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a book which, as an official induction of a great poet to his
place among his peers, is without rival in critical tact.
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4 STUDY OF

SWINBURNE

Chapter I
INTRODUCTION

Atalanta in Calydon, Swinburne was revealed as one

of the great poets of England; sixty years since, on
grounds far more literary than those on which Byron’s
notoriety was based, he became, with the publication of
the first series of Poems and Ballads, more notorious
than any poet subsequent to Byron had been; perhaps
fifty years since criticism attained to a lamentable ease
about him.

From time to time within the last quarter of a century
the general verdict on Swinburne has been explicitly
or implicitly challenged with reference to some finding.
There have appeared, in that order, Mr. Wratislaw’s
book, Mr. Mackail’s brief and suggestive lecture, the
acute criticism by the late Edward Thomas, Mr. Drink-
water’s book, my own small volume of 1914, Sir
Edmund Gosse’s authoritative biography, the thought-
ful book by M. Paul de Reul, Mr. Harold Nicolson’s
volume in the series once edited by Swinburne’s
severest critic and staunchest journalistic supporter.
But the general verdict stands. To write another book
on Swinburne, I am assured, is either superfluously to
restate it or to argue against it in sheer perversity.
There is no Swinburne problem; there is nothing to
elucidate. He is the simplest, the most readily and

1 B

IT is sixty-one years since, with the publication of
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completely understood of our great poets. His appeal
is obvious, and ephemeral. He is an intoxicant for
adolescence, rapidly outgrown. Three-fourths, or per-
haps only two-thirds, of his poetry, for certain spokesmen
of the public are disposed to be generous, is of no interest
except to students of prosody.

As for the man, never was there a simpler case. The
confident summarizing intelligence need not for a
moment be exercised by the questions how so very
English, and more narrowly so very Northumbrian, a
creature was so French, so Italianate, so Greek; how
one so very definitely an aristocrat was a revolutionary;
how the innovator was reversionary; how one of the
most mutinous of men was also one of the most sub-
missive where he deemed submission to be due; how
one of the most chameleonic of men was also so rigid
and persistent that in essentials he may seem to have
been at seventy what he was at twenty; how so spas-
modic and anarchical a nature was yet dedicate to pur-
poses pursued over decades; how one in general so
absorbed in aesthetic interests and so aloof from
ordinary life was yet so acutely aware of the human
comedy as the one novel he published proves him to
have been; how the Sadist, as he may seem, could yet
be our second laureate of the charms of childhood; how
he who was incapacitated for love in action could be
imaginatively one of our supreme amorists. . . .

I refrain from indicating the further complexities of
the problem that is said not to exist. I cannot pretend,
though I came under the enchantment of this poet at
fourteen, as so very many have done, and have remained
under it to forty-four, which is uncommon, Swinburne,
by hypothesis, being a poet whom one outgrows, that
I have found, in all those years, any one solvent formula
to apply to every part of the problem. 1 take leave to
doubt whether any great poet can be made to yield up
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all his secrets by the use of a ready-made key. My
business, for which I claim no qualifications beyond
those which the humblest student may acquire in thirty
years of constant brooding over the subject, is simply to
suggest that we have not attained to finality about
Swinburne, and to expose, as far as I can, those qualities
in him which I believe to be most characteristic.

The practice of labelling poets, as poets of nature, of
love, or what not, is in general to be deprecated, for
even if there should be considerable excuse for it in the
facts of a poet’s production, the significance of his
dealings with a preferred subject cannot be discerned
without due heed to the whole background against
which that subject is made to stand out. Every great
poet makes a whole world of his own, and however
much emphasis we may rightly choose to lay on some
salient feature of it, we must take account of that world
in its totality. Or, in a more modest metaphor, our
map of this country of the mind must accurately exhibit
the level stretches and minor prominences as well as the
major contours. But there are poets whose various
energies are co-ordinated in some one creative task,
whose various experiences cohere in one supreme
experience; and to these, with caution and with reserva-
tions, we may usefully apply a title. To Swinburne,
at any rate, if we can conceive of that title in the most
liberal sense, we may accord, without injury and
with some advantage, the designation of the poet of
liberty.

Not because in a particular volume, on the whole the
greatest volume of lyrical verse he ever produced, he
devoted himself to passionate commentary on con-
temporary struggles towards political liberty, or because
from boyhood to old age he was ready, on the slightest
stimulation, to shriek out incitements to mutiny and
tyrannicide; but because liberty, sensual and aesthetic as
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well as political, was his natural element, because only
under that conception of him is he seen to attain to
co?‘pleteness of emotional and imaginative life.

o segregate what are called his political poems from
the general body of his work is an error disastrous to
understanding of Swinburne. There can be but one
error more fatal, that of supposing them to be, except
in incidentals, simply the response of a dependent,
derivative poet to the influence of Landor, of Hugo, of
Mazzini, and to the impact on him of Mentana and
Aspromonte and the halt before Rome, the coup d'état
and the miserable end of Napoleon III. Some of them
are occasional, some are derivative, but the ceaseless
and vehement aspiration to liberty is no accident,
nothing learned from the masters he chose in a proud
humility; liberty is the vital principle of Swinburne,
animating not only the obviously political verse but all
of his work that is truly alive.

Not in one way only did Swinburne live for liberty.
He brought to her, in her many manifestations, her
splendid or perilous embodiments, all that it was in
him to give. She would not have been his liberty if
she could have been served more restrictedly, if she
could have been contented with a peculiar tribute. He
brought her his rebelliousness, which thus ceased to be
the random thing it is often taken for; he brought her his
singular humility, bowing before her a head else so
defiant; the learning that enabled him to enter into the
life of her chosen and ancient city of Athens; the
ardour with which he entered into the life of her su-
preme symbol, the sea, and the unhuman ecstasy through
which he identified himself with those other symbols of
freedom, the sea-birds, * the others ’ as he called them
from boyhood, and his feeling for fire, for light, for all
the modes of swift motion. Something else he offered
to her also, directly in a mystical sense, as well as in a
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shattering of conventions which impeded her in one
department of life.

It is a regret to me that I wasted the hour of the only
long talk I ever had with the late W. H. Mallock in
politico-economic discussion for some journalistic pur-
pose, without asking him whether he was wholly aware
of what he had suggested in his brilliant parody of
Swinburne. For in that parody, whether in mere
burlesque of a kind of phrase common in Swinburne,
or with a flash of insight, the poet was made to announce
to liberty that he would “do unto thee diverse and
disgusting things”’. Had Mallock divined what has
remained hidden from so many, that even Swinburne’s
sensuality was offered directly to liberty, that her son,
her servant, her prophet, was also her lover, not only in
the pure, chivalrous ways of certain of his great poems,
but also in the ways in which he was the lover of Dolores
and Fragoletta and those other * daughters of dreams
and of stories ”’, with a thrilled appreciation, too, of her
wounds, and of the blood shed for her?

Swinburne’s work, then, is a multiple, many-mooded
offering to liberty apprehended in very many ways: in
her antique revelation to Greece; in her workings in
contemporary Italy; in the dimly descried and exciting
future; in her several attitudes of defeat and victory
as mater dolorosa, mater rriumphalis; in her candid
virginal grace and strength, as of Atalanta issuing to the
destruction of incarnate evil; in her maternal solicitude
for her martyred sons; in the implacability of her
demands for sacrifice; and also in her wild urgings to
the freedom of sensual impulses; and in her great
natural symbols of sea and wind and fire and light.

An offering, it has often enough been said, to a
chimaera. The most fitting reply is silently to hand the
adversary the poems of Swinburne, for no poet ever made
real poetry out of unreal experience. But there are
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other replies, to be made here and hereafter. Freedom
for Swinburne is not a riot of impulses in a vacuum. It
is that condition in which man becomes the conscious,
voluntarily dedicated, unimpeded instrument of the
supreme purpose, which is not the hastening of some
divine far-off event decreed by a power external to man,
for there is no such power acknowledged by him, but
complete self-realization for man in obedience to the
common human will, in satisfaction of the general
aspiration of humanity. By its very nature, this process
demands both the utmost freedom and the utmost co-
operation. It demands a united and comprehensive
republic of free men, but one bearing to the ordinary
republic of history or political theory such a relation as
the Kingdom of God may be thought to bear to an
ordinary kingdom. It is a conception much less
Political than religious; and because Swinburne says
* dear city of man ”, instead of ““‘dear city of Zeus”, the
religious character is not thereby taken away from his
thought. Indeed, it is because he is, in his own mode,
religious that it becomes so urgently necessary for him,
besides being very entertaining to him, though not
always to his readers, to assail not merely conventional
Christianity but every theology which postulates a
divinity exterior to man. It is essential to his theology
that divinity should be regarded as existent only in
man, not that ‘ each man of all men is God ”’, but that
“ God is the fruit of the whole”. Denial of this is a
blasphemy, against the divinity of man; and refusal of
co-operation in working towards the realization of it is
sin, a thwarting of the sole divine purpose operative in
the world. The conception, though it transcends
politics, includes political life; with this effect, that
offences against the State, in the degree to which it may
have approached the ideal, become opposition to the
sacred will, to be denounced, as by Swinburne they are,



INTRODUCTION 7

in terms which would be preposterous if directed
against purely political offences, Napoleon III, for
instance, being to Swinburne, as Sir Edmund Gosse has
suggested, what Nero was to the early Christian Church.

Aspiration towards such an ordering of mankind in
the iﬁimitablc republic can look for no satisfaction
beyond that of a sense of progress towards the in-
finitely remote objective. But images in little of that
perfection may be, as they have been, fashioned in the
mmpatient mind of man, with some warrant from the
history of actual States; and Swinburne, after writing
the Songs Before Sunrise, created his ideal State, after
the historical model of Athens, in Erechtheus, that great
and severe lyrical drama in which every action and
emotion arises from patriotism held as a religious faith.
Given a chimerical idea of liberty such as has been
ascribed to Swinburne, it would have been the vaguest
and most unreal of his works. It is, in fact, the most
thoroughly organized and evenly wrought work that
ever came from him.,

And it is not only in this way, subsidiary to the world-
wide movement of his desire, that man may experience
liberty. Granted such a temperament and nervous
system as were Swinburne’s, he may have the sensations
of freedom, of escape from the clogged and enclosed
existence of the average human being into a life in-
comparably more spacious and vivid and unhampered,
far more frequently and completely than most of us
suppose. The liberation of sensual energy, which with
Swinburne was apt to be wholly a mental affair, that too
is a mode of escape into freedom; and identification of
the self with the released energies of nature, with the
movement of great waters, with the wind, with fire,
with light, with the gull flashing in sunshine over the
waves, is an experience of liberty. Swinburne was
endlessly responsive to these things. It has been thought
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strange that one so very lavish with imagery should have
drawn it from so few sources, winds and waves, fire and
light, and little else, and should so often have neglected
to co-ordinate it; but inevitably he relied on images of
the life of liberty, and it was in their reference to that
life that they were related. It has been thought strange
that he was so undefined, but in his constant pressing
towards freedom he would have no limiting outline,
and far from wishing to * station ”’ himself was eager
for speed and the space in which it might have scope.
We need not, and must not, suppose that the mutin-
ous workings in his mind and his blood were always
directed against conditions and institutions necessarily
to be destroyed in the interests of liberty. He was a
virtuoso in revolution as well as a passionately convinced
and aspiring revolutionary. In his weaker moments,
he enjoyed revolt for its own sake; just as, again in his
weaker moments, he enjoyed submission, yielding him-
self to it with a sensuality of the mind. He found it
great fun sometimes to set his little heel on the neck of
the tyrant or of some representative of respectability
without any particular object except enjoyment of the
process; and there were times when he prostrated his
arrogant little body before Landor or Hugo or Mazzini
or some other of his heroes for the sheer luxury of
collapse. But this, though to be noted, does not
abolish the truth that in the main his rebellions and
blasphemies and acts of adoration were expressive of a
Fro ound, essentially original, life-long devotion to a
iberty which he had clearly conceived, and which,
whether or not to our minds it be wholly desirable or
capable of complete realization, is among the noblest
ideals set up in even our poetry. I will go farther, and
since I propose to deal with what was morbid or eccentric
in him rather more plainly than has hitherto been done,
I am anxious to say this as soon as possible. I do not
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know anywhere in our literature a body of poetry, com-
parable in poetical excellence and in bulk, which
breathes out a purer air than the Songs Before Sunrise or
any drama that maintains a loftier ethical temper than
Erechtheus. And 1 will add that, with a considerable
knowledge of what he could be in certain relations, and
after perusal of letters and verses far too liberally inlaid
with irreverence and smut ever to be printed, I cannot
feel that there is any poetical personality produced by
our country more deserving of reverence, of at least the
reverence due to courage, intellectual generosity,
chivalry, chastity of honour, the high patrician way of
conferring and accepting obligations, of facing enemies
and supporting friends. With all his childishness,
impishness, extravagance, all his freakishness and
weaknesses, he was a very great man and a very great
gentleman. The brandy, the flagellation, the frustrate
orgies, the excessively naughty schoolboyish rhymes,
the absurd violences, the epileptic fits, the beautiful
voice raised to a scream of rage, while the little body
twitches with an almost excuseless passion, have their
place in the record of what he was, but only their place.
Nor can Putney, that opening for cheap irony, be
allowed the prominence which it assumes with those
who find Swinburne still a great poet so long as he is in
the cab, apparently a dying man, but a nonentity the
moment he has arrived at an address not poetical enough
for the unpoetical. Without denying that his house-
mate, in a sense his proprietor, Watts-Dunton, gradually
exercised over him an influence in several respects
rather harmful to his genius, I must deny that, except
for the Post Office, he was living merely at Putney.
During those last thirty years he lived less in Putney
than in Athens, in Elizabethan London, in his native
Northumberland, on the wind-swept spaces of the sea.
Age, an isolation from general society consequent on
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increasing deafness, separation from the stimulating,
though in certain instances detrimental, friends of
early days, certainly told on his mind after 1879; and
even before that date he had become somewhat inhospit-
able to new ideas and emotional experiences. But the
language usually employed about the last thirty years
seems to me rather misleading. Except in degree, there
was nothing strange in his inaccessibility to what was
novel; few men are truly receptive after forty, and if,
on the whole, he was much serener and much less self-
willed at Putney than he had been in his tumultuous
youth, he remained highly responsive to all the old
stimulations. The flame of excitement still leaped in
him, only it now seldom communicated its heat to
others. It is not so much, except in certain personal
and, after all, rather petty matters, a tamed Swinburne
that I see at Putney as a Swinburne who has largely lost
the power of reaching his public.

he case is one of the most remarkable presented to us
by literary history, and with deference to my predeces-
sors I doubt whether it has been carefully enough con-
sidered. Here is a man to whom expression is an
urgent necessity, who is master of one of the vastest,
though most monotonously used, of vocabularies, and
who is unrivalled in his command of the metrical
instrument. Yet from time to time, between 1879 and
1896, when he suddenly recovered the full power of
communication in The Tale of Balen, though only to
lose it again, he is found to be addressing a public to
which he communicates hardly anything. The loss of
ability or inclination to establish a sympathetic relation
with readers was by no means so nearly total as is
hastily assumed. There is not a volume of verse issued
by Swinburne in his last thirty years, unless it be 4 Mid-
summer Holiday, in which there are not certain successes
in communication, and even A4 Midsummer Holiday
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contains the *“ Ballad of Appeal ” to Christina Rossetti.
But the failures are frequent, sometimes very irritating.
For we feel of such a writer as the author of the elaborate
and breathless *“ Word with the Wind ” that he is a
poet, that there is something fine in his experience if we
could only get at it, and we cannot turn away as placidly
as we do from, say, Wordsworth’s worst failures,
certain that we are missing nothing of the smallest
value.

What, we ask in dismay, has happened to him or to
us? What has happened to him it is extremely difficult
tosay. We may reflect, however, that in other ways and
from an earlier period Swinburne had occasionally
shown a curious inability to understand the mind of the
reader. I will return to this later, when noticing the
unhappy constitution and sequence of his publications,
which seriously affected contemporary regard for him,
though that will matter very little to posterity. For my
immediate purpose it is enough to point to his invariable
assumption, from the early and most admirable essay
on Ford to the latest of his posthumously published
studies of Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists, that the
average intelligent reader would be intimately ac-
quainted with the obscurest writers of that age. In
Swinburne’s belief, every adult in this country carried
in his head the text of Arden of Feversham and was as
cognizant of the humour of Lingua® as of Pickwick. It
was not only knowledge that he assumed. He quite
seriously supposed that a natural and effective method
of persuading more readers to approach Landor and
Hugo was to eulogize them in enormous and cryptic
odes, each strophe and antistrophe of which would be
packed with circumlocutory references to the least
generally studied of their works. Now, as it seems to

! Was not Swinburne justified in rejefting on grounds of style the
persistent attribution of Lingua to the author of 4/bumazar?
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me, it was, on the whole, less a decline in sheer poetical
energy than a growth of this incapacity for judging what
would and what would not get through to his readers
that resulted in the least enjoyable of his later poetry.

Naturally not well qualified at any time for reaching
the public, Swinburne, if he was to reach it, needed
some very strong motive. In no unworthy sense, he
needed a propagandist purpose, an additional motive for
desiring his readers to share his experience. In the
earlier years he had such motives. There was the
desire to shock the public by making it a sharer of his
imaginative sensual experiences, sometimes merely an
impish desire to shock, sometimes a serious passion for
sensual liberty. There was also the desire to secure
sympathy for an Italy aspiring to freedom in unity, for
a France ruled by Napoleon 111, and above all that, for
the sublime idea of universal liberty. When these
desires had been worked out, Swinburne, I suppose, no
longer felt the compulsion to make his readers sharers
of his experiences. The gods, giving him in so lavish
a measure every gift for the making of great lyrical
poetry, had denied him the instinctive desire to com-
municate experience simply because he had had it.
Born to isolation, Swinburne had come out of it when
tempted by Mrs. Grundy or inspired by Italy, or to
speak more to the level of the argument, in the service
of liberty, of that which can be established only by
co-operation. He retired into his natural isolation when
there was no longer a special motive for intimacy of
relation to other minds, and his raptures became
solitary.

