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INTRODUCTION 

Robinson Jeffers died in relative obscurity. His 

career was like a nova, exploding suddenly with a bril

liant light and fading almost as suddenly into darkness. 

But such transience of acclaim is nothing new. Many poets 

rise high in public and critical esteem only to declinei 

it is a common phenomenon, with many familiar examples. 

What makes the rise and decline of Robinson Jeffers* 

popularity interesting is the speed at which the process 

occurred. The intensity and brevity of Jeffers* popu

larity is capsulated in a few lines by Frederic Carpenters 

For a period of about ten years, from 1925 to 
1935. Jeffers vras often ranked with T, S, Eliot 
as our greatest poet and vilth Eugene 0*Neill as 
our greatest writer of tragedy. But beginning 
with the Great Depression and continuing through 
V/orld War II, his critical reputation and popu
larity alike declined. The author vfho had been 
almost universally acclaimed in the 1920's found 
himself almost universally damned in the 19^0*s,* 

And Jeffers was unable to regain a high place in American 

poetry in the two decades of his life remaining, A com

parison of the obituaries in Time magazine of Jeffers and 

a contemporary but more favored poet, Robert Frost, who 

died one year after Jeffers, is indicative of the rela

tive fame of the two poetss Frost was given a full-page, 

three-column spread with photographs; Jeffers only eight 



lines. 

But the dramatic rise and fall of Jeffers* repu

tation, is not the only intriguing aspect of this poet. 

Equally puzzling is his place in American literature; for 

though the poet is dead, his poetry still lives as a part 

of our literature. Since critics like to classify and 

reduce chaos to order, it is not surprising that Jeffers 

has aroused hostility in many critics, because his poetry 

resists classification. Consequently, many critics who 

have written about Jeffers have concentrated on what his 

work is not, rather than on what it is. Happily, this 

negative trend seems to have peaked; more critics now 

show interest in defining what Jeffers* work is and in 

determining its significance in our literature. After a 

period of neglect, Jeffers and his poetry are again stir

ring critical interest,2 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the 

nature and significance of the concept of time in Jeffers* 

poetry. An author*s approach to time is alvzays interesting, 

because time is one of the major mysteries of existence 

with which every author must, in some fashion, come to 

grips. The degree to which an author is aware of time and 

is able to manage it effectively in his work is an impor-
I 

tant factor in determining his success as a creator. There 

is, hovrever, a degree of awareness of time which goes beyond 

that ;7hlch is necessary to create uell and becomes an 



active concern with the problem of time itself. Most 

major writers display this degree of awareness of time at 

some point in their vrork. Some few writers become preoc

cupied with time and incorporate their theories or con

jectures into major segments of their work. 

Recently, the number of writers who display an 

acute ai<rareness of time and dwell on themes which reflect 

an interest in time has noticeably increased,3 The increase 

in time-consciousness has angered some critics and inter

ested others; but regardless of one's reaction to this 

phenomenon, it is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore 

it. In addition, the increase in time-conscious writers 

has created an increase in time-conscious critics, who 

see in studies of authors* approaches to time a new tool 

of considerable worth. As ;̂argaret Church says, 

The tuiderstanding of the form, content, thought, 
and motif of fiction depends on the understanding 
of an author's attitude toward tice and space,^ 

The list of writers who have been examined in regard to 

their time concepts is a long one and includes obvious 

choices, such as Proust, Joyce, and Wolfe, less obvious 

but likely choices, such as Kafka, Faulkner, and Eliot, 

and even some choices which might at first seem rather 

su3T)rising, such as Hawthorne, Melville, and James, 

Although analysis of an author's time concepts, 

like any critical tool, is able to reveal only partial 

truths, it does seem to be a useful tool. And it is a 
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tool which seems of particular value in approaching the 

rather enigmatic poetry of Robinson Jeffers. When Jeffers 

is approached as a time-conscious poet, many similarities 

and differences between his thought and that of other 

time-conscious writers become apparent, a factor making it 

easier to understand his work. 

Time is a pervasive element in the poetry of 

Robinson Jeffers, being actively present on the surface 

level of his poetry to a remarkable degree. Moreover, 

Jeffers' awareness of time is a shaping factor for much 

of his thoiight, including his much discussed philosophy 

of Inhumanism, It is hoped that this study of the nature 

and significance of the concept of time in Jeffers* poetry 

will be valuable both as a contribution to the growing 

body of material dealing with time in literature and as an 

approach to Jeffers and his work which will provide new 

insights into his somewhat enigmatic poetry. 

Chapter I of the study will explore the problem 

of time as it appears in Jeffers* poetrys chapter II will 

outline his major solution, his theory of Inhumanism, and 

chapter III will suggest the role of relative permanence 

in providing a sense of security in Jeffers* thought 

against the encroaching ravages of objective time. 



CHAPTER I 

THE PROBLEM OP TIME IN JEFFERS* POETRY 

Literature is an art form ruled by time. Like 

music, literature can exist only in unfolding times unless 

there is such a time sequence, in which v/ord can follow 

word as note follows note in music, literature is uncom-

municable to man. Literature has even closer bonds to 

time than music; for, unlike music, literature strives to 

recreate time itself, since literature reproduces life 

which is ineluctably involved with time. It is not 

surprising, therefore, that many V7riters become acutely 

aware of time and profoundly Interested in its perplexing 

nature, even to the extent of becoming, through their 

works, as it were, philosophers of tlme.^ They are, in 

Wyndham Lewis* words, afflicted x̂ ith a "time-mind,"^ In 

most cases, writers who are time-conscious to a noticeable 

degree in their works see time as a problem to be solved, 

a phenomenon to be understood, as the major mystery of 

existence. The problem of time contains numerous smaller 

problems; and proposed solutions to the problem are also 

numerous, 

The probleri of time confronts v:j?.n both from within 

5 



6 
and without, since man experiences time as an internal 

subjective phenomenon and observes time as an external 

phenomenon. In recent literature, the concepts involved 

with internally experienced time have exercised the greatest 

influence. Internally experienced time is the time of 

Proust*8 fiction and the major interest of a great n\imber 

of other time-conscious writers,-^ The genesis of their 

position lies in the obvious discrepancy between objective, 

or clock, time and subjective, or internally experienced, 

time. Subjective time is patently different from objective 

time and is, in at least some ways, more real; therefore 

it is concluded that subjective time is the true time and 

objective time is essentially an aspect of space. 

Objective time, which is so onerous to men who 

favor subjective time, is the time that rules the world, 

the time we acknowledge by adjusting our lives to clocks 

and calendars. And as objective time, as will be discussed 

later, is an obvious foe of man, it is not surprising that 

men attempt to unseat it from its seemingly dominant 

position. Moreover, the men who favor subjective time 

have a valid positions we do experience time subjectively 

and there are many strange conflicts between the tv7o. 

Subjective time is at variance with objective time 

in several vrays. The first point of difference is in their 

rate of flow. Objective time flows at a steady, even rate, 

while subjective time flows at a notoriously uneven rate, 



as these quotations assembled by Keyerhoff attests 

**When it seems long to you, then it is, long; when 
it seems short, why then, it is short. But how 
long, or how short it actually is, that nobody 
knows," Ors *'To be susceptible of being measured, 
time must flow evenly, but who ever said it did 
that? As far as our consciousness is concerned, 
it doesn't, we only assume it does for the sake 
of convenience; and our units of measurement are 
purely arbitrary, sheer conventions," Proust 
records the same phenomenons "The time that is 
ours to use each day is elastics the passions we 
feel dilate it, those that we inspire contract 
it, and habit fills it," Again, in the words of 
Virginia Woolfs "The mind of man works with 
strangeness upon the body of time. An hour, 
once it lodges in the queer element of the human 
spirit, may be stretched to fifty or a hvmdred 
times its clock length; on the other hand, an 
hour may be accurately represented by the time
piece of the mind by one second,^ 

This concept of the relativity of subjective time plays a 

large part in much of the work of some v^riters, particularly 

those associated with the Bergsonian-Proustian school of 

thought. And Robinson Jeffers recognizes the relative 

flow of subjective time when he has characters say, "I've 

lived vrith you/ A long day like a lifetime," or "He had 

tasted enough life in his time/ To stuff a thousand,"° 

But this level of subjective time held much less interest 

for Jeffers than it did for some of the writers previously 

mentioned, and he seldom made much use it. 

The time concept which has dominated modem fiction, 

or, at least, the time-conscious part of modern fiction, 

is that of memory. Of all the aspects of subjective time, 

memory is probj,bly the nosi; familiar and, i;hen thoughtfully 
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considered, one of the most intriguing. Memory is impor

tant in any study of time because it is the most common 

experience which can be said to transcend time; and, as we 

shall discuss later, the central problem of time is how 

can it be transcended?^ 

The two men most closely associated with the con

cept of memory are Henri Bergson and Marcel Proust, 

Bergson distinguished between two forms of memoryi 

The first is a memory of habit, the memory that 
enables us to recall a lesson by heart; the 
second is true memory that records every moment 
of duration and takes place continuously in our 
lives,o 

This second form of memory closely, but not completely, 

correlates to Mrcel Proust's involuntary memory (vrhich 

he contrasted with voluntary memory),^ Proust, even more 

than Bergson, was fascinated with the subject of memory. 

In Proustian thought involuntary/ memory plays 
the same supernatural role as grace in Christian 
thought. It is this inexplicable phenomenon that 
comes to apply itself to a fallen nature, irre
mediably separated from its origins, , , , to 
give it the efficacy to find the highway to its 
salvation,^ 

A major significance of Bergsonian-Proustian thought is 

that consideration of it has dominated the field of studies 

of time in literature; and the vrriters who are most 

generally recognized as time-concerned writers are those 

who are in this "school," 

Although Robinson Jeffers was not significantly 

influenced by Bergsonian-Proustian thought, memory held a 
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fascination even for him* Passages which are concerned 

with memory occur rather frequently in his poetry. One 

passage is particularly interesting because it concerns 

both voluntary memory, involuntary memory, and a consider

ation of the nature of memory by the character involved. 

When his mind forgot the eyes it made rapid 
capricious pictures instead of words. 

But not of the medical school and the laboratories, 
its late intense interest; not at all of his crime, 
glimpses 

Of the coast-range at home; the V of a westvrard 
canyon with the vibrating 

Blue line of the ocean strung sharp across it; 
that domed hill up the valley, two cov7S like 
specks on the sumr.it 

And a beautiful-colored Jungle of poison oak at the 
foot; his sister half naked washing her hair, 

"My dirty sister," whose example and her lovers had 
kept him chaste by revulsion; the reed-groxm 
mouth of the river 

And the sand-bar against the stinging splendor of 
the sea , , , and anguish behind all the pictures 

(He began to consider his ovTn mind again) "like a 
wall they hang on." Hang, The anguish came 
for-.7ard, an actual 

Knife betvjeen two heartbeats, the organ stopped and 
then raced. He experimented auhile vjith his heart. 

Making in his mind a picture of a man hanged, 
pretending to himself it was to happen next 
moment, . , . (SP, p. 3^7), 

Prom the passage above, it is easy to see that 

Jeffers* failure to use memory in his verse as an element 

of fiction more often than he did was not the result of an 

inability to understand its nature or its possibilities as 

a literary device, but because he did not share the extreme 

"Proustian" admiration and avre for memory. There is also 

revealed in this passage a negative attitude concerning 

memory*s ability to cause anguish which helps to explain 

http://sumr.it
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why Jeffers did not choose to emphasize memory, Jeffers* 

negative attitude toward the ability of memory to cause 
I 

anguish is even more clearly shoim in a later autobiog

raphical poem when he complainss 

I 6un growing old and my love is genes 
No doubt I can live without you, bitterly and well. 
That*s not the cry. My torment is memory 
For these reasons 
I wish to make verses again, to drug memory. 

To make it sleep for a moment. (H, pp. 5^6), 

The third major area of subjective time is that of 

dreams. Dreams are similar to memories in their freedom 

from an objective time order. Dream-time is even stranger 

than memory-time. One reason why dream-time is stranger 

than memory-time is that events which occur in dreams are 

often created in the unconscious, v/hich is, according to 

Freud, timeless; thus, some .events in dreams are free from 

the order of causality which operates in memory-time. 

Dreams are so common in literature that they can 

more rightly be considered a literary convention than a 

concept interesting only to time-conscious v/riters. 

However, with the increasing Interest in time, there has 

been a corresponding increase in the use of dreams and 

fantasies in literature, ̂ ^ Tvro examples of the use of 

dreams in recent fiction seem vrorth mentioning before 

examining Jeffers* use of dreams. Much of the strangeness 

of Kafka*s stories has been explained by pointing out their 

similarity to dreams; and a close examination of his stories 
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reveals that his treatment of time markedly contributes 

to this dreamlike quality. The other example is also 

closely connected with time; it is Joyce*s attempt in 

Finnsgans Wake to gather together much of the human 

experience into one dreams "Finnep;ans Wake is the dream 

of Everyman, of HCE (Here Comes Everybody),"^3 

Jeffers uses dreams in his poetry more frequently 

than he uses memory; but, again, he was not as interested 

in dreams as a time-concept as were many of his contem

poraries. As was the case with the concept of memory, 

one example of Jeffers' treatment of dreams provides 

abundant evidence of his understanding of dreams and his 

ability to use them effectively as a literary device. 

In "Tamar," the central character has a dream 

which is definitely a "time" dream, since it goes into the 

past beyond the scope of Tamar*s own life history and goes 

forward into her future. It is a dream which penetrates 

a multi-dimensional time very similar to that postulated 

by J, W, Dunnes 

She V7ent home 
And her night vras full of foolish dreams, 

two layers of dream, unrelatlve in emotion 
Or substance to the pain of her thoughts. One, the 

undercurrent layer that seemed all night continuous. 
Concerned the dead 

. . . . 

broim-skinned families 
Came dovm the river and straggled through the wood 

to the sea, they kindled fires by knobs of granite 
. . . . 

Tamar saw the huddled bodies 
Squat by fires and sleep; but when the dawn came 
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there vras throbbing music meant for daylight 
And that weak people ircnt vihere It led thora and v/ere 

nothing; then Spaniards, priests and horseback 
soldiers, 

Came dovm the river and wandered through the wood 
to the sea, €uid hearing the universal music 

Went where It led them and were nothing; 
• • . . 

This was the undertow of the dream, obscured by a 
brighter surface layer but seeming senseless. 

The tides of the sea were quiet and someone said 
"because the moon is lost," 

. . . . 

. . . 

then Will Andrews curiously 
wounded in the face came saying 

"Tamar, don't cry. What do you care? I v/ill take 
care of you," V/akening, Tamar thought about him 

(SP, p, 17-18), 

While the first level of the dream is concerned v;ith the 

past, it is also, in a sense, precognltive, because Tamar 

is later supematurally ravished by the ghosts of the tribe 

of Indians that appeared in the dream, Hovrever, the 

precognltive aspect of the second level of the dream is 

more obvious, because at the bloody climax of the poem 

Tamar's brother knifes Will Andrews, gashing his face in 

the process and causing Tamar to exclaim, "*I dreamed it 

in his face,/ I dreamed a T cut in his face—*" (SP, p, 6l). 

