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Is a song merely a poem set to music?  If a song is written down, does it lose its essential meaning?  Can a poem be more powerful and compelling without a melody?  Songs and poems are cousins in the family of human expression.  Edwin Arlington Robinson wrote a poem in 1897 about a man, Richard Cory, who seemed to have everything.  In 1966, Paul Simon adapted this poem into a song by the same title.  Both the poem and the song are about the same man, Richard Cory, and have almost the same meaning.  However, Paul Simon takes liberties with tone and time period to transform Robinson’s emotionally evocative poem into a stirring social commentary and satirical metaphor.   The strength of each piece relates directly the different goals of the two authors.  The poem and the song tell the same story, but it is in the telling that the reader finds two separate truths.


Both Robinson and Simon use irony to great effect.  They both describe Richard Cory as the sort of man people envy.  Robinson says in his version, “In fine, we thought that he was everything to make us wish that we were in his place.”1  (Robinson, 886) In an eloquent sentence, utilizing first person plural, Robinson expresses the idea that everybody envied him.  On the other hand, Simon uses repetition to hammer that point home throughout his refrain as follows:

But I, I work in his factory

And I curse the life I’m livin’

And I curse my poverty

And I wish that I could be

Oh I wish that I could be

Oh I wish that I could be

Richard Cory.2    (Simon, 886)

Not only did Simon repeat the words “I wish that I could be”3 (Simon, 886) three times in each refrain, but the refrain is repeated three times in the song.  When the man in question puts a bullet through his head at the end of both pieces, the reader or listener is shocked that this man would kill himself, since the reader envies Richard Cory as much as the speaker does.  Simon goes one step further than Robinson does.  Robinson leaves us with the final line so that his audience contemplates the reasons for Richard Cory’s apparent suicide.  Simon places a third refrain after the irony is revealed to put the emphasis back on the narrator, who still wants to be Richard Cory, even after Richard Cory kills himself.  Simon mocks the jealous narrator.  Simon is trying to ask his readers/listeners if they really want to be wealthy, be just like Richard Cory, whereas Robinson is trying to gain his readers’ sympathy for Richard Cory and make them appreciate what they, themselves do have.  They are similar goals, but the subtle changes Simon makes to Robinson’s original poem are very deliberate and effective for the point Simon is trying to make.


Robinson’s poem Richard Cory is a short narrative poem that tells a story.  It describes a specific man, Richard Cory who is wealthy, admired, educated, stylish, and modest.  Everyone likes him, including the readers.  We are saddened when he takes his own life and we pity him.  The reader speculates why Richard Cory takes his own life, and this process gives him an essential humanity.  Richard Cory becomes a real man and a tragic figure.  Despite all the trappings of wealth, Richard Cory is a lonely and depressed man.  Robinson shows his audience that appearances are not truth.  People wear masks in public and a person, who may seem to have everything, might actually have nothing at all.  A poor person who has love, happiness, and hope is better off than a rich person who does not possess these things is.  Robinson’s message to his audience is to cherish the things in life that are important and that money is not the most important thing in life.


Simon uses Richard Cory as a metaphor.  His readers are not supposed to see him as a man.  He wants them to see Richard Cory as a symbol for a type of lifestyle.  Simon gives us modern details that were not in the original poem like “the orgies on his yacht“4  (Simon, 886) to paint a vivid picture of a wealthy playboy.  Simon’s lyrics indicate that the narrator knows who Richard Cory is from the newspapers and tabloids.  This makes Richard Cory seem even less real than Robinson’s version, because the narrator does not know him personally.  Simon does this intentionally because he does not want his readers to pity him or feel sorry for Richard Cory in any way.  Simon removes his humanity and makes him an icon.  By repeating the lyric, “I wish that I could be,” 5 (Simon, 886)  over and over again, he is making a statement about American greed.  In America it is always, “I want more money, more things, more power, more fame, more, more, more…” That is what the American Dream is all about, and Simon turns Richard Cory into a symbol of that dream, of that mentality.  Richard Cory destroys himself in the end, but every one who lives fast and hard, usually dies early as a result of that lifestyle.  “Putting a bullet through his head” can symbolize any type of self-destruction from drug overdoses to negligent accidents.  Simon’s message is that even though we know that the Richard Corys of the world kill themselves, we still strive to be Richard Cory.    


Simon uses his music to further emphasize his point.  Because the refrain is so simple and repetitive, it catches in the listeners’ minds and allows them to sing along easily.  Even if a listener is unaware of the final irony or does not know all the lyrics in the verses, he or she usually sings the part “I wish that I could be Richard Cory,” 6  (Simon, 886) because it so catchy.  Simon forces his audience to identify with the narrator, thus making them envy Richard Cory as well.  It is important to note, that Simon does not change the last refrain, suggesting that narrator and the listeners alike have not changed, they still curse their lives and want to live lives like that of Richard Cory.


Richard Cory, in both Edwin Arlington Robinson’s and Paul Simon’s incarnations have strong morals to teach us.  Both tell us that the “good life” is not necessarily better and that there are more important things in life than money.  Robinson has worked this magic with sympathy and Simon cuts us with sharp criticism.  Either way both poems are affective and serve its author’s purpose, which is to help the readers find satisfaction in their own lives.  In the end, Richard Cory went home and put a bullet through his head, so we would not have to.
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