It seems to me, then, that the later poems, though
the exceptions are fairly numerous, should be regarded
simply as impassioned soliloquies, not addressed to the
reader. They must have meant much to Swinburne,
though they do not mean much to most of us. Yet
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even to us they can mean something, if we will take
them in the spirit in which we listen to the sea and watch
the swift movements of sea-birds.

Though, as I began by saying, I neither offer nor
trust any single formula in dealing with a great poet, it
does seem to me that by regarding Swinburne as
primarily the poet of liberty we attain to two things, a
sense of the coherence of his finer work and a partial
explanation of the difficulty of his less fine work. So far
as it does cohere, it is chiefly in service, various as that
is, to the ideal of liberty; so far as it is, as in later years
it often was, deficient in the power of communicating
real enough experiences to us, that is largely because he
is without a compelling motive to effect full communica-
tion. Buta guiding principle is only a guiding principle.
God has not been so concerned for the convenience of
critics as to make any of His poets in simple and exact
illustration of any principle that they can discern. The
facts of Swinburne’s production are the facts, where they
contradict any theory of mine or another’s as well as
where they corroborate it, and I hope to recognize his
best whenever I encounter it.
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APPARITION

E broke in on that rather agreeably tedious
Victorian tea-party with the effect of some

agan creature, at once impish and divine,
leaping on to the sleek lawn, to stamp its goat-foot in
challenge, to deride with its screech of laughter the
admirable decorum of the conversation. The disorder
that followed remains indescribable; and, knowing what
we do of the real character of many of the startled
company, it is hot now quite easy to understand. Few
of them were really so tame as they seemed, in that
August of 1866, when the summer was so suddenly
smitten with strange air, and keen, wild scents and hot,
artificial odours of the alcove overwhelmed the tem-
perate perfumes of the insular garden. Even their
typical poet, Tennyson, if you considered him closely,
when he was off duty, had in him, at any rate as a man,
something farouche and acrid, a reminder that, if he now
wrote Enoch Adrden and the like, he had been, not so long
ago, in his lucky, unguarded hour, the author of Maud.
But, for the time being, he was complacent, and rather
somnolent, and a trifle official. There was rather too
much suavity in the setting he and they had contrived
for themselves, too even a gloss on that cultured society.
It had genius and talent in abundance, and was con-
cerned with many high matters, of which, however, it
now spoke with the emphasis of habit rather than of
constantly renewed conviction; but it had become
inhospitable to new ideas, suspicious of all instincts
which did not bring with them a certificate from some

14
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reputable authority. Admirably, it had decided, with
the Laureate, to let the ape and tiger die, at any rate as
subjects of discussion, but it had fallen into a certain
zoological confusion, whereby many permanent, if you
like deplorable, human characteristics had been assumed
to be simian or feline, and it was sure they could be
eradicated by a conspiracy of silence.

The intrusion startled them so much partly because
they were unprepared. A few, and in particular Ruskin,
had been aware for some time that some invasion was
possible. For several years Ruskin had been on terms
of friendship with Rossetti and most of his circle, and
he had known Swinburne since they met in 1848 at the
house of Pauline, Lady Trevelyan, the young poet’s
wisest and most devoted protector. But even to Ruskin
the literary intentions of the group were still rather
obscure, and most of the others knew hardly anything
of its ardent poetic activities. True, years earlier there
had appeared the Germ, containing, with other signifi-
cant things, so consummate a piece of work in the new
temper as Rossetti’s *“ The Blessed Damozel ™'; that
poem, revised, together with *“ The Burden of Nineveh ”
and “ The Staff and the Scrip”’ had been printed in
1846 in the Oxford and Cambridge Magazine, to which
William Morris had contributed his early romantic
tales in prose and one of the most beautiful of all his
shorter poems. Morris had issued his wonderful first
volume of verse, The Defence of Guinevere, in 18583
Swinburne had put forth his two early plays in 1860.
But the Germ and the Oxford and Cambridge Magazine
had been short-lived coterie periodicals; Morris had
attracted very little attention from his general public
with Guinevere, though it contained some of the very
finest, and certainly the most intense, poetry he was ever
to produce; and Swinburne’s first book, after some
twenty copies had been given away to reviewers and
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friends, had become, what for half a decade it remained,
lumber in the publisher’s stock room. Rossetti’s one
volume had not fared so very much better, and in any
event was translation from the early Italian poets, to
whom might be referred certain peculiarities of senti-
ment and style: his volume of original poems was to be
delayed till 1870 by his impulsive burial of the manu-
scripts in his wife’s grave.

The proceedings immediately after the sudden,
deeply tragic death of that beautiful, gifted woman
assist us to realize how incurious the general public was
about members of the group. On the evening of the
roth of February 1862 D. G. Rossetti, his wife, and
Swinburne had dined together at the Sabloniére Hotel,
Leicester Square. Rossetti had taken her home, gone
out again, and returned to find her dying of an over-
dose of laudanum. An inquest was necessary, and
Swinburne was a witness of great importance, not only
because he had been the last person except her husband
to see her alive, but because he had been for the two
years since their marriage her closest friend and the
most frequent visitor to their home. For many months
before this, as Lord Houghton’s guest at gatherings
frequented by almost every distinguished writer and
by many people of fashion, he had been a figure con-
spicuous by his extraordinary appearance and a talker
the most stimulating that most of the company had ever
heard. Yet not one paper reported his evidence.

In 1862 Swinburne was nobody. Almost as much
might be said of other poets in the group, with one
exception, though Pre-Raphaelite painting, so far as it
was still represented by the accommodating Millais, had
begun to secure some favour. Christina Rossetti alone
had managed, or rather chanced, to make a stir with her
poetry. But her exquisite first work, though definitely
related to her brother’s, won its way by qualities alto-



APPARITION 17

gether its own, It did not prepare the public, to any
considerable extent, for the poetry of Dante Gabriel,
and still less for the poetry of Swinburne. And Swin-
burne himself had done very little to fit the public mind
for the reception of the first series of Poems and Ballads.
Success with the general body of readers, but by no
means to the extent suggested in most accounts of his
career, had been achieved by him in 1865, with Atalanta
in Calydon, on which had followed the much earlier
conceived Chastelard; not by any volume of lyrics which,
revealing personal emotion and the several facets of his
character, might have enabled readers to anticipate the
nature of those new poems which threw literary England
into paroxysms.

The first that most people learned of the Poems and
Ballads was from the very lengthy and extremely hostile
criticism in the most influential literary periodical of the
period, the Saturday Review, a criticism which appeared
before copies of the book were readily obtainable, which
at once fixed the general attitude towards Swinburne,
and which continued to be echoed, often no doubt
unconsciously, for at least thirty years.

This notorious, and in its consequences very import-
ant, criticism was anonymous, but, as has long been
known, the work of John Morley. It was the more
damaging because here and there it showed, and still
oftener seemed to show, willingness to leave the artist a
reasonable liberty in choice of subject and method. * It
is mere waste of time ", it began, *‘ and shows a curiously
mistaken conception of human character, to blame an
artist of any kind for working at a certain set of subjects,
rather than at some other set which the critic may prefer.
An artist, at all events an artist of such power and
individuality as Mr. Swinburne, works as his character
compels him. If the character of his genius drives him
pretty exclusively in the direction of libidinous song, we

c
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may be very sorry, but it is of no use to advise him and
to preach to him.” Such as Swinburne’s bent is, he
follows it, and in the eyes of this critic he at least
“ deserves credit for the audacious courage with which
he has revealed to the world a mind all aflame with the
feverish carnality of a schoolboy over the dirtiest
passages in Lempriére”. Not everyone would so
readily avow interest in ‘‘ the practices of the great
island of the ZEgean, in the habits of Messalina, of
Faustina, of Pasiphae ”. Were he simply a rebel against
the * fat-headed Philistines and thin-blooded Puritans ”’
who insist that all poetry should be fit for perusal by
girls of eighteen, he would have all generous minds on
his side. But there is a vast difference between a healthy
paganism and “an attempt to glorify all the bestial
delights that the subtleness of Greek depravity was
able to contrive”’. No condemnation could be too
strong for *the mixed vileness and childishness”
which presents ‘‘ the spurious passion of a putrescent
imagination ”’ as the chief glory of life. This poet,
certainly, has power of imagination and mastery of the
music of verse; he is capable of * variety and rapidity
and sustention ”’, of music if not of thought; he can
achieve sometimes, as in the hendecasyllabics, * per-
fect delicacy and beauty ”, and he is deeply poetical in
such a piece as *“ The Sundew ” (certainly one of the
most charming of his minor successes, the present
writer would say, but also one of the least characteristic).
But for the most part, in Morley’s view, he is addicted
to ““ the most violent colours and the most intoxicated
ideas and images . Even his best work is excessively
pessimistic. ““ The bottomless pit encompasses us on
one side and stews and bagnios on the other. He is
either the vindictive and scornful apostle of a crushing
iron-shod despair, or else the libidinous laureate of a
pack of satyrs.,” He is thin in thought, and totally
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“;-'it]}‘lf?ut perception of the pure, peaceful, kindly aspects
of life.

A very just view of the intruder, it was pretty generally
agreed on the desecrated lawn, though here and there
some mild dissent revealed itself. Ruskin, for one,
declined to join the general and furious remonstrance.
But it is easy to make too much of that. For one thing,
he had been persuaded to countenance the Poems and
Ballads before they appeared, and could hardly with-
draw from the position he had taken up. For another,
if he would say nothing against the peccant volume in
public, he adopted in private a tone of melancholy
wonder at the perversity of his young and gifted friend.
To one who had urged him to denounce Swinburne he
could write: *“ He is infinitely above me in all knowledge
and power, and I should no more think of advising him
or criticizing him than of venturing to do it to Turner if
he were alive again. . . . I'm righter than he is—so are
the lambs and the swallows, but they’re not his match.”
To Swinburne himself he wrote in the month after the
appearance of the book:

“ For the matter of it—I consent to much—I regret
much—I blame or reject nothing. I should as soon
think of finding fault with you as with a thunder-cloud
or a nightshade blossom. All I can say of you, or them,
is that God made you, and that you are very wonderful
and beautiful. . . . There is assuredly something
wrong with you—awful in proportion to the great
power it effects, and renders [you] (nationally) at present
useless. So it was with Turner, so with Byron. It
seems to be the peculiar judgment-curse of modern
days that all their greatest men shall be plague-
struck.”

Maintaining this attitude, modest, generous, affec-
tionate, Ruskin could only refrain from condemnation,
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could not champion the volume or its author. Among
literary journalists Swinburne had backing from Joseph
Knight, whose friendship he had won a year earlier,
whose wide reading in dramatic literature made him
congenial company, and with whom he remained inti-
mate for another seven years, when there was an un-
fortunate quarrel, one of the quarrels of Swinburne’s
worst and least characteristic period. Socially, since
Pauline, Lady Trevelyan, whose shrewd, amused,
maternal interest in him had been so helpful, died
shortly before the publication of the Poems and Ballads,
and Lord Houghton now showed signs of an only
moderately benevolent neutrality, and moreover was
out of England at the most critical moment, Swinburne
was in need of support.

For, inevitably, with the notoriety of the Poems and
Ballads stories began to circulate. Gossip that was
contemptible when fresh is not less so when stale, but
the baser part of the Swinburne legend cannot be
ignored, for it provided in the middle ’sixties reasons for
discounting his work. Setting aside stories of another
kind, it was passed about, correctly, that Swinburne
from time to time was the victim of a singular kind of
seizure, epileptic no doubt, but unlike anything recorded
of anyone else. Then, inaccurately but with excuse, it
was passed about that he drank heavily, the truth being
that with his high-strung, indeed abnormal, nervous
system, he was overcome or frenzied by what for the
normal man would have been a very moderate amount
of wine. Evidently a maladive, disordered creature,
whose impulses and opinions might to some extent at
least be referred to disease and drink, though the real
Swinburne, when he was himself, was full of vitality,
tireless in walking and swimming, free from all the usual
minor ailments, and as radiant, witty, courteous, and
dignified a companion and conversationalist as could be
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desired, the best talker of sense and nonsense to be
found in any company.

Then, there was his appearance, as of an elf, some
said, as of a character escaped out of some story by Poe,
a French observer thought. There was no cultivation of
eccentricity in appearance. 'The young poet dressed in
the precise mode of the moment, and, great gentleman
that he was, scorned all affectation; but nature had set
him apart from all other men. Take Guy de Mau-
passant’s impression of him, three years after the date
of the first Poems and Ballads:

* Le front était trés grand, sous des cheveux longs,
et la figure allait se rétrécissant vers un menton mince
ombré d’une maigre touffe de barbe. Une trés légere
moustache glissait sur des lévres extraordinairement
fines et serrées, et le cou qui semblait sans fin quissait
cette téte, vivante par les yeux clairs chercheurs et fixes,
4 un corps sans épaules, car le haut de la poitrine par-
assait 3 peine plus large que le front. Tout ce person-
nage presquesurnaturel étaitagitédesecoussesverveuses.
Il fut trés cordial, trés accueillant; et le charme extra-
ordinaire de son intelligence me séduisit aussitdt.”

This strange, brilliant little being, with that in-
credible hair and those grey-green-blue eyes full of
abstract excitement, his small body quivering with
enthusiasms, angers, and spasms of mischievous amuse-
ment, his tiny hands fluttering or keeping time by jerking
movements at the wrist to some inner pulse of agitation,
his words pouring forth in elaborate eulogy of his strange
literary gods or in mockery of the whole apparatus of
British respectability, was eminently disconcerting.

But far more serious than any of these obstacles to
comprehension and sympathy was the difficulty of
divining the centre from which radiated all those rap-
tures and furies and screams of mocking laughter. At
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Oxford, even so acute and sympathetic an observer as
Jowett had been perplexed by the saltatory and appar-
ently illogical movements of Swinburne’s thought. Two
or three years later George Meredith, seeing much of
Swinburne, admiring his gifts, grateful for his champion-
ship of Modern Love, was confessing his inability to
discover this poet’s intellectual base. And in truth there
was excuse for the puzzled. The * daemonic youth ”
of Ruskin’s mournful praise, the * little mad boy letting
off squibs " of the ignoble abuse that was to come later
from Robert Buchanan, drew sustenance from remote
sources, many of them foreign, many of them suspect,
some of them hardly known even by name to the public
of that day. It was one of the distinctions of Rossetti,
Morris,and Swinburne, a valuable part of their service to
English poetry, that they imported so many exotics into
it: the early Italian poets of Rossetti’s natural admira-
tion, Villon, mediaeval French romances, Omar Khayyam,
discovered in FitzGerald’s translation by Rossetti and
Swinburne, and so forth. Of the three, Swinburne
ranged both most widely and farthest back; he ac-
companied his two elder brothers in art with delighted
sympathy almost wherever they went, but he was also,
if not exactly in the academic sense, a profound classical
scholar, and he had elsewhere, in contemporary France,
particularly, his private objects of adoration. And, at
almost every point, even on ground that might be
supposed common to himself and the best part of his
public, his attitude was unusual. Thus, in regard to the
classics, far from sharing the Virgilian enthusiasm of
Tennyson and so many others, the Horatian temper
still cultivated to some extent by statesmen and men of
the world, he cared for no Latin poet except Catullus,
but for him passionately, and of the Greek dramatists
fantastically hated Euripides while prostrating himself
before Aschylus. But, of course, for the most part he
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-nourished his imagination on writers very much less
frequented by his contemporaries than any classic; on
the Elizabethan dramatists, on Landor, on Hugo, on the
vaguely infamous Baudelaire, on Gautier, on the just
re-discovered William Blake. Had he not played a
prank, hereafter to be described, on the Spectator, but
continued writing criticism there from 1862 to 1866, or
“had he been able to find what between those years he
repeatedly desired, a regular and independent journal-
istic outlet for criticism, the public might have been
provided with some means of relating him to the world’s
literature. As it was, he appeared suddenly as a solitary
portent, a flower of evil whose roots could hardly be
conjectured.

And, then, there seemed to be various contradictions
in his literary personality, though these were not very
readily or widely noticed. Under one aspect he was
obviously revolutionary in literature, in politics, in his
theology, if he might be credited with a theology, in
morals. 'What was much less evident but essential was
a reversionary tendency in matters of art, causing him
already or a little later on to strike back through all
adaptations, corruptions, improvements, in lyrical drama
to the true Greek model, in other drima to the authentic
Elizabethan play, in the ode"to the principle of strict
correspondence of parts and that other fprinciple by
which the subject of an ode must be that of some actual
or imagined natiofial celebration, in the balladto the
starkness of the great originals. Of all this, readers
in 1866 had hardly the dimmest suspicion. Six years
earlier if they had looked at The Queen Mother and Rosa-
mund, as they did not, they would not have seen that in
the former play Swinburne was going back, mainly, to
George Chapman, occasionally to a forgotten poet, then
still living, Charles Wells, author of the utterly neglected
Foseph and His Brethren. They had looked at Chastelard,
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to be impressed, certainly, but to be taken aback by the
treatment of love there, after so long an experience of
Tennysonian poems in which the lovers of old time had
been presented as Victorians actuated by the impulses of
latter-day chivalry and controlled by a nice sense of what
modern society expected of ladies and gentlemen. They
could not see that, however much Swinburne might be
delighting in the presentation of love as a devouring
insanity, in the presentation of a hero who was an epicure
of its sensations and willing to pay for them with his life,
the poet was doing a perfectly legitimate thing in filling
a play of that period with the emotions of its period. So
also the readers of * Anactoria ”’ could not perceive that
if Sappho is to be revived in modern poetry at all, it
must be on her own terms, and not as the slightly over-
wrought head mistress of an academy for poetical young
ladies.