The relativity of experienced time and the tran— 

scendence of time by memory or dream are the time concepts 

which have most interested the majority of modem time-

conscious v/riters. Yet Jeffers* interest in time did not 

lie principally in those aspects, although, as we have 

seen, he was aware of them and did use them occasionally— 

and effectively. The central core of his thought on the 
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matter lay in the tyranny and essential unreality of 

objective time; and this concept he sees as the crux of 

the time problem for man, and for himself as a representa

tive human being. 

Upon examination, each of the concepts which have 

been discussed can be seen as an attempt to imdermine the 

omnipotence of the external flow of time—that is, the time 

referred to as objective time. The relative nature of this 

subjectively experienced flow is often used to deny objec

tive time a meaningful consistency. Memory and dreams are 

the only release man may obtain from eternal imprisonment 

in an eternally disintegrating presents memory by recov

ering a seemingly lost past; dreams by penetrating a 

seemingly non-extant future. All three concepts are 

attempts to create a state of tlmelessness; they are 

attempts to reorder man's understanding of time and free 

him from objective time. A great deal more will be said 

later about the attempt to escape from the tyranny of 

objective time by attaining a timeless reality; but before 

we return to that concept, we must consider why man is so 

desperately interested in escaping objective time. 

In common experience man most often concerns 

himself with objective time, or, to be more precise, man 

observes the effects of what, in colloquial terms, he calls 

time. Many of the facets associated with observed, or 

objective, time are those which have troubled man and have 
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caused him to seek escape from objective time; often, as 

wo have seen, by emphasizing subjective time and various 

subjective time concepts. Until recently, objective time 

concepts have held the dominant place in literature. And 

this is true of Jeffers* poetry, and only when the inves

tigation shifts from subjective to objective time, does 

the importance of time in Jeffers* poetry begin to emerge. 

In examining Jeffers* verse we discover first 

that he is greatly concerned with the concept of muta

bility, or change. In general, mutability is probably 

the most familiar and important of all time concepts, 

because it is by observing change that roan first becomes 

aware of "time," It is even possible to argue, with 

Lucretius, that without change time does not exists 

Time also exists not bĵ  itself, but simply 
from the things which happen, the sense apprehends 
what has been done in time past, as well as what 
is present and what is to follow after. And vre 
must admit that no one feels time by itself ^̂^ 
abstracted from the motion and calm rest of things. 

Although many time philosophers disagree with the 

idea that time is only mutability and nothing else, for 

most men, and many philosophers, the concepts of change 

and time are inextricably bound together. 

V/e measure time too by its changes rather 
than by duration. Indeed, vie have no check on 
duration but only on the changes in such relations 
as obtain betvreen ourselves and our environment. 
We measure the day by its changes, that is, by 
our successive actions upon and reactions to 
environment; and v:e measure the seasons by their 
changes; and the plurality of days and months 

. * . 
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and years by the cyclical recurrence of change.^^ 

Man's recognition of change lies at the very basis of the 

recognition of objective time; and, not surprisingly, as 

a result, the concept of mutability frequently appears in 

literature, 

The appearance of the idea of mutability in 

literature generally reflects man's concern with the 

unpleaseuit implications of this concept, Edmund Spenser, 

in the opening lines of the "Mutability Cantos," explains 

the reason for this concerns 

What man that sees the ever-whirling wheel 
Of Change, the which all mortal things doth sway 
But that thereby doth find, and plainly feel. 
How Mutability in them doth play 

Her cruel sports, to many men's decay?1" 

Many writers throughout the centuries have contemplated 

"the ever-whirling vrheel/ Of Change" and have recorded 

their thoughts abovit it in their work. The hundreds of 

carpe diem poems result from poets* realizations of the 

negative implications for man present In mutability; and 

poems which focus directly on mutability itself are 

equally niomerous. Few writers, hovfever, have used the 

mutability concept more frequently than Jeffers. 

Jeffers had a keen avrareness of the power of time 

to work change in the world, and filled his poetry with 

comments which display this awareness. ' And the core of 

many of his poems is the concept of mutability. These 

lines from "Tor House" provide one example of his use of 
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the concept I 

If you should look for this place after a handful 
of lifetimes I 

Perhaps of my planted forest a few 
May stand yet, dark-leaved Australians or the 

coast cypress, haggard 
With storm-drift; but fire and the axe are devils. 
Look for foundations of sea-Y;om granite, my fingers 

had the art 
To make stone love stone, you will find some remnant. 
But if you should look in your idleness after 

ten thousand years 
It is the granite knoll on the granite 
And lava tongue in the midst of the bay, 

by the mouth of the Carmel 
River-valley these four will remain 
In the change of names, (SP, 197), 

An even better exsuaple of Jeffers* general use of the 

mutability concept is found in one of his most popular 

poems, "To The Stone-Cutters," and is worth quoting in its 

entirety because it is both brief and typical. 

Stone-cutters fighting time with marble, 
you foredefeated 

Challengers of oblivion 
Eat cynical earnings, knov7ing rock splits, 

records fall down, 
The square-limbed Roman letters 
Scale in the thaws, wear in the rain. 

The poet as V7ell 
Builds his moniiment mockingly; 
For man will be blotted out, the blithe earth die, 

the brave sun 
Die blind and blacken to the hearts 
Yet stones have stood for a thousand years, 

and pained thoughts found 
The honey of peace in old poems, (SP, p, 8^), 

Providing particular insight into Jeffers* use of 

mutability are the lines, "For man will be blotted out, 

the blithe earth die, the brave sun/ Die blind and 

blaclzen to tlic hear^:, " becauGo thoy demonstrate the 
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immense scope of Jeffers* vision, a factor which distin

guishes him from lesser poets. The same vastness of 

temporal scale is found in these liness 

"Time will come, no doubt 
When the sun too shall die; the planets 

will freeze, and the air on them; frozen gases, 
white flakes of air 

Will be the dusts which no wind ever will stirs 
this very dust in dim starlight glistening 

Is dead wind, the white corpse of V7lnd, 
Also the galaxy will die; the glitter of the 

Milky V/ay, our universe, all the stars that 
have names are dead, , , ," (DA, p, 58), 

One further example of Jeffers' originality in extending 

the concept of mutability in an unusual and imaginative 

way is the followings 

For often I have heard the hard rocks I handled 
Groan, because lichen and time and water dissolve them. 
And they have to travel down the strange falling scale 
Of soil and plants and the flesh of beasts to become 
The bodies of men; . , . . (SP, p. 366). 

Jeffers* ability to expand the principle of muta

bility beyond its normal boundaries is only part of his 

uncommon use of the concept. Jeffers also differs from 

most writers by finding comfort rather than despair in the 

destructive capability of time. Since Jeffers bitterly 

disliked modem civilization, the possible, and to him 

inevitable, destruction of civilization by changes in the 

future was something to anticipate rather than to dread. 

This unusual approach to the mutability theme Is well 

represented in his poem, "November Surf." 

Some lucky day each November great waves awake 
and are drawn 

Like smoking mountains bright from the west 
And come and cover the cliff v̂ lth the white 
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violent cleannesss then suddenly 
The old granite for^etn half a year's filth: 
The orange-peel, eggshells, papers, pieces of clothing, 

the clots 
Of dung in corners of the rock, and used 
Sheaths that make light love safe in the eveningss 

all the droppings of the summer 
Idlers washed off in a winter ecstasys 
I think this cumbered continent envies 

its cliff then, , , , But all seasons 
The earth, in her childlike prophetic sleep. 
Keeps dreaming of the bath of a storm that 

prepares up the long coast 
Of the future to scour more than her sea-liness 
The cities gone down, the people fewer and the 

hawks more numerous. 
The rivers mouth to source pure; v/hen the tv/o-footed 
Mammal, being someways one of the nobler animals, 

regains 
The dignity of room, the value of rareness, (SP, p, 36O), 

Although mutability is easily the most dominant 

idea associated with objective time, there are also others 

which, despite their lesser importance, are still extremely 

significfioits for example, the concept of unidirectional 

time; a notion which contains within itself the truth of 

the irreversibility of change, the chief factor which 

makes mutability such a threat to man*s self sufficiency. 

The unidirectional nature of time is a result of its 

relationship to a causal order, which Meyerhoff explains 

as follows 8 

What we mean by saying that A is "earlier" than B, 
speaking objectively, i.e., independently of the 
way we experience or remember the sequence of 
events, is that vre can construct a causal relation
ship betvreen the tvro events. If A is the cause 
of B, then A must be "earlier" than B; A must 
"precede" B; or A belongs to the past, B to the 
future,1° 

The importance of causal order is its relation to 

the ."so-called irreversible processes of nature" (Meyerhoff 
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gives the unscrambling of scrambled eggs as an example)^9 

and that of the irreversible processes their relation to 

the direction of times 

Now irreversibility, as Kant points out, is a 
criterion for direction as well as order; for 
to say that a process is irreversible means 
that it runs in one direction only, that is, 
from the "earlier" event to the "later," or 
from past to future. Time's arrow in nature, 
therefore moves in the direction of irreversible 
processes,20 

What troubles man about the direction of time and 

the irreversible nature of its flow is that that direction 

is always from birth toward death, "As soon as we are 

bom we begin to die," said Ilanilius in the first century 

A,D,; and almost two thousand years later Dylan Thomas, 

remembering his happy, carefree youth, lamented that even 

then, "Time held me green and dying/ Though I sang in my 

chains like the sea," Virtually all men feel time pulling 

them steadily toward death. And as Meyerhoff observes, 

the result of this realization is that discovering a 

means "of arresting or reversing this irreversible flow 

of time toward death thus becomes the most significant 

quest in the life of man, , , ,"^^ 

As was the case with mutability, Jeffers' feelings 

about the unidirectional flow of time toward death are 

opposed to those conventionally expounded. Far from 

being dismayed by the inevitable approach of death, Jeffers 

welcomes its inevitability, Jeffers could say of death 
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and life, "Peace is the ashes of that fire,/ The heir of 

that king, the inn of that Journey/ This last and best and 

goals , , ." (SP, p, 85), However, in his narrative poetry, 

Jeffers often presents the traditional view of time's 

flow toward death through characters who do not share his 

concept of death. 

In the concluding lines of "At the Fall of an Age," 

for example, Polyxo, having fulfilled her ambition of 

revenging herself against Helen, bitterly remarks on the 

hollowness of temporal achievements 

Where is my triumph, has the wind snatched it? 
There is no woman on earth so happy as I am, 

having slain my pains yet it seems that all 
present things 

Slip away down hill, and I could weep for them, 
(SP, p, 503). 

One of Jeffers' characters who vigorously fights 

time is Payne Fraser in "Give Your Heart to the Hawks," 

At one point in the poem, comparing herself to a rival 

for her husband's love, she says. 

Do you think you with Lance 
Could strangle time? I am holding the made vjorld 

by the throat 
Until I can make it change, and open the knot 

that past time tied, (SP, p. kl9) 

And Jeffers permits Payne to triumph over time in a very 

traditional way, because, although Fayne is unable to 

save her husband from death, she is carrying his child 

and realizes that through the child her husband can yet 
"ch::.r:;e tho :rorld." (3P, p. ^5^)' 
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In two other of Jeffers' narratives, "The Love 

and the Hate" and "Hungerfield," there aro equally intense-

and perhaps even more dramatic—efforts at "arresting or 

reversing this irreversible flow of time toward death"; 

in each poem, there is a character who temporarily con

quers death, "The Love and the Hate" tells the story of 

Hoult Gore, who has been killed in World V/ar II but wills 

himself to return from the grave to wreak vengeance on 

his family and friends who sent him off to the war. In 

"Hungerfield," the natural flow of time tov/ard death is 

arrested briefly when Hungerfield meets Death and defeats 

him in a wrestling match, thus temporarily stopping the 

death of his mother. However, Jeffers uses this episode 

to further his ov/n philosophy that the natural movement 

toward death is to be desired rather than feared, since 

Hungerfield's victory over death only brings more pain 

and disaster to his family; and death triumphs in the end, 

as usual. 

Closely related to the principles of mutability 

and the unidirectional flow of time tovrard death is the 

concept of transitorlness—the brief duration of things, 

and the equal brevity of human life. Not only does man 

perceive that time carries him always toward death, but 

that time carries him quickly toward death. The idea of 

transitorlness is very common in the genre vjhlch might be 

termed carpe diem literature, in v/hich there is almost 
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invariably present a negative note. In such literature 

man is urged to seize the day, because he has so few; and 

is ohided for his vanity, because his acts are doomed to 

disappear in the vastness of time, 

Jeffers' use of the concept of transitorlness is 

more conventional than his use of either mutability or the 

\midirectional flow of time. Indeed, the cry of "Vanity, 

vanity, all is vanity," is central to Jeffers* doctrine. 

Nevertheless, Jeffers is not completely traditional in 

his treatment of this theme. As a result of his unusual 

perspective, which x̂ as noted in the discussion of the 

concept of mutability, Jeffers arrives at rather original 

conclusions, conclusions which place his thought and poetry 

somewhat at variance with traditional handling of the 

subject. 

To xinderstand the basis of Jeffers* position, it 

is necessary to recognize the nature of his concept of 

time. In some respects, Jeffers* temporal vision was more 

acute that that of other men, Powell says of Jeffers' 

imaginative range. 

His vision soars beyond province, nation, culture-
epoch, nay, back of the time when our ancestors 
crawled out of the tidal ooze and lay on the mud 
in the sun's eye and the globe-glrdllng migrations 
commenced, to the ages of ice and of fiery tides, 
back to the shroudeci origin of the universe. 
Likewise it speeds with eagle or prophetess into 
the future, beyond humanity with Its burden of 
good and evil, to the inevitable time when the 
"blithe earth will die. the brave sun die blind, 
his heart blackening."22 

file:///midirectional


23 
When Jeffers envisaged the universe, he saw in 

it the immensity of space and—more important here—the 

immensity of times 

Galaxy on galaxy, innumerable swirls of innumerable 
stars, endured as it were forever and humanity 

Came into being, its two or three million years are 
a moment, in a moment it will certainly cease 
out from being 

And galaxy on galaxy endure after that as it were 

forever, , , , (SP, p, 365). 

