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In the forty-four years since the publication of The Beautiful Changes and
Other Poems (1947), critics have applauded Richard Wilbur’s poetry, while
at the same time wishing for more boldness and expansiveness in his work.
James Dickey’s review of Advice to a Prophet (1961) remains typical,
although it dates from thirty years ago. He notes, " it’s hard to shake off the
feeling that the cleverness of phrase and the delicious aptness of Wilbur’s
poems sometimes mask an unwillingness or inability to think or feel deeply:
that the poems tend to lapse toward highly sophisticated play" (170). The
1988 publication of Wilbur’s New and Collected Poems occasioned a number
of reviews echoing this familiar mix of praise and blame. In The Virginia
Quarterly Review, Peter Harris observes, "While Wilbur has extended his
range of topic, theme, and metrical form, and while he has gradually become
more direct, he has never found it necessary to alter the fundamental cast of
his poetry" (412). Harris further notes, "The tendency to think of Wilbur as
a cold formalist, detached, ironic, witty, has a basis in fact" (415). In the
National Review, Hugh Kenner writes, "And yet for all its deftness it’s
unambitious verse . . ." (49).

In a 1980 defense of Wilbur’s earlier work, Ejner J. Jensen indicates that
American critics distrust "intellectual control,” preferring instead "the
simple and direct sensory apprehension of experience." He quotes Peter
Viereck, who believes Wilbur lacks a "saving vulgarity." Jensen goes on to
claim that Wilbur is less concerned with acting out our needs and desires
(our vulgarity) than with helping us see and understand them. This attempt
to convey perspective rather than direct experience is, Jensen suggests,
responsible for Wilbur’s apparent detachment.

Several of Wilbur’s own essays on poetry provide a defense of his own
work by explaining the role he believes poetry can play in the world. I will
examine a few of these statements and then turn to several of his recent
poems that dramatize the scope of the poet’s influence and provide an
implicit response to the gentle accusations by critics such as Dickey, Harris,
and Kenner.

If not for a garbled phone conversation, we might have a more definitive
comment by Wilbur on the role of poetry in our day. In the spring of 1966,
the College of Wooster in Ohio invited the poet to give an address on the
topic, "Poetry and the Pursuit of Significance." He misunderstood,
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