows of my prayer," "dancing memories," 

"girdle of the morn," "tremulously mirrored clouds," 

"blossomed coronals of white-thorn." Such flowery diction 

and metaphor, however, does not succeed in obscuring two 

themes which persist throughout MacLeish's early poetry. 

The first, already mentioned in connection with the sonnet 

"Immortality II," is the poet's continual interrogation as 

to an essential need of man, whether it is not 

To labor with the soul God gave, 
Aspire and suffer, follow beauty's gleam, 
Endure the barren agony of dream, 
And win brief life--not freedom from the grave? 

The second, in "Sarabande," is the idea of the beloved ex

pressed in metaphysical terms: 
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So in your heart immortal glories light, . . . 
Distilling fragrance from the infinite, 
And making beauty your soul's avatar. 

This association is implicit in the title of "Our Lady of 

Troy" (emphasis mine) and in Helen's own words: "This 

thing am I,--a rose the world has dreamed." And in spite 

of the counter theme of cynicism toward idealized beauty 

in The Happy Marriage: 

Take Helen,--all you hear of her 
In lectures is a learned slur. ... 

the poet is unable to suppress the symbol of beauty as per

fection : 

There lifts a sudden loveliness, 
A flare of beauty, an excess 
Of radiance, more sense than thought, 
Like soundless music somehow caught 
Back of the brain, or some impress 
Of figures in a dream forgot--
And there stands Helen—there's the face 
Young Marlowe saw past time and space 
And would have seen again and died; ... 

and attempts to image again Helen's perfection in the rose: 

Sometimes in music when the phrase would 
close 

And yet yearn on in silence, unfulfilled, 
Once in the imperfection of a rose, 
Once in an ape's face marvellously stilled, 
He had imagined the perfected thing, 
The hope made real, the unfolded wing. 

Then in "Kenneth," also in The Happy Marriage, the image of 

the rose comes full circle to "a rose the world has dreamed" 

of "Our Lady of Troy": 

0 Rosa Mundi--in the rose that dies 
Something there is, not mystical and far, . . . 
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Something that lives, that lives, that lives, 
that does endure. 

Although The Happy Marriage echoes the imagery of 

the earlier Tower of Ivorv. it makes use of a rather dif

ferent level of diction. The "poetic" idiom of the early 

poetry is beginning to be replaced by the imagery of the 

commonplace and by what is sometimes a startling juxta

position of words. MacLeish's developing cynicism, already 

discussed, is reflected in the de-spiritualization of Helen 

("the female chest") and the distrust of the perfection 

which the Helen-rose ideal has implied: 

.Once in the imperfection of a rose, 
Once in an ape* s face marvellously stilled, 
He had imagined the perfected thing, . . . 

It is reflected in 

Beatrice, Beatrice, poor Beatrice, 
She said, and laughed and tossed aside the 

book. 
Once Dante saw her and his green bones shook. . . . 

which seems an impiety when compared to Dante's words to 

Virgil: 

"Not a drop of blood 
unmoved is left in me; 
I recognize the signs of the old love!" 

Purgatory. XXX, lines 46-48. 

Stanzas descend from the sublime to the gross: 

And this new marvel, this long lovely line, 
This melody, this mute Alcaic curve 
From thigh to throat was still the Egg's design 
To propagate leviathan and serve 
The toad's eternity. . . . 

Ecstatic imagery resolves downward into the commonplace: 
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Ship of a dream, he thought,—0 dreamed of shore 
Beyond all oceans and all earthly seas! 
Now would they never call him any more, 
Now would they never hurt him with unease. 
She was that ship, that sea, that syren land; 
And she was here, her hand shut in his hand. 

Once he had seen the Thing That Is 
In every movement of her head--

He yawned and shuffled off to bed. 

In addition to this irresolution of conflict between the 

ideal and the real, The Happy Marriage also foreshadows the 

powerful, antagonistic, and sometimes terrifying role which 

nature plays in MacLeish's poetry, beginning with The Pot Of 

Earth and continuing through The Hamlet of A. MacLeish. For 

instance, in "Hunter," the poet is 

Thankful to dodge the dreadful acorns hurled 
In jest or malice by the garden god. 

As has been pointed out often, MacLeish*s diction during 

this period shows a strong Eliot influence. However, the 

stanzaic form of The Happy Marriage is fairly consistently 

Elizabethan sonnetry, with some of the lesser poems in the 

volume employing rhymed couplets, as "Invocation": 

0 BeautyI If you've heard 
One chantey, jig or clinking word 
That men have said or sung about you, 
Then hear these sentences I shout you: 
You fraud! You showman! puffer! gilder! 
Adept in trappings to bewilderI 
You window-dresser of that store 
Where all that's sold was sold before! 

or ballad stanzas, as "The Geographer": 

There stands a tower on a hill 
Between the seven seas, 



But how it's called I cannot tell 
Nor where it is. 

and even one limerick, "Chevaux de Bois": 

You swing through unlimited space 
With nothing to hold you in place, 

You circle the sun 
Till you're giddy with fun 

And the nebulae laugh in your face, 
Toot! Toot! 

And the nebulae laugh in your face. 

The Short poems in The Happy Marriage reflect more 

the mood of The Tower of Ivory than they do that of the 

title poem of The Happy Marriage. They are rather gener

ally pervaded by nostalgia for something, not quite ever 

known, a perfection of love or life not attainable. For 

instance, there is grief for lost springs in "Years Ago" 

and in "Bronze," the latter ending with 

Only our hearts, when beauty has impair, 
And lovely strangeness is in death more 

strange, 
Imagine change. 

And as has already been pointed out, even the crudities to 

which MacLeish had subjected his symbolic "rose" are 

softened in "Kenneth." 

An important development in MacLeish's poetic craft 

becomes apparent in The Happy Marriage, and that is the 

mastery of a variety of rhythmical devices dependent upon 

alliteration, consonance, assonance, dissonance, and sus

pension. The following stanzas, quatrains serving as anti-

strophes to the sonnets, illustrate the effectiveness of 

these devices: 



Have you heard music at morning of far sea 
singing? 

Have you heard singing over the water at dark? 
This was the music you heard here forever 

reringing, 
Only the thrush, 0 hark. 

Have you seen citadels glance in the sunset, 
and towers? 

Have you seen castles of glint and of gossamer 
spun? 

These, only these, were the heights, these hills 
grown with flowers, 

These were the gates of the sun. 

Note both alliteration and dissonance in have:heard:here: 

hark:heights:hills, and particularly the dissonance of 

Music at morning of far sea singing 

then in the second stanza, not only the alliteration and 

dissonance of glance:glint:gossamer:&ates, but the remark

able crossed-assonance of citadels:glint and glance:castles 

in the lines: 

Have you seen citadels glance in the sunset, 
and towers? 

Have you seen castles of glint and of gossamer 
spun? 

Notice also the suspension of the have:heard:here:hark 

alliteration, where it is interrupted by the sibilants 

citadels:sunset:seenicastlesigossamer:these, and is picked 

up again in the third line of the second stanza: Heights: 

hills. Another of these complex constructions is 

Beside her in the dark the chime 
Of ratcheted revolving time 
Repeating its repeated beat 
Builds complicated incomplete 
Sonatas in his listening brain, 
Phrase upon phrase, till the refrain 



Resolves into the tick and tock 
Of seconds scissored by the clock. 

In just four couplets are 1) the alliteration, assonance, 

and consonance of ratcheted:revolving:repeating;repeated: 

beat:incomplete; 2) the internal rhyme of complicated 

incomplete; and 3) suspension, where the sibilants of 

Sonatas are interrupted by the £*s of phrase:phrase:refrain 

and recovered in seconds scissored in the last line. This 

stanza also has one instance of consonantal dissonance in 

tick:tock, a pattern which appears more extensively in 

The Pot of Earth: 

We are having a late spring, we are having 
The snow in April, the grass heaving 
Under the wet snow, the grass 
Burdened and nothing blossoms, grows 
In the fields nothing and the garden fallow: 
And now the wild birds follow 
The wild birds and the thrush is tame. 
Well, there is time still, there is time. 
Tomorrow there will be tomorrow 
And summer swelling through the marrow 
Of the cold trees. 

Wait! Let us wait! 
Let us wait until tomorrow. The wet 
Snow wrinkles, it will rot 
It will molder at the root 
Of the Oak-tree. Wait! 

so depends to a great extent on dissonance to 

produce its rhythm: 

One night it rained with a south wind and a 
warm 

Smell of thawed earth and rotting straw and 
ditches 

Sodden with snow and running full. She lay 
alone in the dark and after a long time 
She fell asleep and the rain dripped in the 

gutter, 
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Dripped, dropped, and the wind washed over the 
roof 

And winter melted and she felt the flow 
Of the wind like a smooth river, and she saw 
The moon wavering over her through the water. 

Since The Pot of Earth draws its theme from the 

myth of the gardens of Adonis, the symbolism of the natural 

imagery is obvious: the inexorable life-death cycle. How

ever, MacLeish accomplishes an interesting parallel of the 

maturing, fruition, and death of the young girl, the per

sona of the poem, and of nature: 

The girl: 
She heard the drip, the beat 

Of seas gathering underground. She heard 
The moon moving under Perkins Street— 

Nature: 
In March the snows melt 

Dribbling between the shriveled roots till 
they brim 

The soaked soil, till the moon comes, until 
The moon compels them. . . . 

The girl: 

She felt 
The warmth of it like the warmth of the sun 

driving 
Downward into her heart. 

Nature: 

And all those fields 
Ready, the earth stretched out upon those 

fields 
Ready, and now the sowers--

The girl: 

Glory of women to grow big and die 
Fruitfully, glory of women to be broken, 
Pierced by the green sprout, severed, 

tossed aside 
Fruitfully— 
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Nature: 

Above the trolley bridge the market gardens 
Are charnel fields where the unburied com 
Rots and the rattling pumpkin vines lift 

brittle fingers 
. . . and livid, broken skulls 

Of cabbages gape putrid in a pond--

i**e girl: 
I have borne the summer 

Dead, the corn dead, the living 
Dead. 

Nature: 

The flowers of the sea are brief, 
Lost flowers of the sea, 
Salt petal, bitter leaf, 
The fruitless tree--

And finally oblivion as the cycle ends: 

Go secretly and put me in the ground-- . . . 
Heap only on my buried bones 
Gold sand and naked stones 
And come away and leave unmarked the mound. 

Contrary to the inevitable cyclical birth-death 

symbolism of The Pot of Earth, the natural imagery of 

Nobodaddv is too lush and too rotten for man to accept its 

purpose as identical with his own. It is the corruption of 

nature which repels Adam, who dreams of a nature transcend

ing that of Eden's: 

I shall build up a world that will enclose 
His world within it as the curving leaves 
Of lillies hold a rain drop, and I'll set 
Such stars above his stars you will forget 
There was a star in heaven till the bright 

sheaves 
Of mine were gathered in the field that grows 
East of the evening. 

This dream of Adam's becomes the Self of Cain, which sets 



50 

Itself against the order of nature and begins man1s 

alienation. The submission to the natural order in The 

Pot of Earth is replaced by rebellion in Nobodaddv. and 

this position remains consistent up to and including The 

Hamlet. 

Nobodaddv is a play in free verse, depending 

heavily upon the cadences and caesuras of the human voice 

for its rhythm: 

Adam: 

The serpent did not lie. I knew his words 
Before he spoke them. It was god who lied. 
He knew that if we ate we should be gods 
Stronger than he is, and so because he feared us 
Said--what he said. The serpent did not lie. 

It also uses effectively the technique of repetition: 

The Voice: 

You would see Adam naked in the sun, 
Young Adam beautiful and naked standing 
Under the yellow sun defying god, 
Adam that was a beast, that in his brain 
Had only fear and want, defying god, 
Adam that shall be dead and through the dark 
Go down he knows not where, defying god. 

The volume of poems which followed Nobodaddv. 

Streets in the Moon, contains only one long poem, 

"Einstein," which will be discussed below. The volume in

cludes chiefly lyrics of traditional subject matter and 

form, with scatterings of experiments in free verse and 

blank verse. There is the familiar abba tetrameter of 

"Pastoral": 
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Huge upon the hazy plain 
Where bloom the momentary trees 
Where blows immensely round their knees 
The grass that fades to air again. . . . 

and the commonplace imagery of 

The sun fell 
In a pattern of one 
Pine above yellow 
Broom and the slow 
Shining of water. 

In "Ars Poetica" MacLeish achieves an unusual timing by 

the use of uneven iambic lines: 

The poem should be palpable and mute 
As a globed fruit 

Dumb 
As old medallions to the thumb 

and in the same poem, uses interior rhyme: 

Leaving, as the moon behind the winter leaves, 
Memory by memory the mind. . . . 

For love 
The leaning grasses and two lights above the sea--

and one instance of apocope: 

A poem should be wordless 
As the flight of birds 

"The Too-Late Born" has probably as complex a 

structure as any of MacLeish's poems. First, if it is 

read with adequate respect for its punctuation, the steady 

iambs become barely perceptible. Second, there is a triadic 

arrangement of sound corresponding to the three calls of 

Roland's horn. Note the £, t, <i, cj., of line one as they 

resolve into the aspirants and liquids of the k's and JL* s 

in lines two and three: 



We Coo, we too, descending once again 
The hills of our own land, we too have heard 
Far off-Ah, que ce cor a longue haleine--

and then into the softness of the sibilants in 

The horn of Roland in the passages of Spain. 

The sound rises again with the stz's and f's, d's and b's in 

The first,the second blast, the failing third, 
And with the third turned back and climbed once 

more 

and resolves again downward in 

The steep road southward, and heard faint the 
sound 

Of swords, of horses, the disastrous war. ... 

then rises again with the d's and nd's of 

And crossed the dark defile at last, and found 
At Roncevaux upon the darkening plain 
The dead against the dead and on the silent 

ground 

resolved in 

The silent slain--

In addition, the poem has complicated rhyme patterns. 

Descending in line one and its off-rhyme land in line two 

create internal apocopated rhyme. A combination of apoco

pated rhyme and suspension results from passages:blast 

in lines four and five, and disastrous:last in lines eight 

and nine. Finally, there is the kinesthesia of descending: 

climbed:crossed, an effective triad in itself. There is 

scarcely a word, or even a letter within a word, that does 

not contribute to the structure of the poem. 

Also in Streets in the Moon is "The End of the 
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World," a sonnet which makes effective use of unusual ten

sion and stress. The mounting tempo of the octave: 

Quite unexpectedly as Vasserot 
The armless ambidextrian was lighting 
A match between his great and second toe 
And Ralph the lion was engaged in biting 
The neck of Madame Sossman while the drum 
Pointed, and Teeny was about to cough 
In waltz-time swinging Jocko by the thumb--
Quite unexpectedly the top blew off. 

explodes in the almost unrelieved stresses of the sestet: 

And there, there overhead, there, there, hung over 
Those thousands of white faces, those dazed eyes, 
There in the starless dark the point, the hover, 
There with vast wings across the cancelled skies, 
There in the sudden blackness the black pall 
Of nothing, nothing, nothing,--nothing at all. 

The poem "Einstein," mentioned briefly above, first 

appeared in Streets. Almost immediately noticeable in 

"Einstein" is the fact that MacLeish is no longer wearing 

the mask of the sad and world-weary young poet. He effaces 

Self and stands equidistant with the reader from his subject 

matter. Perhaps the very subject matter demanded it: the 

scientist contemplating infinity is a big subject and re

quires the third-person observer. At any rate, both poet 

and reader are sufficiently removed from the "Einstein" to 

be able to share the point of view. As a matter of fact, 

following the publication of Streets. MacLeish succeeded 

more and more in detaching himself as Self from his poetry. 

Even in The Hamlet of A. MacLeish. it is not merely 

MacLeish who is the modern Hamlet--it is every man. 

Despite the profound subject matter of "Einstein," 
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it relies, paradoxically, on a monosyllabic and dissyllabic 

vocabulary for its expression: 

He cannot think the smell of after rain 
Nor close his thought around the long smooth lag 
And falter of a wind, nor bring to mind 
Dusk and the whippoorwill. . . . 

But violins 
Split out of trees and strung to tone can sing 
Strange nameless words that image to the ear 
What has no waiting image in the brain. 

As is evident from these lines, the rhythm of the poem de

pends a great deal upon alliteration. Too, its unity is 

reenforced by that type of suspension which comes from 

scattered, echoing terminal syllables. For example, note 

the repetition of -ate in inviolate, penetrate, terminates, 

dates, ultimate, opposite, decorticate, disintegrates, com

municates (in lines 3, 12, 16, 22, 23, 35, 58, 73, and 83), 

concluding, finally, in the last line of the poem: 

"Something inviolate. ..." 

The following nine lines, picked at random from 

"Einstein" will illustrate further MacLeish5s craft: 

Nor could Jehovah and the million stars 
Staring within their solitude of light, 
Nor all night's constellations be contained 
Between his boundaries, 

nor could the sun 
Receive him nor his groping roots run down 
Into the loam and steaming sinlc of time 
Where coils the middle serpent and the ooze 
Breeds maggots. 

First, there is the assonance of Jehovah:groping:loan; 

next, the consonantal dissonance of stars:staring:con

stellations: steaming; then the falling cadence of the 
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repeated nasals, which also impart the sense of sinking: 

run:down:loam:steam:sink:time; and finally, the enclosing 

million:maggots of the first and last lines. 

Not only has the persona changed in "Einstein,1' but 

so also have the uses of natural imagery. Whereas nature 

had once been an inimical power before which man might 

cower or from which he might turn away in self-alienation, 

or had once been a trap in which man was ultimately 

destroyed, nature in "Einstein" is phenomena contemplated 

quietly and profoundly in relation to man's place in it. 

Although the problem of the protagonist of the poem is his 

sentience, there is nothing of moon/June imagery. There 

are, rather, forthright references to stars, orbits, cosmos, 

constellations, perpendiculars, planes. These are counter-

pointed by more earthy terms: hillsides, skies, dawn, dusk, 

garden. And the two, the scientific fact of things and the 

sensuous response to things, resolve dizzily into a meta

phorical drowning of the intellect. For example, 

. . .  s u d d e n l y  h e  f e e l s  
The planet plunge beneath him, and a flare 
Falls from the upper darkness to the dark 
And awful shadows loom across the sky 
That have no life from him and suns go out 
And livid as a drowned man's face the moon 
Floats to the lapsing surface of the night 
And sinks discolored tinder. 

And again in 

Still he stands 
Watching the vortex widen and involve 
In swirling dissolution the whole earth 



And circle through the skies till swaying time 
Collapses crumpling into dark the stars, 
And motion ceases and the sifting world 
Opens beneath. 

When he shall feel infuse 
His flesh with the rent body of all else 
And spin within his opening brain the motes 
Of suns and worlds and spaces. 

This sense of suffocation becomes the basis of The 

Hamlet. and it is the resistance to this sense that creates 

the agony of the poem. Although The Hamlet is a more per

sonalized treatment of man in the universe than is 

"Einstein," it avoids being merely the experience of the 

poet. The reader, too, becomes Hamlet, so that the poet 

and Hamlet and the reader merge. This effect is aided by 

the Perse-inspired wide-space imagery already discussed, 

especially those portions which rely on archetypal meta-

phor--the rather fragmented imagery which reaches backward 

toward remote cultural truths, which the grasp of modern 

man just misses: 

the old have announced us the 
Irremediable woe, the ill 
Long done, lost in the times before memory. 

But men have known 
The secret a long time. Men, forgotten. . . . 
Knew in the old time the standing before 

us of 
Strangeness under the clear air . . . 

There have been men a long, long time that knew 
this. . . . 

Now is Bleheris speaking in the book 
I am beside the fire. The old page 
Wrinkles with light. . . . 



The sense of trying to recapture the lost meaning 

of the myths which bind human culture to the earth and to 

itself is the purpose of that section of The Hamlet which 

the marginalia identify as "The Plav. The Grime enacted: 

the guilt shows ..." It is particularly effective in the 

closing lines of this section of the poem: 

They disappear from the light leaving behind them 
Names in the earth, names of trees and of boulders, 
Words for the planting of corn, leaving their 

tombs to 
Fall in the thickets of alders, leaving their fear 
Of the howling dogs and the new moon at the 

shoulder, 
Leaving the shape of the bird god who delivered 
Men from the ancient ill, and under the loam their 
Bronze blades, the broken shafts of their javelins. 
They vanish. They disappear from the earth. 

Between 1915 and 1928, MacLeish1 s gradual loss of 

the predominantly subjective approach to his poetry was 

paralleled by an increasing mastery of his craft. The 

awareness of Self is carried over to some extent into the 

poetr}' of his early repatriation, but it relies more on 

nostalgia for youth than it does on the frustrations and 

disillusionments of youth. The early poetry is singularly 

free of moral judgments and didacticism. The personal 

agony is all. 



CHAPTER III 

AN AFFIRMATION: 

MAN AS THE MEASURE OF THINGS 

Apparently at last aware of the futility of bom

barding the universe with unanswerable questions, MacLeish, 

"like other thinkers vrho have despaired of finding any 

satisfactory answer to man's place in the universe, turned 

to social problems, the societ}' as more important than the 

individual--a shift which is in part the product of frus-
91 

tration." This is not to suggest that MacLeish experi

enced any sudden or miraculous epiphany. The volume of 

poems published in 1930, New Found Land, the first to 

appear after his return to America, bears ample witness to 

the fact that an about-face was not easy or sudden. The 

pain of the amputation of Old-World ties is evident in 

"American Letter": 

Why should I think of the dolphins at Capo di Mele? 
Why should I see in my mind the taut sail 
And the hill over St.-Tropez and your hand on the 

tiller? 
Why should my heart be troubled with palms still? 
I am neither a sold boy nor a Chinese official 
Sent to sicken in Pa for some Lo-Yang dish. 
This is my own land, my sky, my mountain: 
This--not the humming pines and the surf and the 

sound 
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At the Ferme Blanche, nor Port Cros in the 
dusk and the harbor 

Floating the motionless ship and the sea-drowned 
star. 

This land is my native land. And yet 
I am sick for home for the red roofs and the olives. 
And the foreign words and the smell of the sea fall. 
How can a wise man have two countries? 
How can a man have the earth and the wind and want 
A land far off, alien, smelling of palm-trees 
And the yellow gorse at noon in the long calm? ̂ 2 

The attraction of the old, soft, lazy ease and beauty of an 

ancient culture was still strong for the prodigal who re

turned not to open arms and generous patrimony, but to 

The raw earth, the mixed bloods and the 
strangers, 

The different eyes, the wind, and the heart's 
change. 