With such a vision of the vastness of time's extension 

behind and ahead of the present, it is not surprising that 

Jeffers' concept of transitorlness differs considerably 

from those of men scarcely able to see beyond the 

"threescore years and ten" promised them in the Bible, 

When Jeffers cries "Vanity, vanity," he is not addressing 

individual men, but all of mankind, Transitorlness is 

relative—it depends upon the perspective. And considering 

Jeffers' perspective, it is easy to understand V7hy one of 

his characters can say to a phantom which confronts him, 

"You are a phantom," he said, 
"you will be gone 

In five minutes s and the human race in a 
million years s and I in tvxentys 
we phantoms." (DA, p, 88), 

As may be seen, Jeffers* idea of transitorlness is pivotal 

in his v7ork, 

Jeffers* general grappling with the problem of 

time leads him inevitably, as it does all thoughtful men, 

to the fact of death, A sense of mutability, unidirectional 

time, and transitorlness are Important only because one 
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realizes that they are factors in the process leading to 

death. The fact of death is the most important fact with 

which man must struggle, and the fact with which his 

struggles have always been in vain. It is the dilemma 

of man that the very concept which most Interests him is 

that one which most frustrates him, :̂any theories about 

death have been formed, and many have been rejected; none 

have been totally accepted. Death still remains "the 

undiscover*d country from whose bourn/ No traveler returns," 

that "puzzles the will, , , ," Ultimately, the concept of 

death is a time concept, because death either means an 

end to time, the beginning of endless time, or an entry 

into timelessness, depending on which theology or phi

losophy you choose to believe. Indeed, death is the crux 

of the problem of time; and as such appears familiarly 

as a literary motif. 

Many interesting passages concerning the nature 

of death can be found in Jeffers' poetry, most of them 

involving a single concept, which dominated Jeffers* 

thoughts about death; namely, that death represents the 

inevitable and welcome end to life. Yet, although the 

idea of death as a welcome phenomenon v;as dominant in 

Jeffers' thought, it vias not necessarily exclusive. There 

is abundant evidence which shows that death remained a 

troubling enigma to Jeffers. Passages which question the 

nature of death and passages which contradict his more 
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usual sanguine view are common in his work, Jeffers' 

frequent use of the supernatural suggests a deep-seated 

dread that there possibly might even be a life after 

death. 

Many of the passages which question the nature of 

death are spoken by characters in Jeffers* narratives; 

but one may sense the author*s own concern between the 

lines. The following example should serve to illustrate 

this type of passage, since the selection contains 

typically representative elements in the death phenomenon 

in Jeffers* poetry--questions on the nature of death, and 

a ghost. In this case also, the selection seems auto

biographical rather than fictional. The poem is called 

"Come, Little Birds," and is an account of an experience 

with a mediiim. Several ghosts are called up, Including 

Jeffers* father, of whom Jeffers asks the question about 

deaths 

Others came toward me, two of whom 
Seemed to be v;omen; but now I saw a knovm form, 

tall, gaunt, gray-haired, and the shoulders 
so stooped 

They appeared like a hump; he leaned to the fire, 
warming his gray old hands, I avoided the other 

Shapes of the dead and v/ent to him; my heart was 
shaking 

And my eyes v̂ et, "Father," I said. He answered 
clearly, "Is that you, Robin?" I said, 
"Father, 

Forgive me, I dishonored and vjasted all your 
hopes of me, one by one; yet I loved you well," 

He smiled calmly and answered, "I suppose hope is 
a folly. We often learn that 

Before we die. We learn," he said, nothing 
af teri'rards," Then I was silent, and breathed 
and asked, 
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"Is it sleep?" "With a dream sometimes. 
But far too bloodless to grieve," he said, 
"or gladden the dreamer; 

And soon, I conjecture, even this pin*s weight 
and echo of consciousness that makes me 
speak to you 

Will dissolve in the stream," He smiled and 
rubbed his gray hands together and said, 
"Amen, If you come 

To Sndor again I shall not be present," (BAS, pp, 11^-116), 

This passage is especially interesting because it shows 

both Jeffers' hope that death is a dissolution of con

sciousness and his fear that it might not be. 

In addition to the passages that seem to represent 

Jeffers' most basic Insight into death, and the passages 

that seem to directly oppose or question that concept, 

there are many other passages which are not easily fitted 

into either of these two groups, and which can best be 

considered separately as being merely Imaginative con

jectures about death. 

One passage is of particular interest to this 

study, because it links death and time in an unusual way. 

In the beginning lines of "Hungerfield," Jeffers, deeply 

affected by the death of his wife, Una, considers the 

possibility of an immortality v/hich would rest not in 

time after death, as is usually postulated, but in the 

time lived before deaths 
If time is only another dimension, then all that 

dies 
Remains alive; not annulled, but removed 
Out of our sight, Una is still alive, 
A few years back we are making love, greedy 

as ha'vJks, 
A boy and a ri?.rried girl. A fc.r years tack 
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We are still young, strong-shouldered. 
Joyfully laboring 

To make our house. Then she, in the wide 
sea-window. 

Endlessly enduring but not very patient, 
Teaches our sons to read. She is still there. 
Her beautiful pale face, heavy hair, great eyes 
Bent to the book, 

. . . . 

It is possible that all these 
conditions of us 

Are fixed points on the returning orbit of time 
and exist eternally , , , 

It is no good, Una has died, and I 
Am left waiting for death, like a leafless tree 
Waiting for the roots to rot and the trunk to 

fall, (H, pp, 3-^). 

The last three lines of this passage are notevrorthy 

evidence of the rigor of Jeffers' intellectual ethic, 

because while consideration of the time-concept presented 

obviously brought Jeffers some degree of relief from the 

anguish caused by the loss of Una, he was unable to find 

any practical significance in it since it obviously cannot 

bring his wife back. 

The other material mentioned is less directly 

related to time, but is one of Jeffers' most original and 

fascinating passages concerning death. The passage is in 

the long narrative poem entitled "Cawdor" and relates the 

"death dream" of a man vrhose brain has been temporarily 

reanimated by the chemical processes of decomposition. 

Gently with delicate mindless fingers 
Decomposition began to pick and caress the 

unstable chemistry 
Of the cells of the brain; Oh very gently, 

as the first weak breath of wind in a woods 
the storm Is still far. 

The leaves are stirred faintly to a gentle 
whispering: the nerve cells, by what would 
soon desl;j;oy ti:."::n, vrc-re .ctirred 

To a gentle vmlspering. Or one might say the 
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brain began to glow, with its own light, 
in the starless 

Darkness under the dead bone sky; like bits of 
rotting wood on the floor of the night forest 

Warm rains have soaked, you see them beside the 
path shine like vague eyes. So gently the 
dead man's brain 

Glowing by itself made and enjoyed its dream, 
. . . • 

Whatever he had wanted 
To do or become was now accomplished, each bud 

that had been nipped or fallen grevy out to 
a branch. 

Sparks of desire forty years quenched flamed up 

Out of time, lu^distracted by the nudging pulse-beat, 
perfectly real to itself being insulated 

Prom all touch of reality the dream triumphed, 
building from past experience present paradise 

More intense as the decay quickened, but ever 
more primitive as it proceeded, until the ecstasy 

Soared through a flighty carnival of wines and women 
to the simple delight of eating flesh, and tended 

Zven higher, to an unconditional delight. But then 
the interconnections between the groups of 
the brain 

Failing, the dreamer and the dream split into 
multitude. Soon the altered cells became 
unfit to express 

Any human or at all descrlbable form of 
consciousness, (SP, pp. 183-184), 

The lines above are both imaginatively conceived and 

possibly scientifically feasible (the biochemical nature 

of the mind's activities is becoming more clearly under

stood each year); they are also compatible liith the notion 

of death most favored by the poet. 

All of the time concepts which have been discussed 

to this point, both subjective and objective, are of 

interest primarily to the individual, culminating as they 

do, in the fact of death. The last one to be examined, 

the idea of cyclic, or repetitive time, moves the discus-

sion to the social level, since it concern.'? not only the 

individual but society as v̂ ell. 
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The theory of cyclic time is one of the oldest 

time concepts and has many variations. All versions of a 

cyclic concept of time, however, are based on the notion 

of recurrent patterns in time, such as those illustrated 

in nature—birth, life, death; day and night; the seasons. 

Of the several significant versions of the cyclic theory 

of time in Western literature, the classical concept of 

the four ages is the most important. 

It is possible that the classical concept of a 

descending order of ages is a version of a still earlier 

cyclic concept which is also represented in Indian 

mythology, because these concepts are obviously related. 

Both the Indian and the classical concepts involve a 

gradual decline of man's civilization in time from a 

marvelous period of peace and bliss, the Golden Age in 

Greek and Roman mythology and the kritayupia in Indian 

mythology, through two Intervening ages to a decadent and 

chaotic period, the Iron Ages of Greek and Roman mythology 

and the kaliyuga of Indian mythology. The final result 

is always the destruction of the world by the gods and 

the creation of a new world, which then repeats the same 

pattern. 

In both cultures, the Golden Age lies in the 

distant past, and the present is considered as decidedly 

inferiors in Indian thought all of modern history is part 

of a lllll̂ îST: ('-hich trad̂ .tl.o-̂ --lly iTsts ^32,000 years); 

and in Western thought the modern period is usually 
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considered as part of an Iron Age, The most common use 

of the idea in Western literature takes the form of 

criticism of the present and an expression of a desire 

for the return of the Golden Age, 

While the classical concept of recurring ages is 

the cyclical concept most frequently found in literature, 

it is by no means the only one. In recent studies on 

time, at least three other cyclical concepts have been 

recognized as being influential in modem literature. In 

Time and Reality, Kargaret Church gives particular 

attention to two recent cyclical concepts—Nietzsche's 

theory of eternal recurrence and Giambattista Vice's 

cyclic concept of hlstory--and finds them Influencing, 

to a varying degree, the work of several modern writers, 

especially James Joyce, Virginia 'Joolf, Thomas Mann, and 

Franz Kafka, And in Time and Western Man, Wyndham Levels 

singles out Oswald Spengler's Decline of the West as being 

his "perfect model of what a time-book should be," -̂  and 

draws a parallel between the "timeless views" of Spengler 

and Ezra Pound, Lewis also mentions James Joyce and 

Gertrude Stein in connection with the theories of Spengler,^^ 

It Is Spengler's concept vrhich seems the closest 

to the cyclical concepts most frequently appearing in 

Jeffers* poetry, Spengler's concept resembles the 

classical concept, briefly outlined earlier, in that both 

cyclec involve a paal: followed by decline and destruction; 
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but the difference between the'two concepts is as 

significant as the similarity, Spengler's cycle Involves 

not the mythological past but the historical past, and is 

applicable, not to mankind generally, but to "cultures," 

or various and separate segments of man's history, 

Spengler saw history as a repetitious emergence of 

"cultures," which grew until they became "civilizations" 

and then went into an irreversible decline leading to 

dissolution. One of Sponger's basic tenets is that our 

own Western culture has reached the civilization stage 

and has begun its decline. This particular belief is 

especially Important in relation to Jeffers' use of cyclic 

concepts, 

Jeffers commented on his interest in cyclic 

concepts in a speech he delivered at Harvard in 19^1s 

The idea of culture-ages—culture cycles— 
the patterned rise and decline of one civilization 
after another—is a commonplace novr, nearly as 
commonplace as death or vrar, but it held my thought 
and has been a frequent subject of my verses—"The 
Fall of an Age," "The Birth of an Age," and so 
forth. The idea was popularized by Osxiald Spengler's 
book, "Decline of the V/est"j but it came to me much 
earlier, from my ovm thoughts, and then I found it 
formulated by the English Egyptologist, Flinders 
Petrle, in a little volume called "The Revolutions 
of Civilization" first published in I9II. Of 
course it was developed long before that, notably 
by Vice of iraples, Giovanni Battlsta Vice, who 
published his book in 1725. And there is a passage 
in Plutarch's "Life of Sulla," referring to the 
Etruscan acceptance of this idea, vjhich I versified . 
in one of several pieces called "The Broken Balance,"^^ 

Even though Jeffers establishes in this passage that 

Spengler v̂ as not the only source of his ovm cyclical 
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concepts, it seems dear that Spengler was the major 

influence on Jeffers* own formulations. As a matter of 

fact, there are many direct Spenglerian echoes in Jeffers* 

verse, 

Jeffers* most common use of the cyclical concept 

is to comment on endlessly repeating and seemingly 

inevitable risings and fallings of civilizations, usually, 

as was noted earlier, including a criticism of the modem 

ages* incipient decline. In a prose prologue to a 

narrative poem entitled "At the Birth of an Age," Jeffers 

explains his belief regarding our civilization as followss 

This culture-age, which I think should be called 
the Christian age, , ,is the greatest Civilization/, 
but also the most bewildered and self-contradictory, 
the least integrated, and in some phases the most 
ignoble, that has ever existed, (SP, p, 505). 

Jeffers goes on to say that our age is characterized 

by a tension created between our "Western blood and super

imposed Oriental religion," and that as the Christian 

faith tends toward extinction as an Influence, this 

tension is becoming relaxed, and thus "the age prepares 

for its long decline," (SP, p, 505). Finally he concludes 

this summation with an obseirvation which appears with very 

little change in several of his poemss 

I believe that we live about the summit of the 
vxave of this age, and hence can see it more 
objectively, looking dovm toward the troughs on 
both sides, than our ancestors could or our more 
remote descendants will, , . , (SP, p. 505). 

Four passages may be cited to Illustrate this 
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particular cyclical concept and to demonstrate its 

importance and persistence in Jeffers* poetry. The first 

is from "Night Without Sleep"s 

The world*s as the world is; the nations rearm 
and prepare to change; the age of tyrants returns; 

The greatest civilization that has ever existed 
builds itself higher towers on breaking foundations. 

Recurrent episodes; they were determined when the 
ape's children first ran in packs, chipped flint 
to an edge. (SP, p, 608), 

The second is from "The Inhumanist"s 

And agains "How beautiful," 
he said, "are these risings 

And fallingss the waves of the sea, the Athenian 
empire. 

The civilization of Europe, the might of America, 
A v;ave builds up. 

And it runs tov:ard the shore,higher, higher, higher; 
nothing, you'd say, can resist it; it rakes 
the stars out of heavan; 

It spouts a foarahead of empire and dirty wars and 
drives on, toppling and crashing, and it 
sighs its life out 

At the foot of the rock, (DA, 95). 

The third is from "Diagram"s 

Look, there are two curves in the airs the air 
That man's fate breathes s there is the rise and fall 

of the Christian culture-complex, that broke 
its dawn-cloud 

Fifteen centuries ago, and now past noon 
Drifts to decline; . . . . (DA, p, 1^1), 

The last example is a selection from "The Dog in the Sky," 

which is found in the last collection of Jeffers' poetry. 

The Beginning and The End, published posthumously. 

Signs have appeared in heaven, that dog is one. 
The second 

General war was the end of a period, 
The last monstrous convulsion. Now a new age begins, 
V/e* 11 be wishinn; ourselves back in the stone age 
Or in thr.t cor:fortab?.e time ::iien Home fell and the 

dark ages 
Danced on its grave. (BE, p, k2). 
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These four selections are typical; many others might be 

cited since these scarcely exhaust Jeffers* use of this 

concept of the relentless repetition of human folly, which 

is probably the most frequently employed notion in his 

poetry. 