The more serious part of Swinburne’s intention, the
independence of his resolve to deal with antique or
contemporary but abnormal modes of emotion in a
spirit of loyalty to truth, escaped, it seems, the great
majority of his readers in the ’sixties. So did the
peculiar mischievousness which prompted a good deal
of his work. They saw, and proclaimed with shrieks,
that there was devilry in certain things; and what cries
would have gone up to too patient heaven if they had
seen such unpublished and unprintable verses of his as
I have had pass through my hands I dare not try to
imagine. But they were rather too ready to suppose
that he was definitely on the side of the devils. I am
not sure that even to-day quite everyone has the right
attitude towards a certain part of Swinburne’s early
work, which is to be taken morally much as aesthetically
we take things like Poe’s  Ulalume ”, Rimbaud’s
sonnet on the vowels, and perhaps, on its lower level,
Wilde’s ““ Sphinx ”’, not jestingly, not seriously, balanc-
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ing ourselves where we can get the maximum of en-
joyment out of them.

The younger of Swinburne’s readers took him too
literally, over-stressing certain elements in the first
Poems and Ballads; the elders whose hair had uncurled
thought it perfectly damnable that anyone should pray
in public to be redeemed from virtue, and took such
steps as seemed proper to them severally.

One man, who made Swinburne very happy for
months, wrote to inform him that, when he least
expected it, a bag would be put over his head in the
street, and an operation performed on him with a view
to diminishing his interest in such subjects and obviat-
ing all risk of a dynasty of amorous poets. Another,
later on, showed how far senseless hatred of Swinburne
could be carried by having a portion of a picture by
Legros, which he had bought, painted out simply be-
cause Swinburne, in the notes on the Royal Academy of
1868 written with W. M. Rossetti, had praised it.
Punck called the poet ““ Mr. Swineborn”. And so on,
and so forth. There were compensations, however, in
the clergyman who sent his sermons to the poet as to a
fellow-worker for righteousness, and in the lady at
Florence who wrote verses describing how the seven
principal angels in heaven were entirely occupied in
singing the praises of the poet to the Almighty. More
mundane comfort was also proffered to Swinburne,
whose head, ‘“ bright and insubmissive ”’ as his own
Marlowe’s, was by no means bowed in penitence,
though he was upset by the cowardice of his publisher,
Moxon, represented by Bertram Payne, who had abruptly
withdrawn Poems and Ballads from circulation the
moment the fierce article in the Saturday Review
appeared!' Bulwer Lytton communicated with Swin-

! The criticism in the Saturdsy Review was contained in the
number dated 4th August 1866; Payne notified cessation of supply

1
\
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burne, invited him to Knebworth, discussed the situa-
tion, and through Joseph Knight found him a new
publisher, John Camden Hotten.

The choice of publisher can be defended only on the
supposition that no choice was really possible, that the
condemned book had to reach the public by a drain in
the absence of any reputable channel. Swinburne’s
opinion of Hotten, at a later date, may be gathered from
his comment on the rumour that the publisher had died
of a surfeit of pork chops; irrefutable proof, said Swin-
burne, of Burton’s error in contending that cannibalism
was a wholesome mode of diet. However, to Hotten
were transferred all Swinburne’s works. These in-
cluded The Queen Mother and Rosamund, originally issued
through Pickering; Atalanta in Calydon; Chastelard; and
the sheets of #illiam Blake (which, according to a letter
from Swinburne to Hotten, Moxon had in * second or
third proofs ”’). Hotten was later to cause Swinburne a
great deal of annoyance and loss. From a lettér from
Swinburne to Watts-Dunton, written at the end of 1842,
which I have examined in Mr. Wise’s collection, it
appears that over a period of several years”, pre-
sumably from the date of the transfer of the works just
mentioned, the poet had received from him no more
than /40, *‘ obtained with much difficulty after repeated
demands . Considering that the sum was supposed to
represent about six years’ dues on the most sensation-
ally successful volume of verse since Byron’s Childe
Harold, to say nothing of what should have accrued to the
author of Aralanta, it 1s obvious that Hotten robbed him,
Further, at least once, Hotten issued an edition without

to the trade on the sth. Later on, when Poems and Ballads had been
transferred to Hotten, he was guilty (letter from W. M. Rossetti to
Swinburne, in Mr. Wise’s collection) of selling odd copies he had
held back to private collectors at a premium and without accounting
for them to the author.
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authority, for when, in 1868, ““ Siena ” was published in
America in Lippincotr’s Magazine, only six copies! were
struck off in England for purposes of copyright, but
Hotten took it upon himself to issue the well-known
pamphlet, which he vended at an indeterminate price of
between five and ten shillings. In 1870, when Swin-
burne was giving his great volume of political poems to
Ellis, Hotten set up the plea that all future writings had
been promised him, orally, in 1866. It is true that dur-
ing this period Swinburne was employing as in some
sort his agent that brilliant, ingenious, unscrupulous
adventurer, Charles Augustus Howell, to whose charm
and fluency in fiction he had succumbed, and for whom
he long felt a very real affection. But there is no reason to
suppose that he plundered Swinburne,as hedid Rossetti;
and I deprecate harshness towards a man whose lies
entertained two great poets until they were so unlucky
as to find him out. My friend Miss Violet Hunt tells
me she has discovered that Howell was descended from
Charles II, and surely a certain amount of divinity
should hedge him on that account. But in time Swin-
burne came to hate and despise Howell beyond measure,
and there was no relenting when Howell came to his
miserable end in 1890, a few days after having been
found, with his throat cut and a ten shilling piece be-
tween his clenched teeth, in the gutter outside a Chelsea
public-house. What peculiarly incensed Swinburne
was Howell’s traffic in his letters, a batch of which,
passed into the hands of Mr. George Redway, were
recovered, by a bargain very distasteful to Swinburne in

! Hotten’s unauthorized issue is often taken for the first edition,
which is worth about £150. The true first English edition and this
issue are indeed very similar, but they may most easily be dis-
tinguished by looking at the title-page. The genuine first edition
has a full stop after the publisher’s address, “ Piccadilly ”. 'The un-

authorized issue has no stop there. The colour of the cover also
differs, in a readily perceptible degree.
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1866.! But whatever the sins of Howell, the dishonesty
was Hotten’s, and whatever the subsequent conduct of
Hotten, at the moment, in 1866, he was not un-
helpful.

It was Hotten who suggested to Swinburne the prose
defence which presently took shape as Notes on Igoems
and Reviews. 'This, though weakened by ‘some’special
pleading and disfigured in one or two passages by an
excess of arrogance, had in abundance the qualities of a
retort that would tell with all but the incorrigibly pre-
judiced. The professions of inability to understand the
charges brought against him were no more than amus-
ing; the firm insistence on the right, which indeed had
been conceded by Morley in the Sazurday Review, of the
artist in literature to address an adult public was salutary.
The prose of this pamphlet is among the lightest and
most entertaining ever written by Swinburne, though
even here he cannot wholly avoid the ponderous allitera-
tive antithetical passages which were presently to become
far too common in his work. But, on a historical view,
the importance of the Nozes arises from the fact that it
gave public evidence of what hardly anyone outside
Swinburne’s inner circle of friends, and not everyone
inside it, had so much as suspected: evidence that he was
not wholly a poet * without a conscience and an aim ”,
that he could give reasons, good or bad, for his faith and
unfaith, his choice of subjects and of methods. William
Michael Rossetti’s friendly and judicious Swinburne’s
Poems and Ballads was of considerable assistance, and

' Swinburne, who was advised by Watts-Dunton, and dealing
with R. H. Shepherd as representative of Mr. Redway, yielded up
the copyright of “ A Word for the Navy ” for the nominal sum of one
guinea to Mr. Redway in order to recover the cighteen letters,
which contained a good deal of unseemly chaff. The entire corre-
spondence is now in Mr. Wise’s collection. Parts of it are shocking,

but nothing in it is seriously discreditable to the poet. It covers the
whole period of Swinburne’s intimacy with Howell—1865-1877.
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the Examiner, so far as its influence extended, was a
useful support. Altogether, before the end of 1866
there was in several literary quarters, though by no
means among the general body of readers, a certain
reaction from the extreme hostility of August. On the
other hand, vulgar abuse of Swinburne was to be found
where it was not to be expected. Thus, the Spectator,
in September, published over the signature, * Caliban ”,
some rhymes written by Robert Buchanan directly
charging Swinburne with drunkenness, and a dozen
years later the baser prints were still active in insinua-
tions sometimes more serious.

The attitude which Swinburne soon took up and,
except for a few spasms of irritation, steadily maintained
was one of great dignity, The best statement of it is not
in any surviving correspondence of the time but in a
letter written later to Watts-Dunton, who had very
properly reported some libel to him.! His position, and
none could have been wiser, was simply this. He
wished to be acquainted with any allegation so dis-
honouring that self-respect would necessitate its definite
refutation; but, for the rest, he preferred to remain in
ignorance of libels. For the weakness which led Byron
to catalogue the infamies attributed to him, Swinburne
expressed contempt; at the weakness which, after 1870,
lcf}g Rossetti’s peace of mind at the mercy of every hostile
scribbler, he expressed astonishment. And towards
worthier opponents he was prepared to exhibit magna-
nimity. It has been assumed by a distinguished
authority on Swinburne that he was resenting Morley’s
most damaging attack when he wrote, in some not very
effective couplets * directing the satirical muse:

! Letter to Watts-Dunton dated April 1876; holograph original
in Mr. Wise’s collection,

* Holograph original of these unpublished lines in Mr, Wisc’s
collection.
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“ Then, before she find her art stale,
Flog some Morley at the cart’s tail;
Or expend a few stray kicks on
The bruised breech of Hepworth Dixon.”

But these rhymes, written on the reverse of a page
carrying some verses to the one girl loved by Swinburne,
unquestionably belong to 1862, not 1866. Thus they
afford no evidence at all of Swinburne’s knowledge of
the identity of his most formidable assailant. He wrote
about the time when the controversy over Poems and
Ballads was raging several satirical pieces which were
left in manuscript, but these were not aimed at Morley.
The bitterest and best, ““ A Study ", was directed against
Froude, who had nothing to do with the condemnation
of his lyrics. So admirable is this Dryden-like exercise
in invective that I cannot refrain from interrupting
myself to quote a few lines of it:

“ First in manure of hot religion hatched,
And fattening on the tit-bits that he snatched,
‘Then with gorge heaving at the daily cram,
And dreaming he had soul enough to damn,
The hybrid, fit for neither man nor priest,
Skulked into light, a ruminative beast.
With foul mouth mincing on the skirts of sin,
With dubious nose and academic chin,
Fetid and flatulent, he snuffed and sipped,
Lapped at thoughts’ stagnant pools, but rose dry-

lipped;

With shreds of doctrine delicately sliced,
For tender thinkers served up half a Christ. . . .
He with meek brows of martyrdom upraised,
Praised God for making what God never praised,
(For if indeed He who made man made this,
He mixed into the dough no flour of his,
But, kneading to a lump the refuse bran,
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Spurned into life the mockery of a man,
A bastard halting soul of sexless shape,
Not half a human, and not all an ape).”

But this immortalizing lash (* where my lash stung a
little life shall throb *”) was not employed on Morley.

Yet that he had penetrated the anonymity of the
Saturday Review’s notice of Poems and Ballads, and
adopted a nobly generous attitude towards an antago-
nist worthy of it, 1s proved by a letter of later date!in
which he distinguished sharply between the ignoble
pseudonymous slanders of a Buchanan and the honour-
ably anonymous hostility of a qualified and conscientious
critic like Morley, and in refusing to keep company in
any publisher’s list with the former alluded to the
cordiality of his relations with the latter:

“ Now I am not childish enough either to suppose it
any man'’s business to dictate to another what and for
whom he shall publish, or to entertain any slightest
feeling of 1ll will or reluctance to be associated, whether
nearly or remotely, with men who may have attacked
my writings in the course of their literary functions as
critics or reviewers; in proof of which I may refer to the
terms on which, as a contributor to his Review, I have
stood for six years almost with relation to my friend
Mr. John Morley; who, on the publication of my Poems
and Ballads was one of the most violent, as he assuredly
was the most effective, among my assailants. But I did
not wait for any expression on his part of regret for the
very grave damage his attacks had inflicted upon me in
purse and in character, to show by plain proof that I
bore no ill will for the expression, however strong and
unmeasured, of any man’s opinion as to my literary
demerits or offences.”

' Holograph letter from Swinburne to Watts-Dunton, dated
6th December 1872, in Mr. Wisc’s collection.
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Magnanimity of this kind, however, was characteris-
tic of Swinburne in youth and age rather than in the
period, say 1876-79, to which this letter itself belongs,
and during which, as occasionally rather later, he was
decidedly too quick to take offence and unduly arro-
gant in his general attitude towards all but a few of his
1dols and intimates. Certainly he was ungentle in his
handling of Churton Collins, who, having animadverted
severely on his prose in an anonymous article in the
Quarterly Review without evoking protest, was foolish
enough to think himself entitled to boast, in avowing
its authorship, that it had not disturbed his friendship
with Swinburne. The quarrel with Furnivall is not to
the point, for there Swinburne was provoked by gross
insults. As a rule, except during the years when his
nervous system was strained by his mode of life, and
when temporary doubts of his future as an artist drove
him to a not unpathetic self-assertion, Swinburne
showed little or no animus towards those who assailed
him legitimately. The real dignity, which at one time
was suffered to show itself as arrogance, the abundant
common sense which underlay his extravagances, made
him incapable of the anxious waiting on popular verdicts
that he observed with surprise and disdain in certain of
his eminent contemporaries.

In 1866 he was a portent, as I have said, because so
little was known, except within a small group, of the
carlier stages of a development that had proceeded
obscurely and under very peculiar influences. Even
now, perhaps, there are not very many people who
realize the precise auspices under which his genius
developed between his twentieth and his twenty-fifth
year; and, indeed, some of the evidences of that develop-
ment still remain unpublished or have only been given
to a minute public ofP specialists.



Chapter III
ANTECEDENTS

HEN the first series of Poems and Ballads was

published, Swinburne, though it amused him

to encourage the belief that he was twenty-
six, was four months past his twenty-ninth birthday: he
had been born in a still unidentified house in Chester
Street, Belgrave Square, on the sth April, 1837. Only the
accident of a brief sojourn made London his birth-
place; his parents, Admiral and Lady Jane Swinburne,
lived in the Isle of Wight, at East Dene, Bonchurch,
and it was between Bonchurch and the ancestral seat
of the Swinburnes, Capheaton, Northumberland, that
Algernon’s time was divided when not at school.

The facts of his ancestry are not quite what the poet
supposed them to be; but for us his suppositions are
very much more important than the facts, for he was pro-
foundly influenced by them, pride of family counting with
him for almost as much as it did with Villiers de I'Isle
Adam. For all the certain antiquity of the Swinburnes
and their probable turbulence as a Border family, they
were not exceptionally distinguished from the earliest
times for reckless adventurousness. They did not, as
their descendant supposed, pour forth blood like water
and lands like dust in the cause of the Stuarts. When
Mary Queen of Scots crossed the Border, they seem
to have done little more than meet her. Inthe 1715, they
played but a minor part, the then head of the family, Sir
William Swinburne, being too grievously afflicted by
gout for campaigning, though some other members of
the family saw fighting. The exile in France to which

33 D
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the poet’s mind reached back fondly again and again,
and the loss of land to which he referred with a proud
regret, amounted to little more than this, that his great-
grandfather found it necessary to become a wine
merchant at Bordeaux, and on succeeding to the
baronetcy had a somewhat smaller territorial basis for
his dignity than his predecessors. But Swinburne was
repeatedly inspired as a poet by the generous errors of
his own version of the family’s history. The author of
the great trilogy on Mary Queen of Scots and of so many
ballads in the Border manner and spirit, the poet who,
saluting Victor Hugo in exile, claimed to be himself
“born of exiles”’, owed much to the Swinburne legend as
shaped by his imagination. It pleased him to be able to
say that as his ancestors had given their lives for Mary
Queen of Scots, so he had given her the twenty years of
his life devoted to the three plays. W. M. Rossetti, who
was on terms of intimacy with Swinburne longer than
any other observer, even thought that Swinburne’s
republicanism was given edge at times by a Jacobite
desire to gird at a dynasty of Hanoverian origin. And,
to consider the broader effects of Swinburne’s pride of
family, there 1s ample evidence in his correspondence,
especially in one of his letters to E. C. Stedman and one
to Watts-Dunton, that he was confirmed in moral and
artistic defiance by the belief that he came of a family
eminent for the waywardness and courage with which
its members had chosen causes and held to them in the
face of general opposition. It would have been strange,
he said, if such a family as his, when it produced a poet,
had produced one timidly obedient to the dictation of
the public or content to live by licence of the critics of
his day.

If Swinburne unconsciously exaggerated the wilder
elements in his ancestry, he had some excuse. On the
assumption that his grandfather, Sir John, was a
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typical Swinburne, exaggeration was scarcely possible,
for that extraordinary old man, with his prodigious
vitality even in extreme age, his violent political
opinions, his great physical courage, was a locally
notorious ‘ character ”, he and his horse being, as they
said in Northumberland, the two maddest things in the
country. Sir John was hardly so close a friend of
Mirabeau as Algernon supposed, but he had known
Mirabeau; and though Algernon’s belief that Sir John
was partly French in blood was also mistaken, being due
to confusion between the first and second wives of that
Dillon whose daughter by the first wife married a
Swinburne, early years in France had left Sir John
with something, reproduced to a certain extent in
Algernon himself, of the elaborate and proud courtesy
cultivated by French aristocrats of the pre-revolutionary
era.