Therefore our hearts are sick for the south water. 
The smell of the gorse comes back to our night 

thought. 
We are sick at heart for the red roofs and the 

olives; 
We are sick at heart for the voice and the foot 

fall . . .93 

MacLeish realized, as have others before him, that America 

was a wild, raw land, without history and without tradition: 

It is strange to be born of no race and no 
people. 

In the old lands they are many together They 
keep 

The wise past and the words spoken in common. 
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Here it is one man and another and wide 
On the darkening hills the faint smoke of the 

houses. 
Here it is one man and the wind in the boughs,"4 

Between this strangeness and any full commitment, 

though, lay the need to convince himself fully of what he 

had turned his back on. In "Cinema of a Man" he persuades 

himself of the Prufrockian existence of the expatriate: 

He sits in the rue St. Jacques at the iron 
table 

It is dusk it is growing cold the roof stone 
glitters on the gable 

The taxis turn in the rue du Pot de Fer 
The gas jets brighten one by one behind the 

windows of the stair 
•k Vf i't vV 

This is his face the chin long the eyes 
looking^5 

He takes a woman, meaninglessly, one x^ho "has had him now 

and before another," and 

. . . in the light of the full moon 
His skin is white and grey like the skin of a 

quadroon 
His head is raised to the sky he stands staring 
His mouth is still his face is still his eyes are 

staring 

He walks with Ernest in the streets in Saragossa 
They are drunk their mouths are hard they say 

que'' co sa 
They say the cruel words they hurt each other 
Their elbows touch their shoulders touch their 

feet go on and on together.96 
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The fatality in "Cinema" becomes even more pro

nounced in "You, Andrew Marvell," where the winge'd chariot 

is not just death, but death of an old order, an old world 

And here face down beneath the sun 
And here upon earth1s noonward height 
To feel the always coming on 
The always rising of the night: 

To feel creep up the curving east 
The earthy chill of dusk and slow 
Upon those under lands the vast 
And ever climbing shadow grow 

And here face downward in the sun 
To feel how swift how secretlj^ 
The shadow of the night comes on . . .°7 

Secure, at least for the moment, on "earth's noon-

ward height" MacLeish comes to a revaluation of man's 

heritage. In "Land's End," as in The Hamlet two years 

earlier, the poet seeks solid assurance in contemplating 

ancient peoples who found security through a simple com

munion with nature: 

These are they who interpret the flight of birds, 
Who foretell the dawn from the light in the west 

at sunset. 
These have been long in the earth, they know the 

seasons, ... 

Their songs are of horses grazing a wide land, 
Of stars through the roofs of tents woven of 

horsehair. 
Theirs they say were the wars fought by the heroes 

97 
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Theirs were the battles the shouting of which 
comes over us 

Like a sound of sleet in the dead grass in the 
marshes.98 

The poet here questions whether man cannot turn back, re

gain, rebuild this lost peace: 

Can we no more . . . 
Return again to our own lands 

the lands of our ancient fathers, where knowledge was 

simple and sound, for it came from union with nature. But 

again like Hamlet, the poet cannot quite grasp the lesson. 

Modern man sees these lost values as in a dream or through 

a veil, which obscures not sight but sound, and the lesson 

is lost: 

These men do not speak: they have seen 
Shapes solid and real, live things.99 

In "Reproach to Dead Poets," MacLeish lays the responsibi

lity for failure on his otto kind: 

You who have spoken words in the earth, 
You who have broken the silence, 

utterers, 

Were there not ttfords to tell with? 
--to tell 

What lands these are: 
What are these 

Lights through the night leaves and these voices 
Crying among us as winds rise, 

Or whence, of what race we are that dwell with them? 

98 
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Were there not words to tell with, 
you that have told 

The kings' names and the hills remembered for 
battles?3-00 

Not that the sayers of legends have served no good. In 

"Men," the heritage, as far as it was recorded, has merit: 

Our history is grave noble and tragic. 
We trusted the look of the sun on the green 

leaves. 
We built our towns of stone with enduring 

ornaments. 
We worked the hard flint for basins of water. 

We believed in the feel of the earth under us. 
We planted corn grapes apple-trees rhubarb. 
Nevertheless we knew others had died. 
Everything we have done has been faithful and 

dangerous. 3-01 

The chronicle of man, which had failed to comfort 

Hamlet, takes on a new feeling of dignity in this poem, as 

in "Land's End," above. There is less concern with the 

infinite and inscrutable in this phase of MacLeish1s poetry 

than in The Hamlet, in which the poet had challenged the 

infinite. In New Found Land, he is examining the condition 

of man and his place in the natural order. There is not 

only concern with past grandeur but also a recognition of 

the immediacy of man. "Immortal Autumn" quietly affirms 

the inseparable tie of human and natural mortality: 

It is the human season. On this sterile air 
Do words outcarry breath: the sound goes on and on. 
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I hear a dead man's cry from autumn long since gone. 
I cry to you beyond upon this bitter air.102 

And the affirmation takes on an exuberant note in "Salute." 

No longer is the sun merely an overwhelming force to submit 

to, as Claudius cautioned Hamlet; it is now the welcomed 

quickener of life and MacLeish invokes it as might the 

priest at some primitive ritual: 

Be heard 
Sun on our mountains! Oh be now 
Loud with us! Wakener, let the wings 
Descend of dawn on our roof-trees. Bring 
Bees now! Let the cicadas sing 
In the heat on the gummed trunks of the pine! 
Make now the winds! Take thou the orchards!. . . 

Be near! 
Shake the branches of day on our roofs! 

Oh 
Be over us!3 

The poet has become, if not less alien, at least 

more willing to find himself, to come to terms, so to 

speak, with what is. In "Tourist Death," addressed to 

Sylvia Beach, there is again a quiet acceptance of the 

finite condition: 

Life is neither a prize box nor a terminus. 
Life is a haft that has fitted the palms of many, 
Dark as the helved oak, 

with sweat bitter, 
Browned by numerous hands: 

Death is the rest of it. 
Death is the same bones and the trees nearer. 
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Death is a serious thing like the loam smell 
Of the plowed earth in the fall.104 

The gift of sun, of oak, of loam, and even of mortality, 

becomes, as the poet contemplates actual physical aliena

tion, almost unbearably desirable. The purely scientific 

considerations of "Einstein" have little in common with the 

sorrow of "Epistle to Be Left in the Earth," in which the 

earth, thrown off its orbit by some intermitted course of 

nature perhaps, or even by some stupidity of man, drifts 

North by the Great Bear, . . . 
We lie down and snow covers our garments. 
I pray you, . . . 
Make in your mouths the words that were our names. 
I will tell you all we have learned, . . . 
The earth is round, 

there are springs under the orchards, 
The loam cuts with a blunt knife, 

beware of 
Elms in thunder, 

the lights in the sky are stars--105 

These are the things to be remembered, for the why of things 

cannot be grasped: 

None among us has seen God. ... 
Voices are crying an unknown name in the sky.106 

The cry of Cain and of Hamlet and the questioning of 

Einstein have been fruitless. The earth and the familiar

ity of its nature and the people who lie down upon that 

earth--only these have meaning. The poem suggests that man 
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takes his purpose from his intensity of life on earth as 

that life is in harmony with natural phenomena. 

In addition to discarding his youthful tendency to 

defy the universe and to torture himself with unanswerable 

questions, MacLeish put aside what had been an early in

clination to romanticize woman. No longer is Hel«n "a 

rose the world has dreamed," or an object of cynicism, who 

had "praise God, a breast." She is, rather, a natural, 

mortal thing: 

I will say you were young and straight and your 
skin fair 

And you stood in the door and the sun was a 
shadow of leaves on your shoulders 

And a leaf on your hair--107 

There is none of the breast-beating anguish of "Our Lady of 

Troy." Woman divine is now woman mortal. 

The fourteen poems of New Found Land present, on 

the whole, a changed view. The young land to which 

MacLeish returned just prior to the writing of these poems, 

the less sophisticated culture to which he was committing 

himself, and even the inevitable process of maturing, all 

served, doubtless, to reestablish a sensitivity in him to

ward the condition in which man must actually exist and to 

suggest that whatever purpose that existence has must be 

elicited from man himself. The sense of purpose and 
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endurance in human history and the dignity of the race 

become a proud heritage in New Found Land; the earth which 

Cain rejected becomes a hand-holding, humanistic truth in 

"Epistle" and in "American Letter." Life, death, memory, 

love—all are within the framework of nature; and to what 

purpose such things exist takes on meaning within that 

framework. 

Not that MacLeish was washed clean, suddenly and 

without a trace of nostalgia. There is a persistence of 

Mediterranean longing in "Return," with perhaps a sense of 

guilt--a sense of guilt which he dismisses, like Barabas, 

with "this was all in another land." Yet he is finally 

committed: 

We must reap 
The wind here in the grass for our soul's harvest: 
Here we must eat our salt or our bones starve.-'-®® 

MacLeish even views with pride the blatant aspect of that 

grandest of the new land's accomplishments--New York City: 

. . .  b e  p r o u d ,  b e  p r o u d  
Of your high gleam on the sea! 

Do they think, 
Town, 

They must rhyme your name with the name of a 
Talking beast that the place of your walls be 

remembered?109 
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In June 1931 Harriet Monroe predicted that 

Conquistador, on which MacLeish was then working, "appar

ently ... is to embody his effort to merge the individual 

in the mass, and show him moving on with the race to what

ever goal of harmony or discord, of freedom or slavery, of 
110 

beauty or chaos, may lie ahead of us." One month later 

appeared MacLeish's "Nevertheless One Debt" speech, re

jecting individualism and suggesting that "unless poetry 

can not only perceive, but also feel, the race of men to 

be more important than any one man, we are merely fighting 
111 

back against the water." Yet if ever a man does not 

merge into the mass it is MacLeish's Dxaz. In Conquistador 

what might have been a grand panorama of the conquest it

self is absent. The action comes to the reader with the 

immediacy of personal experience. As Dxaz puts it, "That 

which I have myself seen and the fighting"--and so the 

reader sees it. The poem is, the intense, personal, episodic 

experience of the professional soldier, concerned not at all 

with any historic significance of the action in which he is 

engaged. His identity with the cause of the conquest does 

not extend beyond a profound admiration and respect for 
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his captain, Cortes. We feel the sleepy embarrassment of 

the soldier rousted out of his midnight bed to be tongue-

lashed by his captain for his light-fingered activities 

among the natives: 

And he ordered us out of the bags of our beds 
and he lectured us« 

"Did we think it was fox and geese we were there 
playing? 

"Did you pacify people taking their gold and 
their chickens? 

"And these were nothing: a poor folk: and our 
way was 

"Far on to the west: and the gold was piled in the 
"Open fields in that land: and to learn patience": 

And he sent word to the chiefs it was their 
island: 

And the girls ran in the village like tame boys: 
And their breasts were bare and their brown 

throats and they smiled at us: 

And the orders of Captain Cortes were not to 
annoy them.li2 

We accept the pragmatic philosophy of the seasoned soldier 

And our wounds we laid in the ravel of torn 
sleeves 

Larded—so did we lack all things--from dead 
men. 

These two incidents emphasize the tone of Conquistador: it 

is no grand-scale epic. There is neither approval nor re

jection of the idea of war; there is no glorification of 

purpose. As Allen Tate pointed out, "There is not one 
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moment of action objectively rendered in the whole poem. 

There is constantly and solely the pattern of sensation 
114 

that surrounds the moment of action. ..." Out of 

this pattern emerge three vividly drawn individuals: Dxaz, 

Cortes, and Montezuma; and numerous lesser but quite dis

tinct characters. 

In the Prologue to Conquistador, the brief cata

logue of warriors is impressive in its effectiveness and 

economy: 

And Sandoval comes first and the P^los wind 
Stirs in the young hair: and the smoky candle 
Shudders the sick face and the fevered skin: 

. . . and Alvdrado 
Clear in that shadow as a faggot kindled: 
The brave one: stupid: and the face he had 

Shining with good looks: his skin pink: 
His legs warped at the knee like the excellent 

horseman: 
And gentleman's ways and the tail of the sword 

swinging: 

And Olxd the good fighter: his face coarse: 
His teeth clean as a dog's: the lip wrinkled: 
Olda—so do the winds follow unfortune--

Ol^a with the blade drawn and the clinging 
Weeds about him and the broken hands: 
And still they come: and from the shadow fixes 

Eyes against me a mute armored man 
Staring as wakened sleeper into embers: 
This is Cortes that took the famous land: 

The eye-holes narrow to the long night's ebbing: 
The grejr skin crawls beneath the scanty beard. 
• • • 

^^"Not Fear of God," New Republic« LXXI (June 1, 
1932), 77. 

"^Collected Poems, 1917-1952. pp. 235-236. 
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In Bernal Diaz, who relates the conquest, are the 

unemotional responses necessary to the soldier at war. 

From him there is no railing at fate for his particular 

destiny. He can oil his wounds with human fat, as necessity 

demands it; he can execute the cruelest of penalties against 

mutineers, for treason exacts them. When Velasquez' men are 

caught attempting to flee with the boats and supplies, 

Cortes, 

. . .  j u d g e d  t h e m  t h e r e  b y  t h e  f l a r e  o f  t h e i r  
wicks and the fat of their 

Own oil—"that the Pilot Gonzalo de Umbria 
His feet be struck from his flanks": and the 

thing was done: 
And they bungled the blow in the bad light and 

the drumbeats 
And Juan Cerm^no and Escud^ro were hung: 
And Cerm^no fell and they choked his chaps in 

the halter 
His face in the sand like a drowned dog1s like 

a drunkard:116 

Diaz accepts the condition of the soldier and draws no 

moral judgments on the fortunes of war. That self-

discipline is the strength of the man is further emphasized 

by the contrast between his reactions to the savagery of 

the natives when he made his second voyage to the coast of 

Mexico--the one under Grijalva's command: 

Seeing the dead boys' breasts and the idols 
hung with the 

Dried shells of the hearts like the husks of 
cicadas 

And their human eyeballs and their painted tongues 
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Cried out to the Holy Mother of God for it: 
And some that stood there bore themselves the 

stone: 
And some were eaten of wild beasts of their 

bodies: 117 

and his later reactions in Colua, as he lay idling away the 

days in a friendly land: 

And we saw them go by the stone courts and the 
cages: 

And all clean and with coarse lime and the temple 
Steep in the reach of the sky ... 

And the boy was slain! 

The belly arched to the stone knife: I remember 
They sang and were glad as a small child in the 

sunlight 
And they ate the limbs for a feast and the flesh 

trembled. . . .118 

The soldier hardens himself to stomach what must be--at 

least what must be for him. Such acceptance is a condi

tion of existence. As Diaz says, following the massacre 

at Cholula, "And who are ye to be judge of a man's fault?" 

This grim-lipped necessity can, however, relax quickly to 

blend with the warmth and richness of Montezuma's land: 

And the girls they gave us for love with the 
scented hair: 

The green light through the leaves: the slow 
awakening: 

How there were many and small birds in the air 
then.... 

So did we lie in that land in the long days: 
And they gave us a king's house to our heads and 

we dwelt in it: 
And the house was smooth and of clean walls . . • 
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. . .  H o w  t h e r e  w e r e  t a l l  m e n  
And the wading lake to their wrists and their wet 

thighs 

Dabbled with sunlight: and they drew the nets 
In the green sedge of the shore and they came 

singing: 
The sea-film silvered in the lifting web: 

Ah how the land was a good land! . . . . 

Conquistador may not be epic, at least in the primary sense 

but it is something more, perhaps even something more im

portant, especially in the increasing commitment of 

MacLeish to the rewards of embracing the human condition 

wholly and living it intensely. As the aged Dxaz says, 

looking back on it all: 

The sad thing is not death: the sad thing 
Is the life's loss out of earth when the living 

vanish: 
All that was good in the throat: the hard going: 
The marching singing in sunshine: the showery land 

The quick loves: the sleep: the waking: the blow
ing of „ 

Winds over us. • • • 

And he damns the livers-by-proxy, such as Gdmara, 

Understanding it all like an old game! 
And the pucker of art on their lips like the pip 

of a lemon!—*-21 

. . .  B u t  t h o s e  d a y s :  t h e  s h i n e  o f  t h e  
Sun in that time: the wind then: the step 
Of the moon over those leaf-fallen nights: the 

sleet in the 
Dry grass: the smell of the dust where we slept— 
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These things were real: these suns had heat in 
them: 

This was brine in the mouth: bitterest foam: 
Earth: water to drink: bread to be eaten--^22 

For the effete age in which he has grown old, Diaz has only 

a sneer: "The quilled professors: the taught tongues of 

fame," for whom all life is second-hand, for whom the 

Golden Age is now long dead: 

They call the towns for the kings that bear no 
scars: 

They keep the names of the great for time to stare 
at--

The bishops rich-men generals cocks-at-arms : ̂-23 

In the character of Bernil Diaz is MacLeish's first 

full commitment to the idea that the spirit of man and the 

extent of his acceptance of and engagement in his condition 

on earth afford to man a sufficient reason for being. Diaz' 

reminiscences are singularly free of value judgments. His 

scorn is reserved until his old age, and then it is 

directed against those who do not know how to live. His 

joy has come from his deep responses to what his special 

destiny had to offer, and from an enduring loyalty to his 

comrade-captain, whose personal strength alone threatened 

and harassed his troops into behaving like men. It is 

through the eyes of Diaz that we understand the stature of 

Cortes. Early in their explorations, the men weaken in 
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the face of rotting ships and water-logged food, 

And he there in the dark of the huts hearing it: 
And all at once was their breath gone: and he spoke: 
They turned as at the stick crack the scared deer— 

"Your Honors are eloquent men but your good-will 
chokes you: 

"The husk of your love is brittle to your teeth: 
"You will eat more softly when the shell is broken: 

"Take what you will of the store: a keel's burden: 
"Spain is east of the seas and the peaceful countries: 
"The old tongues: the ancient towns: return to them! 

"Why should you waste your souls in the west! You 
are young: 

"Tell them you left us here by the last water 
"Going up through the pass of the hills with the 

sun: 

"Tell them that in the tight towns when you talk of 
us! 

"The West is dangerous for thoughtful men: 
"Eastward is all sure: all as it ought to be: 

"A man may know the will of God by the fences: 
"Get yourselves to the ship and the stale shore 
"And the smell of your father's dung in the earth: 

at the end of it 

"There where the hills look over and before us 
"Lies in the west that city that new world 
"We that are left will envy your good fortune!" 

And he walked between them and went and no man 
stirred; 

And none spoke of the ships again in that army: 
And they chewed their tongues in their mouths like 

shamed girls:124 

And when Alvar^do, "the brave one: stupid," in a moment of 

panic and bad judgment, blunders almost fatally by suddenly 
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slaughtering a band of Montezuma's chiefs: 

. o . Cortes was dumb with his rage and he walked 
among us 

Praying to God to punish a violent fool! 
And Alvar^do should bleed and burn and be hung for 

it: 

And he swung heel to the mare and marched. . . . ̂5 

It is not only the power of Cortes that we feel 

through Diaz; it is also the kingliness and dignity of 

Montezuma: 

They bore the sun at his forehead on willow poles: 
Nobles and lords of that rich land supported him: 
Even the straps of the shoes of his feet were 

golden: 

So we were brought between the posts of morning: 
And he turned and he stood in the gates and he said 

smiling— 
"Malinchil these are your houses: these your doors: 

"Yours and your brethren's: you may rest awhile"^ ° 

in his modesty: 

And none knew his ways or his times with women: 
Silent he was and not seen and he came by 
Dark: . . ,127 

in his graciousness: 

And all his house was sounding as of trees 
And the leaves of the trees were dark and a dew 

came down from them: 
Even at noon the dew fell like an ease of 

Dusk to comfort a man's eyes: and the ground was 
Trodden with naked heels: and he kept beasts: 
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And birds he kept in a grove and the green loud 
with the 

Locusts and golden and shrill wrens and the bees 
In the split hive of the wall and the names of 

serpents 
Curled in the painted vessels at his feet: 

And he kept marks on a stone for the sky's turning— 
For the way of stars in the trees and the moon's 

toil: 
Niter and salt he ate from the quick earth: 

They brought baskets of sweetened seeds and of oil 
to him: 128 

They cried to him Lordl my Lord! my great Lord! . . . 

And in his lack of fear when he was seized by the soldiers 

of Cortes: 

He stood there: answering--

. . . gladly if to go 
"Now were our ordinance: 

"Seeing the bones of a man have many hungers 
"And need death as the doe salt: and fear is 
"Witless among us 

". • . • let us be 
"Warned and taught of the true word and to hear the 

"Birds of death in our trees as the god sent them: 
"Neither to stand in violence and with force: 
"For we came to his house with loud cries and as 

enemies I 

"How should it serve our fortune to make war 
"Or to bind his limbs with our steel? Though our 

metal held him 
"How should we hold death? ... 

"Nevertheless he would follow as we led":^^ 
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And finally in his death: 

. . . and Montezuma 
Glad in the gold cloth: gilded: and he smiled: 
He climbed by the stair and smiling and they 

slew him: 

He stood on the stone in the gold in the first 
light 

And the war below: and they fought like dogs in 
the ditches 

Whistling and shrieking: and we heard a sigh as the 

Sound in leaves when the storm ends and the pitch of 
Rain runs over and far on and the wind is 
Gone from the willows and the still leaf drips: 

And all at once there were stones and the sky 
hidden: 

And he stood in gold not falling: and he fell: . • . 

His eyes were lewd with the strange smile and they 
yelled as 

Fiends in Hell and as beasts: and when we thought it 
Least for the bitter fighting he was dead: 1-30 

The impact of the qualities of these three men-

endurance without self-pity, strength with courage, dignity 

with self-control—receives its power, at least in part, 

from MacLeish's reliance on the "wide-space imagery" tech

nique, which had also influenced The Hamlet. By means of 

this technique, MacLeish's Conquistador (like Perse*s 

Anabase) has presented man in those fragmentary moments of 

his chronicle when his exploits not only rise above the 

common level but seem infinitely worth while. In 

Conquistador this technique accomplishes what it failed to 

130 
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accomplish in The Hamlet. for in the later work 

(Conquistador) the poet by-passes the personal obsessions of 

the individual and sees the wholeness of man. As we have 

this picture through the eyes of Diaz, the broad background 

of common purpose lends even more grandeur to the lives of 

the individuals. In the long view, it all seems greatly 

worth the effort. Certainly the style enforces the spirit 

of the poem--the value of total commitment to the human 

condition. 