That the cyclical concept created a dilemma for 

Jeffers can be seen in the paradoxical nature of his 

treatment of it. It, along with history, and observation, 

convinced Jeffers that man was apparently unable to rise 

above folly and was beyond redemption, endlessly doomed to 

repeat the same mistakes; yet, in spite of his pessimism, 

Jeffers* emotions forced him to try to rescue man. The 

result of this ambivalent attitude is the curious mixture 

of didacticism and fatalism found in much of his poetry, 

typified by the poem "Rearmament"s 

These grand and fatal movements toward deaths 
the grandeur of the mass 

!̂akes pity a fool, the tearing pity 
For the atoms of the mass, the persons, the victims, 
makes it seem monstrous 

To admire the tragic beauty they build. 
It is beautiful as a river flowing or a slowly 
gathering 

Glacier on a high mountain rock-face. 
Bound to plovf down a forest, or as frost in November, 
The gold and flaming death-dance for leaves. 
Or a girl in the night of her spent maidenhood, 
bleeding and kissing, 

I would burn my right hand in a slow fire 
To change the future , , . I should do foolishly. 
The beauty of modern 

Man is not in the persons but in the 
Disastrous rhythm, the heavy and mobile masses, 
the dance of the 

Dream-led masses dovm the dark moiini;?,in, (SP, p. 5<'>5) • 
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Intellectually, Jeffers felt that he should 

ignore the tragic pattern of human folly; emotionally he 

was incapable of doing so, A few years before Jeffers 

died, Radcliffe Squires commented on this paradoxs 

Robinson Jeffers as early as 1929 wrote that 
he was *qults with the people,* but he has in 
fact never been content to leave the people 
alone. For better or for worse he has urged 
a constant politics, at the core of which 
reposes his cyclical theory of history,27 

Jeffers remained a humanist even though he formulated and 

espoused a philosophy he aptly named Inhumanism, 

In addition to his "Spenglarian" concept of 

rising and falling civilizations, there frequently appears 

in Jeffers* poetry a concept of circular time somewhat 

resembling Nietzsche*s theory of eternal recurrence. The 

idea of eternal recurrence goes considerably beyond the 

cyclical concept we have been considering and postulates 

a cyclical pattern in which not merely similar events, but 

Identical events, are eternally repeated. Time changes 

from rectilinear to circular, with a resultant loss of 

meaning for the terms "past" and "future"; for, if time 

is circular, a man can consider himself a s — 

living before the Fall of Troy quite as much as 
after it; since, \Jhen the wheel of fortune had 
turned through another cycle, the Trojan V/ar c> 
vfould be re-enacted and Troy would fall again.^° 

Circular time is consequently "eternal time"; and it is 

this "eternity" of cyclical time which some writers have 

found consoling, and offerin'-̂  L\ r.olutlon to the i')rnbleri of 

time. 
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Although the theme of circular time appears less 

frequently in Jeffers* verse than that of cyclical time, 

passages containing the concept of circular time are still 

common enough for one critic to remark that Jeffers might 

be compared "with the philosophers of eternal recurrence, 

from Pythagoras to Nietzsche,"^9 Three passages wiUserve 

to demonstrate Jeffers* use of this concept, and indicate 

his opinion of it. In one of the poems written on a trip 

to Ireland, "In the Hill at New Grange," Jeffers has a 

conversation with a long buried king which ends with these 

lines s 

time to have done 
With vision, as in the v/orld's youth v/ith desire' 

and deed. To lie in the dark in the hill \mtll 
the stones crumble. 

And the earth and the stars suck into nothing, 
the vfheel slopes and returns, the beautiful 
burden is renewed. 

For probably all the same things will be born 
and bo beautiful again, but blessed is the 
night that has no glowirorm, (SP, p. ^72), 

In these lines Jeffers recognizes that there may be a 

pattern of eternal recurrence, but finds no particular 

consolation in that possibility, and prefers, instead, to 

praise "the night that has no glowi/orm," 

The second selection, from "The Inhumanlst," makes 

no value Judgment as the preceding does, but presents it 

merely as a fact of existences 

V/ildcat, coon and coyote, deer and wild pig, 
weasel and civet-cat, the stalking puma 
and the dainty foxes, 

Traveled to£̂ ei;hcr, thoy P.11 .̂:ont the one viay. 
On the other side of the rock a dense-packed 
river 
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Of humanity, all races, brdvm, v/hite, black, 
yellow, flowed along the wide ridge 

In the opposite direction. The old man leaned 
on the rock, watching both ways. He heard 
the sad animals 

In their innocence hum to each other, "We are 
going into the past, into the past, 
we have no place 

In the great age," Therefore he turned to the 
others and said, 

"V/here are you going?" "Into the future with 
the dawn on our faces. Come along with us," 
"Ho," he said. 

They answered, "v.'lll you go with the beasts then?" 
"Certainly not," he answered, "I would 
"break both my legs 

Liefer than go with beasts or men or angels 
en masse. What are you seeking?" 

"The future, the human future," "You'll be 
surprised," he said, 

"However," he said, 
"time is a rings vfhat's future? 

And when again you meet the beasts on this pleasant 
hill, the fox yaps in your faces, your harps 
are hushed, future is past--

I shall be here," (DA, pp. 8^-85). 

The last selection is from "Hungerfield" and has 

already been discussed with reference to Jeffers* beliefs 

regarding death. But the notion of circular time is also 

present s 

It is possible that all these conditions 
of us 

Are fixed points on the returning orbit of time 
and exist eternally, , , 

It is no good, Una has died, and I 
Am left waiting for death, like a leafless tree 
V/alting for the roots to rot and the trunk to 

fall, (H, p. '+), 

Here Jeffers seems to reject the concept of circular time, 

or at least reject any consolation it might seem to hold. 



CHAPT2R II 

THE SOLUTION OF INHUKANISK 

The problem of time fascinates man because he, 

paradoxically, both exists in time and is destroyed by 

time. It was sho^m, earlier, that that which creates 

the average man*s intense Interest in time is the concept 

of death, Kost of the solutions to the problem of time 

can best be understood as attempts to avoid death, by 

achieving eternity or timelessness of some sort, often 

through memory, dreams, or cyclical concepts. In each 

case, the "self" is being protected from annihilation in 

death and time,l Robinson Jeffers* particular position 

on time is a result of his overriding interest in one 

aspect of the problem of time, historical time, and his 

realization that desperate attempts to save the "self" 

only result in losing what self man possesses. Thus, 

although Jeffers* concern with time is only a part of his 

regard for the general dilemma of man, at the heart of 

the latter lurks the problem of time. And it is Jeffers* 

solution to that problem of time vrhlch we may now examine. 

It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that all of 

Jeffers' philosophy is the result of his abhorrence of 

pain, Aiid for Jeffers, human pain was greatly increased 

38 
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by man*s uniquely human involvement in historical time, 

Frederic Carpenter notes that Jeffers had a "conception 

of all human history as one tragic drama, illuminated by 

the human endurance of pain, , , ,"2 jeffers* hatred of 

iwiin results in the disproportionate presence of various 

forms of pain in his poetry, especially in his violent 

narrations, that has perplexed, angered, or disgusted 

many critics and readers, v/ho were unable to see in 

Jeffers* fascination with pain his profound horror of it, 

Jeffers* consuming preoccupation with pain is similar to 

the preoccupation with cancer that a research scientist 

engaged in seeking a cure for cancer must have, because 

Jeffers v:as seeking a "cure" for pain. And, to continue 

the analogy, the first step in Jeffers' search for a cure 

for pain was to isolate the virus that causes pain, which 

Jeffers, at least to his own satisfaction, vjas easily 

able to do. 

In Jeffers* opinion, the cause of human pain is 

a virus called "human consciousness," In "Î 'argrave," 

Jeffers attacked human consciousness by means of this 

same virus images 

But man is conscious, 
He brings the vforld to focus In a feeling brain, 
In a net of nerves catches the splendor of things. 
Breaks the somnambulism of nature. , , His 

distinction perhaps, 
Hardly his advantage. To slaver for contemptible 

pleasures 
And screan *Tith p?.in, are hardly o.n advantage. 
Consciousness? The learned c^stronomer 
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Analyzing the light of most remote star-swirls 
Has found them—or a trick of distance deludes 

his prism-
All at incredible speeds fleeing outv/ard from ours, 
I thought, no doubt they are fleeing the contagion 
Of consciousness that infects this comer of space. 

. . . . 

So, I thought, the rumor 
Of human consciousness has gone abroad in the world, 
The sane uninfected far-outer universes 
Flee it in a panic of escape, as men flee the plague 
Taking a citys for look at the fruits 

of consciousnesss , , , (SP, pp, 365-366),, 

The fact that Jeffers condemns human consciousness in his 

poetry has alienated critics and readers in much the same 

way as his preoccupation with pain, and perhaps with more 

Justification, Consciousness is generally considered as 

man's one essential attribute, and to find it condemned 

is deemed by niany as the ultimate heresy. Again, although 

less completely, this hostility toward Jeffers is the 

result of an inadequate understanding of his position, 

Jeffers is not a nihilist. In his poetry, he 

consistently celebrates the beauty of existence. The 

difficulty is that the existence which Jeffers celebrates 

is the total existence and not Just the small corner of 

existence inhabited by man. The scope of Jeffers' 

imagination, mentioned earlier in the discussion of objec

tive time concepts, permitted him to see man from a 

perspective that markedly reduced man's Importance in the 

totality of existence. But this reduction of man is in no 
« 

way to be taken as nihilism, as should "bo evident fror. 

this representative poem, "How Beautiful It IsVi 
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It flows out of mystery into mysterys 
there is no beginning-

How could there be? And no end--how could there be? 
The stars shine in the sky like the spray of a wave 
Rushing to meet no shore, and the great music 
Blares on forever, but to us very soon 
It will be blind. Not we nor our children 

nor the human race 
Are destined to live forever, the breath will fail. 
The eyes will break—perhaps of our own 

explosive bile 
Vented upon each other—or a stingy peace 
Kakes parents fools—but far greater witnesses 
Will take our places. It is only a little planet 
But how beautiful it is, (BE, p, 29), 

Kan may vanish—nay, man will vanish. But the universe 

will continue as beautiful as before with "far greater 

witnesses" to appreciate the beauty. This is not nihilism, 

but, as Jeffers named it, "Inhumanism," 

The problem for man remains the same in Jeffers' 

universe as in the "traditional" universes namely, what 

should man do to live the best possible life? However, 

in Jeffers* universe some changes are necessary, Kost 

importantly, man must rid himself of vanity, eliminate 

all traces of egocentricity, Kan must replace self-

consciousness vfith universal consciousness. When man!s 

importance in the universe is so greatly reduced, his 

self-consciousness seems absurdly, disproportionately 

large, especially considering that man's self-consciousness 

brings man as much anguish and pain as Joy, Yet it is 

not so much consciousness as such that Jeffers condemns 

as it is self-consciousness. In some poems, Jeffers 

attempts to rationalize a need for self-consciousness; 
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but, generally, he attacks it. And in his attack on 

self-consciousness, Jeffers is not alone. Self-conscious

ness means, of course, consciousness of the self and is 

a state of awareness which necessarily precedes selfishness 

€md self-centredness, A major tenet of mysticism is that 

not merely excessive self-consciousness but any self-

consciousness is detrimental to man, 

V/hatever the scheme of classification, 
whatever the labels used for the different stages, 
the first step in the Ilystic Way is the purgation 
of the self, 

. . . . 

"A man should stand and be so free of 
himself, that is from selfhood, I-hood, me, mine, 
and the like," writes the author of Theologica 
Germanlca, "that in all things he should no more 
rerrard himself and his ovm than if he did not 
exist."-' 

The significance of mysticism to the problem of time, 

which will be discussed later at greater length, is that 

the mystic experience is probably the oldest, the most 

persistent, and the most intriguing way in which man has 

found the ability to transcend time. 

Yet the realization that self-consciousness is 

related to time-consciousness is not restricted only to 

the mystics. Psychologists and historians have of late 

also discovered this relationship. One of the most 

original and fascinating books of recent years is Norman 

0, Brown's Life Afrainst Deatht The Psychoanalytical 

Keanin^ of History, in which he provides interesting ' 

insights into the intimate connection betvreen self-
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consciousness and time-consciousness and presents a 

picture of mankind amazingly similar to that presented by 

Jeffers, as well as a similar approach to the human 

dilemma as well. 

Since this is true, Dr, Brown's chief findings are 

important enough to be reviewed here, Dr, Brown's basic 

procedure is to apply the insights of psychiatry, especially 

those of Freud, to the whole of mankind rather than Just 

to individual men. His conclusion, which is admirably 

supported, is that mankind, and not Just its individual 

members, is suffering from a neurosis of which the visible 

symptom is civilization. The picture of man which emerges 

from Brovm's study is not a flattering one, Kan is seen 

as an anxious creature at odds with himself and his 

environment; as the only sick animal; as the only time-

conscious animal; as an animal which hides from its 

sickness and fear in huddled groups, called "societies," 

in closely crowded, unnatural buildings called "cities," 

in larger assemblages of these groups and buildings, 

called "civilizations," but hiding from its fear unsuc

cessfully because it carries its fear within itself. 

The cause of man's sickness is his inability to 

k 
recognize and accept "the organic unity of life and death," 

which makes him repress both the life a.nd death instincts 

and alter them until they "are aspects of the character

istically human mode of being, historic:.! tiu3."-̂  i L̂ U IG 
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thus the animal which is conscious of "self," and which 

fears the death of that "self," And, as a result of his 

fear of death, man spends his life seeking for life in 

historical time, an exercise doomed to ultimate failure 

since it creates in man only anxiety and discontent, which 

are in turn sublimated by him into greater, grander, and 

sicker civilizations,^ 

It should be apparent by now that Jeffers* concept 

of self-consciousness as the villain in man's existence 

is not as unique as it might at first seem; for it is 

very much the same as the conclusion of Dr, Brovm's study, 

which is that man is separated from nature and trapped in 

historical time as a result of his fear of the death of 

his "self"; or as the opinion of the mystics—that man is 

blinded to reality by his overriding Interest in his "self," 

V/e may now consider Jeffers' basic proposals on 

this score. 

The solution vrhlch Jeffers envisages for the 

human dilemma is a unification of the "self" with the 

universe, a merging of man and nature v;hich will remove 

man from historical time and place hira in a "Sabbath of 

Eternity, ""7 This may be done in tv/o vrays: through death 

and by means of life lived according to the Inhumanlst 

view. These are the tv/o remedies stated by Jeffers in 

the concluding lines of his poem "The Inhumanlst." 

