
The Three Taverns

The Three Taverns by Edwin Arlington Robinson is a contemplative collection of poems
exploring themes of faith, human longing, and the complexities of life with poignant
lyricism and insight.

The Valley of the Shadow

In "The Valley of the Shadow," Edwin Arlington Robinson explores a metaphorical
realm inhabited by individuals who have experienced profound loss, disappointment,
and unfulfilled desires. This somber valley serves as a poignant representation of
human suffering and existential angst. The inhabitants of this valley are a diverse
group, each bearing the weight of their unique adversities. From those grappling with
the remnants of grief and fear to the individuals confronting the harsh realities of
unmet dreams and thwarted aspirations, Robinson skillfully portrays the complexity of
human emotions and experiences.

Among the denizens of the valley are those whose lives have been overshadowed by
darkness, akin to the fears and intuitions of a solitary child. Dreams and illusions serve
as scant comfort to these souls, who find themselves ensnared in a landscape where
hope is as elusive as a weed triumphing in desolation. The poem also delves into the
lives of individuals constrained by societal expectations and the unyielding passage of
time, illustrating how the legacy of past generations can cast a long shadow over the
present.

Robinson's work intricately weaves a tapestry of human life marked by silent
struggles. The daughters bearing wisdom beyond their years, the quiet maidens with



tumultuous eyes, and the entities resigned to the unending pursuit of darkness—all
embody the multifaceted nature of human suffering. The presence of figures such as
the "gentlemen of leisure," disillusioned by their own retrospection, and the "fair
women," dreaming of infernal destinations over celestial peace, further enrich the
poem's exploration of despair and resignation.

"The Valley of the Shadow" transcends a mere catalog of sorrows; it embodies a
collective human journey through the shadowed valleys of existence. This journey is
characterized not only by the individual tribulations encountered but also by a shared
yearning for meaning amidst the vestiges of dreams and the persistent march of time.
Robinson concludes by contemplating the perpetuity of this cycle, suggesting that as
long as humanity endures, so too will the quest for understanding in the face of
unanswerable questions about suffering and the human condition. Ultimately, the
poem becomes a reflection on the communal nature of sorrow, the indomitability of
the human spirit, and the enduring mystery of life's darkest valleys.



The Wandering Jew

In "The Wandering Jew," Edwin Arlington Robinson presents a profound interaction with
a timeless figure, embodying the endless journey and the accumulation of ancient
wisdom and sorrow. The narrator immediately recognizes the enduring character
through his eyes, which hold the essence of centuries, an eternal witness to the
world's evolving face yet constant in its core loneliness. This encounter in New York, a
city emblematic of modernity, provides a stark canvas for the timeless wanderer,
suggesting a contrast yet a strange continuity with the past.

The figure conjured is likened to biblical characters such as Noah, Nathan, Abimelech,
Lamech, and especially Melchizedek, implying a depth of experience and existence
beyond ordinary human comprehension. The rejection of these identities for the
wanderer emphasizes an even more profound enigma, positioning him beyond the
realm of known myths and histories. The eyes of the wanderer become a mirror to the
narrator's soul and the world, reflecting an inescapable truth of human stories and
miseries, inviting a silent communion of understanding and perhaps, an unspoken
regret for the transience of compassion in the face of time's relentless march.

The poem shifts into a contemplation of the origins and purposes of such a being,
surrounded by the echoes of condemnations for the world's ongoing failings. This
eternal figure stands as a testament to human folly, enduring beyond the ages,
witnessing the cyclical nature of human vice and virtue. The narrator is caught
between awe and a profound existential reflection on humanity's place within this
cycle, recognizing in the wanderer's condemnation a mirror to their own societal
discontents.

Mirages of historical epochs and forgotten tragedies play against the backdrop of the
wanderer's condemnation, illustrating the impermanence of human endeavors and the



eternal nature of certain truths. The wanderer's anger and sorrow transcend specific
grievances, hinting at a universal disillusionment with humanity's capacity for
repetition in error and cruelty.