With the exception of certain physical characteristics,
the strange colour of his fiery hair from his father, his
voice from his mother, Algernon derived very little from
his parents; and except that his mother, by teaching him
Italian from a very early age, laid unwittingly one basis
of his enthusiasm for the liberation of Italy, he was not
influenced intellectually by them, by his two sisters, or
by his brother. The fervent Anglo-Catholicism, so to
call it, of his mother and sisters, though shared by him,
it seems, for part of his boyhood, became embarrassing
to him by the time he was fifteen; the devotion to music
in his home caused him off and on for many years an
exasperation which he was at pains to hide, for he had a
delicate consideration for all the nearer of his relations;
and he became aware, as his own power matured, that
the pride taken in his successes was not accompanied by
any very sensitive appreciation of the qualities of his or
other poetry. His reverence for his mother was bound-
less, his respect for his father very sincere; he was
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charming to his sisters; and on the death of his brother,
an unsatisfactory and unfortunate person, he wrote a
letter to Watts-Dunton which it is impossible to read
without realizing how strong in him were the simple
human affections. But from boyhood he went his
own way intellectually, and nowhere did it run with
the ways trodden by his parents, his sisters, or his
brother.

From his grandfather, however, he had ample,
superfluous, encouragement in every wildness. His
rebelliousness was fortified, unnecessarily, by Sir John’s
recitals of his own acts of political defiance, and the boy’s
flame-like vitality was afforded ample outlet at Cap-
heaton, where he tore about the countryside on his
grandfather’s horses. The young Swinburne rode as a
poet, with an ardent delight in speed, but no great
attention to the dull business of remaining on the horse.
He acquired, all the same, a certain amount of the
knowledge on which the average youth of his class,
brought up in a great country house, prides himself.
Years later, he was greatly incensed by descriptions of
how the future author of Aralanta had ridden through
“ honeyed leagues of the northland border” on a
shaggy pony—* Shaggy pony! Blood mare!” And
this 1s to be noted because to the end of his life, amidst
what seemed an exclusive devotion to aesthetic interests,
there would surprisingly be revelations of the boy who
had been at Eton, who had galloped about his grand-
father’s estate on horses of breeding and mettle, and who
came of a county family, revelations also of the adult but
still young Swinburne who, though only for a while, had
observed the social comedy reproduced with so much
pungency in 4 Year’s Letters.

Swinburne was fond of tracing the parallel between
his own career, up to a point, and Shelley’s. Late in
life he wrote to his sister, with reference to Shelley and
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himself: ““ I must say it is too funny—not to say un-
canny—howmuch there is in commonbetweenys two!”’!
Both, as he would point out, were born in the one class;
both were educated at, and encouraged or ordered to
leave, Eton and Oxford; Shelley was drowned at sea at
almost exactly the age at which Swinburne was so nearly
drowned; and so forth. But, he would add with
justifiable pride, he had never been accused of borrowing
from Shelley; and, in truth, except for a few lines and
phrases in the ““ Ode on the Proclamation of the French
Republic”’, nowhere does Swinburne become imitative
of Shelley. Here, however, what I would emphasize
among the differences between the two poets is that
Swinburne, for all his aloofness, abstract rapture,
extravagance,absorption in purely aesthetic matters,had
in him, hidden away for the most part, as Shelley had
not, some of the qualities which make the man of the
world. When he chose to exercise it, he had abundant
common sense, which could issue in almost Johnsonian
maxims, and a keen sense of character, with an ironical
appreciation of much that was extreme in his own con-
duct. Enthusiastic and unsuspicious as he was, he had
few illusions, and was well enough aware, as a rule, how
his own attitude might strike a detached and humorous
intelligence. At no period of boyhood or youth did he
exhibit the silliness which characterized the immature
Shelley.

At Eton, so far as can now be discovered, he made no
deep impression. His extraordinary appearance was
noticed, and his habit of reading Elizabethan and
Jacobean dramatists; and he had his success in winning
the Prince Consort’s prize for French. But the
diminutive, dainty-featured boy, with his immense head
and flaming hair, and his volubility in the recitation of
verse, was not of much account. He played no cricket,

! Letter dated 1902,
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though, from an allusion in one of his letters, it would
seem he took some pleasure in football. Out of class,
he was either taking long walks with his cousin, after-
wards Lord Redesdale, or reading the dramatists and
English lyrists. His developing %terary faculty seems
to have enabled him to achieve Latin verse which in one
instance had high official commendation, but he was not,
at that stage, appreciably above the average in Greek or
Latin scholarship. In somewhat obscure circumstances
he was withdrawn from Eton in 1843, after four and a
half years of study there, to avoid trouble with his house-
master. He never resented this disguised and con-
siderate expulsion; kept up a certain amount of Etonian
slang and technical phrasing; and was delighted by the
invitation to write his Eton ode of 1891.

Against Oxford, however, though his withdrawal
thence was under pressure so friendly as Jowett’s, he
nursed considerable ill-will. His visits to it in later
years were solely to Jowett, not to an A/ma Mater, and
his refusal of the honorary degree offered him by Lord
Curzon in 1907 was very decisive. He matriculated at
Balliol in January 1846, rather more than two years
after leaving Eton, and having, apparently, though
information is here very scanty, spent most of the
interval in riding, swimming, and unacademic reading
at Capheaton or in the Isle of Wight. It was a long
break in formal education, at a very important period of
life, but Swinburne, who had only some rather casual
tuition from a neighbouring clergyman in Northumber-
land, seems to have emerged, at the end of it, a scholar,
For it cannot have been almost wholly at Oxford that
he acquired his mastery of Greek literature. He was
too busy writing at Oxford to concentrate on classical
studies; though it would appear (and this early and
marked preference for the Greek dramatic poets over all
classical lyrists except Sappho, existent chiefly in Swin-
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burne’s imaginative expansion of her fragments, and
Catullus, is significant) that he did devote much time to
Aschylus and Aristophanes.

With the general life of the University he had no
sympathy, and his time there was to end in what he
himself called total and scandalous failure; but it was at
Oxford that he made almost every important friendship
of his life, only not his friendships with Burton, with
Powell, with Sir Edmund Gosse, with Watts-Dunton.
Two Oxford men, one in academic authority, the other
senior in years though contemporary at the University,
exercised over him a very strong influence: Jowett and
John Nichol. Jowett, always quick to discern high
promise, tempered his encouragement of Swinburne
with some sharp, characteristic criticism: “a very
brilliant youth, it’s all youth”, is one of his somewhat
dubiously reported sayings, and, on Swinburne telling
him he had made a bonfire of all his boyish verse,
“ someday you will make another”. But Jowett’s
greatest services to Swinburne were rendered much
later, in those critical years, 1873-1879, when Swin-
burne, on getting temporarily out of touch with most of
his early friends, seemed adrift. Nothing could exceed
the indulgence with which Jowett treated the occasional
indiscretions of the poet in later years. It was with an
admirably tolerant smile that he would recount how he
had conveyed the not completely sober poet back from
a party, in a cab whence issued the voice of Algernon
chanting ““ bad songs, very bad songs ”’, and it was with
great kindliness that, years later, he would reply,
“Thank you, Algernon, thank you ”’, when the deferen-
tial but very candid critic of his translation of Plato
cried out over the work, ‘‘ Another howler, Master ”.
They were the happiest of collaborators in an edition of
the Bible for children, a task to which Swinburne, for
all his audacity and delight in verbal impropriety,
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brought the same good sense that he showed in his
defence of Bowdler’s Shakespeare.

The influence of Nichol on Swinburne, except in so
far as in the earliest days of their acquaintance he con-
firmed Swinburne’s devotion to literature, I cannot but
regard as much less happy. Swinburne, with an
important qualification presently to be noted, was very
impressionable, even chameleonic, and such natures
benefit most from contact with those who, however,
authoritative, are not rigid and persistent. Nichol was
the kind of man who dominates his juniors while still
young himself in years, but gets left behind. With
his strong, set, Scottish mind, he toughened Swin-
burne rather than broadened or enriched him. He had
also a strong Scottish head for liquor, a thimbleful of
which was too much for his high-strung friend. The
poet’s visit to him in 1878, at Glasgow, where Nichol
was Professor of English Literature, was among the
least fortunate of his expeditions; and over what
happened when Nichol lodged for a short while at
Putney, where Bacchus could be honoured only in the
Professor’s bedroom, I must draw a veil. But Nichol’s
loyalty to Swinburne was never in question; it was very
warmly appreciated by Swinburne, who, in a letter I
have examined, contrasted it pungently with the
fickleness of such former supporters as Lord Houghton
and D. G. Rossetti.

The full force of Jowett’s influence, as has already
been suggested, was not felt till long after the poet, in
submission to his tactful pressure, had left Oxford.
Nichol’s influence, strong as it was, did not direct
Swinburne to the particular poetical work that was to
be his. The strictly artistic impulse from without came
from such of the Pre-Raphaelites as visited Oxford in
the autumn of 1857, to paint the luckless frescoes on
the walls of the Union. That, for about two years,
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William Morris should have had more effect on Swin-
burne’s tentative verse than Rossetti is surprising but
not inexplicable. Rossetti, more than any other man
of his period, had a natural authority, an inborn, casual,
compelling power over his fellows, the easy habit of
command; and over the next decade he showed a juster
and livelier admiration of Swinburne’s poetry than
Morris could feel. But, for one thing, Rossetti, at that
moment, was somewhat disposed to hold himself aloof;
he did not admit Swinburne to real intimacy till 1860.
For another thing, Swinburne, at that time, was deeply
engaged in the reproduction of archaic models; and,
with his mind full of the early French work he had seen
in the superb library of his uncle, the bibliophile Earl of
Ashburnham, and of the border ballads he had studied
in the congenial atmosphere of Capheaton, he responded
at once to the author of The Defence of Guinevere.
That wonderful volume, rich in promise of perhaps a
greater, certainly a more intense poet than Morris in
fact became, was still unpublished; but certain of the
pieces destined for it were made available to him by
Morris, and his own essays in that kind drew from
Morris the most encouraging praise. But, though this
has seldom been realized by writers on Swinburne, the
Pre-Raphaelite phase was mainly an interruption in the
natural development of Swinburne’s genius.

At the time when the stimulants provided by Morris,
Rossetti, and Burne-Jones began to act on him, he was
voluntarily bound to as curious a literary apprenticeship
as any of which we have record. The lyric instinct:
must have been immensely urgent in him, but with an’
astonishing self-discipline, almost incredible when the
ebullience of his temperament is considered, he was
holding it in check. Not only was he not allowing
himself to be, except at very rare moments, a lyric poet;
he was, for the most part, not allowing himself to be a
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poet at all. What he was working at was the precise
reproduction of Jacobean drama, especially as repre-
§énted by Fletcher; an effort involving, of course,
metrical exercise, but not allowing of any personal
handling of metre, any expression of personal emotion.
From the age of twelve, when he had read an excerpt
from the Duckess of Malfi in Campbell’s anthology,’
he had been an enthusiastic student of as much of the
Elizabethan and Jacobean drama as a boy could lay
hands on. He had become owner of Dyce’s edition of
Marlowe when he was thirteen; he had known Marston,
and, still more surprisingly, Nabbes, from the age of
twelve; and before he was fourteen had read, in whole or
in great part, every considerable dramatist of the period.
His earliest serious ambition had been to do something
in the same line not unworthy of a countryman, as he
afterwards put it, of Marlowe and Webster. In 1848-59,
however, the model, rather oddly, was Fletcher.

In those patient, self-sacrificing mimetic dramas, The
Laws of Corinth (which doubtless had its title from his
predecessor’s piece, The Laws of Candy), Laugh and
Lie Down, and The Loyal Servant, composed between
some early date in 18 §8 and some date in the winter of
18 59-60, Swinburne is found attempting an exceedingly
unusual task. He is not doing what almost all poets
do in early youth; he is not trying to express a personal
sense of the world before he has created a personal style,
and therefore in the manner of an earlier poet. He is
labouring, and that with marvellous success, to repro-
duce both the qualities and the defects, at times even the
spelling, of his model; to produce pieces which in
substance and style, in temper and metrical peculiarities,
shall be simply such as Fletcher might have written but
forgot to write. They have less dramatic worth than
perhaps even the very worst works of the great romantic

Letter from Swinburne to William Poel.
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opportunist; they have not much poetry; but the drama,
what there is of it, is Fletcher’s; the poetry his also; not
a single outburst of modern or distinctively Swinburnian
lyricism being permitted, not the slightest endeavour
being made to avoid any of the blemishes of the master.
By the kindness of Mr. Wise, who owns the manu-
scripts of these plays, I have been enabled to examine
them minutely, and I have not found a single passage,
hardly a separate line, which might not be mistaken for
Fletcher’s. There is, however, one startling qualifica-
tion to be made: The Loyal Servant is less like the
Fletcher of literary history than like what Fletcher
would have been if born twenty or thirty years earlier.
It leaves one with a wild suspicion that the accepted
dates are wrong, and that Beaumont’s partner came to
the achievements we know of by way of a series of
dramas, now lost to us, in which his genius worked more
tentatively on matter less ductile. Swinburne, in this
piece, is not following the actual Fletcher but antici-
pating him.

Apart from these plays, Swinburne in Oxford days,
and perhaps for some few months after he left Oxford,
was producing, not the ebullient lyrical poems we
should expect, but, for the most part, work in the nature
of romantic narrative. Whatever he may have written
before going to Oxford,' in 1858-59 and perhaps part
of 1860, he was ‘writing, besides the imitative dramas,
hardly anything in verse that was not after the model of
simple antique romance with more or less of colour
derived from William Morris. The earliest extant
piece,? “ A Vigil”, is peculiarly interesting because it is
the first draft of the poem afterwards entitled “ The

' The only piece surviving from BEton days is the very immature
and characterless set of verses, ¢ The Triumph of Gloriana”, 1851.

? Original holograph manuscript in Mr. Wise’s collection, the paper
water-marked 1857.
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Leper.” and included in the first series of Poems and

allads. As originally conceived, it was simply the
reverie of a man beside the dead body of the woman he
had loved. In substance it might, perhaps, though
distantly, be compared with an early poem of Rossetti’s,
“ My Sister’s Sleep ”, though there is in it nothing like
Rossetti’s subtlety in rendering sensation,”and might
even, on account of the last of the eight stanzas, retained
in the final version,

“ I am grown blind with all these things,
It may be now she hath in sight
A better knowledge; still there clings
The old question: ‘ Will not God do right?’”

be regarded as a remote, naive echo of something in
Browning. But the general manner of it, so far as it is
not derived from old English poetry at large, is bor-
rowed from Morris. Two or three years later, the
motive of disease, and of the consequent isolation of the
lovers from the world, was worked into it, out of an old
French story,! and the piece was so much rewritten that
only the fifth and the eighth stanzas of the original
survived.

We are still near, perhaps nearer to, Morris in the
piece called “ Rudel in Paradise ”, the manuscript of
which has been inserted by Mr. Wise in a volume
privately printed in 1918, containing the quite distinct
poem, “ The Death of Rudel”. I will quote the first
two stanzas of the former:

“ Is this God’s own house I see
Builded with much gold to be
Like a place of sleep for me?
And always over it

! In the “Annales des Gaules”, 1533: Swinburne’s letter to
Charles Carrington, in Mr. Wise’s collection.



i
B

Ok

ix}

HOLOGRAPH MANUSCRIPI

ORIGINAL

“CA VIGIL






ANTECEDENTS 45

The angels go like birds, and here
Wind blows a noise of singing near
To comfort me, and make me cheer
With singing very sweet.”
So also is some verses written later, presumably in 1859:

‘“ As she sits in her father’s house,
Full many thoughts there lie asleep
Under the patience of her brows,
Under her eyes so dear and deep.
Her father groweth white and thin;
The fame is wasted from his house.
No horseman ride there out and in;
Nought stirs there louder than a mouse.
His life was sound without a sin,
And yet the face looks very sad.
Her heart grows sick and her hands thin;
There comes no love to make her glad.
Pale is she, and too weak to move
But slowly as a hurt bird may,
This is my lady that I love;
And she will die, the people say. . . . ”

Morris is found affecting other work of his also,
*“The Queen’s Tragedy”, which remained in manu-
script from 18§9-60 till printed for private circulation
by Mr. Wise in 1919 in an edition of thirty copies,
being obviously influenced by the elder poet’s ‘ Sir
Peter Harpdon’s End” and * The Haystack in the
Floods ”, though by that time Swinburne’s own
poetical personality has begun to emerge. The in-
fluence of Morris, indeed, is felt everywhere outside the
three early plays, except in those sonnets written in
1859, seven out of eight of which are exact reproduc-
tions of the temper, diction, and style of the sonneteers
of the last years of Elizabeth’s reign, the eighth,
however, being an exercise after Rossetti,
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In the amplest non-dramatic piece of work done by
Swinburne during his Oxford period, *“Queen Yseult”,
which was intended to consist of ten cantos, but of
which only six were actually written, we are still in the
world of mediaeval romance into which Swinburne had,
to some extent, ventured on his own initiative, but
which, from the moment of his contact with Morris to
that of his decision to stand independently, from some
date in 1857 to some in 1860, he gazed upon through
the convention of Morris.

Only one canto, the first, of *“ Queen Yseult”, was
published by Swinburne, in the periodical which his
Oxford set, the * Old Mortality ”’, so called in jesting
reference to the health of some of its members, issued
in 1848, Undergraduate Papers. This magazine, which
is perhaps the most interesting of all such more or
less private productions, is more alluring to the col-
lector of rarities than any except Stockdale’s Budget
John Nichol was the originator and editor of Unrder-
graduate Papers; the motto for it, “ And gladly wolde
we learn and gladly teach ”’, was given him by Birkbeck
Hill, afterwards so distinguished as a Johnsonian
expert; the principal contributors were: George Rankine
Luke, a young man whose early death by drowning cut
short a career of promise, and whose memory was long
cherished by Swinburne; T. H. Green, the philosopher;
A. V. Dicey; Bryce; Swinburne himself. The poet was
modest about ‘““‘ Queen Yseult”, despite the very high
praise lavished on it by Morris.> The poem, however,

! There exist, I believe, only six perfect sets: that owned by
Mr. Wise, who has allowed me to inspect his copy; the Birkbeck
Hill copy, now at Harvard; Mr. Spoer’s copy; the copy formerly
owned by Mr. Forman, sold in New York in 1920 for $725;
Mr. Huntingdon’s copy; and Mr. Falconer Madan’s. The British
Museum possesses only the first two numbers.