'.;e ;..'j.y look first at Jei^fors' theory concerning 

death. 
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The most important understanding regarding Jeffers' 

view of death is that death is considered by Jeffers to 

be no evil, indeed it is rather to be welcomed. This 

point has already been made earlier, but needs to be 

restressed here. In "The Suicide's Stone" he refers to 

it as "This last and best and goal" (SP, p, 85), yet 

Jeffers did not advocate a mere turning away from life to 

death for its sake onlys he advocated, rather, that man 

should strive to reject an unhealthy fear of death; that 

he should welcome it when in the natural course of things 

it ultimately came. An exchange between Reave and Helen 

Thurso from the narrative "Thurso's Landing" is repre

sentative of Jeffers' position. The conversation occurs 

as Reave buries an old dog v;hlch he has Just shot to put 

it out of its misery, 

"You've done for poor old 
Bones, have you? You knew I loved him, 

So you took him off." 'A pity you came Just now, 
Helen, he died in a moment. If v;e'd used 
this mercy 

Two or three months ago v/e'd have saved pain," 
She ansvrered, quivering with anger, 
"You do it on the sly 

And call it mercy. Ah, killing's your pleasure, 
your secret vice." "I'll wish you sunnier 
pleasures: and a little 

Sense in your heads he v/as made of miseries s 
You've seen him plead 

To be helped, and wonder at us when the pain 
stayed. 

I've helped him nov;," "Will you do as much 
for yourself 

When life dirties and darkens? Your father did." 
"No, I will not," he said, shovelling the dust, 
"VJhat's that said for? For fi'pite?" "Ho, Reave. 
I \:c.s \:on0.3Tln'-, For I thini: it's rc^isonable, 
V/hen the flower and fruit are gone, nothing but 
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sour rind. 

Why suck the shell? I think your father was right," 
"Drop a little silence on him," Reave answered 
"We may help the beasts, but a man mustn't 

be beaten," (SP, p, 280), 

An even clearer statement of Jeffers' position on 

death and life is found in these lines from "Birth-Dues "s 

The world's God is treacherous and full of 
unreason; a torturer, but also 

The only foundation and the only fountain. 
Who fights him eats his own flesh and perishes 

of hunger; who hides in the grave 
To escape him is dead; who falls in love with 

the God is vrashed clean 
Of death desired and of death dreaded. (SP, p, 262), 

The reason why death should be welcomed, when it 

comes, is that it represents a reunification with the 

universe, and since the universe is God, it represents a 

reunification with God, Moreover, as the following 

passage shows, Jeffers envisages this universe-God as both 

living and consciouss 

What is this thing called life?—But I believe 
That the earth and stars too, and the whole glittering 

universe, and rocks on the mountain have life. 
Only \ie do not call it so— 

. . . . 

I think the rocks 
And the earth and the other planets, and the 

stars and galaxies 
Have their various consciousness, all things 

are conscious; . . . (35, p. 7). 

Thus, death is for Jeffers, a shedding of the 

human consciousness and a merging with the universal 

consciousness, Lawrence Clark Povyell observes! 

Jeffers is consistent in his belief that death 
« 

brings an end to the personal show. To die, he 
says, is simply to become unhuman, to be rid oT 
"the delicate ravel of nerves that made me a 
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measurer/ Of certain fictions/ Called good and 
evil; that made me contract with pain/ And 
expand with pleasure;/ Fussily adjusted like 
a little electroscope,"" 

Once this "ravel of nerves," which is the human conscious

ness, is shed, "all the rest is heightened, widened, set 

free," (SP, p, ̂ 80), And the poem continuess 

I admired the beauty 
While I was human, now I am part of the beauty, 
I wander in the air. 
Being mostly gas and water, and flow in the ocean; 
Touch you and Asia 
At the same moment; have a hand in the sunrises 
And the glow of this grass, 
I left the light precipitate of ashes to earth 
For a love-token, (SP, p, ^80), 

In death, v/hich ironically man normally shuns, he at 

last achieves the eternal, non-temporal state he has 

always sought; and, thus, a solution to the problem of 

time. 

The second of Jeffers' two remedies for the time 

dilemma is life as an Inhumanlst, the ordering pattern 

of vrhlch consists of the suppression of the human self-

consciousness and a unification with the non-human 

universe, and a disengagement from the mass of humanity. 

The Inhumanlst philosophy as a solution to the problem of 

time is, in effect, a life which exists out of historical 

time. 

The suppression of the human self-consciousness 

is achieved by means of a unification with the universe 

;.-hile still uithl.n the ViOAr m existence, chiofly b.y the 
means of mystical union. The mystical nature of much of 
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Jeffers' poetry has been generally recognized and 

commented upon in the criticism of Jeffers* work, 

Frederic Carpenter*s observation is typicals 

Inhximanlsm is a complex philosophy, involving both 
the poetics of tragedy and the religious experience 
of mysticism,9 

It can reasonably be assumed that Jeffers had, at various 

times, actual mystical experiences, an assumption supported 

by both his poetry and his letters. 

The mystical experience must be considered in any 

study of the man-time relationship, because this experience 

has traditionally yielded the most confident denials of 

the dominance of objective time. While it is recognized 

that the description of the mystical experience will be 

Influenced by personal temperament and enviromental back

ground, it is also generally granted that all mystical 

experiences are essentially perceptions of the same 

reality. Almost all mystical experiences involves 

four interrelated visions; the vision of Oneness, 
the vision of Timelessness, the vision of a Self 
other than the empirical self, and the vision of 
a Love enfolding everything that exists.•'•̂  

The vision of Timelessness which comes with the mystical 

experience is the one of these four most pertinent to our 

study. 

One of the oldest arguments against objective 

time is that it is illusory or unreal. Nature and 

experience are temporal; and ran, it should be roinembGred, 

is continuously engaged in trying to escape the temporal 
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because of his fear of death of the self. It is not 

surprising that one of man*s avenues of escape is, thus, 

through the mystical experience, because of its vision 

of a timeless reality which it offers. 

The emphasis upon eternity, in contradistinction 
to temporality, is an element common to all forms 
of mysticism, 2ast and West, past and present. 
Mystic literature invariably affirms the exis
tence of an eternal order of Reality disclosed 
in and confirmed by the mystic experience, , , , 
Kystlcs in all cultures and all ages have alv/ays 
distinguished between an eternal order of Reality, 
and the temporal order of nature and experience,^1 

Kystlcism not only provides man with an escape 

from temporality but suggests as the other side of the 

coin, that temporality is a barrier betvreen man and 

reality, and hence a positive source of evil. Thus, 

Aldous Huxley can writes 

As for time, what is it , , , but the medium in 
which evil propagates Itself, the element in v;hich 
evil lives and outside of v/hich it dies? Indeed, 
it's much more than the element of evil, more 
than merely its medium. If you carry your analysis 
far enough, you'll find that time is evil.^^ 

In his poetry, Jeffers shares Huxley's negative 

view of objective time. "The Tovrer Beyond Tragedy" is 

Jeffers* clearest statement of the benefits man can gain 

from the mystical experience; and the most important 

benefit suggested is an escape from objective time, "The 

Tower Beyond Tragedy" is a retelling of the myth of Orestes 

and Electra, but the myth is significantly altered by 

Jeffers, One change is particularly i:̂ cort".nt hcT.o. In 

the classical version, Orestes is found innocent of his 
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guilt and freed of the curse in a formal trial. In 

Jeffers* version, Orestes is liberated from his guilt 

through wisdom acquired in a mystical experience. As a 

result of his mystical experience, Orestes is able to 

cast himself free from humanity and the desires and pains 

which plague man, Orestes describes his experience to 

Slectra in these lines s 

Tonight, lying on the hillside, sick 
with those visions, I remembered 

The knife in the stalk of my humanity; I drew 
and it broke; I entered the life of the 
brown forest 

And the great life of the ancient peaks, 
the patience of stone, I felt the changes 
in the veins 

In the throat of the movmtain, a grain in many 
centuries, we have our ovm time, not yours; 
and I was the stream 

Draining the mountain vrood; and I the stag drinking; 
and I v:as the stars. 

Boiling v/ith light, v/andering alone, each one 
the lord of his ovm summit; and I was 
the darkness 

Outside the stars, I included them and they vxere 
a part of me. I v/as mankind also, a moving 
lichen 

On the cheek of the round stone. , .they have not 
made vjords for it, to go behind things, 
beyond hours and ages. 

And be all things in all time, in their returns 
and passages, in the motionless and timeless 
center. 

In the white of the fire, , .how can I express 
the excellence 
I have found, , , , (SP, pp, 138-139). 

Orestes' mystical experience is characterized by 

a feeling of imification with the universe and a sense of 

timelessness. As ho later tells Electra, he has "fallen 

in love cut:.-c:;d" and "left the rrdnoss in ths dark" to 

become like "a stone vralking." The poem ends with these 
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pertinent liness 

Orestes v̂ alked in the 
dear davm; men say that a serpent 

Killed him in high Arcadia, But young or old, 
few years or many, signified less than nothing 

To him who had climbed the tower beyond time, 
consciously, and cast humanity, entered 
the earlier fountain, (SP, p, 1^0), 

"The Tower Beyond Tragedy" is, thus, also the "tower 

beyond time," Orestes, who can be considered as an early 

prototype of Jeffers* Inhumanlst heroes, conquered the 

problem of his humanity by conquering the problem of time, 

Orestes* experience may be identified as a type 

of nature-mysticism not too unlike that found in V/ordsworth 

or Shelley, P, C, Happold writess 

Nature-mysticism is characterized by a sense of 
the Immanence of God or soul in Nature, At the 
heart of it in its most highly developed form 
lies v̂ hat Zaehner, in Kystlcism, Sacred and Profane, 
calls the pan-en-henic experience; that is, the 
experience of the All in the One and of the One 
in the All, vrhlch is typical of much mystical 
insight. It may usually be labelled *panthelstic*, 
Either Deity is felt as being 'contained* vzithin 
creation or all creaturely existence is experienced 
as lost in God by an inner reconciliation of an 
alienation vrhlch seems to exist betvxeen them,̂ -̂  

Happold's description of nature-mysticism is so remarkably 

similar to that in the following remarks made by Jeffers 

in a speech entitled Themes in Îy; Poems that there can be 

no question that the tv/o men are describing the same 

experience, Jeffers says. 

Another theme that has much engaged my 
verses is the expression of a religious feeling, 
that perhap3 Liust bo called pantho.lsm, though I 
hate to type it V7ith a name. It is the feeling— 
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I V7ill say the certainty—that the universe is 
one being, a single organism, one great life 
that includes all life and all things; and is 
so beautiful that it must be loved and reverenced; 
and in moments of mystical vision we identify 
ourselves with it. 

This is, in a viay, the exact opposite of 
Oriental pantheism. The Hindu mystic finds God 
in his own soul, and all the outer world is 
illusion. To this other way of feeling, the 
outer world is real and divine; one's own soul 
might be called an illusion, it is so slight and 
so transitory. 

This is the experience that comes to my 
Orestes, at the end of a long semi-dramatic poem 
called "The Tower Beyond Tragedy,"^^ 

Another description of the type of mysticism found in 

Jeffers* poetry is given by Rudolph Gilberts 

Jeffers* mysticism goes back to Sufism, 
the belief of the Kohammedan mystics who have 
purified themselves from all vrorldly defilement, 
Jeffers has found Nirvana on earth; flesh no 
longer strives with spirit; reunion with 
universal intelligence has taken place; all past 
acts have been nullified; there is absolute 
detachment—a "blovm-out candle" state, a 
realized identity with the Absolute, and the 
peace v;hich comes with it—a state in which we 
perceive "the calm and proud procession of 
eternal things," ^ 

In the preface to The Double Axe, Jeffers defines 

Inhumanism a s — 

a shifting of emphasis and significance from 
man to not-man; the rejection of human solipsism 

and recognition of the transhuman magnificence. (DA, p. vii). 

From this "shifting of emphasis and significance from man 

to not-man," the Inhumanlst gains v/hat Jeffers calls "a 

reasonable detachment," It is partly through this 

"reasonable detachment" that one may escape the tyranny 

of time. 
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The detachment of which Jeffers speaks is 

basically from humanity and the human self-consciousness. 

But it is also a detachment from civilization, progress, 

and the other symptoms of the disease of history as well. 

As the Inhumanlst detaches himself from humanity and 

history, he comes even closer to unification with the 

"transhuman magnificence" of the universe--another epithet 

of Jeffers for God, Thus, to understand Inhumanism as 

a solution to the problem of time, one needs only to 

substitute "temporality" for "humanity" and "eternity" 

for "the transhuman magnificence," Time for the most of 

humanity is historical time, both on a social and personal 

level. In other v;ords, time bothers man because he sees 

history moving past his "self," Kan is so preoccupied 

with his past and his future, and the past and future of 

his culture, that he neglects his present. The Inhumanlst 

achieves ascendancy over time by suppressing his con

sciousness of "self" and heightening his consciousness 

of "non-self," Ideally, if possible, the Inhumanlst 

would live in an eternal present until suddenly surprised 

by death, at v/hich time he enters the eternity of the 

eternal universe. 

Thus, even though Jeffers did not set out to 

solve the problem of time in the same v;ay as some writers, 

he nonetheless provides man v̂ ith a solution to the 

problem of clute in his philosophy of Inhumanism. By 
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sacrificing the "self," which most of the other time-

concerned writers so desperately try to save, Jeffers 

finds a freedom from time at least as satisfying as those 

which Proust, Joyce, Woolf, and others find in the various 

subjective or cyclical time concepts previously discussed, 

VJhen the "self" is disregarded, time is no longer a problem 

for the "self," so, paradoxically, the "self" can then 

live a life free from anxiety about time. 

As a philosopliy, Inhumanism is not startlngly new. 

Detachment from the self and from h\imanity is a traditional 

part of the religious life of many cultures, ancient and 

modem, Koreover, as a personal philosophy, Inhumanism 

can be seen as only partially successful for Jeffers, 

because, while he vras reasonably successful in suppressing 

his ovm self-consciousness, he was unable to completely 

"cut humanity" out of himself. Yet he enjoyed a partial 

success. He was, in Brovm's v7ords, a non-Faustian man, 

I^ Life Agiainst Death, Brovm considers man in 

historical time as a "Faustian man," who is the victim of 

a"restless pleasure principle" that is an inversion of a 

normal "Nirvana-principle" found in the rest of the 

animals,^ This inversion, v/hich is caused by repression 

of the death instincts, "alienates /Jan/ f̂^̂om the present 

and commits him to the unconscious quest for the past in 

the future. "•̂''̂  Kan becomes the only anim̂ al that contin

uously 3ccl:s novelty (;.'hich in hi:.torlcal tor̂ ô b£coi..os 
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progress). The other animals (and to some degree, 

children and primitives) are content with repetition— 

that is, non-history, non-progress. 