Through the enigmatic figure of the Wandering Jew, Robinson explores themes of time,
memory, and the human condition. The poem articulates a dialogue between the past
and present, where the immortal observer of human history confronts the ephemeral
nature of human progress and morality. The wanderer's perspective offers a solemn
reflection on the cyclical patterns of human behavior, underscoring a yearning for
understanding and compassion amidst the ceaseless flow of time.



Late Summer

In Edwin Arlington Robinson's poem "Late Summer," the narrative delves into a
complex interplay of regret, unfulfilled desires, and the remnants of hope within a
strained relationship. The speaker observes a woman who is mysteriously dedicating
her efforts towards futile endeavors, symbolized by the act of "lavishing feminine Gold
upon clay." Her actions and the unending cycle of reflecting on painful memories seem
inscrutable to him, yet amidst this confusion, a faint smile from her suggests an
underlying resilience or perhaps a resignation to her circumstances.

This interaction stirs thoughts of a possible redemption through understanding and
compassion, hinting at a stifled faith that could potentially revive their bleak existence.
The speaker contemplates the transformative power of belief in each other, which
could erase the scars of a tormented past and replace them with a future brightened
by shared moments of happiness.

The poem shifts to reflections on opportunities lost to death and the irreversible
separation it brings, encapsulating the sorrow of unattainable reunion with the
metaphor of a deceased man whose absence leaves a void no living man can fill.
Despite this, there's a subtle critique of pride and its folly in the face of inevitable
truths and finalities. The speaker grapples with his conscience and the duty to protect
innocence, realizing that her vulnerabilities and the shadows of her past experiences
are gradually consuming their present interactions.

As he continues to express his intentions, shielded by a cautious honor, there’s an
underlying uncertainty about the future and his longing for what might have been. The
poem concludes with an introspective note, as the speaker metaphorically regards his
life's endeavors as ships aimlessly adrift, searching for meaning in the vast, uncertain
ocean of existence. Through this richly woven tapestry of emotions, Robinson captures
the essence of human frailty, the quest for understanding, and the faint glimmers of



hope that persist in the face of life's adversities.



The Three Taverns

In "The Three Taverns," a poem from his collection, Edwin Arlington Robinson explores
themes of faith, destiny, perseverance, and the human condition through the
monologue of a determined and introspective speaker, presumed to be Paul the
Apostle, who reflects on his journey and impending trials as he approaches Rome. As
he confronts the reality of his fate and the possibility of martyrdom, Paul contemplates
the nature of faith, the challenge of sharing the transformative message of Christianity
amidst skepticism, the eternal struggle between the letter and the spirit of the law,
and the profound loneliness yet universal bond of humanity.

Paul, having embraced his mission despite knowing the risks, including imprisonment
and death, offers wisdom on the enduring power of faith to transcend temporal
struggles. He asserts that true insight and freedom come from an unshakeable belief
in a higher purpose and in the transformative potential of love and sacrifice. Paul
challenges the dichotomy of law versus faith, arguing that fulfillment and salvation lie
not within rigid adherence to doctrine but through the grace and love that the law
seeks to approximate.

Amidst his reflections, Paul speaks directly to the concerns of his audience—both
immediate and future generations of believers—encouraging them to persevere in the
face of persecution and doubt. He acknowledges the diversity of challenges they face,
including internal conflicts within the Christian community and external threats from
those who misunderstand or oppose their message. Paul emphasizes that the true
essence of Christianity, the living Word, goes beyond mere words or dogma and
resides in the transformative power of faith and action.

Despite the personal costs of his mission, Paul's dedication to spreading his message is
unwavering. He finds solace in the knowledge that his struggles serve a higher



purpose, contributing to a legacy that will outlive him. As he prepares to face Caesar
and, potentially, his own mortality, Paul remains hopeful and steadfast, comforted by
the belief that his journey is part of a divine plan that transcends individual suffering
and serves the greater good of humanity.

"The Three Taverns" serves as a contemplative narrative, weaving together themes of
faith, sacrifice, and the human search for meaning. It reflects Robinson's skill in
capturing the complexity of spiritual and existential dilemmas through the lens of
historical and biblical narratives, inviting the reader to reflect on the nature of faith,
the virtues of persistence against adversity, and the universal human quest for
understanding and redemption.