In the epical portions of The Hamlet. the Perse in

fluence is apparent, as discussed above. However, MacLeish 

failed to allow his Hamlet to grasp fully that knowledge of 

man which might have given him comfort. The ghosts of his 

ancestors had to be slain, for they had betrayed him into 

believing that there was a thing of value in the struggle 

of human kind. In Conquistador, the Perse-inspired pas

sages furnish the terrain upon which MacLeish pinpoints the 

activity pertinent to the actual conquest by Cortes. A 

comparison of the following two passages, for instance, will 

show the relationship between Anabasis and Conquistador. In 

the first passage, Perse is describing the comings and 

goings of a civilization which has developed in the path of 

a conqueror: 

many things on the earth to hear and to see, 
living things among us! 

celebrations of open air festivals for the 
name-day of great trees and public rites in honour 
of a pool; consecration of black stones perfectly 
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round, water-dowsing in dead places, dedication 
of cloths held up on poles, at the gates of the 
passes, and loud acclamations under the walls for 
the mutilation of adults in the sun. ... 

many other things too at the level of our 
eyes: ... speculations in the breath of harvests 
and spreading of hay on the roofs with forks; 
building of enclosures of red terra cotta, of 
terraces for meat-drying, of galleries for priests, 
of quarters for captains; ... budding populari
ties under the penthouse, in front of the frying 
vats; . • . and the reek of mankind everywhere. . . • 

ha! all conditions of men in their ways and 
manners; . . . the man with the falcon, the man 
with the flute, the man with the bees; he who has 
delight in the pitch of his voice, he who makes 
it his business to contemplate a green stone; 
he who burns for his pleasure a thornfire on his 
roof; he who makes on the ground his bed of sweet-
smelling leaves, lies down there and rests; he 
who thinks out designs of green pottery for foun
tains; and he who has travelled far and dreams 
of departing again; he who has dwelt in a country 
of great rains; ... the man well thought of 
in councils, he who names fountains, he who makes 
a public gift of seats in the shady places, of 
dyed wool for the wise men; and has great bronze 
jars, for thirst, sealed and placed at the cross-
ways; . . .131 

In the second, MacLeish, through the voice of Bernal Diaz, 

is describing the civilization of the Aztecs: 

So did we lie in that land in the long days: 
And they gave us a king's house to our heads and 

we dwelt in it: 
And the house was smooth and of clean walls and 

so spacious 

And well made and with lime and the stone set 
there was 

Place for us all and the guns and our goods and 
our Indians: 

Each mat under him smelling of. . • • 

131 
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Smelling of oak: the bowls slobbered with maguey: 
They stood in the cool of the dark arcades in the 

market: 
Many there were of them: tall men with the hank of 

the 

Coarse skein on their wrists and their thumbs parting 
it: 

Sellers of split fruits: of blue stones: 
Of brass: of the nubile slaves--their hands 

bargaining: 

Stroking the breasts up: and the thing was shown: 
Merchants of sweet nuts and of chives and of honey: 
Of leaves of dock for the eyes: of a calf's bone 

for the 

Gloss of the hair as the hand draws it: of dung 
For salt for the tanning of leather: sellers of 

yarn: 
Old men with the sun-bleached hair and the bunches 

of 

Herbs: lettuces washed cool: of garlic 
Dried brown on a withy of plaited grass: 
Sellers of cooked dough by the coal-fires larding 

the 

Stained skirt with the spittle of burning fat: . . 

Sellers of beetles for red dyes: makers of 
Stone masks of the dead and of stone mirrors: 
Makers of fortunate knots: magistrates in the 

Swept porch—and they kept the names of the year: 
They took the tax on the red stones and the herons: 
They judged of the levies of salt: venders of 

syrups:132 

This harmony of form and content is effective in capturing 

the spirit of man, and as a result Conquistador is a more 

powerful poem and a finer testimony to man than was The 

Hamlet or, for that matter, any of the preceding poetry by 

132 
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MacLeish. It is as though he had at last found it possible 

to perform an Act of Faith. 

As by 1930 MacLeish had discarded the intense soul-

searching and agonizing of his youth, so by 1932, through 

his repatriation and consequent readjustment to the demands 

of his native land in New Found Land and his commitment to 

life in Conquistador. he had overcome the frustrating con

templations of Einstein and the defiant anger of The 

Hamlet. If indeed this change was, as Waggoner says (see 

p. 58 of this chapter) due in part to frustration, the re

sult was well worth it: a belief in existence for its own 

sake. The "something inviolate" of Einstein is translated 

into the indomitable spirit of man in Conquistador. 

The distaste for the sophisticated man—the 

G&naras of the world--expressed through Bernal D£az, who 

recognizes that the rewards of the conquests of men of 

action fall not to themselves but to the mighty, furnishes 

one of the underlying themes of MacLeish's Frescoes for Mr. 
133 

Rockefeller1s City (1933). What is implied in Diaz' 

view is explicit in the Frescoes: that the uses of the 

lands and the peoples conquered were misdirected; that as 

a result the values of both the lands and the peoples have 

somehow escaped and have been replaced by inhumanity and 
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greed. Bern^l Diaz looked back on his youth as an age of 

action—action which is a nobler realization of self than 

is the retrospect of those who attempt to write history 

without having lived it. 

Those who have lived close to the earth and have 

survived hardship and primitive existence are in Frescoes 

a superior breed. Where Conquistador is an indictment of 

a decadent age and one man's affirmation of himself, 

Frescoes is a general and bitter indictment of an entire 

culture. The Frescoes move progressively from the strong 

simplicity of virgin soil, through the unity of the American 

Indian with his land, through the exploitation of a genera

tion of simple laborers who subdued the land and built the 

civilization, through the aesthete who finds the primitive 

land distasteful and abandons it for the static world of 

Europe, through the financiers of empire who exploited the 

earth, to the final satire directed against the illiterate 

and raucous voices of the haranguers of the masses. 

"Landscape as a Nude," the first of the Frescoes. 

praises America's naturally blessed land, which MacLeish 

personifies as a golden-flanked, black-haired (rain-and-

dust scented), brown-breasted, unadorned female, superior 

to "soft girls naked in vineyards (both "soft" and "vine

yards" being redolent of Mediterranean inertia, of general 

Old World decadence). The imagery is reenforced by the 

subsequent reference to "green lawn of the Florentines" in 
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stanza five. The female earth-figure is further contrasted 

with 

soft naked girls of the English islands 
Where the rain comes in with the surf on an east 

wind 

(salt-washed coldness and sterility), for she is the earth 

washed by the west wind, the earth-turning wind, sweeping 

the land's "Oak ironwood cottonwood hickory" and "The 

grasses of Iowa Illinois Indiana." The fertility of this 

wind-washed land is evident in the corn symbol: 

Under her knees there is no green lawn of the 
Florentines: 

Under her dusty knees is the corn stubble: 
Her belly is flecked with the flickering light 

of the corn:134 

In the poet's use of "green lawn of the Florentines" is 

evoked not only Old World decadence, but also a reminder 

of the Adonis myth, which served as his theme for The Pot 

of Earth--the germination which is never brought to frui

tion but is instead destroyed. The "corn stubble" and 

"the flickering light of the corn" in "Landscape" are 

symbols of fertility brought to its natural fulfillment. 

In a wholesome land, no up-ended pots of barely sprouted 

corn are sacrificed to old gods; no emasculated sense of 

art has tortured and clipped this growth to prevent a 

harvest. Only the natural earth offers natural fruition. 

134 
Ibid., p. 68. 



85 

The second of the Frescoes. "Wildwest," is a 

straightforward treatment of the battle of the Little Big

horn and reflects the primitive territorial instinct in 

man: 

It was his country: 
My God should he not fight? 

In "Wildwest" the savage is made noble by contrast. The 

dignity of "I am Crazy Horse! Do not touch me!" stands 

grandly against a background of Mister Perham and Mister 

Cooke and Mister Morgan converting the land "at prices 

current." The values of their world were "all in the bid 

and the asked and the ink on their books . . .," whereas 

the heart of Crazy Horse 

Would be big with the love he had for that 
country 

And all the game he had seen and the mares he had 
ridden 

And how it went out from you wide and clean in 
the sunlight.135 

In the third of the Frescoes, "Burying Ground by 

the Ties," virtue and permanency depend on the workmanship 

of the simple laborer, the crude artisan. As in "Hands" 

in The Happy Marriage. MacLeish is here praising the value 

of the makers of things, the artisans who are shapers of 

material. That which is laid down is steel "from ocean to 

ocean"—the harvest of the simple man. It was not the aim 

135 
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of the artisans to make a simple contribution and be for

gotten, but 

There's nothing good in the world but the rich 
will buy it: 

Everything sticks to the grease of a gold note— 
Even a continent--even a new sky!136 

So again civilization contaminates the work of the simple 

man and consequently of nature. The workman's only re

joinder is sarcasm: 

Do not pity us much for the strange grass over 
us: . . . 

The place of our graves is marked by the telegraph 
poles! 

The fourth of the Frescoes is a bitter picture of 

the expatriate, "the plump Mr. Pl'f ... washing his hands 

of America." This is the sophisticate, rejecting the wide, 

raw, savage, virgin land without history, without culture, 

preferring 

a tidier stream with a terrace for trippers and 
Cypresses mentioned in Horace or Henry James. 

He finds 

more shade for an artist under a fig 
Than under the whole rock range ... of the Big 

Horns. 

Ironically, the kings and the countesses have gone into 

history, while the monuments and palaces--witnesses to the 

shapers of things--which serve as a backdrop for Mr. Pl'f, 

stand through time. That the excitement of a civilization 

Ibid., p. 71. 
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is in its building escapes Mr. Pl'f. The world he scorns 

is a vital and living thing. In his superiority, he does 

not feel "the shadow of the night come on." "Oil Painting" 

is the man, as "You, Andrew Marvell" is the time and place, 

caught up in a dying world. 

"Empire Builders," part five of the Frescoes. is the 

lecture of a museum attendant as he discusses "The Making of 

America in Five Panels." He points out that "Mister-

Harriman-is-buying-the-Union-Pacific-at-Seventy:", "Mister-

Vanderbilt-is-eliminating-the-short-interest-in-Hudson:", 

"J. P. Morgan" has "the Tennessee Coal ... behind to the 

left of the Steel Company," "Mister-Mellon-is-represented-

as-a-symbolical-figure-in-aluminum-," and "Mister-Barton-

is-selling-us-Doctor's-Deliciousest-Dentifrice." 

You have just beheld the. makers making America: 
This is the Making of America in Five Panels: 
America lies to the West-southwest of the switch-

tower: 
There is nothing to see of America but land. 1-37 

Under the paint of the five panels, however, obscured by 

the power and greed of the Makers of America, lies the 

original document: 

To Thos. Jefferson Esq. his obd't serv't 
M. Lewis: captain: detached: Sir: 

wherein Captain Lewis describes the rugged beauty and in

finite riches of the land he has explored and mapped: a 

137 
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good, hard, challenging land: 

Many men will have living on these lands. 
There is wealth in the earth for them all and 

the wood standing 

And wild birds on the water where they sleep. 
There is stone in the hills for the towns of a 

great people . . .138 

The lost dream is painted over by the magnitude of money 

and power, damned by the poet's own commentary: 

They screwed her scrawny and gaunt with their 
seven-year panics: 

They bought her back on their mortgages 
old-whore-cheap: 

They fattened their bonds at her breasts till 
the thin blood ran from them. 

Men have forgotten how full clear and deep 
The Yellowstone moved on the gravel and the 

grass grew 139 
When the land lay waiting for her westward people! 

The sixth and last of the Frescoes. "Background 

with Revolutionaries," is in alternate stanzas, those 

offering the slogans and descriptions of revolutionaries 

having as their backgrounds particular aspects of America. 

There are Comrade Devine 

who writes of America 
Most instructively having in 'Seventy-four 
Grossed to the Hoboken side on the Barclay 

Street Ferry 

and Comrade Edward Remington Ridge 

138 
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Who has prayed God since the April of 'Seventeen 
To replace in Ij^is life his lost (M.E.) religion 

and Comrade Grenadine Grilt 

who has tried since 
August tenth for something to feel about 

strongly in 
Verses--his personal passions having tired. 

and the nameless, illiterate Marxist orator: 

Aindt you read in d1 books you are all brudders? 
D' glassic historic objective broves you are 

brudders! 
You and d' Wops and d' Chinks you are all 

brudders! 
Havend't you got it d' same ideology? Havend't 

you? . . . 

You need the Dialectical Materialisml 

And the background for them all is the immense, detached, 

and timeless country, where the New York Daily Worker "goes 

a'blowing over Arkansas.H where 

When it's yesterday in Oregon it's one A.M. in Maine 
And she slides: and the day slides: and it runs: 

runs over us: . . . . 
In Marblehead in Buffalo in Cheyenne in Cherokee: , 
Yesterday runs on the states like a crow's shadow. 1 

. . .  "a  t o u g h  l a n d "  w h i c h  " h a s  c h a n g e d  t h e  b o n e  i n  t h e  

cheeks of many races," before which the ephemeral passions 

of man are nothing. 

This period in MacLeish's poetry is marked by two 

distinct themes: references to bygone and simple cultures 

as representative of man's finest and noblest era and an 

140 
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admiration for men who endure the hardships of primitive 

ways. 

The need to recapture something of value from a 

basic and primitive relationship with nature is emphasized 

further in Elpenor (1933). Here Hell is peopled by the 

same sophisticates scorned in Conquistador and in the 

Frescoes: 

Great captains, emperors, 
Princes, leaders-of-men, 

Fools becoming like oracles, 
Philosophers promising more. ... 

Elpenor chides Odysseus for his desire to return to the 

land where such people and such values exist: 

There's no way back. ... 
There is only the way on. • . • 

Take to the open sea, 

Till you come to a clean place 
With the smell of the pine in your faces and 

Broom and bitter turf. . . . 

Take to the open sea . . . 
And begin it again: start over, ... 

Begin it again with the hammer of 
Hard rain on your heads and the 
Raw fern for your bedding. . . 

For Elpenor, the purpose of man and even his im

mortality are in his efforts to do some hard thing well: 

142 
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As long as you bury me there on the beach 
With my own oar stuck in the sand 
So that ships standing along in 
May see the stick of it straighter (though grey) 

than the 
Olives, and ease all, and say--
"There is some man dead there that once pulled 
"Water as we do with these and the thing is his 
"Oarsweep" ... 

As long as you bury me there 
What will it matter to me if my name 
Lacks, and the fat-leaved beach-plants cover my 
Hound, and the wood of the oars goes silver as 
Drift sea wood goes silver. . . .143 

In this poem MacLeish has captured the essence of 

Anabasis, of the one "who has travelled far and dreams of 
144 

departing again." Odysseus, like Diaz and the nameless 

voyager of Anabasis, will be choosing any empty life if he 

returns to Ithaca. In all these poems the suggestion is 

that the noblest reach of man is in his choosing a hard life, 

which can reward his personal effort--in being always ready 

to begin again. 

During the period here under discussion, MacLeish 

wrote a number of short poems, representative of various 

interests throughout the decade 1924-1933. These poems 

are included in Collected Poems, 1917-1952. To the love-

death-grief period belong such selections as "The Revenant," 

"De votre bonheur il ne reste que vos photos," "Before 

March"; to the good-earth phase of his early repatriation 

143 
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belong "Pony Rock" and "Cook County"; and to the period of 

bitterness "Lines for an Interment." But included also are 

"Invocation to the Social Muse," "Nat Bacon's Bones," and 

"Galdn," representative of the poet's awakening social 

responsibility. The last-named two poems serve as bases 

for radio plays broadcast in 1944 and published in Mac-

Leish's The American Story, a volume of ten radio scripts. 

They are commented on below. 

"Invocation" is MacLeish's refusal to join the 

social revolutionaries. It is the poet's job to remain 

free of partisan commitments: 

Does the lady suggest we should write it out 
in The Word? 

Does Madame recall our responsibilities? We are 
Whores, Fraulein: poets, Fraulein, are persons of 

Known vocation following troops: they must sleep 
with 

Stragglers from either prince and of both views. 
The rules permit them to further the business of 

neither.145 

And the poet does write it out: 

There is nothing worse for our trade than to be 
in style. 

He that goes naked goes further at last than 
another. 

Wrap the bard in a flag or a school and they'll 
jimmy his 

Door down and be thick in his bed--for a month: 

(Who recalls the address now of the Imagists?) 
But the naked man has always his own nakedness. 
People remember forever his live limbs.146 

''"^Collected Poems, 1917-1952, p. 94. 
146..., 
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MacLeish eventually comes to the support of a 

cause, however--the American cause. In fact, in the same 

volume in which "Invocation to the Social Muse" first 

appeared (Poems, 1924-1933) appears "Nat Bacon's Bones," 

in which MacLeish pays tribute to Nathaniel Bacon's efforts 

on behalf of the Virginia yeomen in 1676: 

The rich and proud 
Defile his fame: 
The proud and free 
Cry shame! Cry shame! 

The planter's wife 
She boasts so grand 
Sir William's blood 
Makes white her hand: 
Nat Bacon's blood 
Makes sweet this land.147 

There are two notes sounded in this little poem, which be

come increasingly important in MacLeish's developing social 

consciousness: the defiling of the free by the rich and 

the quality of manhood which the American soil once nurtured 

and could again if its essential promises were sought out 

and fulfilled. Fuller warnings of the same sort are, of 

course, the essence of the Frescoes: somewhere along the 

way the wonderful potential for man and nature--man free 

and nature generous—was surrendered to the exploiters of 

both. In the early thirties, the first years of the De

pression, MacLeish was not alone, of course, in his concern 

147 
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for the helplessness of man to act against the impersonal 

and destructive power of the industrial age. The temper of 

the time was in the satires of Kenneth Fearing and Horace 

Gregory. It was the inspiration for Carl Sandburg's state

ment of confidence in the common man. It contributed, 

probably, to the rejection of man himself in the poetry of 

Robinson Jeffers, and to the withdrawal of the Southern 

school. And the poets were not alone: the novels of 

Farrell, Dos Passos, Hemingway, and Faulkner comment 

directly upon or reflect the influence of the age. 

In 1935 MacLeish remarked, " A  writer's real success 

is always founded in refusal to accept his time on its own 
148 

terms." And so was initiated the period of the public 

poet, the period which produced drama and plays for radio. 

In 1939 he offered his justification for this period of 

concern over social issues: 

The question is not whether poetry should or 
should not do this or that but can poetry do this 
or that. ... Any experience, whether of vio
lence or of contemplation or of sensuality or of 
wonder or of disgust, of which the spirit demands 
recognition may be brought to the labor of art. . . . 

The question is, "is the political experience of 
our time an experience which requires for its in
tensity the intensity of poetry?149 

148 
Archibald MacLeish, "The Writer and Revolution," 

SRL, XI (January 26, 1935), 441. 
149 

"Poetry and the Public World," Atlantic Monthly. 
XLCIII (June 1939), 823, 825-826. 
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It was a difficult time to decide exactly what America was, 

or to find in it any inspiration for the poet or the public. 

In this period of MacLeish's development as poet, 

two gradual changes are noticeable: the dissociation of 

Self, so that the poet does not stand between reader and 

poem, and the acceptance of a man-nature unity as opposed 

to the early man-nature antagonism. 

The very earliest poems of the thirties (New Found 

Land) do carry over some of the youthful nostalgia and per

sonal point of view which were characteristic of the poetry 

of the twenties. In "American Letter," for instance, the 

"I" is emphatic. In "Cinema of a Man," it is the narration 

by the observer--that is, the poet--of which the reader is 

aware: Archibald is passing judgment on Ernest and the 

basis of that judgment is the poet's personal knowledge. 

The reader knows because the poet knows, not because the 

poem knows. The Self of the poet is still evident, too, 

in "You, Andrew Marvel1," for obviously somebody lies "face 

down" and "feels the . . . rising of the night." 

It is characteristic of MacLeish's poetry that' he 

speaks to his audience through a particular personality, 

but by the thirties he has withdrawn himself to stand be

side his reader and to share with him the experience of the 

poem. In Conquistador, for instance, poet and reader ex

perience simultaneously the reactions to life of the 
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persona of the poem: Bernal Diaz del Castillo. This is 

probably MacLeish's most successful effort to detach him

self from his poetry, for most of the subsequent poetry is 

either evangelizing or moralizing or crying "Shame!" Even 

in Elpenor. where the detachment is also accomplished, there 

is a persistent tone of moralizing about the virtues of the 

hard and primitive existence, moralizing which turns to 

didacticism: Hell, moralizes Elpenor, is that place which 

is peopled by 

Kings, dukes, dictators, 
Heroes, headmen of cities, 

and is therefore no proper goal to consider if a man would 

live life. Elpenor's instructions are precise: 

Take to the open sea • . . • 

And begin it again: start over .... 

Bring yourselves ... 
To a new land .... 

The distinction—the effective distinction—between the two 

points of view is that in Conquistador the desirability of 

the hard-lived life is made clear through the experience of 

one who lives life hard. In Elpenor« the speaker is merely 

telling his audience of the rewards of such a life. 

Elpenor*s hearers are fully aware that they are being chided. 

There is a feeling of direct experience, also, 

through the personae of some of the Frescoes« but the frame 

of these poems--the "murals" being viewed--furnishes an 
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objectivity into which the poet himself does not intrude. 

In the Frescoes« MscLeish is sometimes descriptive, some

times expository, sometimes dramatic. In "Landscape as a 

Nude," he personifies his home land through description; in 

"Empire Builders," he explains the rape of America by the 

masters of the marketplace; in "Wildwest," he dramatizes 

the losses of the American Indian through the voice of 

Black Elk, who was with Crazy Horse at the Battle of the 

Little Big Horn. 