An examination of Jeffers' poetry and life reveals 

him as being singularly non-Faustian in the sense Just 

described. He was interested in history but was not 

personally a part of it. In fact, his interest in 

history was the result of his detachment from it, Jeffers 

was not a seeker of novelty, but rather found his pleasure 

in observing "the calm and proud procession of eternal 

things" as seen in his beloved Carmel area. Although 

Jeffers' Intellect made him keenly aware of time, his 

detachment made him unusually free from time. Melba 

Bennett relates a pertinent anecdote in her biography of 

Jeffers s 

The Clapps had returned from a trip to 
the Orient, and not until they saw Jeffers 
lianging from the tovrer, fashioning posterity 
in granite, working at exactly the same chore as 
vfhen they left Carmel four years before, did they 
realize that time had as little meaning to a man 
like Jeffers as it had to Chinese, •'•° 

Thus, Jeffers' philosophy of Inhumanism freed him 

to an extent from the endless and painful march of 

historical time. Yet like his protagonist in "The Inhumanlst," 

Jeffers vras forced by his very nature as a man existing 

in objective time to live with men v7ho were still v/holly 

lost in history—marching, they believed, "Into the future 

with the davrn on our faces." It v;as a sight that constantly 
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troubled Jeffers, and he was never able to abandon his 

efforts to save man from what he believed was the folly 

of historical time. The cyclical concepts which provided 

a way out of time for such men as Joyce and Wolfe were for 

Jeffers, in contrast, the very crux of the problem of time, 

Jeffers saw in history only recurrent patterns of strife 

and pain. And much of Jeffers* poetry can be seen as his 

attempts to reveal the empty agony of history to man, 

"V/hat are Cities For" is typical s 

The earth has covered Sicilian Syracuse, there 
asphodel grows, 

As golden-rod will over New York, 
What tragic labors, passions, oppressions, 

cruelties and courage 
Reared the great city. Nothing remains 
But stones and a memory haunting the fields 

of returning asphodel. 
You have seen through the trick to the beauty; 
If v:e all sav; through it, the trick would hardly 

entice us and the earth 
5e the poorer by many beautiful agonies, (SP, p, 567). 

The life vrhlch Inhumanism proposes as the best 

life for man is a natural life like that of the animals, 

separate from the civilization, the history of which 

makes up historical time—the history making up objective 

time, Kan's plight in this respect is illustrated in 

Jeffers' poem, "The Broken Balancers 

Then praise the Jevrel-eyed havrk and the tall 
blue heron; 

The black cormorants that fatten their sea-rock 
With shining slime; even that ruiner of anthills 
The red-shafted vioodpecker flying, 
A vrhite star betvreen blood-color wing-clouds, 
Across the glades of the vrood and the g/.cen 

lakes of shade. 



•57 
These live their felt natures; they know their norm 
And live it to the brim; they imderstand life. 
While men moulding themselves to the anthill 

have choked 
Their natures until the souls die in them; 
They have sold themselves for toys and protections 
No, but consider avrhiles what else? Men sold for toys. 

Uneasy and fractional people, having no center 
But in the eyes and mouths that surround them, 
Having no function but to serve and support 
Civilization, the enemy of man. 
No wonder they live insanely, and desire 
With their tongues, progress; with their eyes, 

pleasure; with their hearts, death, (SP, p, 259), 

Civilization is man's enemy, for it is the symbol 

of objective time in which man is entrapped. The only 

solution is for man somehow to remove himself from the 

disastrous cycles of history—to step out of the stream 

of historical time onto a plain of non-historical time, 

to live a relatively time-free existence. As Carpenter 

says of Jeffers, "His devil is that 'monster,' civilization, 

and his hero is the timeless American Adam,"^ Only in 

such examples as the old rancher in "The Wind Struck 

Kusic" can one approach what Jeffers wisheds 

This old man died last winter, having 
lived eighty-one years under the open sky, 

Concerned vrith cattle, horses and hunting, no 
thought nor emotion that all his ancestors 
since the ice-age 

Could not have comprehended. I call that a good 
life; narrow, but vastly better than most 

Men's lives, and beyond comparison more beautiful; 
the vrind-stiiick music man's bones were 
moulded to bo the harp for, (SP, p. 586), 

This is the life vrhlch Jeffers feels is proper for man, 

a life rc::ovod fror- the press of the raises and the 

march of history, a life out of historical time. 
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Thus, in a very real sense, Jeffers' philosophy 

of Inhumanism offers a solution to the problem of time— 

or, at least to the problem of man in time, which is all 

of time that really concerns most of mankind, Jeffers 

did not approach time as an intellectual, philosophical, 

or psychological problem, but as a sociological, historical 

problem. He accepted as unchangeable that part of time 

over which man has no control, but advocated an end to 

that part of time created by man, historical time, Jeffers* 

"solution" to the problem of time is easily as valid and 

useful as the "solutions" offered by the writers more 

commonly associated with the problem of time. Unfortunately, 

like the other "solutions," Jeffers' "solution" is diffi

cult for the average man to achieve. Yet, this does not 

negate its essential soundness. And it seems permissible 

to suggest that Jeffers deserves greater recognition than 

he has been given to date for his contributions to the 

body of literature which deals with the problem of time. 



CHAPTiiR III 

TH3 ROCK OF THrJ PER̂ :ANENT 

Throughout his verse Jeffers envisaged time in its 

vast entirety, stretching from its incredibly distant, dim 

beginning to its equally distant extension into the 

unformed future, and saw that in this immensity of time 

even the existence of the galaxies of stars was brief and 

transitory and that the human experiment was barely a 

moment in the measureless pageant of time, From this 

vision of time Jeffers came to the conviction that man 

needed a mode of grappling vrith its over̂ 'rhelming per

spective. His intellectual response vras his philosophy 

of Inhumanism. But Jeffers' vision of the vastness of 

time and the transitory nature of things also created in 

him an almost desperate appreciation for permanence, 

Jeffers vras, of course, not unaware that in objective 

time any sort of permanence can be only relative. Yet 

at the same time it is em.otlonally satisfying, offering 

at least a degree of security against the ravages of time. 

The concept of permanence is extremely important 

in Jeffers* poetry and is generally recognized as being 

so by his critics. Radcliffe Squires, for instance, has 

given close attention to his concern, crediting Jeffers' 
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revulsion with World War I as providing the impetus which 

moved him to seek comfort in "permanent" things. Squires 

represents Jeffers* response to the chaotic carnage that 

was the history of his time as a "conversion to a religion 

of lithic permanency,"^ 

In our discussion of the concept of mutability in 

Jeffers* poetry, the poem "To the Stone-Cutters" was 

presented as an illustration of Jeffers* concern for this 

aspect of time. The same poem is of interest here, like

wise, because it is also an excellent example of Jeffers' 

appreciation of relative permanence. The following 

comment of Frederic Carpenter's is vrorth noting, because 

it not only recognizes the significance of this particular 

poem but also the central importance of time itself to all 

of Jeffers' poetry; 

"To the Stone-Cutters" is remarkable in 
that it focuses sharply and concretely upon the 
ideal subject of all of his poems—the conflict 
of man and nature, of time and eternity,2 

"To the Stone-Cutters" is vrorth quoting in fulls 

Stone-cutters fighting time with marble, 
you foredefeated 

Challengers of oblivion 
Eat cynical earnings, knowing rock splits, 

records fall dovrn, 
The square-limbed Roman letters 
Scale in the thavrs, wear in the rain. 

The poet as well 
Builds his monument mockingly; 
For man vrill be blotted out, the blithe earth 

die, the brave sun 
Die blind and blacken to the hearts 
ic:; stoccs have ctood for a thoueo.nd year^, 

and pained choughts found 
The honey of peace in old poems, (SP, p. 8̂ 1-). 
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This poem, perhaps better than any other, reveals 

Jeffers* basic approach to lifes he wrote his verses 

knowing they would ultimately perish as all things must 

ultimately perish. But Jeffers realized that life and 

art do not lose their importance because they are imper

manent. Life and art are important because they exist 

and persist for a while in time. And, Importantly, for 

Jeffers, the longer something persists--the more perma

nent it is—the greater its relative significance. Jeffers* 

point of view, which had rankled many, was that mankind 

errs in placing so much emphasis on anything so relatively 

ephemeral as an individual human life, even one's oi-m, 

or a particular national community—again, even one's own. 

He felt man should more rightly esteem the more, lasting 

Ijarts of creation above man, and the whole of creation 

above any of its parts. Yet, he also recognized the 

significance of permanence and that sculptures "have stood 

for a thousand years, and pained thoughts found/ The honey 

of peace in old poems," 

This concept of "relative permanence" appears in 

many of Jeffers' poems; for though it is inevitably a vain 

pursuit to seek permanence, Jeffers argues that it is 

nonetheless an honorable foolishness and the habit of 

better men. In one poem he sayss 

Strength and desire possess the future. 
The breed of the £;rcs3hopper shrills, 

"lihat does the future 
Matter, vre shall be dead?" Ah, grasshoppers. 
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Death's a fierce meadowlarks but to die having made 
Something more equal to the centuries 
Than muscle and bone, is mostly to shed 

weakness, (SP, p, 86), 

Similarly, characters in Jeffers' narratives often 

challenge time by seeking to project their influence into 

the future. One example has been given earlier, that of 

Payne Fraser's consolation from the realization that her 

child vrould carry something of her husband into the future. 

In "Dear Judas," Jeffers presents Jesus as a man consumed 

with the desire to project his influence into the future 

and achieve for himself something approaching immortality. 

And Gudrun's brother, in "At The Birth Of An Age," says 

when she gives him a sword. 

Oh sister, I'll do such deeds with 
it , , , some deed for the poets to 
remember in all the fire-lit music-filled 

Evenings of time, (3P, p. 511-512), 

::ost of the poems vrritten by Jeffers while in 

Ireland, published in a collection called Descent To The 

Dead, deal with this concept of relative permanence, 

Jeffers felt the ages of European history as a heavy 

presence on the land and spent much time in a spiritual 

communication with the past. The question of the meaning 

of life and death dominated his thought, and with thoughts 

on life and death came thoughts on immortality and the 

relative endurance of things. In one of the poems from 

this collection, "Ossian's Grave," Jeffers admires Ossian's 

enduring fame and the stone-marlLod ,3;rav̂  i.iieroin Oi^slua 

is supposed to lie, and then goes on to say of himself 
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that he too is making "a remembered name," which suggests 

that his keen interest in immortality and relative 

endurance was personal, not merely academic. Additional 

evidence of Jeffers' desire to leave a mark that would 

last awhile is found in several places in his work, 

Kost of the numerous poems which are concerned 

with the concept of mutability are also concerned with 

the concept of relative permanence, Jeffers saw two ways 

in which he would leave his mark on existence for at least 

a vrhile—his poetry and the work he had done at Tor House, 

The lines quoted earlier in our study from the poem, "Tor 

House," are as much concerned vrith endurance as they are 

with change. And in "Star-Swirls," Jeffers plays with 

the ideas of time and change, finding obvious satisfaction 

in the thought that his stone house, much of which he built 

himself, may vrell become a fossil and, thus, relatively 

permanent s 

The polar ice-caps are roelting, the mountain glaciers 
Drip into rivers"; all feed the ocean; 
Tides ebb and flovr, but every year a little bit 

higher. 
They vrill drovrn Hew York, they will drown London. 
And this place, vrhere I have planted trees and 

built a stone house. 
Will be under sea. The poor trees will perish. 
And little fish vrill flicker in and out the windows, 

I built It well. 
Thick walls and Portland cement and gray granite, 
The tovrer at least vrill hold against the sea's 

buffeting; it will become 
Geological, fossil and permanent. 
'What a pleasure it is to mix one's rnind with 

geolc^ical 
Time, oi' i:i ch astroaoi. ical relax it. 
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There is nothing like astronomy to pull the stuff 
out of man. 

His stupid dreams and red-rooster importances 

let him count the star swirls, (BS, p, 18), 

The last lines of the poem are worth noting, because they 

suggest that Jeffers had not lost his perspective and that 

he realized fully that all permanence was only relative, 

Jeffers also counted on his poetry enduring for 

a while. In the poem, "Harder than Granite," he speculates 

again on endurance and arrives at the conclusion that his 

poetry may well outlast his stone work. 

It is a pity the shock-waves 
Of the present population-explosion must push 

in here too. 
They vrill certainly vrithin a century 
Sat up the old vroods I planted and throw dovm 

my stonev.'orks only the little tower, ' 
Four-foot-thick-vralled and useless may stand 

for a time. 
That and some verses. It is curious that flower-

soft verse 
Is sometimes harder than granite, tougher than 

than a steel cable, more alive than life. 

Jeffers' philosophy of poetry placed great emphasis 

on vrriting enduring verses. In the forward to The Selected 

Poetry of Robinson Jeffers, Jeffers comments on what he 

had decided about poetry even before he had reached his 

thirtieth birthday. Included in the passage is this 

com.parlson betvreen prose and poetry i 
Prose can discuss matters of the moment; poetry 
must deal with things that a reader tvro thousand 
years avray could understand and be moved by. 
This excludes much of the circumstance of modern 
life, especially in the cities. Fashions, forms 
of machinery, the more complex social, financial, 
political adjuntnienta; and so forth, are all 
ephemeral, exceptional; they exist but will never 
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exist again. Poetry must concern itself vrith 
(relatively) permanent things. These have poetic 
value; the ephemeral has only news value, 

(3?, pp, xiv-xv), 

Felba Bennet, in her biography of Jeffers, quotes a long 

piece by hira entitled, "Poetry, Gongorism and a Thousand 

Years," In this piece, which is entirely concerned with 

what poetry and poets should be, Jeffers says the great 

poet may well have readers a thousand years after his 

death and that these are the readers a poet should address; 

he then continues s 

If the present tim-e overhears him, and listens too 
—all the better. But let him not be distracted 
by the present; his business is with the future. 
This is not pleasantry; it is practical advice, 

yoT thus his vrork vrill be sifted of what 
is transient and crumbling, the chaff of time 
and the stuff that requires footnotes. Permanent 
thinrs, or things forever renevred, like the grass 
and hu::an passions, are the materials for poetry; 
and vrhoever speaks across the gap of a thousand 
years vrill understand that he has to speak of 
perranent things, and rather clearly too, or who 
would hear him?3 

And Jeffers voices the same opinion in his poetry, as in 

these lines from the poem, "Point Joe"; 

Ferr.anent things are vrhat is needful in a poem, 
things temporally 

Of great dimension, things continually renewed. 
or always present. 

Grass that is m.ade each year equals the mountains 
in her past and future; 

Fashionable and momentary things vre need not see 
nor speak of. (3P, p. 78). 

It vras, then, Jeffers' belief that poets should 

seek to write poetry that vrould endure '̂ d̂ that for pcotry 

to endure it is necessary to vrrite about "permanent" things. 
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In the main, Jeffers followed his philosophy. Squires 

says that Jeffers' poetry is in the pastoral tradition 

and separated from the "main currents of contemporary 

poetry," because of his "insistence on the 'relatively 

permanent things*,"^ Occasionally Jeffers failed to 

follow his stated creed, usually to the detriment of his 

work. But, generally, his poetry does concentrate on the 

natural and the permanent parts of existence and is 

certainly more pastoral than urban; and most of his 

better work is along these lines, depicting basic human 

emotions and actions or celebrating the beauty of nature— 

"things that a reader two thousand years away could under

stand and be moved by," 

Ocean and stone (rock) are familiar symbols in 

Jeffers* verse of permanence. It is not at all surprising 

that stone and ocean should be so prominent in Jeffers* 

poetry, since they dominated his environment, Jeffers' 

home, Tor House, is constructed of stone and stands on a 

cliff of stone against x-rhich the ocean laps or crashes 

depending on the season and vreather, Jeffers' education, 

vrhlch included geological studies, also must have con

tributed to his interest in the ocean and in rock, but, 

chiefly, it vras their prominence in his life that made 
I 

them prominent in his work. 