* «]In reperusing my cantos, I think they are too imperfect to
-appear for a year or two.”—Swinburne to John Nichol, 1857.
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though too stiff, too deliberately ingenuous, too slow-
moving, to be really characteristic of Swinburne, has
not only considerable merit but a certain small measure
of individuality.!

There is more of the Swinburne we know familiarly
in a piece, one of several attempts towards a poetical
version of Boccaccio made by him in 1848, entitled
“ The White Hind”’. All that remains of the enter-
prise, presumably all that was ever carried out, for
Swinburne, after the burning of his schoolboy verses,
seems never to have destroyed a page of his writing,
consists of versions, the original manuscripts of which
are in Mr. Wise’s collection, of parts of the eighth
and ninth stories, and of the prologue, of the Fourth
Day, and this poem, “ The White Hind ”, which last
was later developed into * The Two Dreams”, and
published in the first series of Poems and Ballads.
Here, though to nothing like the extent to which * The
Two Dreams ", itself not entirely characteristic, reveals
him, we have a recognizable Swinburne. The varia-
tions between the first and the final draft are not un-
instructive, but the two differ so widely after the opening
that comparison is difficult without more space than can
here be allowed, and I content myself with the examina-
tion of the first lines of the two. Taking the third line
of each, we find

“ for the spring,
Has bitter fits of pain to keep her sweet ™

changed into the alliterative

*“ for the spring,
Has flecks and fits of pain to keep her sweet.”

1 There is still more individuality in the piece, also on the subject
of Tristram, entitled ¢ Joyeuse Garde ”, which exists in a holograph
manuscript owned by Mr. Wise; but this was certainly a later
composition,
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The couplet

““ Dead sorrow is not sorrowful to hear
As the harsh noise that comes in weeping were *’

becomes before 1866

* Dead sorrow is not sorrowful to hear
As the thick voice that breaks mid weeping were.”

A little later on in the poem,
*“ The cool thick leaves smelt sweet of rain and dew,”
turns into

“ The leaves smelt sweet and sharp of rain and blew
Sideways with tender wind.”

But we need not wait for the revision of ““ The White
Hind ” to discover Swinburne himself. He is plain in
that unsuccessful, carefully suppressed prize poem,
“ The Death of Sir John Franklin”’; submitted for the
Newdigate of 1858. Naturally, it is not quite the
mature Swinburne that we have there. For its author,
the movement of the verse is not rapid, is a trifle stiff
now and then; and the use of undefined natural symbols
is not yet habitual. But this poem, which would have
been totally lost to us if Admiral Swinburne had not

reserved a copy, now in the British Museum, is no
juvenile performance to be commended as meritorious
for its writer’s age; it is authentic and accomplished
poetry, with many touches of feeling and turns of phrase
thoroughly characteristic of Swinburne, and it would
have done him no discredit if included in the first series
of Poems and Ballads. Take this passage:

“ What praise shall England give these men her friends ?
For while the bays and the large channels flow
In the broad sea between the iron ends
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Of the poised world where no safe sail may be

And for white miles the hard ice never blends
With the chill wasting edges of dull sea,—

And while to praise her green and girdled land
Shall be the same as to praise liberty,—

So long the record of these men shall stand,
Because they chose not life but rather death,
Each side being weighed with a most equal hand,—
Because the gift they had of English breath

They did give back to England for her sake,

Like those dead seamen of Elizabeth,

And those that wrought with Nelson or with Blake,
To do great England service their lives long.”

There are Shakespearean echoes almost everywhere in
the poem, and once or twice a tinge of Pre-Raphaelite
colour, but the movement of the verse is of a noble
originality, the temper of it utterly noble. In it is
begun that praise of great men, that song of honour,
which was to be heard from Swinburne all the remaining
years of his life; a song that was often to be more
vehement, more elaborate, more lavishly enriched with
splendid offerings, but seldom more gravely beautiful.

The academic judges gave the Newdigate prize to
another competitor, Mr. Lathom, subsequently of some
note as a lawyer in India, and Swinburne lost the
chance of securing whatever little attention the out-
side world pays to Oxford prize poets. That he was
sharply disappointed is shown by his endeavour to
conceal the fact that he had ever competed; and his
resentment at the general failure of his University
career, which had been brightened only by his success
in taking the Taylorian scholarship for French and
Italian, and which would almost certainly have cul-
minated in formal expulsion if he had not gone down at
Jowett’s suggestion, is established by the fact that for

E
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years he kept his name on the books, in mere assertion
of his right, without the least intention of return to
Oxford. But he was by no means in haste to justify
himself before the general literary public. To be sure,
he was not driven to write for a living. After some
negotiations from Capheaton, whither he had retired on
leaving Oxford, he was granted by his father an allow-
ance which, according to Sir Edmund Gosse, was eventu-
ally increased to the then quite adequate sum of £400
a year. Later on, his income was much smaller; I have
perused a letter ! from Swinburne stating that he had no
more than £200 a year in 1876 (and could not count on
making as much by the entire body of his then published
writings). But whatever the facts of his financial
position, they are of little importance. If not obliged
to earn a livelihood with his pen, the young Swinburne
might have been expected to be urged by ambition.
Swinburne, however, when he came down from
Oxford and for perhaps nearly four years thereafter was
oddly undecided in purpose. His lyrical production
continued to be scanty.® It may, I think, be assumed
that Swinburne had either not yet understood how pre-
dominantly lyrical his genius was or that he was by sheer
will-power checking the lyrical impulse of which he was

' Letter from Swinburne to Watts-Dunton, dated 22nd January
1876, chiefly with reference to £42 due to him from the Examiner,
the late editor of which, Fox Bourne, had asked him to treat the
amount as a private and personal obligation. It was apparently not
till the Putney days that Swinburne derived any substantial income
from his books.

? Of the sixteen pieces in the first series of Poems and Ballads
which Swinburne, in a letter to his publisher, Chatto, dated 1876,
now in Mr. Wise’s collection, described as “ carly ”, four or five may
have been produced before 1860, but internal evidence and his pre-
occupation with numerous other tasks, in verse and prose, inclines
me to believe that most were written a year or two after that date.
In any event, sixteen poems was not a lavish production for a writer
of Swinburne’s exuberance and with Swinburne’s facility.
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conscious till his other tasks should be completed. His
energy, at any rate, was given chiefly to the completion
of the short play, Rosamund, which he had begun at
Oxford before the end of 1857%,' but which he revised
radically, putting immense labour into it, before its
publication with The Queen Mother in 1860. He was
also, between 1860 and 1863, occupied with the prose
tales which were to have constituted the * Triameron ”
projected by him when he abandoned the already
noticed attempt to render Boccaccio; with translation
and appreciation of Villon, whose ‘“ Complaint of the
Fair Armouress "’ he did into superb verse in 1861, and
on whom he wrote an essay, still in manuscript, in 1863;
with two exceedingly naughty skits on French treat-
ment of English Iife, of which La Fille du Policeman,
1861, survives in the manuscript owned by Mr. Wise,
though the preposterous drama?® which presented Lord
John Russell as the too warmly favoured lover of Queen
Victoria exists no longer, having been destroyed under
Watts-Dunton’s urging; and on the composition, from
1862, of Border Ballads.?

! Letter from Swinburne to Edwin Hatch, dated 17th February
1858, stating that the play is admired by Morris, and is “verging on
a satisfactory completion . When under tuition by Stubbs, the
historian and future Bishop of Oxford, at Navestock in 1859, Swin-
burne read him an ecarly draft of Rosamund, was dismayed by his
mild objections to its moral tone, tore up the manuscript, and then
sat up all night reconstructing the piece. So the story goes. But
the existing manuscript is certainly not the work of one night.

* Its title was La Saur de la Reine, as recorded in a letter, in
Mr. Wise’s collection, written by W. M. Rossett1 to Watts-Dunton
shortly after Swinburne’s death,

3 Swinburne wrote no Border Ballads of his own till, probably in
consequence of the appearance of Aytoun’s Ballads of Scotland, 1861,
he most unnecessarily and unfortunately abandoned the edition of
Ballads of the English Border on which he had been employed from
1859 to 1861. His intense sympathy with the spirit of the ballads,
and the great independence and sure feeling for primitive diction
shown by him in the reconstruction of the texts, make it most
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It was, apparently, as a dramatist, as a writer of
romantic tales after Boccaccio and of short satiric novels
and dramas which should at once expose the ignorance
of French novelists and flutter British prudery, as a
translator, and as an editor and unservile imitator of the
makers of border ballads, that Swinburne, from his
twenty-third to his twenty-fifth year, conceived of
himself, not, except secondarily, as the lyrist he was
later to prove. Dramatic ambition, it need not be said,
remained with him till at the very end of life he pub-
lished, in 1908, the Duke of Gandia. The ambition of
the novelist died down only very slowly. He returned
again and again to that strange, still unpublished novel,
in prose with incidental verse, Lesbia Brandon, between
1859 and 1867, had it set up in type in 1877, and
presumably would have issued it then if it had not been
for the extraordinary confusion of the manuscript
delivered to the printers and Watts-Dunton’s inability
to find the four missing chapters. A Year's Leters,'
issued serially in 1877, was revised and published as a
book in 190§, some forty years after the inception of
that acute, ironical study of temperaments. As a
translator, too, he brooded for years over projects as
ambitious as almost any that could present themselves
to artists in this kind with the much ampler freedom
from the original work of a Frere or a FitzGerald. The
intention of doing the whole of Villon into English was
with him from 1861 to somewhere near 1877, when he
expressed to Norman McColl, Editor of the Athenacum,

lamentable that this work was not completed. The skill with which
he made “ The Jew’s Daughter ”’ out of the various ballads of Hugh of
Lincoln and the unhesitating recognition by him of the great poetic
worth of “ The broom blooms bonnie and says it is fair ” are extra-
ordinary in so young an editor.

! The original holograph manuscript, owned by Mr. Wise, is on
paper bearing watermarks from 1862 to 1866; but there was some
subsequent revision.
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his willingness to allow certain of the renderings to
appear in that paper though he had always meant, he
said, to hold them back till they could be issued with
the essay he had begun in 1863. He was also, though be-
tween quite what dates I have not been able to ascertain,
pondering the translation, whether of choruses or of
whole plays, of his beloved Aristophanes, * the half
divine humorist in whose incomparable genius the
highest qualities of Rabelais were fused and harmonized
with the supremest gifts of Shelley ”.

Swinburne, it must be repeated, was slow to realize
that his genius was pre-eminently fitted for the pro-
duction of such lyrical poetry as he wrote in abundance
between 1864 and 1878, and with less frequent success
to the end of his life. The point has not, I think, been
made in any critical study of his career, but I am con-
vinced, after careful examination of his early work and
of his correspondence, that his realization of his true bent
would have been delayed for several more years if the
first series of Poems and Ballads had not created a public
sensation extremely stimulating to his mischievous and
defiant nature, and if events in Italy, the country of his
adoration, and contact with Mazzini had not aroused in
him an enthusiasm for which even his lyrical poetry was
a barely sufficient outlet.

But all this was in the future, though not far off. In
the early ’sixties he was, to those outside this circle of
friends who knew of him at all, a young man of very
peculiar appearance and very unusual enthusiasms, who
was writing, prose mostly, for the Spectator and who
was consorting with the still rather mysterious Pre-
Raphaelites. Good and gifted Mr. Hutton of that
respectable paper had admitted his chivalrous and
admirably argued defence of George Meredith’s Modern
Love, and even his long review of the great French poet
whose name, spelled wrongly, was to be later on a journ-
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alistic term of abuse. The readers of the Spectator had
been allowed to peruse the eulogy of Baudelaire. They
had even, with Mr. Hutton’s acquiescence, had inflicted
on them the critic’s own poem, ‘“ Faustine . But some-
thing the vicarages of England were spared. When
Swinburne, who had invented an English poet, Ernest
Wheldrake, at Oxford, in order to review his poems in
Undergraduate Papers, proceeded to create those de-
plorable decadents, Félicien Cossu and Ernest Clouét,
and to use his own extremely clever and excessively
naughty French verses as a pretext for wagging a moral
and mournful head over their sins, Mr. Hutton pro-
tested. It was not that he suspected a hoax, but that he
was perturbed by his reviewer’s tone in condemnation.
“ There is a tone of raillery about it ’, Hutton wrote!
to Swinburne when the Clouét review was in type,
* which, I think one should hardly use to pure obscenity.
I confess your tone on Art is a little unintelligible to me.
What is poetry and Art? Are they all ‘ flowers’? Are
they all to be judged by smell and sight?” A letter
which you can see Swinburne reading, his impish little
body quivering with mirth. May it have consoled him
in some degree for the failure of Clouét to get beyond
that stage of the proof * which is no guarantee of
acceptance ”’!

Cossu and Clouét closed the Specrator to Swinburne,
and since nothing came of a proposal that IMoxon should
found a literary periodical for him to edit, he remained
without any means of reaching the public that reads
reviews until, much later, Morley opened to him the
pages of the Fortnightly.

But by now, with lapse of time and under the stimulus
%{'rovided by D. G. Rossetti, in whose house, 16 Cheyne

alk, Chelsea, he had gone to live in 1862, Swinburne

! Letter from Hutton, dated 16th December 1862, to Swinburne
in Mr, Wise’s collection.
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was finding himself. He was at various periods during
the next two years at work on the first play of the great
trilogy devoted to Mary Queen of Scots, Chastelard,
with which he had made some sort of beginning before
leaving Oxford, and which had occupied him off and
on since 1860.!

He was producing also, in what order it is impossible
to say, but with rapidity, for all but sixteen of the pieces
seem to have been composed in 1862-1865, the first
series of Poems and Ballads. And, at some date in the
summer of 1863, which he spent in Cornwall with
Inchbold, the painter, he had made a beginning with
Atalanta in Calydon; it was finished while he was staying,
from October of that year to February 1864, in the Is%c
of Wight with his aunt, Lady Mary Gordon, and her
daughter.

Meanwhile, that rather too placid literary society
which he was presently to startle had begun to be aware
of him. Probably through his friend Pauline, Lady
Trevelyan, for eight years, from 1848 to her death, his
wisest helper, he had received in 1860 an introduction
to Lord Houghton, then, as Monckton Milnes, a
dominating figure in those circles in which men of
letters mingled with people of fashion. *The Young
Man’s Guide ", as Swinburne called him, had hastened
to acquaint the young poet with various persons of
literary celebrity. Thus at Houghton’s town or
country house he met with some frequency not only
Ruskin, whom he had known through Lady Trevelyan
for some time, but Browning, Matthew Arnold, Herbert
ggcncer, Froude, and G, H. Lewes. Houghton, whom

rlyle wished to establish as President of the Heaven
and Hell Amalgamation Society, was a lion-hunter with
catholic tastes, and experience of his hospitality must

! Letter from Swinburne to Lord Houghton dated October
1860: “I have done some more work to Chastelard.”’
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have been broadening in its effect on Swinburne. The
point here, however, is that certain of these new
acquaintances spread reports about Swinburne which
prepared alike for the triumph and the scandal that
followed in 1866.

Few can have been indifferent to the strange person-
ality presented to them. The appearance, the con-
versation, of the young poet were much too extraordinary
to escape attention. Just under five feet five inches in
height, slightly built, with markedly sloping shoulders,
and with a neck that seemed at once too thick for those
shoulders and barely adequate to support the magnifi-
cent head with its weight of dense, fiery hair, Swinburne
was an astonishment to the eye. Art had nearly antici-
pated his features in Uccello’s picture of Galeazzo
Malatesta at the battle of Sant’ Egidio; nature was
nearly to match them in the person of M. Paderewski;
but in general effect, as in some curious details, he was
unlike any other man of whom we have record. The
great beautifully shaped forehead; the strange, level,
grey-blue-green eyes, full of abstract passion; the
narrowing underface and weak, subtle, sensual mouth,
the mouth of one in whom sensual competence never
matched sensual desire; something elfin and something
bird-like in the appearance of the vivid, tremulous
creature; with the alternation of barely sane exaltation
and barely human mischievousness, of an excitement
that could set him darting and fluttering about the room
and of an almost trance-like immobility in which only
the flash of the eyes and the quivering of the lips
revealed the inner energy; the voice that fluted so
beautifully till anger or rapture carried it up into a
scream; the disconcerting screech of the laugh which
announced what fools these mortals be: these could not
but surprise, charm, shock, and infuriate people who
saw him often enough to have experience of all his moods
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and idiosyncrasies yet not often enough to grow accus-
tomed to them.

And his conversation, though it at once commanded
respect by the speaker’s evident familiarity with five
literatures, and at its best could not but stimulate by
the generosity of its enthusiasms and amuse by its wit,
must frequently have agitated his audience by its
mutinous tone, the audacious irony with which it treated
the institutions of British respectability, the extrava-
gance of the claims it confidently made for poets and
artists either little known to the hearers or profoundly
suspected by them.