Although this poetry of repatriation and affirma

tion carried over from the youthful era some traces of the 

persona of the poet (as in the nostalgia of "American 

Letter" and in the romanticism of "Epistle," mentioned 

above), the period as a whole begins to foreshadow the roles 

he was to assume later: the evangelist pointing accusingly 

at those who have forsaken the Word, the Word for MacLeish 

being the freedom and dignity of man; the prophet predicting 

man's destruction if he doesn't mend his ways; and the 

teacher suggesting remedies for the condition of mankind. 

In a way, Elpenor does all three: first, says Elpenor, the 

decadence of civilization inhibits the stature of the in

dividual; second, Hell is what they are doomed to who accept 

such values; and third, the way out is to return to the hard 

and challenging life of primitive existence. The first of 

these three becomes the dominant theme of Conquistador, 

which incorporates not only an indictment of civilization 
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but also a prolonged hymn of praise for those who dare to 

live life, without cringing, without a whimper, for better 

or worse. 

There is nothing oblique about the moral judgments 

of the Frescoes: the natural wealth of America and the 

love for her by primitive and simple people (Indian and 

artisan) have been betrayed by exploiters of her resources 

and have been abandoned by effete expatriates. Yet it is 

not a decadent poem. There is hope in the finale, "Back

ground with Revolutionaries": 

Shefs a tough land tinder the oak-trees, mister: 
It may be she can change the word in the book. . . . 

and in the poet's reply to the revolutionaries, that "there 

is too much sun on the lids of my eyes to be listening." 

This reference to the simple fact of sunlight is 

representative of MacLeish's forsaking natural imagery as 

inimical to man, as antagonistic to man, as enigmatic to 

man, or as symbolic of any spiritual longing of man—the 

Rosa Mundi of the early poetry. As a period of transition, 

the thirties began with poetry in which nature is equated 

with sorrow and regret. For instance, in "Memory Green,!' 

addressed to someone left 

along the Friedrichstrasse 
O r  . . .  in  P a r i s ,  

the poet says: 

You will not remember this at all: you will 
stand there 



99 

Feeling the wind on your throat, the wind in 
your sleeves, 

You will smell the dead leaves in the grass of a 
garden: 

You will close your eyes: With whom, you will say, 
Ah where? 

In "You, Andrew Marvell," fate is personified through 

natural imagery: 

To feel creep up the curving east 
The earthly chill of dusk and slow 
Upon those under lands the vast 
A n d  e v e r  c l i m b i n g  s h a d o w  g r o w  . . . .  

In "Epistle to Be Left in the Earth," the reader is intense

ly aware of the simple phenomena of nature, free of symbolic 

depths: 

The earth is round, 
there are springs under the orchards, 

The loam cuts with a blunt knife 
beware of 

Elms in thunder 

juxtaposed to nature's essential mystery: 

the lights in the sky are stars--
We think they do not see, 

we think also 
The trees do not know nor the leaves of the 

gr a s s e s  h e a r  u s  . . .  .  

In "Landscape as a Nude," America is described in a mother-

earth metaphor, which is direct and robust: 

The wind here where she lies is west: the trees 
Oak ironwood cottonwood hickory: standing in 
Great groves they roll on the wind as the sea 

would. 
The grasses of Iowa Illinois Indiana 

Run with the plunge of the wind as a wave 
tumbling. ... 

And in Conquistador, man accepts the facts of the natural 
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condition, that it is by turns harsh and unfriendly, soft 

and conforting: 

Then came snow from the pass and the wind under 
it— 

The southwest smoking over ragged acre: 

The sun like a stale moon with the stringy scud: 
We could not see for the swarming cold: and 

our thigh-bones 
Bitten with steel: our beards rimed: stung with 

the 

Strong sleet. ... 

So was it those days: dead summer: 
The rains off for the year: and clear: and 

nights like 
Nights north in Navarre: no drums to it: 

Sun enough and a floor and the rushes dry: 
The rattle of wind in the leaves: the sun's 

shadow 
Cool in the corner of noon as a dog would lie: 

Ah how the land was a good landI and the doors 
with 

Morning with many leaves with the clean odor of 
Water sluiced on the night stones: (and the core 

of the 

Broken melon smelled of a girl's robe:) 
We woke scenting the slot of the heat on the air: 
We rinsed our mouths in the sun: by the listed 

boats 

Purging ourselves to the coarse sand the glare 
of the 

Sun was a cleanness of pebbles: far out 
The fisherman leaned to his line and the silent 

herons: . . . . 

In addition to decreasing his personal presence in 

his poetry and to increasing his acceptance of man's ideal 
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state as deriving from existence in harmony with uncor-

rupted nature, MacLeish also achieved during the thirties 

his most polished craftmanship. He made use of a wide 

range of metrical and stanzaic patterns, developing fur

ther some of those which he had experimented with in his 

early poetry. 

In "Memory Green," a stanza of which is quoted 

above, rhythm comes from anapest, which overlays what is 

chiefly free verse: 

You will smell the dead leaves in the grass of 
a garden: 

You will close your eyes: With whom, you will say, 
Ah where? 

The same pattern occurs also in "Land's End": 

These are they who interpret the flight of birds, 
Who foretell the dawn from the light in the west 

at sunset. 

Note, also, that both these poems include examples of the 

accretic foot: "of a garden" and "at sunset." 

There are off-rhymed couplets in "Cinema of a Man": 

Above Bordeaux by the canal 
His shadow passes on the evening wall 
His legs are crooked at the knee he has one 

shoulder 
His arms are long he vanishes among the shadows 

of the alder 

The conjunctive suspension and kinesthetic totality of 

"You, Andrew Marvell" overwhelm the simplicity of its 

iambic tetrameter quatrains. These complexities are all 

apparent in the opening stanza: 
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And here face down beneath the sun 
And here upon earth's noonward height 
To feel the always coming on 
The always rising of the night: 

During this period, MacLeish also developed further 

and used extensively apocopated rhythm, mentioned above in 

connection with the wordless:birds pairing of "Ars Poetica." 

The rhyme of "American Letter" depends entirely on apocope. 

The first few lines of the poem will illustrate the tech

nique : 

The wind is east but the hot weather continues, 
Blue and no clouds, the sound of the leaves thin. 
Dry like the rustling of paper, scored across 
With the slate-shrill screech of the locusts. 

The tossing; of 
Pines in the low sound. In the wind's running 
The wild carrots smell of the burning sun. 

It is also the rhythmical device of "Landscape as a Nude": 

She lies on her left side her flank golden: 
Her hair is burned black with the strong sun. 
The scent of her hair is of rain in the dust on 

her shoulders: 
She has brown breasts and the mouth of no other 

country. 

and of "Oil Painting of the Artist as the Artist": 

The plump Mr. Pl'f is washing his hands of 
America: 

The plump Mr. Pl'f is in ochre with such hair: 

America is in blue-black-grey-green-sandcolor. 
America is a continent--many lands: 

and of the second part of "Empire Builders": 

The wind was west in the evenings, and no dew and 
the 

Morning Star larger and whiter than usual— 

The winter rattling in the brittle haws 
The second year there was sage and the quail calling. 
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The Frescoes have been called "free verse," when in fact 

they show a very tightly disciplined craft. The above, for 

instance, illustrate MacLeish's mastery of apocopated 

rhythm. But further than this, the Frescoes foreshadow 

that masterpiece of craftsmanship which won for the poet so 

much acclaim, Conquistador. For example, the tsrza rima of 

"Wildwest" depends upon apocopated rhyme: 

This would have been in the long days in June: 
They were galloping well deployed under the 

plum-trees: 
They were driving riderless horses: themselves 

they were few 

Crazy Horse had done it with few numbers. 
Crazy Horse was small for a Lakota. 
He was riding always alone thinking of something. 

He was standing alone by the picket lines by 
the ropes: 

He was young then, he was thirty when he died: 
Unless there were children to talk he took no 

notice. 

When the soldiers came for him there on the other 
side 

On the Greasy Grass in the villages we were 
shout ing 

"Holca Hey! Crazy Horse will be riding!" 

The four stanzas are quoted entire in order to illustrate 

how the form is sustained throughout a poem. This is far 

from "free" verse. It is this form of terza rima which 

contributes to Conquistador1s reputation as a unique con

tribution to poetic technique. The following are brief 

reminders from that poem: 

"This is an undiscovered and dark land: 
"All this that you say is true: but the words 

of your 
"Fear are not true: there is one ship: man her! 
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"Take what you will of the store: a keel's burden: 
"Spain is east of the seas and the peaceful 

countries: 
"The old tongues: the ancient towns: return to 

them! 

"Why should you waste your souls in the west! You 
are young: 

"Tell them you left us here by the last water 
"Going up through the pass of the hills with 

the sun: 

Wold was that country under heaven: woodless: 
A crow's pasture and a bitter ground: 
T^hua they called it: stones of that city stood: 

There: covering earth: countless: we found them: 
And we lay in the scald of the creek and the 

cane between 
Waiting for sunlight: and we heard the sound. . . 

And that was a good and a loyal and true peace: 
And they brought us in by their town and their 

hempen garments 
Painted and red: and we came by the water trees 

And the green look of the land and the girls 
their arms like 

Harvest withes about the shocks of flowers: 
And all laughing with words: and they brought us 

garlands. 

In addition, this last-quoted section illustrates another 

MacLeishian technique: the syntactical suspension which 

accompanies the repetition of conjunctions. 

On the whole, the poetry of the thirties shows a 

growing concern of MacLeish for the world outside himself. 

In the major poems, this concern is expressed by a general 

indictment of human folly, greed, exploitation, and 



injustice, and by a plea that man return to a simple and 

dignified existence. 



CHAPTER IV 

SOCIAL UNREST, WAR, AND THE LABOR OF ART: 

THE POET IN THE PUBLIC WORLD 

MacLeish was to look back ruefully upon his poetry 

of the late thirties: 

Poets and politicians both agree, though for 
opposite reasons, that poetry has no place in 
the public world. The very last qualification 
for appointment to public office by and with 
the advice and consent of the senate—and I am 
speaking with some personal knowlege /sic7--is, 
in the eyes of senators, the practice of the art 
of verse. And there is nothing contemporary 
poets and their critics remember with more em
barrassment than the attempt of the art of verse 
to break out into the public streets in the 
thirties and go marching or counter-marching off 
with the banners.150 

However, at the time, he convinced himself that "the 

political experience of our time fl.sj an experience which 

requires for its intensity the intensity of poetry" (n. 

149 above). Even before that statement in i939, MacLeish 

had begun to shape his ideas on social responsibility. In 

an address "To the Young Men of Wall Street," in 1932, he had 

made a specific accusation as to the cause of the con

ditions in which man then found himself: "The present 

150 
Archibald MacLeish, Poetry and Experience (Boston, 

1961), p. 116. 
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panic is a Panic of Intelligence." That is, breadlines 

do not exist because of a shortage of bread but because of 

a shortage of intellectual economic planning, planning 

which is the responsibility of capital and without which 

hunger and privation are inevitable. He justified his 

accusation by insisting that, although the artist may not 

be concerned with the name the state carries, he is 

directly concerned with the freedom that state offers him, 

that is, the climate of intellectual freedom within which 

he must function. 

This was his justification, at any rate, for the 

poetry produced between 1935 and 1939, which consists of 

plays in verse--Panic (1935), The Fall of the City (1937), 

and Air Raid (1938); of poems--Public Speech (1936) and 

America Was Promises (1939); and comment accompanying the 

photographic essay on the state of the nation, Land of the 

Free (1938). 

In his "Nevertheless One Debt" address in 1931 

(n. Ill above), MacLeish concluded: "Foetry, which owes 

no man anything, owes nevertheless one debt--an image of 

mankind in which men can again believe." However, he 

stepped into his role as public poet with somewhat less 

certainty than the statement would suggest. Panic, A Play 

151 
Saturday Review of Literature, VIII (January 

16, 1932), 453. 
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in Verse (1935) does not present an image of mankind in 

which most men would care to believe. Both the industrialist-

banker, McGafferty, and the workers in the street are dazed 

by machinations of fate which seem beyond their control. 

The image of man in Panic is half ugly and half pathetic. 

The play offers no corrective recommendations. The voice 

of the crowd outside McGafferty's office is that of despair: 

An Old Woman 

Which of us knows the why or the 
When or the where either of 
What•s moving beneath in the 
T r o u b l e  o f  t i m e s ?  . . . .  

Stars march and the 
Mute indifferent dark has 
Purposes not for us but 
T o u c h i n g  u s !  . . .  .  

There's something 
Stronger than we that comes with the 
Starved--the darkened fires: 
Some power desiring 
Harm to us all. . . .153 

McGafferty, the symbol of financial power, whom the people 

trust, has at first a burst of defiant courage and offers 

for a moment an image in which one can believe. As the 

news ticker in his office rattles out disaster and the 

crowd in the street mutters, McGafferty berates his bank 

manager: 

152 
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153 
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That kind! 
The sick souls 

Herding like hogs in the hang of the dark to 
be rid of the 

Man's burden of living their forefathers won 
for them!--

Rid of the liberty!--rid of the hard choice!-
The free man's choosing of the free man's 

journey! 

Men who love humanity are men who 
Hate the man: who'd first destroy him: 

that kind! 

Who ties this tin can to the live dog's tail 
and 

Tells him it's the law no dog escapes from? 
Who knows so much? Who makes the past our 

master? 

Christ it's always one man makes a worlds-
One man called Magellan: called Lenin 2 
Called Cromwell: Rothschild: Leonardo: 
One man making one man's bed to sleep in: . . . 

. . .  r u n n i n g  h i s  o w n  r i s k  
Raising his face in the sun. ... 

No by God: We'll stay with it! We'll stop 
it!1 

For a moment he is a Diaz, a Cortes. But as the helpless

ness of the man in the street increases: "An unknown power 

opposes us," and as his world crumbles about him, McGafferty 

too senses forces outside his control. His world is domi

nated by the news ticker: 

McGafferty 

Christ! Will it stop now? 
Hours it should have stopped! ... 

154 
Ibid., pp. 48-49, 50-51. 
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Hours it should have! 
Ticking as clocks do! But not time—disaster! 
Disaster ticking from a clockwork box! 
God! If you listen long enough you think the 
Clockwork makes the harm come--woundup clockwork 
Clicking the luck out like the nickel candy 
Coined from a trick machine! . . .155 

As panic takes over in the streets, small voices of truth 

sound through the chaos: 

A Woman 

The world's to the unnamed man with the 
Reckless speech who will stand to the 
Cold marching of stars and 
Shriek in the face of it hardening 
Man's mortal body to 
Bear and endure like a god: to 
Live in the running of time like the 
Trout in the stream climbing it! 

A Woman 

The world's to the nameless man who'll 
Brag in the sun and withstand it and 
Stiffen our hearts that drift like 
Fog on a wave's lifting 
Following every current!156 

This man, they feel, is McGafferty. They look to him for 

a solution, and for a while a kind of bravado sustains him: 

McGafferty 

Fear! Fear what? 
I tell you there's not anything to fear! 
It's natural. A year from now we'll laugh and 
Wonder how we talked so. . . . 
You'll see the light again.157 

155 
Ibid., p. 72. 
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But the "dark will of the world" decrees failure, and even 

McGafferty comes to suicide: 

Voices 

The trumpet 
Time in our ears and the brazen and 
Breaking shout of our days! . . . 

Man's fate is a drum!1^8 

Such a picture of man does not offer much hope. The only 

truth it seems to present is that "economic necessity . . . 
159 

/ls7 a symbol which evokes the under-dog's will to live." 

It is as though MacLeish had made no progress in his con

cern with man's condition. In Panic. he is right back 

where he was in The Hamlet, only without even the will to 

survive under the rules which fate has laid down. Robert 

Lind accused MacLeish of "uttering wearied phrases of per

plexed liberals ..." with the reader "left to grope for 
160 

a general meaning and coherence." At any rate, the small 

amount of insight into what man could be comes to nothing in 

Panic. It was perhaps unfair to expect from the poet what 

other men could not supply. Yet it was he who said it was 

his duty to offer man an image in which he could believe. 

In Panic he had not succeeded. 

158 
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In the poems published the following year, however, 

MacLeish pleads for a recognition of those qualities in our

selves and in others which will give man hope. In "Pole 

Star" (Public Speech, 1936), he warns that 

Liberty of man and mind 
That once was mind's necessity 
And made the West blaze up has burned 
To bloody embers and the lamp's out: 

Hope that was a noble flame 
Has fanned to violence and feeds 
On cities and the flesh of men 
And chokes where unclean smoke defiles it: . . . 

but that 

Love is that one waking light 
That leads now when all others darken.161 

Yet brotherly love is not based on blood but is found among 

those 

. . . that have hidden and hunted and all such--
Fought together, labored together: they carry the 
Common look like a card and they pass touching. 

Brotherhood! No word said can make you brothers! 
Brotherhood only the brave earn and by danger or 
Harm or by bearing hurt and by no other.162 

And for all men there is value in the accomplishments of 

the individual man: 

Not to the wearers of wreaths but those who 
bring them, 

Coming with heaped-up arms, 
Is fame the noble and ennobling thing.163 

161 
Collected Poems, 1917-1952. pp. 100-101. 
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The comments of these poems are made with cool detachment--

without any feeling of personal passion or involvement. It 

is as though MacLeish were saying, "Here are my recommenda

tions, but leave me out of it." In fact, this is the 

essence of "'Dover Beach*--A Note to That Poem": 

After forty a man's a fool to wait in the 
Sea's face for the full force and the roaring of 
Surf to come over him: droves of careening water. 

Speaking alone for myself it's the steep hill 
and the 

Toppling lift of the young men I am toward now, 
Waiting for that as the wave for the next wave. 
Let them go over us all I say with the thunder of 
What's to be next in the world. It's we will be 

under it.164 

And in "The Sunset Piece," another "fortieth year" poem, 

he suggests that one might as well surrender to the force 

of time: 

This earth's no ship to board for any land--
Sven for death's. . . .165 

for we have come to the place from which there is no where 

else to go: 

Many of ours who spoke in the 
Inland years are dumb now, 
Seeing our march has come to the 
Land's end and beyond is 
Surf and sea to wander.166 

164 
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These incidents of weakness of will are not dominant in 

Public Speech. In "Speech to the Detractors," he admits 

that only a few may rise to heroic stature and that those 

few may raise the spirits of lesser men. Yet in "Speech 

to a Crowd" he chides the common man for not seizing life: 

There is only earth and the man! . . . 

Tell yourselves the earth is yours to take! 
Waiting for messages out of the dark you 

were poor. 
The world was always yours: you would not 

take it.167 

The "I told you so--now it's too late" tone of "Speech to 

a Crowd" disappears when the idea is developed in America 

Was Promises (1939), which the shorter poem foreshadows. 

But here where it first appeared, in Public Speech, it has 

not the force and assurance which develops in the later 

poetry. Here and there is still an inclination to fall 

back into the despair of The Pot of Earth and The Hamlet. 

There was no indecision, however, in MacLeish's 

verse play for radio, The Fall of the City, which appeared 

in 1937, a year after Public Speech. The play is a warning 

of conditions in the world wherein the ignorant and weak 

are victims of oratorical sophistry as well as physical 

force. Although they know the conqueror approaches, the 

people are, nevertheless, mesmerized by oratory: 

167 
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Those who win by the spear are the spear-toters. 
And what do they win? Spears! What else is 

there: 
If their hands let go they have nothing to hold 

by. 
They are no more free than a paralytic propped 

against a tree is. 

With the armored man the arm is upheld by the 
weapon: 

The man is worn by the knife. 
Once depend on iron for your freedom and your 
Freedom's iron! 

Once overcome your resisters with force and 
your 

Force will resist you!--
You will never be free of force. 
Never of arms unarmed 
Will the father return home: . . . 
Force is a greater enemy than this conqueror--
A treacherous weapon. 

Nevertheless my friends there is a weapon! 
Weakness conquers! 

Against chainlessness who breaks? 
Against wall-lessness who vaults? 
Against forcelessness who forces? . . . 

This conqueror unresisted 
Will conquer no longer: ... 
He will sweat in his uniform foolishly. ... 

There is a weapon my friends. 
Scorn conquers. 1-68 

The Announcer's enthusiasm equals that of the orator: 

A great speech! Really great! 
Men forget these truths in passion: 
They oppose the oppressors with blind blows: 
They make of their towns tombs: of their roofs 

burials: 
They build memorial ruins from liberty: 
But liberty is not built from ruins: 
Only in peace is the work excellent. . • .169 

^^The Fall of the City (New York, 1937), pp. 14-15. 
169T. . , Ibid., p. 17. 
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The Voice of the General attempts to rally the citizenry: 

There's nothing in this world worse-
Empty belly or purse or the 
Pitiful hunger of children--
Than doing the Strong Han's willI 

The free will fight for their freedom. 
They're free men first. They feed 
Meager or fat but as free men. 
Everything else comes after-
Food: roof: craft--
Even the sky and the light of itl^-'O 

To this plea there is only a token rally among the crowd. 

Victims of their own fears, 

They cower before him. 
They fall: they sprawl on the stone. ... 
His arm rises-his visor is opening. . . . 

There1s no one! . . . 
There's no one at all! .... 

The helmet is hollow! 

The city has fallen. . . .-^l 

In some parts of the world, it was happening just this way, 

and MacLeish was using his own tools to shape a warning to 

his own countrymen. To them also he offered a poetic com

mentary on problems to be solved at home, in the photo

graphic essay of 1938, Land of the Free. In this volume 

reappears the hesitancy of Public Speech: "The reader 

was hardly entitled to draw a very sanguine conclusion 

170 
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from the poem itself .... The few oblique hints at 
172 

action of several sorts are inconclusive." This camera 

study of the underprivileged people of America was not an 

image of himself that man cared to look upon, not through 

indifference or distaste but for its lack of suggestions as 

to a cure. It is again Arnold's "everything to be endured, 

nothing to be done." 

Where Panic and Land of the Free mirrored the 

American condition, Air Raid (1938), a drama in verse for 

radio, treated of contemporary war and the impersonality 

of destruction from the air. Although not precisely identi

fied, the conflict is undoubtedly the Spanish Civil War and 

the scene a town concerned with the quite personal affairs 

of ordinary people--people refusing to believe it could 

happen: 

It's not for housewives in this town they're 
coming • 

They're after the generals: they're after the 
cabinet ministers. 