On the Way

In the chapter titled "On the Way" from Edwin Arlington Robinson's *The Three
Taverns*, an imaginative dialogue unfolds between Alexander Hamilton and Aaron
Burr, set in Philadelphia, 1794. This conversation occurs in a speculative manner, not
tied to a specific real-life event but rather illustrative of the complex and climactic
political tensions that would later culminate in the infamous duel between Hamilton
and Burr in 1804. The dialogue vividly characterizes both historical figures, drawing on
their intelligence, wit, and the rivalry that defined their relationship.

Burr opens the conversation with a tone of forewarning, subtly reminding Hamilton of
the precarious nature of political power and the impending challenges both from within
the United States and abroad. He half-jokingly, half-seriously refers to the duo as kings
by the wayside, implying the transient nature of their influence and the looming
shadow of George Washington.

Hamilton replies with gratitude for Burr's concern, yet swiftly pivots to philosophical
reflections on leadership, the weight of responsibility, and the fleeting admiration of
the public. He acknowledges the unique burden and isolation of true leadership, which
he sees embodied in Washington - a man not merely of action but of profound vision
for the young nation.

The conversation delves deeper into the dynamics of power, ambition, and legacy,
with Burr questioning the sustainability of their ideals and Hamilton defending the
integrity and foresight of their contributions to nation-building. Hamilton’s remarks on
Washington reveal a mix of reverence and a sober realization of the challenges of
governance and the cultivation of a national identity.

Burr, ever strategic and probing, challenges Hamilton’s convictions and visions,
suggesting that both of them are part of a larger, unpredictable political game, one



that could see their fortunes reversed or undone by the evolving desires and demands
of the republic.

As the discussion concludes, there is a palpable sense of both men contemplating their
fates and legacies, with Burr hinting at the unpredictable winds of political change and
Hamilton musing on a return to New York, to rebuild and redefine his life beyond the
direct reins of power.

The chapter captures not only the historical and political context of its time but also
offers a deep, personal insight into the thoughts and motivations of two of America’s
most enigmatic founding fathers. It vividly portrays the blend of camaraderie, rivalry,
and the philosophical divides that would eventually lead to tragedy and the
solidification of their places in American history.



John Brown

In "John Brown," Edwin Arlington Robinson delves into the contemplations of a man at
the end of his life, reflecting upon the isolation and struggle, dedication to a grand
cause, and the inevitability of death juxtaposed with the eternal flame of ideals that
outlive the physical form. The poem opens with the speaker musing about the distance
between him and a woman he addresses, apparently his wife, acknowledging the
loneliness they both suffered through his commitments and hardships. He speaks of
the burden of his physical existence and anticipates the revelation of truths his living
self could not express, suggesting a legacy that will speak louder in death than life
could ever allow.

The narrative then shifts to a broader, more philosophical examination of purpose and
sacrifice. The speaker sees himself as a necessary participant in a monumental fight
for justice and liberation, likening his actions to those commanded by divine will or
necessity. He confronts his impending death with a sense of peace, viewing it as a
transition to a cause greater than himself—an uprising or revolution that will cleanse
and renew. This confrontation with death is painted as a part of a larger cycle of life
and struggle, with the speaker's dissolution seen as a seminal event in the catalysis of
broader social and political change.

Robinson's use of the first-person perspective ensures an intimate glimpse into the
protagonist's psyche, allowing the reader to grasp the profundity of his reflections on
sacrifice, duty, and the price of ideals. The speaker's acceptance of his fate, his
anticipation of the impact of his actions, and his serene address to his loved ones
illustrate a complex interplay between personal and collective destinies.

Through vivid imagery and emotive language, the poem speaks to the eternal themes
of human endeavor against oppression, the personal cost of engaging in such



struggles, and the hope that such sacrifices engender for future generations. The
speaker's musings on how his actions will be perceived in the aftermath—whether as
madness or a necessary stroke in the fight for justice—underscore the poem's
exploration of legacy and the nature of heroism in the face of overwhelming odds.