Above all, those who met him in these years, 1860-
1865, like so many who have read him since, were at a
loss to conjecture the source of all those rhapsodies
and invectives. Where his opinions were not sum-
marily rejected as fantastic or perverse they were taken
literally, crudely, separately, as, by the most of us, they
have continued to be taken. For example, his strong,
and sometimes preposterously enunicated, republicanism
was, and still usually is, supposed to be simply a
passionate preference for a particular type of political
machinery; and his toleration of existing British institu-
tions, his eventual readiness to celebrate the jubilee of
* a blameless queen ”’ and eagerness to resent a Russian
insult to her, have been regarded as inconsistent. It
has even, and quite lately by a writer of no ordinary
ability, been contended that Swinburne should have
championed the Boer States, since they were republics,
instead of releasing his invectives against them in 1899.
It did not dawn on those who met him in the early
’sixties, and something still hides it from most of those
who read him now, that Swinburne’s republic was a
spiritual institution. Swinburne’s republic, it cannot
too soon or too emphatically be said, exists only in our
retrospective and idealizing vision of Athens, our



58 A STUDY OF SWINBURNE

reading of his Erechtheus, and our hope for some remote
future. Again, the remarkable people gathered at
Lord Houghton’s table, listening with amazement to
the fiery-haired little youth who poured forth such floods
of eloquence with fluttering, distracting gestures, hardly
guessed what lay behind and beneath his passionate
conviction that, for the artist at any rate, in a deeper
sense than Marvell’s,

 All beauty, when at such a height,

Is so already consecrate,”

the conviction that liberty is the condition of the only
millennium conceivable in Swinburne’s philosophy, the
complete self-realization of man, and, with all this, an
impish delight in the most luckily necessary enterprise
of clearing the way for liberty by the subversion of so
many admirable, atrophied conventions. They took his
political revolt too superficially, his sensual revolt at
once not seriously enough and too seriously.

Society was still; in the main, aristocratic in leader-
ship, if not to any great extent in composition. That
Swinburne was revolutionary was, therefore, no obstacle
to understanding.  Aristocracies, having produced
nine out of every ten valid revolutionaries, can always
understand a revolutionary of any high type. That he
mocked at respectability was no hindrance, for an
aristocracy is always more or less antinomian. It was
not at this stage that Swinburne was to feel the opposi-
tion of bourgeois prejudices. It was, simply, that the
secret core of his convictions, the base from which he
operated, the mainspring of his revolt, was not per-
ceived. His wit, roguishness, excitability, helping, he
was pretty generally taken to be irresponsible.

And, as we have already noticed, there were facts
about him which discouraged the inquiry whether the
sources of all that eloquence might not lie deeper than
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in the moods of the moment. Constitutionally in-
capable of carrying more than a glass of light wine,
Swinburne was apt, without anything that for the
normal man would have approached excess, to be-
come a speaker whose enthusiasms might be referred
to Bacchus rather than Apollo. Further, he was the
victim of nervous trouble. From early childhood he
had been liable to an agitation in which he would very
curiously strain down his arms, with the gestures of one
who was seeking to touch the ground with his fingers
without bending the body or of one who, having fallen
into a hole, was trying to lift himself out of it with stiff
arms. Members of his family always contended that it
was this dragging down of the shoulders that gave them
their very marked slope. But, whatever the effect on
his figure, his health had been little affected till 1863 by
the frequent spasms in which he pressed downwards with
his rigid little arms, his fingers working convulsively. In
that year he had the first of those mysterious epileptiform
seizures which would cause him to fall to the ground
and lie there as if dead, but from which he would
emerge, it sometimes seemed, the better for his dreadful
experience. Some of these attacks were witnessed by
many, and in their minds there was no doubt that the
vehemence of Swinburne, when not due to wine, pro-
ceeded from a morbid condition of his nervous system.

His brilliance, his exquisite courtesy when he was not
carried away by resentment of some slight to his idols,
the very real dignity of his usual attitude, the sound
sense which he could and quite often did show, did not
fail to win him some new friends and supporters in these
years, but in the absence of any solid proof of intellec-
tual and emotional self-mastery, many others besides
Meredith feared that he was destined to notoriety

ined by a fitful display of talents rather than to the
ame earned by positive and ample achievement.
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The appearance of Atalanta in Calydon, in April 1863,
temporarily allayed doubts and suspicions. It has been
customary to say that it took the public by storm, but
that is an exaggeration. The first edition, it is true,
‘was at once exhausted, but it consisted of no more than
one hundred copies, and the second edition sold at no
rapid rate. However, Atalanta aroused enthusiasm far
outside Swinburne’s own circle; the reviewers were
virtually unanimous; and there were very few acknow-
ledged judges who would have disputed Ruskin’s
summing up— the grandest thing ever done by a
youth, though it is Demoniac youth.” The final
epithet indicates a reservation made in several quarters.
Extraordinarily beautiful as the tragedy on the Greek
model was declared to be, with its stately and novel
blank verse, its rapturous and still more novel lyrical
choruses, some of those who praised it were perturbed
by the temper it revealed. The arraignment of the
Gods, Hebraic rather than Greek in its spirit, far from
seeming to have been dictated by dramatic necessity,
appeared to be the result of the poet’s personal desire to
make an opportunity for it. There was, too, a kind of
delicate excess in many passages, very delightful to
some tastes, less so to others, but in any event pointing
'to something unstable and un-English in its author.
Chastelard, which had been seven years in preparation,
followed speedily; and though it had no mutinous
questioning of the Gods, it had very much more of that
excessive way of dealing with sensation, and for subject
a suicidal passion, perfectly clear-eyed and yet inflexibly,
even delightedly, set on its ruinous course. Not one in
a hundred of the readers Chastelard found can have
realized, for all contemporary conditions were un-
favourable to such realization, with what imaginative
fidelity to the truth Swinburne had revived the romantic
emotional modes of his chosen period. They had been
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accustomed by Tennyson and others to seeing the
persons of mediaeval legend or Renaissance history
endowed with the virtues and circumscribed by the
moral preferences of Victorian English gentlefolk, and
they could but gasp incredulously at this play in which
love, instead of being an honest sentiment operative
under sanction of the conscience, is a devouring madness,
and the hero an epicure of its sensations content to pay
for them with his life.

But worse, much worse, was to come; and, un-
fortunately, towards the end of this time a good many
people knew it. In 1864 Swinburne, whose residence
in Cheyne Walk, though broken by the visit to Italy
during which he had laid the dedication of Aralanta
before Landor, and by other absences, had tired both
Rossetti and Meredith, had moved to rooms of his own,
at first at 124 Mount Street, later to 22a Dorset
Street. He had done nothing very shocking in Cheyne
Walk, merely irritated Rossetti by leaping or fluttering
about the studio during his ecstatic recitations and
Meredith by emulation in epigram and by sliding down
the banisters of the staircase. He had not deserved the
somewhat abrupt intimation that Rossetti wanted the
whole house for himself, an abruptness that was re-
called to mind years later when the breach with
Rossetti came. But the point is that Swinburne was now:
making acquaintances outside those circles in which the
Pre-Raphaelites and Lord Houghton’s friends were
respectively the principal figures. For a surprising’
length of time he had been content with the sympathy
of a very few auditors or readers. Now;, living in his own
rooms and accepting overtures from outside those
groups, he was letting others know that there was very
explosive matter in him. He was getting into contact
with younger and less distinguished and less critical
persons, where there was no slangy, authoritative
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correction from the sympathetic but very candid Rossetti,
no growl of friendly but emphatic dissent from Morris,
no worldly warning from Lord Houghton. He recited
“ Dolores ”’ to a number of these new admirers, and
under the influence of the poem, of the flute-like voice,
of the strange, convulsive gestures, of the rapt face, the
wonderful eyes, the fiery halo of hair, they sank to their
knees in worship. A thrilling tableau, but rumours of
the appearance of the divinity in the guise of the devil
were not likely to prepare a smooth way for the forth-
coming poems.

Meanwhile, Lord Houghton, genuinely anxious to
help, and at certain earlier stages truly helpful to
Swinburne, had injudiciously begun a kind of referen-
dum on the question whether the poet should or should
not publish the pieces constituting the first series of
Poems and Ballads. Palgrave appears to have been
consulted; Rossetti, Burne-Jones, Whistler, and Burton
certainly were. The matter was talked about to weari-
ness, and there was probably a good deal of leakage.
Lord Houghton, in an access of benevolent officiousness,
submitted the volume, without the poet’s authority, to
Murray, by whom it was rejected with speed and vigour.
With the best intentions, everything was done, said, and
looked that would arouse expectation of a great scandal.

The sole gain to the poet was the securing of the
rather unexpected and decidedly influential, though in
the event not very active, support of Ruskin. Having
listened in Dorset Street toa ‘ceftain number of the
pieces, Ruskin accepted their paganism with * frank-
ness ”’. But it is improbable that the poems read to him
included * Anactoria ”’, or * Dolores ”’, or

“To say of Shame—what is it?
Of Virtue—we can miss it,
Of Sin—we can but kiss it,
And it’s no longer sin.”
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After the appearance of the book Ruskin, generous,
affectionate, as we have seen, was a good deal taken
aback.

George Meredith was anxious on the eve of publica-
tion, and there exists a letter in which he warned
Swinburne:

“ As to the Poems . . . if they are not yet in the
press, do be careful of getting your reputation firmly
grounded. For I have heard ‘ low mutterings ’ already
from the lion of British prudery; and I, who love your
verse, would play savagely with a knife among the
proofs for the sake of your fame; and because I want to
see you take the first place, as you may, if you will.”

Pauline, Lady Trevelyan, the wisest and most con-
sistently helpful of his women friends till her death in
1866, shortly before the publication of the Poems and
Ballads, was writing to him even more solicitously:?!

“ Now, do, if it is only for the sake of living down
evil reports, do be wise in which of your lyrics you
publish. . . . Itis not worth while, for the sake of two
or three poems to risk the widest circulation of the
whole. You have sailed near enough to the wind in all
conscience in having painted such a character for a hero
as your Chastelard, slave to a passion for a woman he
despises, whose love (if one can call it love) has no
element of chivalry or purity in it; whose devotion to
her is much as if a man should set himself to be crushed
before Juggernaut, cursing him all the while for a
loathsome despicable idol. . . . Don’t give people a
handle against you now.”

The poet’s friends, with few exceptions, were
tremulous with anxiety, but the most of them had no

! Holograph letter from Pauline, Lady Trevelyan, to Swinburne,
dated 6th December 1865, in Mr., Wise’s collection.
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clear idea of the probable occasions of offence. They
suggested or acquiesced in a preliminary test of the
public’s endurance being made with so comparatively
innocuous a poem as ‘‘ Laus Veneris”, in which the
questionable matter might be supposed to have been
made obligatory by the legend. That piece was
accordingly issued by Moxon ‘“a few months " ! before
the main volume appeared, but as the edition was very
small and most of the copies seem to have been given
away to friends, it is difficult to see how it can have
tested the forbearance of the general public. Certainly,
it remained unknown to those whose complacency was
presently to be so disturbed by the Poems and Ballads,
and who, under the rush and blare and blaze of that
incursion into their tame garden and drowsy atmo-
sphere were to develop so unprecedented a panic.

Their rallied forces could not frighten the young
intruder, who kept his suddenly won place on the
desecrated and abruptly unpeopled lawn, and was no
whit abashed when Morley, under cover of anonymity,
called him ““a fiery imp from the pit ”’, * the libidinous
laureate of a pack of satyrs”. But Morley alone
sufficed to scare his publisher into retreat. The notorious
unsigned criticism by Morley appeared in the Saturday
Review of the 4th August 1866; Moxon, as represented
by Payne, next day notified the cessation of supplies of
the book to the trade. The effects of Morley’s article
and of Payne’s craven action were felt by Swinburne
to the end of his life.

Sir Edmund Gosse, who, with so many other critical
gifts, has an extraordinary instinct for the detection of
the external influences which shape literary reputations,
has dwelt with emphasis on the immediate consequences

* Swinburne’s own statement. There is no other evidence of the
date of issue. The type is apparently that used for Moxon’s edition
of the Poems and Ballads, in which the piece was included,
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of the notice in the Saturday Review. The most of us
take a perverse pleasure in dilating on the crimes of our
peccant ancestors, but, I will ask the reader to believe,
1t is not through the journalistic equivalent of that sort
of piety that the obscurest Saturday Reviewer of to-day
attaches to Morley’s attack even more importance than
Sir Edmund has done. Its appearance was one of the
greatest misfortunes of Swinburne’s career,

It appeared before the offending volume of poems was
generally on sale in the bookshops. Payne’s cowardice
arrested supplies next day, and the reading public was
largely without the means of forming its own opinion.
Meanwhile other papers commented on the Poems and
Ballads only by echoing the Saturday. Ten, twenty,
thirty years later the phrases brought up against Swin-
burne were almost invariably those which had been
quoted with fierce disapproval by the Saturday Re-
viewer; and to this day, as far as I am aware, there has
never been public condemnation of those which escaped
him, as, for instance, the supremely audacious allusion to
perhaps the most candidly physical love-lyric in Catullus.

But it may be doubted if Swinburne fully foresaw how
Morley’s attack, repeated by so many others at the time,
and then reproduced in paragraphs at third or fourth
hand for years to come on the lower levels of criticism,
would prejudice his future even after he had abandoned
the themes and modified the methods to which Morley
so strongly objected. Though this does not seem to
have been observed even by recent writers on Swinburne,
Morley’s article, in the reverberations to which it gave
rise, did more than bring down on his head in the
middle ’sixties the wrath of those who were by tempera-
ment the enemies of sensuality and extravagance; it
made it certain that, decades later, the born admirers of
Swinburne’s earlier verse should lament disproportion-
ately over the serener and aloofer lyrics of his oﬁi age,

F
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Presently there was a lull in the storm, but it had by
no means blown over. The malignant and pseudonym-
ous Robert Buchanan was to come, with his essay on
“ The Fleshly School of Poetry ”’; Mortimer Collins,
whose hostility to Swinburne has escaped notice, but
was pronounced and hurtful, was to appear; and there
were periodically to be journalistic echoes of Morley’s
article. Swinburne, to be sure, was finding supporters.
The youth of England was largely with him, and at
Oxford and Cambridge copies of the Poems and Ballads
were accepted in certain sets of *‘ golden books of spirit
and sense ”’, and paid the compliment of being mingled
with other explosives in g§th of November fires. The
poet had homage nearer home also, as he recorded with
ecstasy; a young cousin of his suffered the extreme
penalty of birching rather than comply with tutorial
orders to leave the magical volume unread:

“ 1 must say though I was sorry for him, I was much
tickled (otherwise tickled than he was, and elsewhere) at
the idea of the blood from a young disciple having
already watered the roots of the Church planted by me;
and we know that ‘ Sanguis martyrum semen (so to
speak) ecclesie.” ”

But, with Burton and Whistler abroad and Lord
Houghton assuming a kind of neutrality, Swinburne
felt somewhat solitary. Refreshing himself, after the
over-excitement of his life in L.ondon, by a sojourn in
Wales with a new friend, George Powell, he began,
however, to prepare for a further assault on British
prudery which was to take shape in a novel, Balzacian
to a certain extent, with inlaid poems; he began to ponder
the eventually completed, never published, Lesbia
Brandon, which was meant to scare Mrs. Grundy out of
her remaining wits. Meanwhile his old political
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enthusiasm, quickened by contact with Mazzini,' was
issuing in A Song of Italy, completed before he met
Mazzini, but dedicated to him with profound reverence.

Though Swinburne probably did not realize it, he had
been labelled already and so far as the general public was
concerned permanently. Five of his greatest works,
Songs before Sunrise, the second series of Poems and
Ballads, Bothwell, Erechtheus, Tristram of Lyonesse,
were still to come, but his poetical character was popu-
larly fixed. Atalanta in Calydon was to remain the most
generally honoured of his achievements; that first book
of poems and ballads, the most notorious; the eulogies
and objections heard in the middle ’sixties were to be
repeated, with diminishing energy, for the next forty
years.

! Swinburne was introduced to him by that odd journalist,
Purnell, through Karl Blind, in accordance with an amiable con-
spiracy between Jowett and the future Earl of Carlisle, who both
wished to divert him from the exclusive worship of the more startling
pagan deitics,



Chapter IV
LAUS VENERIS

honest sentiment, without fear, except the fear that
it will not be returned, without doubt, except the
lover’s doubt of his worthiness, without more power
over the lover than his conscience gladly allows to it, and
the coming of it is by no means the approach of a
desired enemy terrible with banners. But in classical
poetry, in certain great instances, and not infrequently in
the modern poetry of Latin peoples, love is a disease or an
insanity, a fever of which the victim would not be quit if
he could, an enthusiasm for that which the intellect may
scorn and the possession of which may be more ruinous
than its loss. The examples range from the ods et amo of
Catullus to the duel of sex in Baudelaire’s sonnet. We
have not much to put beside these things, but we have
something: certain of the sonnets of Shakespeare,
several poems of Donne, in a way some passages of the
less familiar Coventry Patmore, some passages out of
Meredith’s Modern Love, some slighter and more per-
verse pieces by Mr. Arthur Symons. Two or three
other English poets might be partially brought into the
argument: the Keats of the letters and poems to Fanny
Brawne; Browning sometimes; Rossetti perhaps.
Much as they differ from each other, in qualities and
in rank, these are poets in whom, at times, love is not
what the English mind ordinarily recognizes as love.
The Shakespeare of the sonnets remains enigmatic, and
not only because the identity of the friend, of the dark
lady, is uncertain. Donne is that disconcerting poet who
63

IN English poetry, for the most part, love is an
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writes, alternately, the most minutely truthful poetry of
lust and the most minutely truthful poetry of tran-
scendental love that we have, and the average English
mind has never been at ease about his sensual ardours
and sick revulsions and inhuman superiority to the flesh.
Patmore is another contradiction, the most sacred of our
modern poets with a quite unholy knowledge of the way
love as a sensation comes and goes along the nerves.
1Raossetti is sensual and mystical, obviously Latinate.
iKgats, with all the fevered fainting and luxury of his
imagined lovers, has seemed as unmanly in one way as
the cry of his hysterical jealousy made him seem in
another way in his personal poems of love.