They're coming to capture the square in the 
capital city.173 

Although the play seems to aim at warning the as yet un

touched world of the horrors of modern war and, by in

ference, the need to do something about it, there is again, 

as in Panic, an absence of road signs. In fact, Air Raid, 

172 
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with no fleeting courage such as McGafferty's and no spokes

man for truth like the General in Fall of the City, reverts 

to the futility of man against fate: 

They're always waking us up for a war 
somewhere. 

Get up! they say. We're at war! 

It' s no news I . 
Thousands of years they've been saying it. 

It even entertains the notion that war is necessary to the 

nature of man: 

It's always war when they talk and it's always 
talk 

It's always talk when they get to the beer and 
tobacco. ... 

The wars! 
As though to make the wars were something wonder

ful! 
Millions of men have made the wars and talked.1'-' 

In these plays and poems of the last half of the 

thirties, one is hard put to know just what MacLeish was 

getting at, that is, with respect to his own credo. The 

works do not reflect "an image ... in which man can 

again believe," except fleetingly in "Speech to a Crowd" 

and "Pole Star" (Public Speech), in McGafferty's short

lived display of courage (Panic), and in the abortive effort 

of the General to persuade free men to fight (The Fall of 

the City). And in these only one suggestion for action is 

174 
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clear: that free men must fight to be free. This is, of 

course, a platitude; and the problem is not that simple as 

MacLeish is aware when he pictures the helplessness of the 

people in Air Raid. These last discussed plays and poems 

can be interpreted by inference to mean that man must search 

within himself for his own weaknesses, his own cowardice, 

his own fears; and to root them out will require a re

newal of belief in himself, in his spiritual strength and 

physical courage. This interpretation, at any rate, would 

explain the more optimistic view of man's possibilities, at 

least of man in America, which MacLeish shows in America 

VIas Promises in 1939. This long poem is a plea for a re

awakening of the American people to the potential of their 

country: 

America was promises--to whom? 

Jefferson knew: 
Declared it before God and before history: . . . 

It was Man who had been promised: . . . 

Building liberty a farmyard wide: 
Breeding for useful labor: for good looks: 
For husbandry: humanity: for pride--
Practicing self-respect and common decency. 1-76 

The poem recognizes that although America bred an aristo

cracy of wealth and talent, wealth which 

Bought the land up: bought the towns: the sites: 
The goods: the government: the people. Bled 

them. 
Sold them. Kept the profit. Lost itself: 

176 
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and talent (here the exile of Ezra Pound and the spiritual 

aridity of T. S. Eliot's "Gerontion"), which 

Moved out: settled on the Continent: 
Sat beside the water at Rapallo: 
Died in a rented house: unwept: unhonored.177 

they came and left and were of little consequence, for 

The promises were spoken to the People. . . . 
The People had the promises: they'd keep them. . . . 
They had all the time there was like a handful of 

wheat seed. 
When the time came they would speak and the rest 

would listen. 
And the time came: the time comes: the speakers 
Come and these who speak are not the People. *•> 8 

The powers of the time who do speak are those with "gun-

stocks at the doors." But, says the poet, it is still not 

too late: 

Believe it! 
Believe the promises are theirs who take them! 
Believe unless we take them for ourselves 
Others will take them for the use of others! . . . 

America is promises to 
Take! 179 

This poem shows none of the hopelessness which 

marked the work just preceding it. The exuberant spirit 

of man need only reassert itself. 

On the eve of the Second World War, MacLeish began 
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to rely more on prose than on poetry to persuade America 

that man can exist in dignity (and art maintain its in

tegrity) only in a democratic society, for it is only there 

that the atmosphere is conducive to the free development and 

expression of both. In The Irresponsibles (1940), MacLeish 

does some soul-searching and proposes that the blame for 

the present condition of man is, in part, the fault of 

the artists (writers) of the time, himself included. He 

points out that there was a tijne 

when men who practiced our professions would have 
accepted this responsibility without an instant's 
hesitation. ... The man of letters ... was a 
man of learning whose learning was employed, not 
for its own sake in a kind of academic narcissism, 
but for the sake of decent living in his time. . . . 
He was a . . „ man who admitted a responsibility 
for the survival and vitality of the common and 
accumulated experience of the mind, . ... 

Had men like these been living in our time—had 
the intellectuals of our time been whole and loyal--
it would, I think, have been impossible for the 
revolution of the gangs to have succeeded where 
success has been most dangerous—in the perversion 
of the judgments of the mind.180 

The writer, says MacLeish, has viewed the world from 

Olympus. The actions of people are not his business; he 

merely observes them. His insistence on objectivity has 

made it impossible for him to exercise value judgments, 

to see the world where "truth is good and lies are evil." 

The artist may go out and fight, but when he does he lays 
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art aside--he is not fighting as artist. But it is not too 

late to about-face and champion the good fight. In The 

American Cause (1940), MacLeish picks up the banner himself, 

explaining what it is we should see in "democracy." Our 

enemies, he says, "are not saboteurs in material things 

alone. They are saboteurs also in the things of the 
181 

mind," a destruction much more to be feared. 

What the enemies of liberty would have us take the 
word /democracy/ to mean is something men and 
money and machines created in the nineteenth cen
tury and called democracy--a way of owning pro
perty, a scheme of doing business, an opportunity 
for comfort or for power or for certain forms of 
gain or entertainment. 1-82 

If this is all democracy is, then it cannot survive; for 

it is something men will not fight for. But that is not 

what it is at all. The American, who had not stopped to 

define democracy, 

was a man who knew which way to take to reach to
morrow. An American was a man who could let him
self in and let himself out and nobody asking him 
"please" . . . .183 

and he can be again. It is this independence and dignity 

and integrity, says MacLeish, which is the meaning of 

democracy and which requires perpetual renewal: 

181 
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For democracy is never a thing done. Democracy 
is always something that a nation must be doing. 
The quarter sections which were freedom a hun
dred years ago are now not freedom. Freedom 
will be somewhere else. But the labor of creating 
freedom is the same. And the consequences.184 

What he had failed to do in his poetry, MacLeish 

was attempting to do in his addresses and essays. He made 

more explicit in them what "promises" America held. One 

of the few poems of the period, "Colloquy for the States," 

is an attempt to present a picture of collective self-

confidence and power among the states, what America is 

rather than what it has failed to be: 

We've low ways. . . . 
It's how we marry says Maine. ... 185 
I gather we're bad blood: we're mixed people." 

And the poet is proud of the mixed breed: 

Have they seen our kids says York State: the 
tall girls. . . . 

You can tell them anywhere: tell them in any 
country--

The height of their heads and the tilt of their 
heels when they walk. 

A head higher than most: a hand smaller. 

Have they raced our boys says Michigan--fast 
as black snakes: 

Quick on the gun as quail: ... 
Strong hearts in the stretch home. Have they 

beaten them? . . . 

Have they seen our towns says Kansas: seen our 
wheat: 

Seen our flatcars in the Rocky Mountains: 
Seen our four-lane highways: seen our planes 
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Silver over the Alleghenies the Lakes 
The big timber the tall corn the horses-

Have they seen our farms says Kansas: and who 
plowed them? 

Have they seen our towns says Kansas: and who 
planned them? . . . . 

Gather not: 
Gather we're bad blood says Maine. They're 

saying so. 
Who says says Missouri: who's this saying? . • . 

Way east: east of the Rhine it might be. . . . 

So that's all: east of the Rhine. . . .186 

"Colloquy for the States" was the first poem in 

which MacLeish showed optimism about the future of man, at 

least man in America. Subsequent poetry of the period was 

chiefly in the form of radio scripts. Specifically, the 

plays had to do with the common heritage of the Americas, 

North and South, which in 1944 "were bound together in a 

community of loyalties and purposes which made the dis

covery of the New World, with which The American Story 
lST 

deals, a common inheritance of all of them." MacLeish 

felt that this unity of the peoples of America grew out of 

the common experience of the explorers of both continents, 

that the impact on these men was the experience of dis

covery, and that this common experience was as much a 
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quality in the likenesses of the peoples as their various 

European backgrounds were in giving them their differences. 

With this idea in mind, in 1944 MacLeish wrote the ten 

scripts for radio, published as The American Story (1st ed. 

1944), in which he relied heavily on "original narratives 

and firsthand accounts of early voyages and settlements and 
188 

wars." 

What, after all, is the literature of a nation or 
of a continent? . . . Does a literature become a 
literature because of the race or geography of 
its writers? Or is the literature of a nation 
or the literature of a continent the words, how
ever written, which are the chronicle of its life: 
its life inward and its life outward; the life 
which belongs to it?189 

The first of the scripts, "The Admiral," is con

cerned chiefly with the discoveries of Columbus--the 

islands, the peoples, the food, the resources of the great 

and rich land he thought was India; yet it touches also the 

discoveries of the English, the Portuguese, the Dutch, for 

"there were many discoverers of many tongues but of one 

fame: that they found a shore of this continent--one 
190 

shore or another," Equally impartial is "The Names for 

the Rivers," accounting for the Hudson as well as the 

Amazon; and in "The American Name," disparaging accounts 
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of the voyages of Amerigo Vespucci are of no consequence: 

If Amerigo was a liar--if he made but one voyage 
to the New World--if, indeed, he made none--the 
result would still be the same. The continent 
would be called America, notwithstanding. For 
the word America, whatever it may have been by 
origin, is not now the name of Amerigo Vespucci 
.... It is the name of the human expectation 
which men associate with a new world. ... The 
world which men have in mind when they speak of 
America is a world new in its human possibilities--
a world in which humanity is newly possible. It 
was not Amerigo or . . . even Columbus who dis
covered that world. It was discovered by later 
travellers on other journeys. But there are 
millions of Americans, nevertheless, who have 
seen it and who mean to live in it one day.191 

From the records of the half-Incan historian, 

Garcilasso de la Vega, "The Discovered" describes the rich 

and beautiful land of Peru: the pagan temples, the complex 

astronomy, the already ancient legends, all "new" only to 

Europeans. 

The conquest of Mexico is the background for "The 

American Gods," which offers an explanation for Montezuma's 

failure to resist the Spanish forces under Cortes: he 

looked upon Cortes as their "great and ancient Lord 

Quetsalcoat1, ... who had saide, that he would returne 

from the East whither he was gone. The Indians held opin

ion, that a great Prince had in times past left them and 
192 

promised to returne." It was for this reason that 
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the Emperor Monteztima received the General Hernan 
Cortez upon the causeway of the lake and led him 
into the city of Tenochtitlan and housed him in 
his own house and thereafter, without blows or 
struggle or force, permitted his person to be 
chained with fetters and his kingdom taken from 
him and his life destroyed.193 

The records of the cruelty and slaughter of the 

Indians on both continents is commemorated in "The Many 

Dead," wherein all the nobility is on the side of the 

savage: "No Indian raised his arms against a Spaniard 

.  . . . "  a n d  t h e  c o n q u e r o r s  a c q u i r e  " a n  i m m e a s u r a b l e  a m o u n t  
194 

of gold." 

All the tales of the great bounty of nature are the 

basis for "Ripe Strawberries and Gooseberries and Sweet 

Single Roses," along with the inevitable rumors of El 

Dorado. And a summing up and essence of it all is in 

"Between the Silence and the Surf": 

The American past, the past of all the American 
nations, contains more elements, and more char
acteristic elements, common to the continent as 
a whole, than any other continental past of 
which there is knowledge or record. 

There is no other continent of the world, . . . 
in which so great a number of living men share 
in the memory of a past common to them all. . . . 

Men of undiluted Indian blood aside, there is no 
American of whatever race or tongue who does not 
share with every other American the memory of the 
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experience, either in his own life or his father's 
life or his father's fathers', of the settlement 
beyond the water--of the departure from a known 
world and the long crossing of the sea and the 
settlement in a world not known.195 

The last two of these radio scripts are parallel 

treatments of North American and South American rebels--

men who fought and died for their own freedom as well as 

for that of their followers. Both "Nat Bacon's Bones" and 

"Socorro, When Your Sons Forget" are scripts built around 

short poems which appeared in Poems, 1924-1933 (included 

in Collected Poems, 1917-1952), the first under the same 

title and the second as "Galan"--the name of the rebel 

leader in Colombia in 1781. Although the causes for which 

they fought were almost a hundred years apart in time, in 

purpose they had much in common. In Virginia in 1676, 

Nathaniel Bacon championed the cause of the farmers and 

yeomen of the western part of the settlement, where they 

needed protection from the Indians and where exorbitant 

taxes made life onerous. In Colombia, Jose Antonio Galan 

led the laborers of the tobacco plantations in an uprising 

against the hardships and oppressions of the owners, as well 

as against excessive taxation: "These were his crimes: that 

he fought for the liberties of the people; that he led the 
196 

people against their oppressors; that he failed." 
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For the poet looking back, these were not failures but the 

noblest efforts of men: 

We cheat ourselves in cheating worth of wonder. 
Not the unwitting dead 
But we who leave the praise unsaid are plundered.^7 

During the period before the war, the period of 

social unrest, MacLeish's work was indecisive. Neither 

backward nor forward looking, Panic, for instance, the 

earliest of the "protest" poetry, offers only a helpless 

sense of impotence. The wealthy as well as the poor are 

blameless before the monster of economic collapse. For a 

brief scene or two, McGafferty is almost a Wall Street 

Cortes; but he too is eventually bewildered and defeated. 

Public Speech turns, at least tentatively, toward humanism 

as the answer to man's dilemma, social as well as spirit

ual: 

Love is that one waking light 
That leads now when all others darken 

("Pole Star"); and suggests that this love comes from 

"Brotherhood only the brave earn . . . ." ("Speech to 

Those Who Say Comrade"); to which is added the comment 

that recognition of personalworth in others is to all men 

"the noble and ennobling thing" ("Speech to the Detractors"), 

Yet in Public Speech MacLeish still toys with the decadent 
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spirit: "Dover Beach--A Note to that Poem" and "The 

Sunset Piece" are both last-gasp sighs of a man about to 

surrender the battle. He managed, perhaps in horror of 

the world in which he lived, to pull himself out of 

momentary futility. 

In The Fall of the City, MacLeish is the prophet 

of "this is how it can be," drawing on the fact that it 

already was in some parts of the world. The play began 

that period in MacLeish*s poetry which was conditioned by 

his insistence that the times justified the effort of art 

to protect itself, to turn its efforts toward the preserva

tion of democratic freedom--that circumstance most likely 

to be amenable to the artistic purpose. As he had said, 

the intensity of the public world impinging upon the 

private made imperative the devotion of all, artist and 

public alike, to the preservation of the atmosphere in 

which both could operate with maximum freedom. Panic, 

Land of the Free, and Air Raid are not encouraging pictures 

of mankind's future. Yet the exposure of the conditions be

hind each of these works is doubtless offered as an honest 

appraisal, not only of what could happen, but of what had 

already happened to the social condition of man. The cure 

can come, says the poet, by a recognition of what the 

American Promise, the potential of the land, once was. 

This recognition must come by our looking back to the 

settlers, who 



131 

Built liberty .... 
For husbandry: humanity: for pride--
Practicing self-respect and common decency.198 

It is essentially individual integrity that Mac-

Leish is asking for in America Was Promises t and here at 

last is the feeling that it is not too late, that freedom 

will be preserved by a reliance upon this integrity. The 

radio scripts of The American Story offer the same ideas, 

unifying all the Americas through the common experiences 

of those who discovered and settled them. Where the young 

men of Wall Street, the wielders of financial power, had 

failed, the people could succeed by returning to grass

roots values. 

There is no question, of course, that MacLeish was 

trumpeting for American democracy. Yet the work of the 

period is free of chauvinism. "In the desperate moment of 

history, fh.&/ inspires us with a desperate faith in the 
199 

strongest possible common sense." In 1943, Eleanor 

Sickels pointed out that "to be a prophet to a whole people 

may come between an artist and his art," but that MacLeish 

considered this period in his work as "time out to kill a 
200 

snake," i.e., to kill whatever threatened democracy, for 
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only it could provide freedom for the artist. 

When he entered the public world, MacLeish recog

nized that traditional forms of poetry would not serve as 

effective communication with that world. Consequently, he 

discarded those forms in favor of a diction and measure 

which he felt an audience would listen to and which could 

be adapted to the popular media of stage and radio. In "A 

Note on the Verse," which served as a preface to Panic, 

MacLeish defended his use of accentual poetry on the 

ground that it was a "representation in verse of the 

highly stressed vigorous speech of our time and country." 

In the principal scenes of Panic, he used lines of five 

accents and varying numbers of syllables in order to ap

proximate American speech, and relied on the falling away 

of the voice from the stressed syllables to provide rhythm. 

In contrast, the voices from the street speak in lines of 

three stresses. The following will illustrate both tech

niques : 

Ask the fisherman fast to their winter cables— 
Mackerel making the bays boil--and afraid--
All afraid—and of what? For God's sake fearing. . . 

and 

What shadow hidden or 
Unseen hand in our midst 
Ceaselessly touches our faces? 

MacLeish also used stressed syllables for the basis of the 

rhythm in The Fall of the City and Air Raid, but abandoned 

the form in the radio scripts of The American Story. In 
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these scripts he relied on what he felt was a natural 

rhythm of American speech and on the power of words them

selves to stir the imagination into shaping its own visual 

image. For example, note the cadence of the following, 

from "The American Gods": 

For what cause or reason or by what compulsion of 
force, and of which force, the Emperor Montezuma, 
ruler of a warlike nation of a million men, com
mander of a disciplined army of ten thousand 
warriors, well drilled and well equipped with 
spears, shields, slings, cuirasses of cotton, 
swords of obsidian, permitted the General Hern^n 
Cortez, with five hundred men, sixteen mares and 
horses, ten small brass cannon, four falconettes, 
thirteen muskets and thirty-two cross-bows, to 
march three hundred miles over mountainous and 
difficult country and through dangerous defiles 
without a battle fought by the army of Montezuma 
or a blow struck to prevent it? 

and the dramatic tension which comes from the interrupted 

syntax. 

The non-dramatic poetry, Public Speech and America 

Was Promises, made use of the varieties of rhythm and form 

which MacLeish had developed in the poetry of his pre-

public phase. For instance, the three-line stanzas of 

"Speech to Those Who Say Comrade," occasionally skirt terza 

rima form: 

The solitary and unshared experience 
Dies of itself like the violations of love 
Or lives on as the dead live eerily: 

The unshared and single man must cover his 
Loneliness as a girl her shame for the way of 
Life is neither by one man nor by suffering. 

and repeatedly use internal apocopated rhyme. This 
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rhythmical pattern is also used in "Speech to a Crowd": 

Tell me, my patient friends, awaiters of messages, 
From what other shore, from what stranger. 
Whence, was the word to come? Who was to lesson 

you? 

Listeners under a child's crib in a manger. 
Listeners once by the oracles, now by the 

transoms, 
Whom are you waiting for? Who do you think will 

explain? 

and in portions of "The Woman on the Stair": 

Time like the repetitions of a child's piano 
Brings me the room again the shallow lamp the love 
The night the silence the slow bell the echoed 

answer. 

By no thing here or lacking can the eyes discover 
Thetiindred winter evenings that have gone between 
Nor know for sure the night in this and not that 

other. 

In the last-named poem, rhythm depends in some sections 

entirely on repetition: 

I know where time has departed: 
Time has departed thither. 
From their unaltering country 
Never will time turn. 

Tawny and still is that country. 
Thither is time gone. . . . 

Two of the poems in Public Speech which are in free 

verse form are "The German Girls! The German Girls!" and 

"'Dover Beach'--A Note to That Poem," the latter having, 

however, pronounced alliteration and dissonance: 

It's the outward wave that spills the inward 
forward 

Tripping the proud piled mute virginal 
Mountain of water in wallowing welter. . . . 
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The stanzas of America Was Promises (a single poem) 

vary in length from one line to twenty-two, and depend on 

repetition and falling stress for rhythm. Note in the 

following excerpt the use of feminine endings, both in

ternal and terminal: 

Never before: never in any summer: 
Never were days so generous: stars so mild. . . . 

Never were there promises as now: 
Never was green deeper: earth warmer: . . . 
Water lovelier: the many forms of 
Leaves . . . 
Clearer ... 

or the hands 
Quicker. 

This passage also illustrates MacLeish's uses of natural 

imagery during this period. Nature is essentially simple, 

good, and desirable of itself; and the references to it are 

not metaphorically representative of some abstract value. 

In the following passage, for instance, the corn seed and 

the apple are potential sources of food and not symbols of 

mythical fertility rites or the Fall: 

Man was to ride from the Tidewater: over the Gap: 
West and South with the water: taking the book 

with him: 
Taking the wheat seed: corn seed: pip of apple: 
Building liberty a farmyard wide: . . . 

The major part of MacLeish's "public poetry11 makes 

little use of natural imagery. Where it does appear, as 

in the above passage from America Was Promises. it acts to 

support the overall aim of the public poetry--to present to 

mankind an image in which he can believe. The poet's con

viction that it was his duty to mankind to bestir the 
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public conscience to an awareness of the deplorable state 

of the world resulted in much finger-pointing, moralizing, 

and preaching. The soap-box is especially evident in the 

dramatic poetry. The total irresolution of Panic. for 

example, ends with 

Wildly as swollen river the 
Dark will of the world 
Flooded on rock rushes 
Raving--bearing the brush down: 
Breaking from ancient banks. 
Cities are buried. The man 
Drowns in his door who opposes it 

the sense of fatality and doom being repeated in the 

closing lines of The Fall of the City: 

The city of masterless men has found a master! 
The city has fallen! 
The city has fallen! 

Air Raid depicts the helplessness of the mass of humanity 

to protect itself from the inhumanity of the few. The 

warnings of The Fall of the City and the moralizing of Air 

Raid are obvious. In the first, it is the apathy and 

gullibility of man that are the target of the General: 

You ought to be flogged for your foolishness. 
Your grandfathers died to be free 
And you--you juggle with freedom! . . . 

Those who'd lodge with a tyrant 
Thinking to feed at his fire 
And leave him again when they're fed are 
Plain fools. ... 

Through the person of the General, MacLeish is warning man 

that unless he is willing to fight to defend his freedom, 

the whole concept of freedom is doomed. "This," MacLeish 

points out, "is what can happen to you." 
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Air Raid considers briefly that aspect of man's 

nature which seems compelled toward violence: 

The wars! 
As though to make the wars were something 

wonderful! 
Millions of men have made the wars and talked 

but at the same time sits in judgment on the total and im

personal destruction of modern warfare. To picture it in 

action serves as its own indictment. 

