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Edwin Muir has received the critical treatment appropriate to an
acknowledged literary figure, yet he remains something of an enigma to
historians. Readers do not automatically turn to his writings as they do to the
works of his peers Viriginia Woolf and T.S. Eliot. His criticism, except for
The Structure of the Novel, has not been reprinted. And while the Norton
anthologies provide selections of representative poems, other introductory
anthologies give only a few, if any, of them.

Is time simply making its pronouncement on Edwin Muir? When he died
in 1959 he had won a modest but undisputed position acknowledged by his
fellow artists, and he has continued to win new readers, who find him an
immensely satisfying poet. Actually time has not delivered its verdict, but has
rather been unable to find the correct historical pigeonhole in which to place
him. And since time, like the orthodox academician, can do nothing with a
topic until its place in the overall organization has been determined, Edwin
Muir has been relegated to the end of the chapter or critical survey--or
ignored.

My aim in this essay is to put forward a way in which we may view Muir
in relationship to the important artistic movement of modernism in order that
we may gain a more accurate estimate of his position in the annals of
twentieth-century literature. i

Edwin Muir was born in 1887, in the Orkney Islands, the youngest son of
a crofter’s family. His schooling on the island ended in 1901 when his family
moved to Glasgow, where the older children had found employment and
where he himself began to work as a junior clerk at the age of fourteen. But the
simple farm family, coming from a situation that resembled that of the
agrarian eighteenth century, was not able to adapt to life in the industrialized
city, and within a few years both the mother and father had died, as well as
two of the older brothers. By the age of eighteen Edwin was living on his own
and supporting himself. Like other ambitious young men of the period, he
educated himself by independent reading and study. During the first world
war he worked as a costing clerk in the Glasgow shipyards.