"John Brown" thereby stands as a poignant, reflective piece that navigates the depths
of human conviction, the anguish of separation and sacrifice, and the unyielding belief
in a cause worth more than life itself. Through the character's contemplation of his
mortality and the legacy of his actions, Robinson crafts a narrative that is both deeply
personal and universally resonant, challenging readers to consider the price of their
beliefs and the lengths they would go to see them realized.



London Bridge

The passage from Edwin Arlington Robinson's "The Three Taverns: A Book of Poems"
vividly details a dramatic and intense dialogue between a husband and wife,
encapsulating themes of misunderstanding, regret, and the unspoken tumults within a
marriage. The conversation begins with the husband questioning the wife's
preoccupation with the children's singing, a seemingly trivial concern that quickly
unfurls into a deeper, more complex layer of interpersonal strife and unvoiced
grievances.

The wife, haunted by an encounter with a man from her past, reveals her turmoil and
the impact of this meeting on her state of mind. Her disclosure leads to a quarrel that
peels back layers of their relationship, exposing a foundation built not on mutual
understanding and support, but on possession, indifference, and emotional
detachment. The husband attempts to maintain a facade of control and rationality,
dismissing the wife's emotions and insights as nonsensical, while she strives to convey
the depth of her inner conflict and the desperation for genuine connection and
recognition from him.

Amidst this emotional battlefield, the dialogue touches upon themes of existential
despair, the quest for individual meaning beyond the confines of societal and marital
expectations, and the inherent challenges of communication and understanding
between two vastly different minds. The wife's struggle reflects a broader commentary
on the limitations imposed by conventional roles and the longing for an authentic
existence that acknowledges and values her inner experiences and wisdom.

Their conversation ends without resolution, with the wife's plea for acknowledgment
and the husband's inability or unwillingness to bridge the chasm that separates them.
This chapter lays bare the complexity of human relationships, the pain of unmet
needs, and the tragic realization that sometimes, even the closest bonds fail to foster



true understanding and empathy. Through Robinson's masterful use of dialogue, the
readers are left to ponder the cost of maintaining appearances and the profound
loneliness that can reside within the confines of a marriage.



Tasker Norcross

"The Three Taverns: A Book of Poems" by Edwin Arlington Robinson includes the poem
"Tasker Norcross", a narrative that unfolds through a dialogue mainly between the
speaker and a character named Ferguson. The poem opens with a reflection on the
types of people inhabiting a town, categorized into three groups: the good, the not-so-
good, and Tasker Norcross, a figure who seems to exist outside these classifications
due to his unique nature, eventually leading to the assertion that now only two types
remain, implying Norcross's departure from life.

Ferguson, who has philosophized about life and its people, shares his thoughts on
Norcross, a man distinguished by his difference and perceived lack of humanity.
Norcross's home is described vividly, presenting it as an old, white, box-like structure
surrounded by too many trees, situated in a landscape consisting of a road, railroad,
river, hills, and more trees. This setting serves as a metaphor for Norcross's isolation
and the public's detached curiosity about him, hinting at a life observed from a
distance but not deeply understood or engaged with.

Norcross's life is depicted as one of profound isolation and disconnection, not just from
the community but also from the experiences that define human joy and suffering. He
possesses wealth but lacks the joy of interaction and contribution that comes from
sharing it meaningfully. His existence is painted as a cycle of knowing and not-
knowing, seeing without understanding, and living without experiencing, a state that
Ferguson argues is worse than not living at all. Norcross is portrayed as a man who,
aware of the world's beauty and complexity, is trapped in his incapacity to connect
with it, leading to a life devoid of fulfillment and purpose.

The dialogue shifts to explore themes of perception, value, and the essence of life,
contrasting the mundane and the profound, the seen and the unseen. Norcross's



inability to derive pleasure from art, music, and other forms of beauty highlights his
disconnection from the essential human experiences that give life meaning. The
narrative concludes with a reflection on the paradox of knowing too much and too little
at the same time, suggesting that Norcross's tragedy lies not in his physical
circumstances but in his existential isolation, his soul's inability to sing with the 'kings
of song' or to see the world as anything more than a desert of monotony.