Panic was a record of something that had happened 

here; The Fall of the City and Air Raid were warnings of 

what could happen here if man did not acknowledge that free

dom and dignity had to be defended and that the evil of 

total warfare was perhaps man's most pressing concern. 

These works were essentially propaganda. However, MacLeish 

was not completely distracted from less partisan observa

tions. In "Pole Star," he suggests that 

Love is that one waking light 
That leads now when all others darken. 

In "Speech to Those Who Say Comrade," brotherhood is not a 

matter of politics: 

Brotherhood only the brave earn and by danger or 
Harm or by bearing hurt and by no other. 

At other times the poet castigates apathetic man, as in 

"Speech to a Crowd": 

Look at yourselves. You are strong. ... 

Look at the world--the world you never took! • . . 
Tell yourselves there is sun and the sun will rise. 
Tell yourselves the earth has food to feed you. . . 
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The world was always yours: you would not take it. 

It is from this same premise that he harangues his audience 

in America Was Promises; 

Listen! You have heard these words. Believe it! 
Believe the promises are theirs who take them! 
Believe unless we take them for ourselves 
Others will take them for the use of others! . . . 

America is promises to 
Take! 

MacLeish never pretended that the poetry of the 

immediate pre-war and war years aimed beyond mirroring for 

man the state of the world, citing the dangers it held for 

his freedom and dignity, and pleading for the recovery of 

individual integrity and the simple life. 



CHAPTER V 

AFTER THE WAR 

Following World War I, MacLeish had joined the dis

illusioned artists who fled to Europe in search of values 

and meaning and had shared in the general despair and sub

jective agony of the time. His poetry was concerned with 

the unanswerable Whys and Wherefores of man's existence and 

purpose in a universe in which he seemed to be the only 

alien creature. Although he returned in the late twenties 

and reembraced his own land, there remained an uneasiness 

still as to what man's justification might be. As artist 

and poet, he felt that inquiry after truth required an 

atmosphere of freedom; consequently, as circumstances over

whelmed mankind, MacLeish turned his art toward the preserva 

tion of that atmosphere. 

The devastation which followed the depression and 

World War II was such that art could no longer be directed 

to purely aesthetic ends. The first of MacLeish's poetry 

to appear after the end of World War II offers for con

sideration the stage on which man must now act out his 

destiny. Actfive (in Actfive and Other Poems, published in 

1948), reviews the ancient values by which men lived, ac

knowledges that those values have disappeared, and 
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contemplates man naked in spirit as he had been in The 

Hamlet: 

(i) The Stage All Blood 
--the King unthroned, the God 

Departed. . . . 
Man 

Murdered. . . . 
Whereat there cometh, audible as sound, a 
Silence as if monstrously the sea 
That, like a heart, all night upon the beach 
Had counted ten had counted ten should 
Cease--Whereat there cometh silence like a 

sound. 

Who shall speak the couplet for the ending 
of the play?201 

This desolation is followed by an insistence upon a certain 

order in the nature of things: 

Every age must have its hero-- . . . 
Every circle has its center. ... 
Every history has one to point its moral. . . . 

The flesh has its belief 
And the bone its expectation: 
Time that turns the wheel of night 
Through the iron constellation, 
Time that drives the herded stars among the trees, 
Turns not on the turning pole but these.202 

The very flesh and bone of man demands that time recognize 

him; and that he stands at the center of the circle, he 

must believe. But who or what is there to assure him of 

it? Once his beliefs alone had assured him: 
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The God! Oh the God!-- ... 
The God that once, within the temple or the 

grove, 
Invisible in beast, in stone, in wood, 
In whose Well was all our good, 
In whose All was all our 111, 
In whose Will the Well the 111 and All had 

meaning--
The presence of the God within the flaming on 

the hill, 
Or the voice upon the sea, or the blindness in 

the dark, 
Or the darkness in the mind, 
That gave the meaning for the wonder and the 

fear to find!203 

And the ancient hero-Kings: 

The King once--the King's son 
Concealed at birth, his consequence made known 
By wrenching sword from chock of stone, 
Or drawing bowstring that no other 
Or trick turned back on wicked brother--

The King once, the King's son, 
In whose rule were all things real, 
In whose must the pain the death the dearth 

had justice--204 

And the union which once existed between man and the earth: 

Man once, time's companion, 
Gentled by labor, taught by stone and wood, 
By beast and rope, by rain and sun and seed, 
To bear and to be born, give need for need, 
Live and let live, answer ill with good, 
Keep peace, hate war, bind wounds, be patient, 

love--
Man, . . . 
That in the treason of the wise, 
The ambition of the great, 
The indifference of the skies, 
Gave history its reason!205 
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The first part of Actfive is a restatement of the sense of 

loss expressed in Nobodaddy and in The Pot of Earth--loss 

through alienation from the ancient God, and a restatement 

of the invocation to hero-kings who by their stature must 

have had some dignity or truth of spirit which would lend 

inspiration to their people. This is the same cry Hamlet 

gave when Horatio attempted to describe the apparition on 

the ramparts--a cry unanswered by an indifferent universe 

and by a pointless chronicle of man. 

In Scene II of Actfive, the stage is filled by The 

Masque of Mummers, who parade across the stage as represent

atives of the "heroes for the infant's dream!" These are 

the images of the heroes in whom man had put his faith: 

The Science Hero, whose secret box no one has the key to; 

The Boyo of Industry, who "hists the heavy stone" but does 

not see the sword beneath it; the Revolutionary Hero, 

Cleansed of every feeling--love and 
All; 

The Great Man, 

Hero of the nursemaid night: 
Fuhrer of the wetted bed: 
Commissar of chill and fright: 
Caudillo of the prayers unsaid: . . .zuo 

the Victim Hero, the underdog of the age, the 

Scapegoat who redeems the time 
From every duty, every burden, 

206 
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teaching only that courage avails man nothing; the Visitor, 

an immigrant soul gazing always toward a New Jerusalem; the 

State, 

Oh the State! ... 
In the womb where fear can wait, 
In the warm where fright can hide. 
In the belly of the State. . . .207 

the I, 

the 
Doctor's darling the big I! . . . 
Who can look in glass so nigh 
All the world becomes the eye 
Watching I within the glass.208 

the Crowd, 

(Make yourself a part, . . . 
Of something larger than yourself. . . .) 
Are none alone are none lonely in crowd is 
Left out no one-- . . . 

only 
The many added together are not more but 
Less than each since each one fears 
And all are only each divided 
By the fears of all the others-- . . .209 

So the parade of the Mummers shows man Godless, betrayed 

by his heroes, alone with only his flesh and blood, 

For the flesh has its belief 
And the bone its expectation. ... 

He who tiptoes in the wings, who speaks for man, is the en

during, undemanding, unheroic human being who keeps a pact 

with himself. The endurance is not that of a mere animal 

organism, but of the spirit of man in its loneliness 
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keeping faith with its duty to itself: in his own private 

glory maintaining his own integrity. This is not the pride 

of Cain in Nobodaddy. who defied God while demanding to be 

acknowledged by Him; it is rather the pride of human dig

nity and self-respect. 

In Actfive. there is the same acceptance of life 

that is in Conquistador. Meaning and value for man come 

from "running well," from endurance and acceptance and 

fearlessness. It is the natural condition of man to be 

lonely, but it is not his natural condition to be small. 

His largeness is measured by his courage and dignity and by 

his recognition of these qualities within himself. 

Whatever truth about beauty and serenity man may 

know is 

Where the word alone is left, 
Hard and secret as a shell 
That the grinding sea has ground, 

There what flesh and bone believe 
Shapes the world that whirls them round!210 

And this truth is in man: 

Abandoned by the guardians and the gods, . . . 
The laws rules rites prayers philters all ex

hausted, 
Elders and the supernatural aids withdrawn--
Abandoned by them all, by all forsaken, 
The naked human perishable heart-- . . . 
Takes breath to speak and in the iron door 
Where once the dreams stood guardian in its 

place 
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Stands guard: bears truth: knows fear and will 
outface 

Unarmed at last before the vast ordeal, 
The death behind us and the death before.211 

MacLeish speaks for mankind as the poem ends: 

Minute upon an immense plain 
The mortal flesh and mortal bone 
Are left among the stones to play 
The man beneath the moon alone:--
And know the part they have to bear 
And know the void vast night above 
And know the night below and dare 
Endure and love.212 

Actfive is a reaffirmation of faith in man, much in the 

same tone as was implicit in Conquistador. However, in 

Actfive appears again the God-baiting of his very early 

poetry. MacLeish is repeatedly guilty, as Walter Eaten 
213 

put it, of attempting to justify the ways of man to God. 

He does not revert, however, to the sadness and passionate 

breastbeating of his youthful poetry. Shorter poems in 

Actfive and Other Poems treat love and nostalgia as quiet 

little truths. "What is required of us," says MacLeish, 

in "Geography of This Time," is to recognize the frontiers 

of our own time, and 

to take heart: to cross over. 2^4 
--to persist and to cross over and survive. ... 
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Nevertheless, he says it with a touch of uneasiness: 

There was a time for discoveries--
For the headlands looming above in the 
First light and the surf and the 
Crying of gulls: for the curve of the 
Coast north into secrecy. 

That time is past. 
The last lands have been peopled. 
The oceans are known now. 

Senora, once the maps have all been made 
A man were better dead than find new 

continents. 

A man would better never have been born 
Than find upon the open ocean flowers 
Drifted from islands where there are no 

islands. . . .215 

and of joylessness, in "Journey Home": 

I have wasted my time in my time in many places. 
My time in my time and have not found my face.216 

A comment on love employs a whimsical twist in "The R.ape 

of the Swan." It is Zeus from whom love is taken: 

A woman who loves love cannot give it. 
Her part is not to give but take. 
Even the great swan by the river--
Her fingers strangle and the feathers 

break.217 

The poet's own crossing over is not without its 

touches of nostalgia. In "The Linden Trees," he chides 

the wind which tugs at his memories; and in "Excavation of 

Troy," he inquires of a long-ago love whether she remembers 
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him. In "Winter Is Another Country," he admits an autumn 

sadness: 

If the autumn would 
2ndI . . . . 

if this would end 
I could endure the absence in the night, 
The hands beyond the reach of hands, the name 
Called out and never answered with my name.218 

Love and memory have grown quiet in the mature 

poet. The personal grief of "Kenneth" becomes a more 

general kind of grief in "The Young Dead Soldiers," who 

ask only "Remember Us." Time 

Teaches our eyes until the face 
That smiles in mirrors when we smile--
Still young, still fair, still full of grace--
Stands for our aging hearts awhile.219 

and indeed 

if it was God's will 
That mind, no wish refused, 
Should waste by wanting still 
By God I am well used!220 

In "The Two Trees" there is gentle personification of the 

elm: 

July wind! ... 
the elm tree gives to it 

Letting her leaves float out 
All Ophelia in the moat of air, 
Drowned in summer deep as sun, 
Garlands drifting in her hair.221 
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And there is serenity in "Snow Fall": 

Time in the snow is alone: 
Time in the snow is at last, 
Is Past.222 

Actfive and Other Poems ends, however, on a more belli

gerent tone than the foregoing: "Brave New World"exhorts 

Thomas Jefferson to witness the change in the meaning of 

freedom which has taken place since his time: 

There was a time when tyrants feared 
The new world of the free 
Now freedom is afraid and shrieks 
At tyranny. 

You could not hold your angry tongue 
If you could see how bold 
The old stale bitter world plays new--
And the new world old.223 

Fear is also the aspect of man which brings about his own 

destruction in MacLeish's updating of the legend of the 

Trojan horse. Today as in that ancient time, the advice 

of Laocoon is called blasphemy and the prophecies of 

Cassandra are ignored: 

What hand is that upon the bridle? 
What voice cries out Destroy! Destroy! 
Who rides the horse that has no rider? 
No other hand shall burn Troy.224 

In 1952, however, MacLeish was producing more than 
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public poetry. In addition to The Trojan Horse, and in

cluded also in Collected Poemst is a group of short poems: 

"New Poems (1951-1952)." They are widely representative of 

the concerns of the poet over the years, although the con

templations on life, death, and love are quieter than those 

of the youthful poetry. For instance, 

The old men rake the yards for winter 
Burning the autumn-fallen leaves. 
They have no lives, the one or the other.225 

And the poet's personal reflections in "They Come No More, 

Those Words, Those Finches": 

Oh when you're young 
And the words to your tongue 
Like the birds to Saint Francis 
With darting, with dances--
Wait! you say, Wait! 
There's still time! It's not too late! 

And the next day you're old 
And the words all as cold 
As the birds in October 
Sing over, sing over, 
Sing Late! Late! 

And Wait! you say, Wait!226 

consider the regret of men for the unseized day, the missed 

opportunity. 

By far the larger number of these poems, however, 

is concerned with the present and future condition of man

kind. An acknowledgment is made in "What the Old Women 
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Say" that the world has changed and the change must be 

accepted: 

Never again in our lifetime, 
Never will fear end 
Or the old ease return to us: 
Childhood remembered. 

Never again will we wait 
Content in the dark till our daughters 
Off in the evening somewhere, 
Laughing, come home.227 

The changes presented new challenges to man, and what 

MacLeish had done during the depression and war years he 

continued to do in the poetry of the fifties. In "The 

Black Day" and in "The Ballad of the Corn-Cob and the Lie" 

he pleads against the inquisitorial madness of the age: 

God help that country where informers thrive! 
Where slander flourishes and lies contrive 
To kill by whispers! Where men lie to live! 

God help that country, cankered deep by doubt, 
Where honest men, by scandals turned about. 
See honor murdered and will not speak out.228 

The country, he felt, was at the mercy of rapists, whose 

very act of rape was a fraud: 

They've had her in her freedom 
And Oh, it breaks our hearts! 
The impotent that could not--
That leered with letching eye, 
They've learned to rape the country 
With a corn-cob and a lie.229 
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Beyond these considerations of the times, neverthe

less, MacLeish was able to look to a better future. In 

"Calypso's Island," he chooses the hazards of mortality: 

Nevertheless I long for the cold, salt, 
Restless, contending sea and for the island 
Where the grass dies and the seasons alter:230 

Only in such a choice is there any intensity to human ex

istence : 

Han lives best 
Who loves life most, 
Who fears death least . . .231 

The most forthright of MacLeish's statements in affirma

tion of the enduring human spirit are in "The Sheep in the 

Ruins" and "Hypocrite Auteur." In the first, man contem

plates the sheep grazing among the rubble of the shattered 

world: 

And shall we sit here like the mourners on a 
dunghill. . . . 

Disfiguring our faces with the nails of our 
despair? ... 

to which the poet replies: 

Consider what it is to be a man--
He who makes his journey by the glimmer of a candle; 
Who discovers in his mouth, between his teeth, 

a word; 
Whose heart can bear the silence of the stars--

that burden; 
Who comes upon his meaning in the blindness of a 

stone-- ... 
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Marvels men have made, Ch marvels!--and our breath 
Brief as it is: our death waiting--
Marvels upon marvels! . . . 
The imagination of the shape of order! 
Works of beauty-- . . . 
Works of grace-- . . . 

Listen, the work of man, the work of splendor 
Never has been ended or will end. . . . 
Even among the ruins shall begin the work, 
Large in the level morning of the light. . . . 

the young builders 
String their plumb lines, and the well-laid 

course 
Blanches its mortar in the sun, and all the 

morning 
Smells of wood-smoke, rope-tar, horse-sweat, 

pitch-pine, 
Men and the trampled mint leaves in the ditch.232 

It is not merely man's nature to endure and survive, but to 

triumph, as well. He will grapple with the earth and by his 

flesh and bone command it. MacLeish arrives here at that 

"image of man in which he can again believe." 

The journey of our history has not ceased: 
Earth turns us still toward the rising east, 
The metaphor still struggles in the stone, . . . 
The ignorant blood 
Still knocks at silence to be understood. 

Both poems accept nature as the eternal challenger of man 

and man as equal protagonist. More than that, as is indi

cated in "Hypocrite Auteur," man needs to extract from the 

struggle some meaning for it--"each age must have its meta

phor." This theme furnishes a basis for This M'usic Crept 
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Me Upon The Waters(1953)--a play first produced for 

radio and later in the same year presented by The Poets1 

Theatre in Cambridge, Mass. A group of people who have 

grown middle-aged with the century, living in the demi-

paradise of a Caribbean island, come together at dinner; 

it is as though the spokes on a single wheel are being 

locked into the hub one by one. En route, each guest ex

periences a momentary lunacy, which serves as a device for 

revealing in each a great unrealized need, the meaning of 

which comes only in fleeting glimpses and the filling of 

which is forever beyond hope. Yet each failure lies with 

the individual: 

Peter Bolt. 
It's never now or here with Peter. 
It's always somewhere else and afterward: 
Afterward when the work is finished, 
The fame w o n .234 

This remark is made by Elizabeth Stone, who insists that 

their island was originally a paradise of simple, happy 

natives, a place of incredible ease; that Columbus must 

have found it so, but that "few have found his island." 

Her practical English guest, Oliver, replies: 

If we should find ourselves awake 
Where "now" was truly now, and "here" 
Just here, and nothing left to hide us, 
We'd huddle shivering in our souls 
Like those who waken in cathedrals, naked. 
Oh, we'd sweat I tell you. We'd be miserable.235 
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Mankind is too civilized, too sophisticated ever to be at 

home in paradise. He is embarrassed by disclosures of his 

own soul: when Sally Keogh admits that, standing in the 

moonlight by the shore, she kept saying to herself "I'm 

beautiful! I'm beautiful!" she was not talking about her 

physical appearance; but afterward, as Elizabeth points out, 

she is frightened to remember it: 

You'd rather think 
. . .  t h a t  y o u  w e r e  d r u n k - -
Than know what you knew then. 

Each is faced with extracting from the silent stone his 

own metaphor, but the very facts of human existence create 

obstacles: for each there is the knocking at the gate. 

To Elizabeth's dream of a simple, carefree existence is 

Oliver's reminder that the dream is a myth and any civilized 

human being would be miserable in it; to Sally's moment of 

revelation that within her soul lay a tiny spark of beauty 

is her husband's comment that she's had one coke too many. 

Most ironic, of course, is that Elizabeth and Peter, who 

are of one mind about finding some happier meaning to 

existence, are stopped by the sudden disappearance of 

Peter's wife, Ann. Peter is startled into the reality of 

human responsibility by the suggestion that she may have 

gone over the cliff's edge. In the midst of this tense and 

serious scene, comes the information that she is in the 

kitchen, after all, where "something went wrong with the 

potatoes." So one's success in extracting a metaphor for 



1 55 

human existence stands or falls on trivialities. The play 

acknowledges the great loneliness and emptiness of the 

human soul, but also admits that man may be deluded if he 

thinks the world holds the answer. This Music Crept By Me 

is a decadent play, and in reading it one feels he has come 

full circle: it is as depressing in tone as was The Pot of 

Earth or The Hamlet of MacLeish's early period. The con

tinual problem for the poet is that man cannot shape a 

meaning — a metaphor--for existence if he stands a beggar 

before fate and finds that fate mercilessly and impersonally 

exacts from him the sum of his life, so that even when he 

nearly grasps meaning, it slips away. As Oliver says, 

Happiness is difficult. 
It takes a kind of courage most men 
Never are masters of, a kind of 
Innocent ruthlessness that lives 
Like leaves in the instant of the air: 
The courage just to be--to trust 
The wind that blows you.236 

Just as This Music Crept By Me returns to the 

themes of sadness of soul and futility of effort found in 
237 

MacLeish's early works, so, too, does Songs for Eve (1954) 

pick up again the rejection of Eden by Cain in Nobodaddy 

and the struggle of man to adjust to his exile. Cain's cry 

for self-realization has become, in Songs for Eve, a need 

for self-assurance, for a confirmation of Eve's choice to 
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eat the apple. The quality of man in This Music Crept By 

Me, which drives his spirit to perpetual unrest, becomes 

the basis of Eve's justification: 

Eve said: 
With trees began 
That traveller, man; 
With tree, she said, 
Will journey end. 
That tree, though dead, 
Its leaves will spend, 
Eve said, 
World without end.238 

From the day of the apple, .man awakened to himself to know 

that he is, but 

Wakers see What sleep has hidden. 
Wakers will no longer rest 
In space and time as they were bidden.239 

From this beginning, the poet develops his views of the 

Fortunate Fall. Exile from that Eden where the beasts 

know only the "everlasting Now" (Nobodaddy), has given man 

eyes that see: 

Hawk and fish have eyes but we 
Behold what they can only be.240 

It has given him the bitter-sweet knowledge of the essence 

of things: 

But for your fault the wine 
Were sweet as water is: 
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No taint of taste, no sign, 
No promises. 

But for your sin no tongue 
Had tasted, salt as blood, 
The certainty among 
These grapes of God.241 

And an intense awareness of the divine in man: 

The Fall! said Eve 
The Fall! she said--
From earth to God! 
Give thanks, said she, for branch, for bole, 
For Eve who found the grace to fall 
From Adam, browsing animal, 
Into the soaring of the soul!242 

Eve insists that the Fall from paradise assured the in

dependence of man: 

Adam, Adam, there are none 
Enter flesh but flesh and bone.243 

And so she rebukes her child for pretending to be a son of 

heaven: 

The flight that was flown 
From the place in the sky--
The flesh and the bone 
Made those wings that could fly.244 

The spirit of man which the poet acclaims is not to be con

fused with any "soul" in the religious sense, which main

tains that the spirit is gentle and mild and contends with 

a stronger adversary when it contends with the flesh. It 

is, in fact, the reverse: 
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If those that teach were fewer 
And truer what they taught 
A child might learn what fight is really fought 
And which is lamb, which lion, of those two. 
A child might learn, when prey is caught, 
Flesh is not the fierce pursuer.245 

It is from this fierce contending of the human spirit, says 

Eve, that 

Straight of bole and strict of bough, 
Sons of mine will shape and hew 
Tree that Eden never knew. . . . 
All to this my sons are born: 
To hew and shape and raise that tree, 
And stand beneath in scorn, in scorn... . 
And on it bear eternity.246 

It is no curse upon Adam but a gift that he and his 

sons.must sweat and toil: 

Eden's tree will wither up, 
And char and in its ashes drift, 
But not one leaf will wilt or drop 
From that dry tree my children lift 
To bear the heart's rebellious hope.247 

As Cain had promised in Nobodaddy. by his own artifice man 

would shape a world which would surround the world of Eden: 

No creature leaves behind 
Husk or shell or rind 
Obdurate as the mind.248 

All these observations on the wonder of man do not, how

ever, obliterate the other presence in Eden. As the ser

pent points out, there is always this to remember: 

245 
Ibid., P. 22 

246 
Ibid., P. 27 

247 
Ibid., P. 28 

248 
Ibid., P. 31 



159 

You are the children of Eve by the apple. . . . 
Adam, that cuckold, never begot you. ... 

the pip of the apple 
I taught her to eat. ... 
Was quick in her womb. 
When Adam came knocking 
The inn had no room. 