Of the two, hovrever, it is rock vrhlch most 

svLibolizcd pei-..:ancnce for Jefferj, '..hen tho ocean is used 
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as a symbol for permanence, rock is usually mentioned as 

well, while rock is frequently used without any reference 

to the ocean, Jeffers* celebration of the relative 

permanency of rock is so common in his poetry that Squires* 

remark about Jeffers* "religion of lithic permanency" is 

wonderfully apt. Rock and stone had an almost mystical 

significance to Jeffers, which can be seen in his repeated 

praise of the silent endurance of rock that "abides as if 

time were nothing," that "sheds the centuries like rain

drops," One of the best expressions of his reaction to 

rock is in "Oh, Lovely Rock"s 

it was the rock vrall 
That fascinated my eyes and mind, nothing 

stranges light-gray diorite with two or 
three slanting seams in it, 

Smooth-polished by the endless attrition of 
slides and floods; no fern nor lichen, pure 
naked rock , . , as if I vrere 

Seeing rock for the first time. As if I were 
seein-r throû Th the flame-lit surface into 
the real and bodily 

And living rock. lyothing strange . . . I cannot 
Tell you hovr strange* the silent passion, the 

deep nobility and childlike lovelinessi 
this fate going on 

Outside our fates. It is here in the mountain 
like a grave smiling child, I shall die 
and my boys 

Will live and die, our vrorld will go on through 
its rapid agonies of change and discovery; 
this age vrill die. 

And wolves have hovrled in the snow around New 
Bethlehams this rock will be here, grave, 
earnest, not passives the energies 

That are its atoms will still be bearing the 
whole mountain above: and I, many packed 
centuries ago. 

Felt its intense reality vrith love and vronder, 
this lonely rock, (IP, pp. 605"6o6). 
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"Fierce TJUSIC," published in Jeffers' last 

collection. The Be/yinninp̂  and The End, depicts the power 

of the sea through the millions of years of that great 

and lovely force. Its opening lines show that thoughts 

on permsment things were as much with Jeffers as he neared 

the end of his career as they were when he began it almost 

fifty years earlier. 

All night long the rush and trampling of vrater 
And hoarse withdra;;als, the endless ocean throvrlng 

his skirmish-lines against granite. 
Come to my ears and stop there, I have heard them 

so long 
That I don't hear them—or have to listen before I 

hoar then—How long? Forty years. 
But that fierce music has gone on for a thousand 
rillions of years, (B£, p, 57). 

• 

Jeffers* interest in permanence is also reflected 

in his poetry in less obvious vrays than those Just 

discussed. In addition to admiring and vrriting about the 

permanent things in nature, Jeffers admired the permanent • 

thinrs in literature, especially myths and mythical 

elements, vrhlch he used extensively in his vrork, 

Hans ::eyerhof f remarks of the povrer of myths t 

Kyths are chosen as literary symbols for tvro 
purposes I to suggest vrithin a secular setting, 
a tim.eless perspective of looking upon the human 
situation; and to convey a sense of continuity 
and identification with mankind in general. 

The myth is a "timeless schema," as 
Thomas I'ann has said. It is timeless in that 
it is ever present, a constant reminder of the 
eternal return of the same. Thus Prometheus 
and Theseus, Odysseus and Telemachus, Orpheus 
and Surydice, Paris and Helen, Agamemnon and 
Clytemnestra, Orestes and .̂ l̂ectra, Oedipus and 
Jocasta, Abraham and Isaac, Jacob ar.d Kachel, 
Joseph and the vrife of Potiphar, and Job and 
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his friends may be envisaged as ever present, 
timeless prototypes of human existence, as 
symbols suggesting the cyclic repetition of 
the same or similar human situation. They may 
be relived as signifying a situation enduring 
outside place and time--even though they are 
expressed in the details of an individual 
character at a definite place and time,5 

Kyths can thus be considered as representations of perma

nent truths about mankind, permanent in the sense that 

they are eternally recurring. Being "permanent things," 

myths become precisely the type of subject matter which 

Jeffers felt was suitable for poetry, which explains his 

persistent use of them in his vrork, 

Kyth is perhaps less Important in Jeffers' shorter 

poems than in his longer ones. In several of the shorter 

poems, he makes mythical allusions, but these allusions 

are neither exceptionally frequent nor especially remark

able. In the longer poem.s, however, Jeffers' use of myth 

is sufficiently important to be considered by at least 

one of his critics as the proper key to understanding his 

often misimderstood vrork. 

Frederic Carpenter begins his extended consideration 

of Jeffers' longer poems by summarizing the problems these 

poems have presented to critics and the confused criticism 

which resulted I 

Most critics—even most sympathetic critics— 
have simply emphasized the qualities vrhlch Jeffers* 
poetry lacks. The long poems, for instance, have 
usually been called tragic, and have been con-
dcr'î-î. :"o:̂  laô''.r,2̂  t̂ o virtue::; of claoGlcal trâ Ĝdy. 
Cr tiicy ii-vvo b^ua caj.led nariatives, and have been 
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denounced for lacking the fully developed and 
Individualized characters which a novelist should 
create. Or vrhen they have dealt with the mate
rials of Greek mythology,,they have been censured 
for not being "Hellenic,"° 

Kuch of this confusion can be removed, in Carpenter's 

opinion, if the concept of myth as myth is applied to the 

poems, As he says s 

Conceived in terms of myth—rather than of 
tragedy, or of fiction, or of philosophy--Jeffers• 
long poems can be described and Judged by their 
own "singular" virtues or faults, rather than by 
the lack of virtues to which they never pretended. 
The particular qualities of his individual poems 
appear clearly when described in these terms, and 
the separate poeirs fall into definable groups,' 

Carpenter sees Jeffers as primarily a writer of modem 

myth and divides his vrork into four periods based on his 

"different attitudes tovrard his mythical materials,"^ 

Carpenter's analysis pictures Jeffers' earlier work as 

being very close to pure myth and his subsequent vrork as 

at first moving avray from and then returning to the use of 

myth. And, in Carpenter's evaluation, the less Jeffers 

relied upon myth, the less successful was the resulting 

poetry. 

Considered in terms of myth, Jeffers' characters 

can no longer be considered as immoral, a charge frequently 

brought against his work in hostile criticism. Mythical 

characters are "not immoral, but pre-moral,"^ This type 

of mythical character is considered by Meyerhoff as an 

humanistic attempt by an author to shovr man in the round, 

as he actually is, both good and bad, vreak and strong, with 
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many perfections, with many faults, a task which is 

essentially a "moral" one. This form of myth using is 

the result of an "aesthetic humanism" and, 

is meant to be constructives to master, through 
the artistic re-creation of the myth, dangerous, 
irrational elements in man's heritacje, not to 
exploit them for destructive ends,-''̂  

In creating his modern myths, Jeffers drew freely 

from older myths, "Tamar," for example, is seen by 

Carpenter as a retelling of the incestuous history of 

Titan, while Povrell relates it to the Biblical story of 

David's daughter, Tamar, who vras loved by her brother, 

Amnon, The "Roan Stallion" utilizes the myth of a human's 

love for a beast, of vrhlch there are several classical 

examples—Suropa and the bull, Leda and the swan being 

the most familiar ones. "The Tower Beyond Tragedy" is an 

altered version of the Orestia. "Cavrdor" resembles the 

Biblical story of Potiphar's wife and has echoes of the 

myth of Oedipus, "Dear Judas" is a version of the story 

of Christ, "The Loving Shepherdess" is virtually the same 

character as one Feckless Fanny mentioned in a note in Sir 

V/alter Scott's The Heart of Midlothian.^^ "Solstice" is a 

modem version of the Medea legend, "At The Fall Of An 

Age" is based on an unfamiliar legend found in Fausanias' 

"Description of Greece" (SP, p. ̂ 85). "At The Birth Of 

An Age" is based on the Volsung Saga (SP, p. 505). More 

examples could be added to this list. 

Although Jeffers did coinmohly borrovr from older 
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sources. Carpenter's observation that he was a writer of 

modern myth is nevertheless true. Even when based upon 

earlier sources, Jeffers' creations are substantially his 

own. And even when there is no earlier source for character 

or plot, Jeffers* narratives are still closer to myth than 

fiuiy other category, and his characters are often more like 

mythical symbols than real persons, \;hen viewed as myth, 

otherwise unacceptable plots and characters become not 

only acceptable but singularly Intriguing, All of Jeffers* 

narratives may be set in place and time, but all are filled 

with typical, symbolical characters, who give the poems 

the timeless quality that Jeffers thought right for poetry. 

There can be little doubt that the use of myth vras 

a conscious effort on Jeffers' part to achieve for his 

poetry something of timeless permanence, A passage in his 

poem, "Roan Stallion," reveals that Jeffers was fully 

aware of the povrer of myths to endure the passing of times 

The fire threw up figures 
And symbols meanwhile, racial myths formed and 

dissolved in it, the phantom rulers of humanity 
That vrithout being are yet more real than vrhat they 

are born of, and ;:ithout shape, shape that which 
makes thems 

The nerves and the flesh go by shadowlike, the 
limbs and the lives shadowlike, these shadows 
remain, these shadovrs 

To whom temples, to vrhora churches, to vrhom labors 
and vrars, visions and dreams are 

dedicates , . , (SP, pp. 153-15^). 

History, in the sense that its events are perma-

"̂.ently fir̂ 'ed .̂n tl^o as a ch'̂"''i'~ole.'̂3, and hnnce tlrieloss, 

pattern,represents a form of the temporal permanence in 
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v;hioh Jeffers was interested. The prominence of history 

in Jeffers* poetry results from his abhorrence of history, 

a paradox similar to that concerning pain noted earlier. 

The reason in both cases is the sames Jeffers writes 

about the things he hates because he is essentially a 

didactic poet trying to move man away from what he con

siders the evils of existence toward those things he con

siders the better parts of existence, 

Jeffers often uses historical allusions to give 

the reader a greater temporal perspective and hence a 

sense of permanence. The first lines of "Second-3est" 

provide an example s 

A Celtic spearman forcing the cromlech-builder*s 
brovm daughter; 

A blond Saxon, a slayer of Britons, 
Building his farm outside the village he'd burned; 

a Norse 
Voyager, vrlelder of oars and a svrord, 
Thridding the rocks at the fjord sea-end, 

hungry as a havrks 
A hungry Gaelic chiefling in Ulster, 
V.'hose blood with the Norseman's rotted in the 

rain on a heather hills 
These by the vrorld's time vrere very recent 
Forefathers of yours, (SP, p. 36^), 

But Jeffers' allusion to history does not always provide 

this direct sense of permanent patterns fixed in time; 

often it simply presents evidence of the insane follies 

of human historical undertakings. For despite his vrith-

dravral into Inhumanism, Jeffers was never able to abandon 

his efforts to help humanity; and, as a result, much of 

his poetry is didactic. The didactical strain in Jeffers* 

poetry shovrs more clearly in "historical" references in 



7̂  
the poems than in most others, because he saw history, 

along with the pain which results from self-consciousness, 

as a major evil in roan's existence, Jeffers was, ironi

cally, aware of his inability to achieve fully the com

plete detachment for himself that he so urgently desired. 

In several of his poems, he considers his dilemma, the 

most notable being "Meditation on Saviors" and "Birth Dues," 

From the former come these lines which capture his unhappi-

ness over his problems 

Am I another keeper 
of the people, that on my ovm shore. 

On the gray rock, by the grooved m-ass of the 
ocean, the sicknesses I left behind me 
concern me? (SP, p, 201), 

• 

The "sicknesses" did concern him and continued to do so 

until the end. As Povrell correctly observes about some 

of the criticism of Jeffers' interest in the past. 
He has vrrongly been called an escapist. It is 
rather his very preoccupation vrith the present 
vrhlch from time to time leads him back to a 
poetic study of our origins,^3 

For Jeffers, the past was the key to the present. 

The cyclical follies of history and the violent agonies 

they produced vrould continue indefinitely unless man could 

be made to see the senselessness and horror of history. 

Much of Jeffers' poetry is an attempt to make man see 

this picture of history, vrhlch, hopefully, vrould cause 

man to end history and free himself from the unnecessary 

agonies of historical time, Examples of this negative 

view of history are numerous, but the pô ia "Blind Horses" 
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is sufficiently typical to be adequately representative, 

especially since other similar poems have been presented 

earlier in the studys 

The proletariat for your liessiah, the poor and 
many are to seize power and make the world new. 

They cannot even conduct a strike vrithout cunning 
leaderss if they make a revolution their leaders 

Must take the power. The first duty of men in 
povrers to defend their power. What men defend 

Today they will love to-morrow; it becomes theirs, 
their property, Lenin has served the revolution, 

Stalin presently begins to betray it, V/hy? For the 
sake of power, the Party's povrer, the state's 

Power, armed power, Stalin's povrer, Caesarean power. 

This is 
not quite a new world. 

The old shepherd has been known before; great and 
progressive empires have flourished before; 
powerful bureaucracies 

Apportioned food and labor and amusement; men 
have been massed and moulded, spies have gone 
here and there, 

The old shepherd Caesar his vicious collies, 
vratchlng the flock. Inevitable? Perhaps, 
but not new. 

The ages like blind horses turning a mill tread 
their ovm hoof-marks. Whose corn's ground 
in that mill? (SP, p. 592). 

Jeffers' concern vrith history included the history 

being made in the vrorld about him; and his interest in 

current events found its vray into his poetry. Many 

"historical" allusions are to events or people contempo

raneous with the creation of the^poem containing the 

allusions. The purpose of these contemporary allusions 

is the same as that previously mentioned. Jeffers con

sidered current history as being as bad, if not vrorse, as 

past history; and the same lessons vrere there to be learned 

"oy those i.'ho could r;ee, "Mor-ont;: of Glory" is an Inter-
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esting example of this type of poems 

They have their moments, and if one loved them 
they ought to die in those moments s but 
who could love them? 