For the typical English mind there is something the
matter with all these poets in such portions of their work
as come into this argument. They seem love-sick rather
than in love; or they are too fantastical about love; or
slaves to a love which, condemned by their intellects,
should have no power over them; or they are confusing
love and lust; or they are the prisoners of their own
perversity. There is something else the matter with
‘Shelley, who_is.almost sexless, and who grows dizzy in
his flight into some region in which he can

*““ Nurse the image of unfelt caresses,
Till dim imagination just possesses
The half-created shadow .

And, certainly, from the average English point of view,
fthere is something very serious the matter with Swin-
burne, who stands between some of those other paets
and Shelley.

Love comes to Swinburne as cerebral excitement,
with the metres throbbing in his head. He is extremely
sensual, but with a sensuality very curiously mental and
$elf-sufficing. The love poetry of Browning, subtle as

—— o
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it often is in introspection, is eminently the poetry of the
relation, desired or achieved or destroyed, between two
individuals. But in Swinburne, with an exception or
two to be noticed hereafter, there is hardly any sense of
such relationship. He may superficially be almost as
physical as Donne, but he has no fear that * else a great
Prince in prison lies”’: he will ““ nurse the image of unfelt
caresses ”’ with an ecstasy that needs no sharing.
Though experience as well as imagination went to the
making of the first series of Poems and Ballads, Swin-
burne was perfectly justified when, in the beautiful
dedication to Burne-Jones, he wrote of his loves as
*“ daughters of dreams and of stories’. Almost all the
energies and languors of love in that intoxicating
volume are such as can come only to a man whose love
is given to a creature of the imagination or to the mere
idea of an actual woman, the raptures and dejections
being unhindered, unhelped, by anything outside him-
self, in the independent volition of a loved human being.
In a sense very modern in his conception of love, though
with a modernity partly as old as Catullus, he is alto-
gether free from that anxiety, of having trusted all
to after all a stranger, which was torture to Keats, and in
one way or another has harassed so many Latinate,
decadent lovers.

* Toujours ce compagnon dont le ceur n’est pas sur!”’

But he has really yielded nothing to her keeping. He
sings often enough of the insecurity of love, but, singu-
larly, without fear or cynicism. Whether it be in that
song ‘‘ At Parting "—

*“ Now let him pass, and the myrtles make way for us;
Love can but last in us here at its height
For a day and a night "—
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or in the verses he inscribed in the album of Adah Isaacs
Menken '—

‘“ Combien de temps, dis, la belle,
Dis, veux-tu m’étre fidéle >—
Pour une nuit, pour un jour,
Mon amour.

L’amour nous flatte et nous touche
Du doigt, de I’ceil, de la bouche,
Pour un jour, pour une nuit,

Et s’en fuit "—

the impermanence of love is accepted, with no more
regret, as a rule, than a man may f};el at the passing of
any fine sensation. The experience is in itself enough,
or too much:

{* A month or twain to live on honeycomb
. Is pleasant; but one tires of scented time.”

This lover, having his memory of what was, is but little
moved generally by the thought that it will or will not be
again, and rarely is he concerned, and then only out of
curiosity, to wonder what the experience may seem to
the beloved.

An entirely human, not wholly self-regarding love
comes into the love poetry of Swinburne perhaps only
once, in one of the most beautiful and much the most
personal of all the poems, * The Triumph of Time ”. It
was composed in Northumberland in 1862, and is
strictly written out of experience. Shortly before that

' They were not written for her, though the contrary has often
been asserted. Swinburne merely took them from his unpublished
novel, Lesbia Brandon, when in 1867-68 he was called upon to con-
tribute to Adah’s album. In 1883, in the Pall Mal! Gazette, in a
moment of forgetfulness, he denied the authorship of the lines, but
they are in the manuscript and in the unique proof of Lesbia
Brandon owned by Mr. Wise,
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date he had become acquainted with Sir John Simon,
whose wife was one of Ruskin’s most intimate friends
and one of the firmest early supporters of Burne-Jones.
At their house he had met and instantly fallen in love
with their niece and adopted daughter, Miss Jane
Faulkner, familiarly known as “ Boo ”. He had written
to her verses, of which an unpublished set entitled *“ To
Boo ” survives and has been read by me. The lines are
of no great poetic merit, but tender and with a wistful
tentativeness:

v You should love me a little, my one love,
One love for a week and a day,
For either has hardly begun love,
For the space of a sickle-sweep, say.
Suppose we should settle to try love,
It may be as sweet as its fame;
Set your love again beside my love
They may be so nearly the same.”

She had been gracious to him; had given him flowers,
for which he was always delicately avid; had played
music to him, and though, like most poets, he was
ignorant of music, he had been even more deeply
affected by it than he was later by the singing of Mrs.
Sartoris at Vichy, which he celebrated in enthusiastic
verse nearly thirty years after hearing it. Carried away
on some occasion, Swinburne had proposed to Miss
Faulkner, prematurely, and she, no doubt out of mere
nervousness, had burst into laughter. There had
followed the kind of scene to be expected when Swin-
burne thought himself derided; and he had flung away
to his favourite Northumberland, where anger quickly
died down, and where he produced * The Triumph of
Time ”.

It has one of the finest stanzaic forms in Swinburne,
and, what is rarer than beauty or originality of stanza
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construction in this poet, the form is exactly appropriate,
with a kind of buoyant yet weighty recoil on itself as of a
baffled wave. But the point for us here is that desire in
this poem is for something truly human, the possession
of which would have yielded a natural content and the
loss of which matters to the heart, not merely to nerves
insatiable of sensation. It is the nearest that Swinburne
ever got to the expression of what people in general
understand as love, but everywhere it has his own poetic
idiosyncrasy stamped upon it, nowhere more clearly or
with nobler effect than in the miraculous verses which
describes the poet turning for consolation, inevitably, to
the sea and soothed by anticipation of a life made one
with the life of great waters. And ‘ The Triumph of
Time " has another distinction, among so many poems
that acknowledge no limit, that cry out for subtler,
fiercer, and more prolonged delight than life can yield, or
proclaim an eternity of pain; it admits, and owes much
of its pathos to admitting, that a term is set to passion
and grief.

7

“ And grief shall endure not for ever, I know,

As things that are not shall these things be;

We shall live through seasons of sun and of snow,
And none be grievous as they to me.

We shall hear, as one in a trance that hears,

The sound of time, the rhyme of the years;
Wrecked hope and passionate pain will grow

As tender things of a spring-tide sea.”

There is another piece in the first series of Poems and
Ballads which presents love, not as an isolated sensual
ecstasy, but through the defined relation of two lovers.
“ Félise ” is the utterance of a man to a woman he loved
and loves no more, who did not love him then and has
learned to love him now. The two personalities are
kept dimmer than they would have been in Browning,
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but they are adequately suggested, and there is a setting
for their emotions, not particularized, for that was never
the mature Swinburne’s way, but brought before us
with his peculiar feeling for the needs of the poem as a
whole, as in that line which summons up “a fire of
flowers and glowing grass ”. With no more than the
memory of desire left in him, the man can muse quietly,
wistfully, without rebellion, on the impermanence of
love. His thoughts are allowed to wander a little too
widely, but they circle back to the mystery of passing
passion through many delicately beautiful and musical
ways of return.

And there is one other poem in Swinburne, con-
siderably later in date of composition, expressive of a
deeper experience than that of ““ Félise ”’, which is also
a poem of definite relationship in love. I refer to that
deeply felt, pitilessly clear-eyed, severely and intricately
wrought masterpiece, ‘“ At a Month’s End ”, in the
second series of Poems and Ballads. It is a study of pro-
found incompatibility. The man who speaks in it has
loved a splendid soulless creature, without illusion, and
knows that neither can hold the other. He will not
allow himself to be deluded by sentimentality into the
belief that he can change her, or she change him.

! For a new soul let whoso please pray,

" We are what life made us, and shall be.
For you the jungle and me the sea-spray,
And south for you and north for me.”

That panther-like woman must be accepted simply for
what she is, or left wholly alone, and he is leaving her, at
a month’s end, on a night of marvellously evoked storm
in the world and in their hearts—

“ Our hearts were full of windy weather,
Clouds and blown stars and broken light.”
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But this one thing he throws her, his song as a feather
of a tameless seabird, which, in the magnificently
imagined circumstances of her after-loving, may fall on
her fiery sleep as the northern sea-mew’s on tropic sands.
The hold on the situation, the resolute masculine
recognition of its true nature, no less than the curious
compression of the endlessly undulating verse, as if each
line were overtaken before its natural subsidence, give
this poem, to my mind, a place with * Hertha " and
‘“ Ave atque Vale ”’, among the very highest of its
author’s achievements.

But it is not of such poems as ““ The Triumph of
Time ", ““ Félise ”’, and ““ Ata Month’s End ” that any
reader thinks first at a mention of Swinburne the
amorist; rather of those pieces in which the poet,
fevered with an abstract excitement, is the celebrant of
an uncircumstanced, unrestrained passion for figures of
which he realizes hardly anything but the sex. Morley
and others in the ’sixties threw at this Swinburne the
reproach of boyishness; we may call this part of his work
boyish without any implication that it has puerile
pruriency in it. Shelley’s love is often enough a boy’s,
the enthusiasm of a boy who is unaware of sex or who
has not related it to his emotion. Swinburne, in these
poems, or many of them, is intoxicated with sex, but
with an apprehension of it such as comes to a boy in a
dream of fair women. He touches lips that are not less
ideal because they are infamous, bosoms that have
pillowed no head but a dreamer’s. If you look in this
poem or that merely to what is called the subject, or
merely to the recurrence of certain words, Swinburne is
what in the scandal of the ’sixties and early ’seventies he
was summed up as being, ““ fleshly . But the subject
of a poem, apart from its expréssion, is a critical figment,
and words in a poem have not their separate dictionary
values but the value that comes from their adjustment to
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the metrical pattern and their suffusion in the imagina-
tive atmosphere of the whole poem. And because
Swinburne had genius for this in general no doubt
questionable enterprise, the things that lay inert in the
frigid hand of lust were redeemed by him, vivified, set
back with all other beautiful things burningly in the
divine hand of Browning’s phrase, and the words that
might have been those of cold coarse physical inventory
were made to lilt and gleam and dance in the rapturous
ritual of a service, religious @ rebours, but religious all the
same. A prose synopsis of ‘ Anactoria ”’, done badly
enough, might be a piece of pornography, but “ Anac-
toria ”’ itself is a poem exalting every mind capable of
receiving it. With these things we are in the region of
that paradox by which evil, conceived with enough
intensity, becomes, by that intensity, a kind of good.
Fire 1s the symbol of purification, and wherever it truly
burns there is an altar. It is callousness, dead coldness
that is the distinguishing characteristic of lust.

But, in defending these poems, it is necessary to be on
guard against attributing too serious an intention to
their writer. In his mere intention there was undoubt-
edly rather often a youthful desire to disturb all the solid,
somnolent respectability he saw about him. Not a few
of the peccant pieces horrify us because they were
designed to horrify us. The prime impulse was now
and then indistinguishable from that whichwe haveall felt
in the company of the perfectly earnest, to hazard a risky
anecdote or take up a position against which all the most
reputable authorities can be quoted. Swinburne was
not Donne, torn by the desire of the body because his
soul was destined to be enamoured of holiness; he was
not Baudelaire, wounding himself as he deliberately,
ironically violated that exact and rigid and almost
mathematical relation of things which, in his sense of it,
was morality. But, far less deeply concerned as he con-
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sciously might be for the eventual significance of his
poems of sensual revolt, he could seldom write a line be-
fore his genius was involved in the naughtiness, before a
gesture intended to flatten out the bourgeois intelligence
became a salute to the eternal principle of beauty. Ihave
read unprinted and utterly unprintable verses of his in
which, though his purpose was no more than Rabelaisian
jest, devilment turns into an unintended evocation of the
devil, who, it has been well said, is nearer to God, by the
whole height from which he fell, than the average man.

It 1s, naturally, of “ Dolores "’ that one thinks, at the
right age, when there is a question of Swinburne as the
defiant amorist. It s, in its way, a wonderful poem. It
has a metre, brilliantly developed out of light examples
in Gay and Praed, which 1s the very daughter of
Herodias among metres and can dance away any young
head that is not wholly deaf. The rush and spin and
flash of the poem are astonishing. But if one has been
persistent enough to live to forty, one loves it perhaps
rather for what it was to one, once, than for what it is at
that sober age. For all the technical excellence of it, 1t
comes in time to seem comparatively ingenuous in
technique. That, however, only shows that the years do
not necessarily bring wisdom. For, though the thing,
an example once provided, may seem easy to do, the
“ Dolores " metre and stanza have difficulties proved to
be almost insuperable by a multitude of parodies and
even by some of Swinburne’s own subsequent attempts.
In three dedications, that of the first series of Poems and
Ballads to Burne-Jones, that of Astrophel to William
Morris, and that of 4 Channel Passage to the memory of
Morris and Burne-Jones, he again used the form finely,
showing in the first of these dedicatory poems at any rate
that it was capable of yielding an effect quite other than
that of *“ Dolores ”’. But Swinburne was guilty of some-
thing like unintentional self-parody when he employed
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the “ Dolores ”” form in “ The Garden of Cymdoce”,
and no intentional parodist, not even H. D. Traill, has
ever been able to capture the inner secrets of that
obvious-seeming form.

“ Dologes ", with an element of boyish paradox, has
an admixture of perverted mysticism not common in
Swinburne. It is, in a way, the sensual and excited reply
to such a lament as George Herbert’s

* Though there were forty heavens or more,
Sometimes I rise above them all;
Sometimes I hardly reach a score,
Sometimes to hell I fall.”

Swinburne’s grief is that, though sometimes he can sink
below the fortieth hell, at times he can hardly descend
lower than the twentieth, and in his human frailty he
occasionally rises into heaven. ‘‘Come down and
redeem us from virtue ”’, is the cry of the poet of
“ Dolores ", a cry, after all, of the spirit.

Very far as ““ Dolores ”” is from being Swinburne’s
finest lyric, it does, in some respects, deserve the pro-
minence it has had from the time of its first appearance.
The manner of its construction, by the accumulation of
appropriate imagery round a central motive, here the
refrain, in every alternate stanza, “ Our Lady of Pain ”,
instead of by the development of an idea, which each
stanza shall carry farther, is typical of much of Swin-
burne’s work, and it may be doubted whether he ever
used that method with greater assurance. More
narrowly, with reference to the small group of frenetic
amorous poems, ‘‘ Dolores " is typical of one section of
his poetry in a discontent with the worst matching the
discontent of some saints with the best of which
humanity is capable. The poet of * Félise” could
boast:
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‘ But there is nothing, nor shall be,
So sweet, so wicked, but my verse
Can dream of worse.”

The poet of “ Dolores ”’, and less explicitly the author of
some other pieces in these first Poems and Ballads, can
but lament that the dream must remain untranslated
into reality, and in other pieces that there must be the
anti-climax of waking from it.

“ Ah, do thy will now; slay me if thou wilt,
There is no building now the walls are built,
No quarrying now the corner stone is hewn,
No drinking now the wine’s whole blood is spilt;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.” !

There are lighter and sweeter moods of love in that
initial volume of lyrics, put into swift, light-footed
metres; and, unique in Swinburne, there is the tender,
half-rueful, half-smiling, very boyish ‘ Interlude "

‘“ And the best and the worst of this is
That neither is most to blame
If you’ve forgotten my kisses
And D've forgotten your name.”

But it is to the other and much more startling poems
that the discussion turns back.

Do they correspond with his own experience? A
question to be treated with some of Swinburne’s con-
tempt, and yet 1)erhaps to be answered with the object of
preventing its repetition. Swinburne himself said,
looking back on these poems in his old age, that some
were direct reproductions of fact and others pure
excursions of fancy, and that critics had frequently

! Swinburne doubtless took this refrain from the thirteenth-cen-
tury Provengal poem with the burden:

¢ Oy dicus, oy dicus, de I'alba tant tost ve!”
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found realism in the latter and mere fantasy in the
former. We should need to be God’s spies to dis-
tinguish, with any confidence, between what came to
him out of his physically limited but very curious
experience and what came to him in dreams or after
reading Catullus, Gautier, Baudelaire, and his half, but
only half| ironically admired Fustine! But something,
though it may only be negative, should be said of the
woman who has sometimes, quite absurdly, been given
a great place in his life.