Said the king to the huntsman: 
Quiet your horn! 
Let the day begin dumb: 
There is sleep to be born. 
But the pip of the apple 
Was quick in his blood: 
Eve's children can sleep 
But not well--not for good.249 

So, notwithstanding all the pride and all the 

grandeur, the poet accepts the qualification: Je suis 

celui qui modifie. Whether man struggles to reach God's 

heaven or his own self-made heaven, he must contend with 

the presence of Satan. The effect on man of this dispute 

over his soul is the theme of MacLeish's J.B., a play in 

verse published in 1958 and discussed below. 

In addition to the twenty-eight "songs" in Songs 

for Eve, are twenty-one other short poems on a variety of 

subjects, of no especially dominant theme. Of concern to 

the development of this study of MacLeish are those which 

observe the mystery and wonder of the universe and the 

situation of man within it: 

The truth is, the necessity is ours. 
Man is creature to whom meaning matters! 

249 
Ibid., p. 24 



160 

Who finds the poem moonlight has forgotten! 
Eternity is what our wanderers gather, 
Image by image, out of time-- ... 

Our human part is to redeem the god 
Drowned in this time of space, this space 
That time encloses.250 

"Whatever man can shape for his necessity, it is question

able that science will assist. Echoes of "Einstein" are 

in "Dr. Sigmund Freud Discovers the Sea Shell." To science, 

things simply are and can be counted. Why they are is not 

its concern: 

Metaphysics she can leave to man: 
She never wakes at night in heaven or hell 

Staring at darkness. ... 

She . . . knows the world she sees 
Is all the world there is! Her faith is perfect! 

What surf 
Of what far sea upon what unknown ground 
Troubles forever with that asking sound? 
What surge is this whose question never ceases?251 

In "Reply to Mr. Wordsworth," the poet suggests that we need 

not look for immortality in everything: 

Must there be elsewhere too--not merely here--
To justify the certainty of miracles?252 

The miracle of the flower is in the tree itself unfolding. 

250 
"The Infinite Reason," ibid., pp. 35-36. 

251 
Ibid., p. 38. 

252 
Ibid., p. 39. 



161 

At twenty, MacLeish admits, he 

thought the world a miserable place, . . . 
Little beauty, less grace. 

But now that he is older, 

what I see, 
Stops my heart in ecstasy. 
God, the wonders that there are.253 

And he has learned not to shriek at the silence of the 

universe--that ghost that will not speak: 

Dove that lets the music fall 
Note after note into the silence, 
Dove, ah dove, we also call: 
Shall we learn silence in a while?254 

These poems generally display a gentler acquiescence to 

man's place in the scheme of nature--man may question and 

may never understand, but the wonder and beauty are reward 

anyway. There is still, however, the greater question of 

the condition of man which has come from the folly of man: 

Four thousand 
Years of that sea-wandering brought to 
This J 

Stalled! 
Stinking of sulphur! 

Gas out of guts in the muck like voices 
Blathering slanders in the house of 
State, and the obscene birds. ... 
Fouling the figure of the prow. . . . 

On what t ide 
Rising to what fresh wind, what cries 
Of morning seagulls, shall the ship move; 
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Stir in her stench of ooze and lift 
And on the cold sea, on the cleansing water, 
Lean to her course?255 

And both man in eternity and man in time are the problem of 

the poet: 

The acropolis of eternity that crumbles 
Time and again is mine--my task. 
The heart's necessity compels me: 
Kan I am: poet must be. 

The labor of order has no rest: 
To impose on the confused, fortuitous 
Flowing away of the world, Form--
Still, cool, clean, obdurate, 

Lasting forever, or at least 
Lasting: a precarious monument 
Promising immortality, for the win? 
Moves and in the moving balances.256 

As indicated above, some of MacLeish's postwar 

poetry reconsiders moods of the very early poetry. There 

is a temptation in This Music Crept By Me to return to the 

despair of The Pot of Earth. The consequences of the re

jection of Eden in Nobodaddy are evaluated in Songs for Eve, 

the latter reasserting the need of man to accept the 

consciousness of self and from that consciousness exercise 

his free energies to know for himself his place in the 

scheme of things. In Nobodaddy, Cain shouted his defiance 

of nature's God as he left Eden; in Songs for* Eve, though 

the serpent is not forgotten, there is no regret. 
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Mortality no longer means merely corruption but wonder in 

the knowledge of the flesh and of the spirit. And the 

mystery and the miracle of creation--knowledge man did not 

have in Eden--are testimony to "the certainty ... of 

God." The joy of consciousness is indebted, MacLeish does 

not forget, to the presence of the serpent. 

The debate over the soul of man is the problem of 
257 

J.B. Again MacLeish attempts to "justify the ways of 

man to God." As had been true in his other contemplations 

on the nature of God, MacLeish's God is here an unsympa

thetic presence: 

Nickles: Job . . . saw God-
Saw him by that icy moonlight, 
By that cold disclosing eye 
That stares the color out and strews 
Our lives . . . with light . . . for 

nothing.258 

The mask of God is beautiful, cold, and blind; that of 

Satan wide-eyed, ugly, and filled with pity. Before the 

temptations are visited upon -him, J. B. accepts the good

ness of life as an outright gift: 

J.B.: It isn't good because we love it--
Pay for it--in thanks or prayers. 

The thanks are 
Part of love and paid like love: 
Free gift or not worth having. . . • 
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He insists that blessings are not "earned," and neither are 

curses. If one comes, it is a gift from God; and if the 

other, it is a test of love for God. It is this firmness 

in J. B. which gives Mr. Zuss (Godmask) the confidence to 

wager with Mr. Nickles (Satanmask) that no trials visited 

upon J. B. will weaken his faith in God: 

Mr. Zuss: He trusts God. 
No matter how it ends, he trusts Him. 

Mr. Nickles: Even when God tests him?--tortures 
him? 

Mr. Zuss: Would God permit the test unless 
He knew the outcome of the testing? 

Mr. Nickles: Then why test him if God knows? 

Mr. Zuss: So Job can see. 

Mr. Nickles: See what? 

Mr. Zuss: See God.^60 

The misfortunes designed to prove J. B.'s faith 

begin with the successive, violent deaths of his four 

children; this is followed by the loss of his worldly 

possessions; and last, a vile pox covers his body. Sarah, 

his wife, disgusted with his piety, abandons him. As a 

final indignity, he is subjected to a debate among the 

Three Comforters, who attempt to interpret the nature of 

justice. J. B. feels that if he is innocent of guilt, 

surely God will not desert him. At this view, the social 
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philosopher jeers: 

Bildad: Innocent! Innocent! 
Nations shall perish in their innocence. 
Classes shall perish in their innocence. 
Young men in slaughtered cities 
Offering their silly throats 
Against the tanks in innocence shall perish. 
What's your innocence to theirs? 
God is History. If you offend Him 
Will not History dispense with you? 
History has no time for innocence. 

History is justice! . . . 
Not for one man. For humanity. 
One man's life won't measure on it. 
One man's suffering won't count, no matter 
What his suffering; but All will. 
At the end there will be justice!--
Justice for All! Justice for everyone! 

On the way--it doesn't matter.261 

But J. B. insists that 

Guilt matters. Guilt must always matter. 
Unless guilt matters the whole world is 

Meaningless. . . .262 

The nature of guilt is taken up for dispute by the 

physician-scientist: it is a concept now outmoded. 

Eliphaz: 
Science knows now that the sentient spirit 
Floats like the chambered nautilus on a sea 
That drifts it under skies that drive: 
Beneath, the sea of the subconscious: 
Above, the winds that wind the world. 
Caught between that sky, that sea, 
Self has no will, cannot be guilty. 

There is no guilt, my man, 

261 
Ibid.. pp. 120-121. 

262 
Ibid., p. 121. 



166 

Our guilt is underneath the Sybil's 
Stone: not known.263 

But the philosophy of determinism is revolting to J. B.: 

J.B.: I'd rather suffer 
Every unspeakable suffering God sends, 
Knowing it was I that suffered, 
I that earned the need to suffer, 
I that acted, I that chose, 
Than wash my hands with yours in that 
Defiling innocence.264 

J. B. finds as little comfort from the last of the Com

forters, the cleric, whose argument is based on the doctrine 

of Griginal Sin: 

Zophar: Your sin is 
Simple. You were born a man!265 

None of their arguments answers J. B.'s bewilderment: 

J.B.: I cry out of wrong but I am not heard. . . . 
I cry aloud but there is no judgment.266 

Then finally comes the Voice out of the rush of wind: 

Where wast thou 
When I laid the foundations of the earth. . . 

and in the overwhelming ir.ajesty of an all-powerful God, 

J. B. makes a final obeisance: 
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mine eyes seeth thee! 

Wherefore 
I abhor myself . . . and repent . . . .268 

With respect to KacLeish's view of man, it is the 

final scene of J.B. which takes on special significance. 

Nickles cannot believe that J. B. will accept restoration 

or restitution if it seems the whim of God to so ordain: 
269 

"Job will fling it in God's face. ..." Han will not 

be able to forgive such inexplicable suffering of the in

nocent. But J. B. does not reject the return of Sarah, who 

brings him all that is left--love: 

Sarah: Blow on the coal of the heart 
and we111 know . . . 

We'll know.270 

There is no answer to suffering; there is only the common 

human heart with its union of compassion: 

Job emerges triumphant. Mot Job-the-servant, but 
Job the world offended and God-offended man. . . . 
He had asked for Justice and he had been answered 
with Size. And Job triumphs in understanding at 
last that he needs no forgiveness. Instead he bows 
his head in its insignificance and forgives God. . . . 
The final position is humanism, and humanism is man-
centered. ... In the Universe of the humanist 
all ways lead us either to one another or to the 
void. What Job learns from the accident-strewn 27^ 
orbits is that we are one another's only hope. . . . 
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MacLeish's J.B. is the final summation of man, the 

essence of which had employed much of the MacLeish talent 

and consideration. Beginning with Gain in Nobodaddv (1926), 

man first shouted defiance at God and demanded recognition 

of his own right to self-consciousness. Knowledge did not 

free man from sharing in the corruptibility of nature; it 

merely emphasized man's awareness of the indifference of 

the universe in which he was not at home. This knowledge 

was the special torment of Hamlet in The Hamlet of A. 

MacLeish in 1928. Through the increasing wonder at the 

courage and indestructibility of man, MacLeish arrived at 

last at J.B.: man who has not only made a compromise with 

the natural world and the inevitable misfortunes of chance, 

but who has survived those misfortunes and learned to 

tolerate the inscrutable Causes behind them. 

MacLeish's position in relation to his post-war 

poetry is erratic. The desolation of Actfive is presented 

objectively; yet, in the closing lines there is an obvious 

intrusion on the part of the poet, inasmuch as a moral 

commitment--in this case a commitment to humanism--must 

emanate from a human being: 

Minute upon an immense plain 
The mortal flesh and mortal bone 
Are left among the stones to play 
The man beneath the moon alone:--
And know the part they have to bear 
And know the void vast night above 
And know the night below and dare 
Endure and love. 
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In The Trojan Horse, the poet speaks through the character 

of Laococ>n, pleading with man not to allow emotion and 

superstition to obscure reason. He is again sitting in 

judgment on man's stupidity, much in the fashion of The 

Fall of the City and of Air Raid, and is warning man of 

the subtleties of traitors: 

No Trojan would have made Troy's horse 
a monument, 

Enormous as a public tomb, where multitudes 
Mincing beneath it on a marble stair 
Must stand or squat or knuckle all together. ... 
You stand here by this monumental image 
Shaped like Troy's horse and say the god is in it-
Heaven's authority and man's in one! 
You think its stature is the proof of God: 
The greater the more sacred. Is it? 

After The Tro.ian Horse, there is a slackening off 

of MacLeish in the role of public poet. In "New Poems," 

for instance, he limits the role to a few selections: in 

"The Black Day": 

God help that country where informers thrive! 
Where slander flourishes and lies contrive 
To kill by whispers! Where men lie to live! 

in "The Ballad of the Corn-Cob and the Lie": 

They've had her in her freedom 
And Oh, it breaks our hearts! . . . 

They've learned to rape the country 
With a corn-cob and a lie. . . . 

and in "Liberty": 

When liberty is wedded wife 
And keeps the barn and counts the byre 
Liberty amends her life 
She drowns her torch for fear of fire. 
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Other of the "New Poems" cover a wide variety of 

subjects and moods, from the autumnal "The Old Men in the 

Leaf Smoke": 

Raking the leaves, raking the lives 
Raking life and leaf together, 
The old men smell of burning leaves, 
But which is which they wonder-- ... 

to the frank optimism of "The Sheep in the Ruins": 

Listen, the work of man, the work of splendor 
Never has been ended or will end. . . . 

One man in the sun alone 
Walks between the silence and the stone: 
The city rises from his flesh, his bone. 

and of "Hypocrite Auteur": 

The journey of our history has not ceased: . . . 

The ignorant blood 
Still knocks at silence to be understood. 

They seem, in fact, to cover a rather normal range of human 

responses to situations and problems. At times the poet 

speaks directly, in his own person, on purely personal 

matters. In "Calypso's Island" he rejects immortality in 

favor of the hazards and challenges of mortal existence: 

. . .  I  l o n g  f o r  t h e  c o l d ,  s a l t ,  
Restless, contending sea and for the island 
Where the grass dies and the seasons alter: . . . 

echoing the choice of Cain in Nobodaddy. More often, 

though, the experiences of the poems are shared equally by 

poet and audience. This is particularly so in the poems 

which contemplate the mysteries of nature. There is a 

noticeable absence from these poems of the purely objective 
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phenomena of nature as they had been treated in the poetry 

of the thirties. 

The mystery of nature is combined with the exotic 

in "Bahamas": 

Down there in those islands 
Night is the sound of forever, 
Night is the salt on the mouth, 
Night is the sea. 

and with the philosophical in "Out of Sleep Awakened": 

The shuddering worm, still wincing to the nail 

That tore him from the ruin of his shell, 
Lies numb and cold and naked where he fell. 

Out of what sands, what sea-urge, by what toil 
Shall worm rebuild the silver of that coil? 

Since the agony of The Hamlet. the poet has compromised with 

the natural condition by accepting its mysteries as inscrut

able but nonetheless worthy of contemplation. 

It is the mystery of nature which creates the 

tensions of This Music Crept By Me Upon The Waters. The 

mystery of nature and the longing within the human soul 

toward something outside itself are correlative: 

OLIVER 
Your island, dear Elizabeth1 Your island! 
It's Shakespeare's parable all over. 
Enchanting music draws us through the sea, 
We glimpse an inexpressible happiness, . . . 

ALICE 
Turn your face up! Close your eyes! 
Feel the almost imperceptible movement 
Of cool and warm across your lids 
The moon makes touching you-- . . . 
Something unimaginably beautiful 
Seems no farther from me than my hand 
Could reach, if I should lift one finger. . . . 
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HELEN 
. . .  I  h e a r d  

Something that frightened me beside the water. 
There wasn't any sound at all-
No sound at all and yet I heard 
Ravishing laughter on the sea. . . 
I don't know what I am, I don't know. . . 

PETER 
1 was on that beach beside the water. . . 

I stood and I was there1 As though 
I'd turned a corner suddenly and come--
I don't know where but come there. Oh, 
As though I'd ended and begun. 

This soulful view of nature, however, is not con

sistent throughout the postwar poetry. The natural imagery 

3-n Songs for Eve is limited almost entirely to apple and 

tree with their traditional symbolism. In this volume, 

MacLeish returns to a consideration of human purpose and 

destiny, which had been among his earliest themes.; The 

principal difference lies in the changed view of nature. 

Whereas in Nobodaddy Eve had felt some misgivings about re

jecting the God of Eden, in Sons;s for Eve she lauds the 

efforts of man to achieve consciousness of Self. The poet 

speaks through Eve in order to justify the motive which 

drove Cain from Eden--Self. Again, and as another example 

of the erratic persona of this whole period, the affirma

tion is shaky. As the enormity of his action did not 

escape Cain, neither do the consequences of her pride 

escape Eve: 

Wakening is forbidden 
To all in space and time--
Star and stone, bird and beast. 
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Wakers see what sleep has hidden. 
Wakers will no longer rest 
In space and time as they were bidden. 

And when her children ask 

Eve, Eve, who are we, 
Born to wake and waking see? 

her justification is 

How else can heavenly thunder shake 
The heart but if the heart awake? 

but, as the serpent points out, the result is that 

Eve's children can sleep 
But not well--not for good. 

That there are disturbing and often inequitable 

forces which affect the destiny of man is the thesis of 

J.B., whose protagonist is a modern counterpart of his 

ancient namesake. Like Job, he searches his soul for its 

guilt, for "God will not punish without cause." It is the 

timeless enigma of the suffering of innocence: 

tJ.Ba# ... 
We have no choice but to be guilty. 
God is unthinkable if we are innocent. 

God! My God! My God! What have I 
Done? 

The reply he receives is no more comforting than was the 

universal silence of The Hamlet and "Einstein." J.B. con

cludes on the same note as Actfive; human endurance and 

human love are the only qualities which can stand against 

a whimsical fate. 
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Except for the few instances cited above, topical 

material as a basis for poetry gradually disappears in 

MacLeish's postwar work. He returns rather to the uni

versal themes of his early poetry: What is the meaning of 

human existence? of creation? of Good and Evil in the 

universe? 

The postwar poetry makes use of a wide variety of 

forms. The dramatic narrative, Actfive, is composed partly 

in free verse of lines in varying lengths: 

Take the passions in a life 
With the pain that turns to rapture turned 

to pain, 
Or the cycles of the war 
With the towns that burn again 
And the dead that died before--
Find the point in time that turns upon itself 
Like the pivot of the thrower's whirling knife 
Or the wheeling of the echo of the bell! 

partly in tetrameter lines: 

Take the form within the circle 
Take the circle in the form, 
Take the stillness at the center 
Where the weight of time is borne, 
Where the rush of form is spent--

using, in this instance, both off-rhyme (form:borne) and 

apocope (center:spent); partly in dimeter: 

The flesh and the bone 
That danced and that sang--
Fear with its web 
And hate with its fang. . . . 

and partly in stanzas of unpatterned rhyme, such as 

Leaving the secret heart to crowd 
For shelter with the crowd--to lie 
Safe and hidden from the sky 
In the crypt of light, the loud, 
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The public night, where none need bear 
The staring dark, the marking eye, 
The searching heartbeat of the air--
Bombers of the huge despair: 
Leaving the secret heart to take 
Public shelter from the doom 
In the vast and buried room 
Where beneath the fallen past 
The bulbs burn and the sleepers lie awake. . . 

wherein appear abba cbcc dee (past is completely orphaned) 

d. 

The three plays, The Trojan Horse, This Music Crept 

By Me Upon The Waters, and J.B. , take their rhythm from the 

form which MacLeish had used in Panic and which he felt 

approximated the rhythmical flow of speech: initial 

syllabic stress, with a regular number of stresses per line. 

In Panic these had been five and three (five for the prin

cipal scenes and three for the street scenes). In the 

plays of this later period, the pattern of stresses is less 

rigid, varying chiefly as three-, four-, and five-stress. 

Examples from The Tro.jan Horse illustrate these patterns: 

Peace! Order! Certainty! 
Things in their proper places 1 
Respect for authority! Truth! 
A war like that can be won,— 

Oh there are Greek cries if you want them! 
Wait till the ships come back! You'll hear 
Not one alone, but thousands--thousands--
Screaming upon your walls, your roofs, 
Before your doors, among your gardens. 

I say what he says: that the Greeks have fled. 
I do not say the Greeks are gone. No sensible 
Ripe experienced man would make that judgment. 
These Greeks will still return and still return 
And still again return until the prophecy, 
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Scored, they think, upon the skull of time, 
Has been accomplished and this town, its 

towers 
Tumbled upon our heap of bones, becomes 
Our sepulchre, not our city. 

The dialogue from This Mus ic Crept By Me, already quoted, 

is representative of the dominant stress pattern of that 

play. There is much less variation than in The Trojan 

Horse, This Mus ic being overwhelmingly in four-stress, as 

is also J.B., of which the following is typical: 

Nickles: Shall I tell you why? 
To learn! 

Every human creature born 
Is born into the bright delusion 
Beauty and loving-kindness care for him. 
Suffering teaches! Suffering's good for 

us! 
Imagine men and women dying 
Still believing that the cuddling arms 
Enclosed them! They would find the worms 
Peculiar nurses, wouldn't they? Wouldn't 

they? 

The metrical erasis of "Mew Poems" and Songs for 

Eve reflects traditional forms: the sonnet, as in "The 

Burial" (in memory of his mother); the abab quatrains of 

"Words in Time"; rhymed couplets, as in "Out of Sleep 

Awakened," quoted above; tercets, as in "What Riddle Asked 

the Sphinx": 

In my stone eyes I see 
The saint upon his knee 
Delve in the desert for eternity 

and in "The Black Day": 

God help that country, cankered deep by doubt, 
Where honest men, by scandals turned about, 
See honor murdered and will not speak out. 
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MacLeish produced one tongue-twister in "The Dichter as 

Doktor,".using consonantal dissonance, apocope, and alli

teration for the rhythmical pattern: 

The mal of the mirror, 
The guilt of the glass, 
Is our time's marrer. 

Who can be steerer 
Who stares for his star 
At the eye of the starer? 

Who can be finder 
Who sails for the ship 
That sails? Ke will founder. 