Through "Tasker Norcross," Robinson delves into existential themes, exploring the
depths of human loneliness, the quest for meaning, and the tragic beauty of life
viewed from the periphery of understanding and connection.



Rahel to Varnhagen

In "Rahel to Varnhagen," a poem that unfolds a complex emotional and intellectual
dialogue between Rahel Robert and Varnhagen von Ense, Edwin Arlington Robinson
masterfully captures the nuances of a relationship marked by its depth,
intellectualism, and the struggles of love. Rahel, having shared her life's passions and
her previous correspondence, reveals herself to an extent that she believes should
either bind Varnhagen closer to her or drive him away. Her initial dismay at
Varnhagen's unwavering presence in the face of her revelations gradually turns into a
nuanced investigation of love, understanding, and acceptance.

Rahel muses over the letters she has let Varnhagen read, letters full of her past
passions, suggesting they contain the essence of her life's emotional journey. Yet,
Varnhagen's reaction—or lack thereof—puzzles and challenges her. Rahel confronts
her own expectations of love and connection, questioning whether her history, once
laid bare, is enough to sustain or perhaps hinder a true connection with Varnhagen.
Her introspection leads her to ponder the nature of love, which she distinguishes from
mere possession or jealousy, highlighting the finer aspects of human emotion that
transcend ownership and envy.

Expressing her past experiences with love, Rahel reflects on its transient, often painful
nature, likened to fleeting moments of happiness followed by despair. She contrasts
these with Varnhagen's steadfastness, finding both solace and perplexity in his calm
acceptance of her complex self. Rahel challenges Varnhagen, and by extension the
reader, to understand the depth of her experiences and her willingness to confront the
pain and ecstasy of love head-on, despite the scars it may leave.

The poem intricately weaves Rahel's internal struggle with the notion of sharing one's
most intimate self with another person. Through her dialogue with Varnhagen, Rahel
explores the dualities of human emotion, the juxtaposition of strength and



vulnerability, and the ongoing quest for a love that embraces one's entirety,
imperfections included. Robinson, through Rahel's voice, delivers a powerful
meditation on love, identity, and the courage to stand unmasked in the presence of
another soul, fostering a connection that transcends the superficial layers of human
relationships. Rahel's final musings leave a lingering question on the nature of
understanding and acceptance, challenging the boundaries of love and the essence of
companionship in the face of life's inevitable truths.



Nimmo

In "Nimmo," the narrator reflects on the complex and seemingly absurd stories
surrounding a man named Nimmo, whom the audience is presumed to have known.
The poet begins by criticizing the fanciful tales that have been spun about Nimmo,
suggesting that the truth has been lost amidst these embellishments. Despite leading
the audience into these stories, the narrator expresses regret, indicating a deeper,
more poignant connection to Nimmo's legacy.

Nimmo is remembered for his remarkable eyes, which were capable of expressing a
wide range of emotions, from anger to joy, especially when directed towards
Francesca or in moments of laughter. These eyes, the narrator insists, are
unforgettable, yet strangely, they have not been mentioned by the audience. This
oversight leads the narrator to question the value of history and stories when they fail
to capture the essence of such vivid memories.

The narrative then shifts to a contemplation of Nimmo's relationship with Francesca,
emphasizing that, contrary to rumors, they never fought. This clarifies that any conflict
suggested in the stories surrounding Nimmo was external or possibly a fabrication. The
narrator cautions the audience to remember this fact, implying a personal lesson
learned from reflecting on Nimmo's life.

A philosophical musing on memory and perception follows, advising the audience to
observe but not overinterpret memories, likening this process to not letting suspicion
taint the way one remembers a friend. This reflection highlights the ease with which
art and memory can be manipulated, mentioning a painter who could evoke powerful
images through his art, including the devilish look in Nimmo's eyes.

Nimmo's eyes, once vibrant, dimmed over time, sparking rumors of internal strife or
external conflicts. Despite these rumors, the narrator insists that Nimmo and



Francesca's relationship was peaceful, emphasizing the destructive nature of baseless
speculation and the pain it can cause to those who truly knew the person behind the
tales.