Consider Churchill contemplating the ditch where 
his great enemy's 

Body was burned in the roaring ruin of Berlin— 
and turning away, grinning, making his 
cockney 

Victory gesture. Consider Hitler prancing stiff-
legged over fallen France, Consider 
Harry Truman, 

That innocent man sailing home from Potsdam-
rejoicing, running about the ship, telling 
all and sundry 

That the awful power that feeds the life of the 
stars has been tricked down 

Into the common stews and shambles. 
Contemptible 

people? Certainly, But how they enjoy 
their points of glory, (DA, p, 137), 

Jeffers was very much avrare of the risks he ran in 

using such contemporary material in his work. Such mate

rial is more the "ephemeral," nevrs-vrorthy matter that he 

felt should be considered in prose that the "permanent 

things" that he felt poetry should contain. In a prefa

tory note to B£ Ano;ry At The Sun, Jeffers discusses this 

problem s 

Due acknovrledgments are made; but I wish 
also to lament the obsession vrith contemporary 
history th-at pins many of these pieces to the 
calendar, like butterflies to cardboard. Poetry 
is not private monologue, but I think it is not 
public speech either; and in general it is the 
vrorse for being timely. . . , 

Yet it is right that a man's vievrs be 
expressed, though the poetry suffer for it. 
Poetry should represent the vrhole mind; if part 
of the mind is occupied unhappily, so much the' 
worse. And no use postponing the poetry to a 
time when these storms may have passed, for I 
think vre have but seeii a uef-::i.Piiinf̂  of them; the 
calm to look for is the calm at the whirlvrind's 
heart, (BAS, Preface), 
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It is apparent that Jeffers has not changed his mind 

nor forgotten his poetic creed. He realizes that current 

events are "timely" rather than timeless, yet he feels 

obliged to write about them nevertheless, Jeffers vras 

unable to '̂cut humanity" out of himself. He could not 

abandon mankind and, so, could not totally free himself 

from the "timely" world of historical time, even though 

that v-ras clearly his wish, as these lines from the poem, 

"For Una," reveals 

Tonight, dear. 
Let's forget all that, that and the war. 
And enisle ourselves a little beyond time. 
You with this Irish whiskey, I with red vrine, 
V/hile the stars go over the sleepless ocean. 
And sometime after midnight I'll pluck you a wreath 
Of chosen ones; we'll talk about love and death. 
Rock-solid themes, old and deep as the sea. 
Admit nothing more timely, nothing less real 
V.hile the stars go over the timeless ocean, 
And when they vanish we'll have spent the night 

well, (VSP, pp, 68-69). 

Jeffers' last published collection. The Bê Qjlnning 

and The i:nd and Other Poems, is essentially free from 

contemporaneity Just described and deals again with the 

"permanent things," It is such verse that will achieve 

for him the permanency of his poetry, vrhlch he so pas

sionately desired. 



CONCLUSION 

Literature, which in modern times has concerned 

itself with the problem of the nature of time has exhi

bited interest primarily in time's subjective aspects, 

Jeffers, in contrast, has dealt principally with its 

objective form; an emphasis which in a sense isolated 

him from his contemporaries in this particular respect, 

A, A, Hendilow, in Time and The Novel, describes the 

modem response to time as a philosophy "which presents 

a view of life *not as things-become, but as things-

becoming*; our culture sees *the vrorld-as-history in 

contradistinction to the world-as-nature,* , , ,"̂  Jeffers 

refused to be a part of civilization; as a matter of fact, 

detested it heartily, Jeffers did not see the "world-as-

history" but rather "history-as-history," He did see 

things-becoming," but also "things-become," and "things-

dissolving," And Jeffers, most certainly, saw "the vrorld-

as-nature," Undoubtedly, some of the difficulties which 

Jeffers* poetry has presented are the result of his iso

lation from the typical trends of thought of our times 

about time and the nature of existence. 

Jeffers' vision of time vras a vision of the 

incredible ext'jnsion of tervforality in -..liich r^n v:c.s an 

78 
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insignificant incident in the vastness of creation, a 

fact which made man's self-consciousness seem a gross 

distortion of reality, Jeffers* chief answer to this 

situation was Inhumanism, By withdrawing totally from 

humanity and its ills one can in effect isolate oneself 

from time, which is the realm in which humanity dwells. 

Only in such total detachment may man exist out of time. 

The only other solution to the problem of Imprisonment in 

time, in Jeffers* view, is death, which should be vrelcomed 

as an escape from time, as an entry into the eternity of 

the God-universe, 

Jeffers* poetry was his vreapon in a life-long war 

against pain resulting from immersion in time. His phi

losophy of Inhumanism vras a prescription designed to 

reduce such pain, Jeffers would first have man gain a 

proper perspective of his own temporal insignificance in 

terms of time's immensity and then, by detaching himself 

from history and historical-time, turn his Interest away 

from the past and the future to the present, because the 

present is actually all that man possesses. 

Ironically, as we examine the effect of Jeffers' 

concept of time upon his poetry, we discover that he was 

not able to assume Inhumanism to the extent he himself 

advocated in theory. There is seen in his poetry a gap 

betvreen his intellectual appreciation of the vastness-

of time, on the one hand, and his emotional response to 
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that vastness on the other. Yet he was able to take 

some comfort in the relatively permanent phenomenon such 

as the persistence of a work of poetry over many generations. 

Paradoxically, it was Jeffers' failure to achieve 

the ideal Inhumanlst standard of detachment which he 

desired that makes him a poet of continuing interest. His 

concern with permanence extended into his poetry and 

motivated him to try to write poetry that "a reader two 

thousand years away could understand and be moved by," 

Occasionally, he was distracted from this goal by his 

concern with the plight of his fellovr men, whom he saw as 

wandering blindly and painfully through history, and vrrote 

"timely" poems of indictment of their follies. Generally, 

however, he kept to his creed and wrote not of "timely" 

things but of "timeless" things: succeeding well enough 

to make it likely that, after the "timely" has been pruned 

from his poetry by time—ironically—sufficient of the 

"timeless" will remain that that reader "tvro thousand 

years away" may vrell read and eagerly respond to the poems 

that remain. 



FOOTNOTES 

INTRODUCTION 

Frederic Carpenter, Robinson Jeffers (New York, 
1962), p, 11. 

2 
A good indication of Jeffers' relative rise from 

obscurity is the substantial Increase in recent years in 
the number of entries concerning him in the bibliography 
of the P^XA, 

^Hans Keyerhoff, Time in Literature (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles, 1955)• P. 3. 

'^TArgaret Church, Time and Realitys Studies in 
Contemporary Fiction (Chapel Hill, 1963), p,"5T 

CHAPTER I 

^Keyerhoff, Time in Literature, p, 3. 

V̂/yndham Lewis, Time and Western Man (New York, 
1928), p, XV, 

^The men most associated with this line of thought 
are Henri Bergson and I'arcel Proust; and according to 
Kargaret Church their influence is pervasive in modern 
literature, influencing, among many others, James Joyce, 
Virginia Woolf, Thomas Wolfe, and William Faulkner (Time 
and Reality, pp. 18-19). Jeffers vras not part of this 
Bergsonian-Proustian school of thought; and vrhile he used 
the various time concepts favored by this school, he used 
them sparingly and emphasized other concepts, Hovrever, 
since the concepts associated vrith Bergson, Proust, and 
the writers they Influenced are familiar concepts and 
occupy a central place in many of the studies of time in 
literature, they make a good place to start any discussion 
of time, 

k X 

Church, Time and Reality, p. 6, 

^Meyerhoff, Time in Literature, pp. 13-1^, 
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^Robinson Jeffers, The ̂ elected Poetry of Robinson 
Jeffers (New York, 1938), p, 276 and p, WST. Ĵeffers* 
books will be cited in the text by the following abbrevl-
aionss The Selected Poetry of Robinson Jeffers—SP; Be 
Angry at the'^un—BAS; The Bcfcinninp; and the End and Other 
Poems—BE; Dear Judas and Other Poems—DJ; The Double Axe 
and Other Poems—DA; Hungerfield and Other Poems—H; Se
lected Poems—VSP, 

7 
Using memory, man can assemble units of experi

enced "time" much as he pleases; the order in vrhlch they 
were first experienced is no longer a limiting factor; a 
memory of a sixth birthday can be "brought forward" and 
compared with the memory of a sixtieth birthday—both 
exist in his "timeless" memory as "potentially copresent 
(or simultaneous)" events, (Keyerhoff, Time in Literature, 
P. ^9). 

o 

Church, Time and Reality, p, 8, 

^Ibid.. p, 16, 
^^Georges Poulet, Studies in Human Time (Baltimore, 

1956), p. 297. 
Another reason why dream-time is considered by 

some as stranger and more interesting than memory-time is 
that time in dreams supposedly extends into the future as 
well as into the past I Kany writers who might use pre
cognltive dreams as a literary device would avoid openly 
admitting that they seriously consider that precognltive 
dreams might exist as a reality, but at least one writer 
on time h-as devoted a large portion of his book to Just 
that possibility. J, B. Priestly, in Kan and Time, 
relates some of his ovm dreams vrhlch seemed to be pre
cognltive, records similar dreams of others, and devotes 
several pages to J. '/, Dunne's theory of Serialism, a 
theory envisaging a multi-dimensional time in which past, 
present and future co-exist and lie accessible to man, 
especially to dreaming man, 

^^Keyerhoff, Time in Literature, p, 26, 

^^Church, Time and Reality, p, 5^, Kiss Church 
also discusses the dreamTIke quality of Kaflta's work 
(pp, 171-201, passim), 

^^Louise Robinson Heath, The Concept of Time 
(Chicago, 1936), p. 2k, 

-̂''Irwin Korgenstem, The Dlv^e-n^l^'.^-l ̂ ^̂ĵ-JlQtîrê  of 
Time (Mew York, I96O), pp, 3^-35. 
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^^Edmund Spenser, Books I and II ojf The Faerie 
Queene, The Kutability Cantos ang" SeTecFlons from The Kinor 
Poetry. Tl5ew iork, 19o5)i P. kW7 ; 

17 
'Extrinsic evidence of Jeffers* appreciation of 

the Inexorable nature of time and change may be seen in 
the fact that one of the various mottoes painted on the 
beams and panels of his house included the phrase "Time 
and I against any two," Lawrence Clark Powell, Robinson 
Jeffers s The Kan and his Work (Pasadena, 19^0), p, 3, 

18 
Keyerhoff, Time in Literature, p, 19, 

^^Ibld, 

^^Ibld,, p, 6^, 

^^Ibld,, p, 7^. 

^^Powell, Robinson Jeffers, p, 1^2, 

^Lewis, Time and Western Kan, p, 116, 

^^Ibld,, p, 7. 

25lbid,, pp, 261-262, 

^^Radcliffe Squires, The Loyalties of Robinson 
Jeffers (Ann Arbor, 1956). p p 7 3 6 ^ . 

^^Ibld., p, 170, 

^^Stephen Toulmin and June Goodfield, The Dis
covery of Time (London, 1965)1 P. ̂ 6, 

^^Powell, Robinson Jeffers, p. 152, 

CHAPTSR II 

^The novel Orlando, by Virginia V/oolf, is a fine 
example of the average time-concerned writer's attempt to 
save the "self" from time. In Orlando, Mrs. V/oolf carries 
her protagonist essentially intact (there is a change in 
sex) from birth in Elizabethan England through three and 
a half centuries of history to death in twentieth-century 
England, 

^Carpenter, Robinson Jeffers, p. 121, 

^T, C. "api^old, lJC:l:^'<:S}-9Jil' i± ^tuay ar^ an ĵ nthol̂ ĵ ;/ 
(London, I963). P.*58. 
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Normal 0, Brown, Life-Against Deaths The Psycho
analytical Keaninpc of History (New York, 1959)» p. 109. 

5lbid,. p, 10^, 

"In Dr, Brovm's study, man is contrasted with the 
other animals that live a proper life, that is a life 
which does not repress the instincts of death or life and 
is free of anxiety, Kierkegaard is quoted as sayings 
"Time does not really exist without unrest; it does not 
exist for dumb animals who are absolutely without anxiety,' 
(Brown, Life Arainst Death, p, 109). The "time" of vrhlch 
Kierkegaard speaks is, of course, historical time. His
torical time was not only created by man, but has been 
altered by man as well, Kincea Ellode contrasted archaic 
and modern time thuslys "Arcliaic time is cyclical, 
periodic, unhistoric; modern time is progressive (his
torical), continuous, irreversible," (Brovm, Life Aprainst 
Death, p, 27^), Eliode's observation provides an answer 
to a question asked by Keyerhoff, "V/hat are the causes for 
this increasing preoccupation vrith time in the world as 
reflected in modern literature?" (Keyerhoff, Time in 
Literature, p, 86), The longer man stays trapped in 
historical time, a victim of his fear of the death of 
his "self," the longer he stays separated from nature, 
and the more anxious, or "sicker," he gets, 

^Squires has noted Jeffers' 'long quarrel with 
man's deliberate separation from the somber continuity of 
Kature." (Squires, The Loyalties of Robinson Jeffers, 
p, 18), And as Carpenter says of Jeffers, "sometimes he 
attacks the nature of man which differentiates him from 
the other animals and from inanimate nature—and this 
attack has caused the greatest confusion," (Carpenter, 
Robinson Jeffers, pp, 11^-115). 

Jeffers' attack on that part of man vrhlch differ
entiates him from other animals and from nature, hovrever, 
is less confusing if one remembers that man's "difference" 
can be considered prirparily as a sickness that separates 
man from his rightful and aiixiety-free place in nature, 
Jeffers wished to free men from pain, and he sensed that 
this could best be accomplished by removing man's "differ
ence" and returning him to his proper place in nature, 

P̂ovrell, Robinson Jeffers, pp. 163-16^, 

9carpenter, Robinson Jeffers, p. 111, 

^^Happold, Kystlcism, p, 119. 

^ ̂Keyerhoff, Time in Llterat̂ r;-:, p. 60. 
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* Keyerhoff, Time in Literature, p, 75. 
^^Happold, Mysticism, p, ̂ 3. 

^^Kelba Berry Bennett, The Stone Kason of Tor 
Houses The Life and Work of Roblnsbn Jeffers (Los" Angeles, 
1966), 

^Rudolph Gilbert, Shine, Perishing Republics 
Robinson Jeffers and the Tragic Sense in Kodem Poetry. 
(Boston, 1936), p, 50, 

^"Brovm, Life A?̂ ainst Death, p, 91. 

^7rbld,, p, 92, 

^"Bennett, The Stone Kason of Tor House, p, 100, 

^^Carpenter, Robinson Jeffers, p, 98, 

GIUPTER III 

^Squires, The Loyalties of Robinson Jeffers, p, 17, 

Carpenter, Robinson Jeffers, p, 103. 

^Beimett, The Stone Kason of Tor House, pp. 206-
207. 

k 'Squires, The Loyalties of Robinson Jeffers, 
pp, 1^9-150, 

5i;eyerhoff, Time in Literature, pp, 80-81. 

^Carpenter, Robinson Jeffers, p, 55, 

7lbid,, p, 51* 

^Ibid,: 

^Ibid, 

^^Keyerhoff, Time in Literature, p. 8^, 

^^Powell, Robinson Jeffers, p, 59. 

l^ibld., p. 60, 

^^Ibid., p. 50. 
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CONCLUSION 

A, A, Mendilow, Time and the Novel (New York, I965), 
p. 3. 
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