And, of course, "Calypso's Island," already mentioned, 

employs what amounts to a MacLeishian trademark--apoco

pated terza rima: 

Goddess, I know how excellent this ground, 
What charmed contentment of the removed heart 
The bees make in the lavender where pounding 

Surf sound far off and the bird that darts 
Darts through its own eternity of light, 
Motionless in motion, and the startled 

Hare is startled into stone, the fly 
Forever golden in the flickering glance 
Of leafy sunlight that still holds it. I 

Know you, goddess, and your caves that answer 
Ocean's confused voices with a voice: 
Your poplars where the storms are turned to dances; 

In some instances, the rhythm of a poem comes from allitera 

tion combined with caesura, as in the last two stanzas of 

"Reasons for Music": 

The labor of order has no rest: 
To impose on the confused, fortuitous 
Flowing away of the world, Form--
Still, cool, clean, obdurate, 
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Lasting forever, or at least 
Lasting: a precarious monument 
Promising immortality, for the wing 
Moves and in the moving balances. 

Not all the poems of these volumes are reconcilable 

to any set pattern, covering as they do a wide range of 

stanzaic and metrical patterns. There is little of free 

verse, "Ship's Log" and "Ship of Fools" being the only 

poems in Songs for Eve which have no discernible rhyme 

scheme. A stanza from each of these, in the order named, 

will show how rhythm is accomplished. In the first: 

Only the young, on a first voyage, facing the 
>/Jhole horizon of the sea 
Depart from any country. The old men 
Sail to the sea-beach they have left behind 

the arrangement of line-lengths and enjambment force the 

voice of the reader into a rhythmical cadence. In the 

second: 

On what tide 
Rising to what fresh wind, what cries 
Of morning seagulls, shall the ship move; 
Stir in her stench of ooze and lift 
And on the cold sea, on the cleansing water, 
Lean to her course? 

Where are the fountains? 

the rhythm derives from the periodic structure of the 

stanza and from the paralleling of prepositional phrases 

and the repetition of the conjunction. 

Although the postwar work does, as already noted, 

range over many stanzaic forms and make use of both tradi

tional and unclassifiable rhyme schemes, it is most notably 



MacLeishian in the use of accentual rhythm in his drama 

and of the continually recurring apocope, both in terza 

rima and in other forms. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

To Lay out for examination forty-five years of a 

poet's work in an effort to determine whether a particular 

theme or aspect of the poetry will shape up into a trace

able or consistent pattern is, perhaps, expecting of the 

poet more than is reasonable to expect of any man. But to 

find at the end of the examination that such a theme does 

indeed exist and can be traced not only with consistency 

but with increasing complexity to complete a discernible 

pattern is rewarding. This study of MacLeish's poetry 

discloses two patterns which, despite occasional horse

shoe turns, have moved continually toward, if not a solu

tion, at least an acceptance of the condition of man in the 

order of things. 

MacLeish's earliest primitivistic leanings fit 

easily into orthodox definitions of chronological and 

cultural primitivism. They are scattered throughout the 

early poetry and more often merge than appear distinctively. 

That is, the culture of man he looks to for inspiration is 

that which coincides with some ancient age of man, whose 

values have become elusive but are still desirable. In 

the intensely subjective poetry of MacLeish's youth appear 
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occasional references to times of antiquity when man's 

chief occupation was survival and his greatest joy was the 

simple work of his hands. In "Hunters," man cowers before 

the power of nature and recalls a happier time when he was 

nature's equal and not the victim of nature's god; and in 

"Hands," he acknowledges that the lasting record of man is 

that which was built by the labor of simple artisans. Both 

poems suggest man's decline from an original ideal state. 

Until the appearance of This Music Crept By Me in 

1953, none of MacLeish's poetry considers cultural primi-

tivism in its "soft" aspects as desirable. And even in 

that poem, as the level-headed Oliver pointed out, in the 

ease of paradise "we'd be miserable." As a matter of fact, 

it is the ease of Eden which Cain cannot tolerate in Nobo-

daddy. It smothers him and prevents his development of 

awareness. The animal acquiescence must be rejected be

fore man can go free. To Cain, the hardships of the desert 

east of Eden are preferable to the effortless "natural" 

existence in paradise. The harder the struggle against 

nature, the fuller the realization of self. 

Almost from the first, there is blended into Mac

Leish's ideals of existence a concern with man's spirit as 

it labors with the flesh to determine what niche in the 

order of nature man is meant to fill. The indecisions of 

the human soul are continually repeated and constitute the 

basis for what seem, from time to time, to be retractions. 
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For instance, in "Hunters" mentioned above, man is at the 

mercy of vicious nature-gods, yet in "Hands" communes with 

nature; in The Pot of Earth, man is a puppet in the in

exorable processes of nature, but in Nobodaddv. by act of 

his own will--the need to know himself--man chooses not to 

live in harmony with the insensate world wherein nature's 

god looks upon man without seeing. 

Between Streets in the Moon in 1926 and The Hamlet 

of A. MacLeish in 1928, the awareness of man as a natural, 

creature in a natural setting becomes less and less im

portant; and the struggle of the spirit of man to under

stand its imprisonment within flesh and the flesh-spirit 

its imprisonment within nature becomes paramount. That is, 

any concern toward determining an ideal state of man, 

either chronological or cultural, is overshadowed by the 

knowledge that any conclusion drawn would have to consider 

the happiness of man's spirit--or at least its reconcilia

tion with an indifferent universe. This is not to say 

that orthodox views of primitivism are abandoned as pos

sible answers to man's state of being, but rather that 

man's past might disclose by what path man lost his way 

and by what way his ideal state might be recaptured. Gain 

turns back to knock at the gates of Eden to ask the meaning 

of existence which he had insisted upon realizing. He is 

not answered. As Einstein contemplates the mysteries of 

infinity, "still withstands the dust his penetration." In 
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attempting to interpret for Hamlet the ghost on the ram

parts, Horatio looks backward through the chronicle of man 

for assurance from the path he has followed, but there is 

for answer only the disclosure of 

ill 
Long done, lost in the times before memory. 

The "stairs built by the ancestors" lead to nothing, with 

all the yesterdays silent and all the tomorrows secret, 

Hamlet has only cynicism for answer. 

In the decade following his return from Europe (the 

thirties), MacLeish became virtually a counterpart of his 

own Claudius. There is growing concern with the physical 

world man must contend with and diminishing concern with 

man's spiritual unrest. Although his affections turn back 

toward something lost and dear (as in "American Letter"), 

he faces bit by bit the crassness of a world which seems 

bent on destroying man as individual. In New Found Land, 

the poet seeks reunion with his homeland as well as with 

nature. As he views man's losses, he finds dignity in the 

chronicle of man's past. Both "Land's End" and "Men" 

speak of that nobility: 

iie trusted the look of the sun on the green 
leaves.... 

W e  worked the hard flint for basins of water. 
W e  believed in the feel of the earth under us. 

What MacLeish attempts to recapture here is a sense of 
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man's natural dignity in the purely physical scheme of 

things. This is essential before all else, because man's 

individual freedom is prerequisite to all inquiry and all 

seeking after knowledge. His primary concern, therefore, 

is to preserve that dignity and freedom and self-respect 

which give Conquistador its grandeur. Conversely, it is 

the subjugation of the human being which gives the Frescoes 

its sense of defeat. 

MacLeish's New-World, indictments turn upon values 

once held by simpler cultures. Beneath the general dis

illusionment of Frescoes, for instance, there lies the 

memory of the good of the natural world which was given to 

man in stewardship, so to speak. The goodness of the land 

and the simple life have been exploited and destroyed by 

greed. Yet there is a way back to recapture man's Golden 

Age, to the rewarding struggle (never a promise of ease); 

and in Elpenor. published in the same year as the Frescoes--

l933--MacLeish recommends that man reject the return to 

Ithaca and choose instead 

the open sea. . . 
And begin it again. . . . 
with the hammer of 
Hard rain on your hands and the 
Raw fern for your bedding. ... 

He appeals again on behalf of the "hard" primitivism of 

simple cultures. 

The alienation of man from nature in MacLeish's 

early poetry is a metaphysical problem--a spiritual 
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wrestling with an inscrutable universe. In the poetry of 

the thirties, he is the earth-bound proponent of man's 

physical freedom, freedom lost through man's divorce from 

nature's abundance and by his exploitation and manipulation 

in the hands of financial power. As he left off pondering 

the purgatory of the spirit to consider the problem of the 

purgatory of the flesh, MacLeish continued to extract from 

man's past, concepts of the ideal condition under which 

man, socially as well as individually, could most happily 

exist. In the poetry that concerns itself with the social 

condition of man, the sense of loss is pervading but is 

never quite defined. It does not, in fact, come through at 

all in Panic, and appears only obliquely in The Fall of the 

City and Air Raid. In fairness to the poet, however, it 

must be admitted that the intent of these works was to 

awaken man to his dangers and not to offer him precepts. 

Man in a dangerous situation may still entertain 

the notion of a happier time. At any rate, MacLeish's 

poetry began to show traces of optimism in the late thir

ties. In Public Speech and in America Was Promises there 

is a vague hope for mankind, dependent upon man's re

awakening humanity and his will to grasp his birthright, 

not greedily but in appreciation of the natural gifts of 

the earth. 

Throughout the war years, which coincided with his 

years of public service, MacLeish produced more prose than 
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poetry. His labors, as he said, were devoted to preserv

ing the only system under which the free man and the artist 

might attain the fullest potential. Yet it may be noted 

that the continual theme of the prose supported what had 

been through the years an obsession with MacLeish--the 

irrepressible human spirit. In it lay his hope for man's 

future. It was as a reenforcement of this belief that he 

searched again through the past for standards and values 

in which to believe. He chose from the past of the American 

continents examples of courage as bases for radio scripts, 

hoping to arouse in his people an admiration for their own 

heritage. It was a strange time for the poet: that his 

voice might be heard, it had to be topical; that the topic 

might be poetic, he drew on man's past to find hope for man's 

future. 

In the postwar period MacLeish continued his con

cern for the future of mankind in general. It is at this 

stage in his poetry that he relinquishes all hold on the 

past and in Actfive does, in fact, proclaim the death of 

the past insofar as its standards are any longer of service 

to man. Neither kings, gods, nor heroes any longer fur

nish a noble example for man to emulate. Man in the flesh 

no longer is of great importance; his glory lies in hiss en

during and undemanding spirit--his personal integrity. 

In the fifties MacLeish recovers some of the spirit 

and energy of the early forties. At least the momentary 

lapse into despair in "New Poems, 1951-1952," disappeared. 
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In "The Sheep in the Ruins" (see p. 151 above), he makes 

at last a total commitment to his belief in the human spirit, 

much of the essence of which strengthens Conquistador but 

which becomes here a more forward-looking view of the human 

condition than Diaz showed. It will be remembered that 

Diaz considered the noblest age of man to be past and his 

old age to be lived out in a decadent society. "The Sheep" 

also considers the condition at which man has arrived but 

does not despair thereat. It rather affirms a faith in 

man's ability to surmount his tribulations. A restoration 

of the Golden Age of man is suggested here as more than a 

possibility. Yesterday's ruins do not matter; the spirit 

of mankind will shape tomorrow: 

The work of splendor 
Never has been ended or will end. ... 

Tracing primitivistic influences on the poetry of 

MacLeish reveals two paths. First, the major part of the 

work which did incorporate primitivistic ideas looked to 

the most rugged eras of man's history for both chronologi

cal and cultural criteria. Only the very late poetry, 

that which rejected man's traditional values for having 

failed him, turns toward the future as a possible better 

age for mankind. Second, all phases of the poetry, in 

considering the condition of humanity in the natural scheme 

of things, whether in an ideal past, a sorry present, or 

a promising future, is far less concerned with the physi

cal than with the spiritual condition of man. It is 
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hunger of the soul which accounts for Elizabeth's yearning 

toward paradise in This Music Crept By Me. It. is the human 

soul crying out for answers in J.B. This concern with the 

agony of spirit in being forever denied answers is support 

enough for the statement that no "religion of 'humanity1 
272 

is satisfying" to MacLeish. 

That MacLeish's poetry is not meant to be the poetry 

of a humanist is a point which apparently escaped John 

Ciardi's examination of J.B. As indicated above (n. 271), 

his judgment was that "the final position is humanism, and 

humanism is man-centered. . . Two years later--in L960--

in what amounted to a retraction of his criticism, Mr. 

Ciardi remarked that at least his position was humanism, 

but he was no loneer so sure about J. B., whom he calls a 
273 

self-righteous fathead. The implication seems to be 

that all who are not humanists are fatheads, at least in 

Mr. Ciardi's opinion, including Archibald MacLeish. The 

evidence is that this is probably the only work of Mac

Leish' s into which a critic could read the suggestion that 

"we are one another's only hope." And that would have to 

be between the lines. Since the "Immortality" poems of 

1915, MacLeish has been debating the endless question of 

272 
Waggoner, p. 407. 
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John Ciardi, "J.B. Revisited," Saturday Review, 

XLIII (January 30, 1960), 39. 
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man-and-God, not man-and-man. In spite of the fact that it 

may be displaying poor perspective "to judge in time what 
274 

God's will is in eternity," that is, in fact, the back

ground against which MacLeish has so earnestly sought to 

shape an image of man, not only in the flesh but in the 

spirit: 

Our time is ... a time in which men must at 
last accept the individual responsibilities 
for choice and for decision which they have 
concealed from themselves in the past by the 
acceptance of institutional authority. . . . 

. . .  i f  m e n  a r e  f r e e  t o  t h i n k  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  
and to believe as they think and to say as 
they believe—if men ... are free to make 
their own way by their own means to the truth 
which is true for them . . . the world will 
be a better world. ... It is the most 
courageous ... of earthly acts of faith.275 

Man could hardly rise to the demand made of him here if he 

were humanist only; for to the humanist the only thing 

bigger than man is Man and if God does indeed exist, he is 

not concerned with the mortal condition of man. Now for a 

man who is said to be a humanist, MacLeish has expended an 

unconscionable amount of time and energy to prove the con

trary. It is in J.B. that the student of MacLeish finds 

not humanism at all, but that inviolate human dignity 

and pride which has marked the poet1s work from the 

274 
William S. White, "MacLeish and the Broken Major," 

Harper's Magazine. CCXVIII (April 1959), p. 79. 
275 

Archibald MacLeish, Freedom Is the Right to Choose 
(Boston, 1951), pp. viii-ix of the Foreword. 
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beginning. J.B. is Cain-Hamlet-MacLeish all in one, a 

sensate being in an insensate universe, crying out to know 

and be known. This the humanist does not do, having con

tented himself with the limitation of his concerns with 

man. That sort of poverty, MacLeish has been spared. He 

has never really ceased his efforts to "justify the way of 

man to God:" 

Though we never find either an adequate solution 
for, or a wholly intelligible meaning in, the 
tragic aspects of life, we continue to search, 
and this stubbornness is the impressive, as well 
as possibly the most significant, of all the 
facts of human nature. It is also what ... J.B. 
seems so impressively to say. ... 

The problem is unsolvable. But one thing is sure. 
His awareness of it constitutes him Man. No other 
creature can formulate it, and man, when he ceases 
to do so, ceases to be Man. . . . 

The minimal meaning of human life lies in the fact 
that it is capable of asking for a meaning. It 
does not need, indispensably, to find one.276 

The trouble with MacLeish's "phases," as Reed 

Whittemore remarked, is "that . . . they kept vanishing or 
277 

quietly merging with one another." This remark per

tained to MacLeish's subjective, prophetic, and social 

"phases," but it can apply as well to his primitivistic 

276 
Joseph Wood Krutch, "The Universe at Stage 

Center." Theatre Arts, XLII (August 1958), pp. 10-11. 
277 

"MacLeish and Democratic Pastoral," Sewanee 
Review, LXI (Autumn 1953), p. 702. 
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"phases." It is possible to pinpoint precise references to 

past grandeur (chronological primitivism), to ideal cul

tures, past and future (cultural primitivism), and to an 

ideal spirit of man (psychological primitivism). Yet they 

overlap and fuse and are in general overlaid with concern 

for the spirit more than for the flesh. It is ultimately 

this latter that carries the heaviest burden in MacLeish's 

poetry. It may be fruitless for man to try to understand 

his role in the universal scheme of things, but it is his 

conscious adjustment to that role which gives him dignity; 

consciousness of self is a constructive force producing 

man who is "whole and alive, self-reliant, active, ... 

in other words . . . 'natural' ... a psychologically 

oriented primitivism." Through these qualities, the 

natural state of man "is . . . removed from a historical 

plane to an inward one dealing with qualities of heart and 
278 

soul and mind." Whatever his frustrations and agonies 

in whatever time or place, it is the knowledge of self and 

the possibility of human dignity that give man his reason 

for being. Actually, MacLeish voiced the credo for him

self: "It is necessary to believe in man, not only as the 

Christians believe in man, out of pity, or as the democrats 

believe in man, out of loyalty, but also as the Greeks be-
279 

lieved in man, out of pride." 
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Concurrent with MacLeish's gradual reconciliation 

of man to his natural condition, there developed a cor

responding mastery of his craft. He began his career as 

poet with romantic and flowery sonnets, as in Songs for a 

Summer's Day and The Happy Marriage, and with assorted 

lyrical forms, as in the poems which supplemented The 

Happy Marriage and Tower of Ivory. Even in this early 

poetry the rhythm often derives from alliteration, con

sonance, assonance, dissonance, and suspension, all of 

which were eventually to contribute to MacLeish's distinct

ive technique. Before this came about, however, he waa to 

experiment with a variety of forms. Nobodaddy, for instance, 

is free verse after the fashion of the day (1926); and 

Streets in the Moon of the same year includes free verse 

and blank verse, as well as commonplace imagery and dic

tion, an about-face from that of Songs for a Summer1s Day. 

As the volume of the poetry grew and as the poet's 

concerns turned outward, the language of his imagery grew 

more concrete. This language was sometimes startling, 

sometimes ugly, as if to put itself in harmony with the 

world it spoke to. Coincident with his changing diction, 

MacLeish developed his finest mastery of the form which 

seems so characteristically his own: the internal rhythms 

and apocopated rhymes of portions of the Frescoes and of 

Conquistador. By this time (1932) MacLeish had assumed 

the task of self-repatriation and his growing interest in 
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the "good earth1' of his own country brought a lessening of 

the metaphorical depths of nature and the presentation of 

the factual, objective phenomena of the earth. This changed 

view of nature is especially important in Frescoes and 

Conquistador. 

Along with changes in his craft and in his treatment 

of natural imagery, went a change also in MacLeish's person

al relationship to his poetry. Up to and including The 

Hamlet, the poet in his youthful agony stands almost un-

relievedly between his poetry and his reader. He is the 

poet being a poet. Such intense concern with Self and with 

the unanswerables was not a mood in which value judgments or 

ethical and moral criteria were likely to develop. At any 

rate, the young poet did not offer any. After the re

patriation, beginning in 1930, the poetry does begin to 

contain messages. Sometimes the message is explicit, as 

in the indictment of human greed in the Frescoes« wherein 

the poet himself is sitting in judgment; sometimes it is 

implicit, as in the affirmation of the hard life in Con

quistador, wherein poet and audience simultaneously view 

life through the eyes of an old warrior. 

With the onset of the Depression and of the Second 

World War, MacLeish's poetry became openly an expose of 

the sorry state of the world, of the follies and apathies 

of man, which had brought about that state, and a general 

rebuke to all of mankind for not awakening to the 
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possibilities and promises within the earth itself and to 

the essential, but at times submerged, dignity of which 

every man was possessor. In these troubled years MacLeish's 

talents were devoted chiefly to the writing of plays and 

scripts for radio. For dramatic purposes he devised a 

dialogue which relied for its rhythmical effect on accent

ual stress, which he felt should be prevailingly initial 

stress, at least for American speech. Even though at first 

he prescribed a rather strict pattern for the number of 

stresses per line--sometimes five, sometimes three--he 

later modified it into a freer selection. 

Since the political and economic state of the world 

was the chief concern of the poet during this middle period, 

there is little natural imagery in the work. It does show 

up in America Was Promises, where it is again the factual 

and forthright praise of the purely physical properties of 

nature and the potential rewards it holds for man. 

The works which followed the Second World war show 

two obvious changes: first, a renewal of interest in the 

mystical qualities of man's relationship to the earth and 

to the universe, but with a contemplative response rather 

than a tormented one; and second, an abandonment of the 

role of prophet, judge, and moral arbiter which he has 

assumed during his "public poet" phase. In extracting moral 

judgment froru these later works, the reader must recognize 

that they are the poet's, for himself. There is no 
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mistaking the personal commitment to a belief in the poten

tial dignity of man and in the wonder of the human spirit. 

*n Actfive this faith in humanity will rebuild the cities 

of earth; in J.B. it will give man strength to withstand 

the inequities of the natural condition in which he must 

exist. 

The first-named change, the mystical treatment of 

nature, is a return to a consideration of metaphorical 

depths in natural phenomena. This inquiry is the essence 

This Music Crept By Me, where it is correlated to the 

loneliness of the individual spirit endeavoring to discover 

some truth about itself. 

For the rhythmical form of the postwar plays, Mac-

Leish continues to use accentual stress and a variety of 

line lengths; for the poetry, both traditional and experi

mental stanza and rhyme patterns. 

In general, then, the very personal poetry of 

MacLeish's youth is traditional in form and metrics, or is 

imitative of the poetic fashions of the time; and being 

almost totally introspective, the poetry does not concern 

itself with didacticism or moral problems. As the poetry 

of his repatriation turns outward to consider natural 

phenomena as sympathetic to man and man as somehow be

trayed by his own weaknesses, it also develops commonplace 

diction and imagery. It is at this point, also, that Mac-

Leish begins to scold and to judge his fellow Americans. 
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These latter tendencies carry over, without reticence, into 

his public poetry. The plays are concerned with the moral 

problems of man in his then current dilemma--social and 

economic chaos and war; the poems, sometimes by castigation, 

sometimes by example, attempt to instill in the people of 

America a confidence and pride in themselves as human 

beings and in the marvels of their land. To reach the 

masses with his message, MacLeish relied on the rhythm and 

diction of common speech. 

Finally, the last period of poetry here under con

sideration achieves a kind of synthesis of the personal 

poet and the objective poet. For example, Actfive ends 

with a personal declaration of faith in humanity; This Music 

Crept By Me is an omniscient approach to the various ways 

in which the souls of individual human beings struggle to 

find expression; and J.B. reconciles man to the truth that 

although he may not find answers, it is the unceasing 

repetition of the questions which makes him Man. 
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