Ultimately, "Nimmo" is a meditation on the nature of memory, the distortion of stories
over time, and the profound impact of personal relationships on how we perceive and
remember others. The narrator's journey from participating in the spread of
exaggerated tales to lamenting the loss of Nimmo's true essence serves as a caution
against the allure of sensational stories over the more mundane, but perhaps more
meaningful, truths of human connection.



Peace on Earth

Peace is echoed in the humble words of a man named Ichabod, his frayed hat in hand
as a testament to his journey. Amidst the coldness of the earth, he proclaims, "Peace
on Earth," his voice a blend of hope and weariness. Skepticism meets this declaration
as the speaker questions the feasibility of such a peace, poking at the belief in a divine
entity and the celebration of a birth said to change mankind. Ichabod, with a mix of
sorrow and wisdom, challenges conventional faith, suggesting a God beyond the
traditional, one who revels in the stories of all creatures, regardless of their faith.

Ichabod’s narrative isn’t just a plea for peace; it's a philosophical musing on the
essence of God and the personal worlds within each human. He insinuates that peace
on Earth is not a grandiose, external achievement but a deeply internal one, born from
faith in the value of one’s own existence and the integrity to live truthfully within it.
The dialogue spirals around the concept of belief—not just in a deity but in the
possibility of peace amidst human imperfection and life’s unpredictability.

The encounter becomes a reflective mirror, with Ichabod pointing out that the world,
with all its flaws and beauty, is a reflection of the peace one cultivates within. He
suggests that despite the darkness, there is light, peace to be found if one is willing to
see the world through a lens not of cynicism but of hope and faith in what could be. His
parting notion, a jest on the danger of speaking truths, leaves a lingering thought on
the cost of peace, of belief, and the intrinsic value of enduring to the end, regardless of
the outcome.

This chapter, while brief, delves deep into the complexities of faith, the search for
peace, and the human condition. Through Ichabod’s words, the reader is invited to
ponder the nature of God, the essence of peace, and the power of individual belief
systems to shape our perception of the world and our place within it.



Lazarus

In "Lazarus," the poem delves into the complex emotions and philosophical inquiries
stirred by Lazarus's return from the dead. Mary and Martha, Lazarus's sisters, grapple
with their brother's resurrection, experiencing a maelstrom of confusion, fear, and
longing for understanding. Martha, feeling as though their brother remains distant
even in presence, express her anguish and frustration to Mary, urging her to bridge the
emotional gap Lazarus's resurrection has imposed. Meanwhile, Mary confronts the
reality of their changed brother, who appears alive yet fundamentally transformed by
his journey beyond life.

The sisters are portrayed in their struggle to reconcile the Lazarus who was with the
enigma he has become, highlighting the human incapacity to fully grasp the mysteries
of life, death, and the beyond. Mary, in her desperate attempt to reconnect, finds
Lazarus physically present but spiritually remote, encapsulated in his own profound
contemplation and existential disquiet. His return from the dead has imbued him with
a gravitas and otherworldly perspective that alienates rather than unites.

The dialogues are layered with theological and existential subtext, where Lazarus's
responses hint at the ineffable truths and the weight of knowledge gained from his
experience of death and return. Rather than joyous reunion, his return prompts
questions about the nature of life, the inevitability of change, and the illusion of
returning to a past unaltered by time and experience.

Lazarus's interactions reveal his struggle with the burden of insight obtained from his
passage through death. He hints at a deeper, more poignant understanding of
existence, one that is both a gift and a curse, relegating him to a liminal space
between the living and the eternal. The poem thus explores not only the miracle of
resurrection but also its profound implications for human understanding, relationships,



and the quest for meaning in the shadow of the unfathomable.

Robinson's narrative poetically encapsulates the universal search for hope, meaning,
and comfort in the face of the ultimate unknowns—death and what lies beyond. It
reflects on the human condition, the depths of faith, and the complex tapestry of
human emotions when confronted with the miraculous, the mysterious, and the
ineffable.