Adah Isaacs Menken, by no means the only woman
with Semitic connexions among Swinburne’s more
bohemian friends, for these included Rebecca Solomon,
Simeon’s sister, afforded the poet and certain of his
circle a good deal of amusement for a while, and he was
not insensitive to the pathos of her wretched end. He
made himself pleasant to her, allowed himself to be
photographed with her, wrote some lines in her album,
glanced through the proofs of her sprawling poems,
but except in so far as the poor, beautiful, tawdry
creature may have suggested to him the thought of how
the modern world limits the opportunities of lights
o’ love, she meant little enough to him.

v Adah was two years older than Swinburne, and Burne-

! For this work, to which perhaps (though Mr. Wise favours an
earlier acquaintance) Lord Houghton introduced him in 1860,
Swinburne had a smiling yet fanatical passion. He quoted it con-
stantly for some years, and he lavished reproaches on friends who
did not share his Sadist raptures. Thus he wrote to Watts-Dunton
as late as 1874: “I deeply grieve at the incurable blindness and
stiff-neckedness of a new Pharaoh which keeps you still in the gall
of prejudice and the bonds of decency, and debars you from the just
appreciation of a Great Man , . . a deeper study of whose immortal
work would have shown you

* How charming in divine philosophy;
Not harsh and crabbed, as dull fools suppose,
But musical as is Priapus’ pipe’”.
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Jones, in some cartoons he made of her in relation to the
poet, called her *“ ye Ancient Dame”, Authorities, if
there can be said to be any where almost every fact is
tinged with fiction, differ as to her parentage. She may
have begun as plain Adelaide McCord; more probably,
she began as Dolores Adios Fuertes, the child of a
Spanish Jew and a French mother. Her birthplace was
Chartrain, now Milneburg, near New Orleans, U.S.A.
She was precocious, and in addition to French and
Spanish, which she knew from early childhood, had
acquired some Greek, Latin, and Hebrew before she
was twelve. She and her sisters were put on the stage,
and marrying, at the age of seventeen, a Jewish musician,
Alexander Isaac Menken, she turned to journalism in
defence of her husband’s people, and elicited from Lord
Rothschild the declaration that she was “‘ the inspired
Deborah of her race”. She soon divorced Menken,
but always retained his name, altering Isaac to Isaacs.
In 1859 she married Heenan, next year the opponent
of Sayers in one of the most famous of all prize fights;
but he divorced her in 1862. She had anticipated her
liberty by going through a form of marriage with the
now half-forgotten American humorist, Orpheus C.
Kerr,! and had returned to the stage. Her first real
success came with her appearance in 1861 at Albany
as ““ Mazeppa ’; her figure and her daring as a horse-
woman were her only considerable assets as a performer,
and she belonged to the circus rather than the stage.
She first came to London in 1864, to Astley’s. By that
date Swinburne had written most of the poems in which
we have been invited to trace her influence. As regards
her own irregular, often quite preposterous, work in

! He divorced her in 1865. Next year, having returned to
America from England for a while, she married in New York one
James Barclay. Her one sincere, utterly unselfish lover was Thom-
son, Swinburne’s secretary,

G
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verse, though internal evidence against Swinburne’s part
authorship is overwhelming, it may help to kill a per-
sistent theory to record that the late G. R. Sims had
cuttings from the American papers showing that nearly
every piece Menken published in Infelicia, 1868, had
appeared in American journals long before she was in
touch with Swinburne. It was Thomson, for a while
Swinburne’s secretary, who introduced the poet to her,
and it was she, in that infatuation which Purnell has
described in a letter, who forced on the friendship.
When she had died, in that miserable fifth-floor room
of a lodging-house in Paris, Rue de Bondy, opposite the
stage-door of the Porte St. Martin, and had been buried
in the Jewish cemetery of Mont-Parnasse, with two words
of Swinburne’s ¢ Ilicet”” over her, *“ Thou knowest ”,
the words of her actual appeal to divine judgment from
human, it was spread about that she had been Swin-
burne’s Egeria. He did not publicly contradict any of
the allegations then made, any more than he had contra-
dicted the pleasant Parisian report of an earlier month
that he was to appear as Cupid in a ballet with her.
But he left no room for doubt in the minds of his friends.
The terms in which he corrected error on the point
would have been appreciated by the public which
applauded Restoration comedy; they are difficult to
reproduce, even with prudent omissions, for the public
of to-day. The general tone of these denials may,
however, be surmised from a condensed paraphrase of
one of them, in which he hinted that other than distant
relations with her would have been as disagreeable to
him as intimacy with the lady then occupying the highest
position in the country.

What she and her like did for Swinburne, and others
more than she, for Adah Isaacs Menken, in cultivating
Gautier, Dumas, Dickens, and Swinburne, and setting
up as poet, put herself in a false position, was to offer
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him, sometimes, the subtlest of all forms of flattery to a
creative artist—the assurance of the truth of some vision
of his. It has happened with many poets, many
painters, that they have invented a type before meeting
it in actual life; and I do not doubt that it was so with
Swinburne. He responded with such transfigurin
generosity of imagination to every woman of the half-
world or under-world who carried, unconsciously, some
sign of descent from the ancient or mediaeval queens of
her order because his mind was haunted by the image
of Cleopatra or Messalina in degradation. No special
intimacy was needed to set his imagination working in a
poetic restoration of such dynasties, and we know from
his own statement, in Notes on Poems and Reviews, that
the mere sight of a beautiful, vicious face in a London
crowd, a face that recalled the features of Faustina,
sufficed to inspire *“ Faustine ”.

For the rest, all that can be said by anyone respectful
of the dignity of life and of literature must be said in
Swinburne’s own words, in quotation from his auto-
biographic poem, * Thalassius . It presents to us the
experience of one who, foiled in the higher ways of love,
has gone down, sick at heart, to the no longer consoling
sea, and there is suddenly involved in the riot of the
Bassarides:

‘“ So came all those in on him; and his heart,
As out of sleep suddenly struck astart,
Danced, and his flesh took fire of theirs, and grief
Was as a last year’s leaf
Blown far down the wind’s way; and he set
His pale mouth to the brightest mouth it met
That laughed for love against his lips, and bade
Follow; and in following all his blood grew glad
And as again a sea-bird’s. . . .
Till on some winter’s dawn of some dim year
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He let the vine-bit on the panther’s lip

Slide, and the green rein slip,

And set his eyes to seaward, nor gave ear

If sound from landward hailed him, dire or dear;
And passing forth of all those fair fierce ranks
Back to the grey sea-banks,

Against a sea rock lying, aslant the steep,

Fell after many sleepless dreams on sleep.”

“ Hesperia ”, in the first Poems and Ballads, is a poem
expressive of the desire for such escape from the fever
and cruelty of passion, but by way of a nobler and ten-
derer love, not by way of a return to nature. The speaker
there looks back on his self-chosen servitude to Dolores,
to our Lady of Pain, to cry out against the peril of return
to 1t

‘ She laughs, and her hands reach hither, her hair blows
hither and hisses,
As a low-lit flame in a wind, back blown till it shudder
and leap;
Let her lips not again lay hold of my soul, nor her
poisonous Kkisses,
To consume it alive and divide from thy bosom, Our

Lady of Sleep.”

But ‘“ Hesperia” ends with the question whether
escape be possible, and for Swinburne certainly, as a
oet, it was not easy. Whatever in that first volume of
yrics may be ascribed merely to * the light fire in the
veins of a boy ”, behind portions of the book was the
curiosity of the mind that would taste forbidden or
ambiguous fruit. The sonnets, written during a visit
to Paris in March 1863, when he made friends with
Fantin-Latour and Whistler and met Gautier, in which
he dealt with that * sweet marble monster of both
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sexes ', as Shelley had called it, the Hermaphroditus,
and the poem entitled * Fragoletta” are wanderings
into a doubtful region in which Swinburne undoubtedly
took a perverse personal interest, and * Anactoria "’ was
not born simply of admiration for the poetry of Sappho,
though its origin was in attempts to translate such
fragments as we have of her work. The confusion of
that which in nature is normally divided, the inversion
of normal human instinct, had its attraction, intellectu-
ally, for Swinburne. It was not, we may be sure, just
to round off his mischievous assaults on a Philistine
respectability that Swinburne wrote these poems, and
indeed their perversity is, in Gautier’s words of
Baudelaire, so learned and so veiled in the forms of art
that it has remained barely intelligible to many casual
readers. I do not say that the sonnets written at the
Louvre or ‘ Fragoletta” are poetically of special
importance, but they and * Anactoria” are in motive
more serious, nearer to the spirit of Baudelaire, than
most of the poems which fling an obvious challenge to
accepted morality. It would, however, be an error to
suppose that everything in the first Poems and Ballads
which sets us thinking of Baudelaire was in fact due to
his influence. It is, at any rate, certain that “‘ Les
Femmes Damnées ", which might seem answerable for
a good deal in Swinburne, was not known to him till
1864, when, through Mr. W. M. Rossetti, he became
possessed of the original and speedily suppressed edition
of Les Fleurs du Mal.

‘ Anactoria ”’, though it has at least one very bad
couplet, and though it exhibits something of the char-
acter of a mosaic of verse in which a number of couplets
might be transposed without seriously affecting the
general impression, will always deserve prominence in
this poet’s work. Simply as a piece of versification it is
of extraordinary interest. The basis, clearly, is Dryden,
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but the modulation is of extreme originality, even when,
as in one of the most magnificent of these couplets,

* Take thy limbs living, and new-mould with these
A lyre of many faultless agonies ”,

the basis is most evident. Every secret of flow and
check and recoil and onward rush had been mastered
by Swinburne before he produced such things, such
miracles of versification, as:

“ 1 would find grievous ways to have thee slain,
Intense device, and superflux of pain;
Vex thee with amorous agonies and shake
Life at thy lips, and leave it there to ache;
Strain out thy soul with pangs too soft to kill,
Intolerable interludes, and infinite ill;
Relapse and reluctation of the breath,
Dumb tunes and shuddering semitones of death,”

and as,

* Bound with her myrtles, beaten with her rods,
The young men and the maidens and the gods,

”

and as,

* But in the light and laughter, in the moan
And music, and in grasp of lip and hand,
And shudder of water that makes felt on land
The immeasurable tremor of all the sea,
Memories shall mix and metaphors of me.”

Sapphic up to a point, with a rare skill in the utilization
of what among the fragments of Sappho was to the
purpose, the fpoem is modern and Swinburnian in the
expression of the cruelty of passion, but it is with a
superb energy of imagination that it seizes on the
pretext given by the famous phrase, “ Thee too the
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years shall cover ”, for the final assertion of her immor-
tality put in the mouth of Lesbian poet.

Begun in an endeavour to render Sappho’s so-called
“Ode to Anactoria ”, begun again, perhaps, chiefly
with the desire to analyse a type of forbidden passion,
“ Anactoria ” became a celebration of poetic immor-
tality rather than of passion. We may turn back from it,
for the essential part of Swinburne’s thought about
passion, to the poem from which I have taken the title
of this chapter. It is not explicit there, but * Laus
Veneris ”, as he explained in the Notes on Poems and
Reviews, originated in the idea of Venus * grown
diabolic in ages that would not accept her as divine ”.
If Swinburne had not been so confidently summed up
long ago, if people in general were not so sure that there
is Iittle for the intellect in the frenzied amorousness of
the Poems and Ballads, one might be more hopeful of
bringing home to them the simple truth that this idea
is of higher value than nine-tenths of the ideas on which
poets have been promoted or degraded into the company
of philosophers or moralists. Deceive ourselves as we
may, the prime instincts of humanity are invincible,
and the only choice open to us is a choice whether they
shall be satisfied in an abandonment to the divinity or
indulged in a dishonouring surrender to a power which
becomes diabolic because we so conceive of it.

The Victorians had agreed to believe, while their
pens were in their hands, that the way of a man with a
maid either left her a maid or converted her into the
angel in the house. Swinburne made a violent end of
that, and it was more of a service than is now quite
easy to realize. It is not only in that respect that the
poet of the first series of Poems and Ballads has the right
to complain of our ingratitude. 'The volume, it must be
conceded, is by no means its author’s chief claim on us.
The finest of the second series of Poems and Ballads and
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of the Songs before Sunrise arise out of a greater depth of
life, use a purer diction and maturer technique, exhibit
nobler qualities of intellect. But the first Poems and
Ballads cannot be dismissed as little more than the
brilliant escapade of an exceedingly naughty boy.

It is a book, we have been told to weariness, that
one outgrows. Well, of course, ‘‘the breasts of the
nymphs 1n the brake ” occupy a great deal less of one’s
attention at forty than they did at twenty; and it is not
only a particular kind of ardour that dies down in us
with the passage of the years, for we become in time
incapable of adherence to the melancholy of youth.
“ Happy days or else to die ”’ means less and less to us,
as we come to desire significance rather than happiness
in our living. But no man who has read the first Poems
and Ballads at the right age, which may very well be
nearer fifteen than twenty, is quite what he would have
been without that experience. He may disparage the
experience, he may even forget it, but what the book did
to him is not thereby obliterated.

Nor will I subscribe to the assumption that those old
agitations of myrtles and roses must be for all of us in
maturity beyond recovery. If I may venture to be
egotistical, and here, surely, a man can but speak for
himself, I have but to take up the volume to feel much
of the excitement it gave an electrified and partly terrified
boy of fifteen. I do not now think it the most precious
book in the world or even of its author’s. I am not now
always in the mood for so insistent a music. But I
should suppose myself unfitted for the enjoyment of all
poetry whatsoever if I had outgrown the book in the
sense of having become irresponsive to the flushed
beauty and pulsing metres of it. To read it is to recover,
though incompletely, one’s youth: and a book which
can restore something of his youth to the reader is not
a book which he can afford to outgrow. Nor will he
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wholly outgrow it unless he has been cursed with total
lack of imagination, total inability to enter into emotions
other than those aroused by his present circumstances
and recent experiences. ‘‘From ourselves we pass
away ”’; some of us no doubt do; but the reproach is on
us rather than on the work of art which once meant so
much to us if it shall thus have become meaningless.

A golden book of youth, it is also the book which
more than any other single volume of our poetry exposes
the variety of our English prosodical resources. It is
indeed true that, when compared with portions of his
later work, this first volume of Swinburne’s lyrics seems
here and there almost coarse in technique. Now and
then it is overcharged with a rather too obvious metrical
energy. But it has that which no poet may possess
except in the first hours of his discovery that he is a
lord of language, a master of thescience of his instrument
—an ecstatic joy in the use of all the means at his
command. Metrical perfection has not yet become a
habit with Swinburne; almost every poem in this
wonderful initial volume is an astonishment to its author
as well as to the reader at a first perusal. He riots in
his mastery. He goes to the extremes of complication
and simplicity in stanzaic forms, crowds his rhymes
together and then separates them more widely than
almost any predecessor, sets the lines dancing, and then,
as in the admirable * Stage Love ”’, makes them move
with a slow, emphatic, scornful stamp; he invents new
stanzaic moulds with amazing facility, and then shows
that he can be just as original in adaptation, as of Dry-
den’s lyric scheme in the famous song from T#ke Spanish
Friar, or of FitzGerald’s quatrain,

The book that is so thrilling a revelation at once of
the life of the senses and of the resources of English
metre can never cease to take captive the minds of
successive generations of boys with a poetical temper.
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But the day is already past when it was evident what
that first volume of Swinburne’s lyrics had done for
English poetic diction, bringing into it not only the
sumptuousness that might have been expected, but also
a powerfully effective element of what had been deemed
prosaic words—** bloat ”’, “ wince ”’, and so forth. The
delightful shock of such novelty inevitably disappears
as the novel word is incorporated into the language of
poetry. But the service to poetry is not diminished by
ceasing to be easily discernible, and it was in the first
series of Poems and Ballads that Swinburne rendered it.



Chapter V
SONGS BEFORE SUNRISE
r | YHE political opinions of Swinburne were almost

all formed at an extremely early age; and so far

as they derived from any external source, were
drawn from minds not only much older than his own,
but of an obsolescent cast. Here, as so often elsewhere
in Swinburne, account must be taken of a marked
reversionary tendency accompanying his revolutionary
ardour and visions of progress. Revolt was in his blood,
but he received a strong bias from his vehemently
rebellious grandfather, and well before he left Eton was
confirmed in devotion to a turbulent, old-fashioned,
superficially very simple republicanism by his very
precocious enthusiasm for Landor and Hugo. As it
happened, not very fortunately, Hugo did more than
strengthen his boyish admirer in a faith essentially that
of 1848 when it was not that of 1789. The chance that
put into Swinburne’s hands, when he was sixteen, such
a volume as Les Chdtimenss, determined, in certain
respects, what was to be almost invariably in the ’sixties
and ’seventies Swinburne’s tone in expressing the
stronger of his political opinions. From that moment
it became inevitable that arrogance and elaborate over-
emphasis should weaken those portions of his magnifi-
cent political verse in which the attack was directed
against causes or persons already lashed by the many-
corded and somewhat too widely flourished scourge of
the master. But though there was this kind of emulation
of Hugo, there was never, and the fact is testimony to
Swinburne’s originality as an artist, any imitation of

91
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Hugo’s substance. The most careless reader of the two
must observe that the contents of the most nearly
comparable poems of the great French and the great
English poet differ very widely. Hugo is frequently,
and to the satisfaction of the ordinary reader, in some
sense or the other personal, occasional, a particular man
or god calling or hurling down fire from heaven on
particularized heads. Swinburne, eminently justified in
saying that Songs before Sunrise was himself whereas his
other volumes were books, is yet almost always in a way
impersonal, thrilled with abstract passion, denouncing
crowned or mitred criminals who may indeed have
human names but who are images of evil rather than
definite historical personages with limitations in their
capacity for wickedness.

The Eton boy who had decided, once for all, that
Napoleon III was the vilest and most cruel of creatures,
was provided at Oxford with confirmation of his beliefs,
notably by John Nichol, but also by several other dis-
tinguished members of the ““ Old Mortality . At
Oxford, too, his sympathy with Italian aspirations
developed with fiery exuberance. At an early stage of
his Oxford career he had installed a portrait of Mazzini
in his rooms, and begun to pay it honours far exceeding
those which Catholic piety might lavish on the relics of
a saint. His general devotion to Italy, due to his mother,
who had taught him Italian in early childhood, had been
directed by republican rapture into a worshipof Mazzini;
of which the “ Ode to Mazzini ", composed early in
1857, is the earliest extant expression.! About a year
after the production of this poem Orsini, unconsciously
obeying the Providential directions to give Swinburne a

* Complete text first printed in Posthumous Poems, 1917; original
holograph manuscript in Mr, Wise’s collection. Unlike the mature
odes of Swinburne, this piece is irregular: Pindaric in the conven-
tional and bad sense.
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new and strong reason for relating his French and
Italian enthusiasms, attempted to assassinate Napoleon
III. His portrait was at once added to the republican
shrine in Swinburne’s rooms; and years later, when
Swinburne was living in Great James Street, in London,
the poet got a good deal of healthy exercise by leaping
u}; in generally unsuccessful efforts to kiss the likeness
of the would-be tyrannicide.

There were other expressions of republican zeal
during the Oxford years, but acquaintance with Rossetti,
Morris, and Burne-Jones diverted Swinburne for eight
or nine years from the writing of the mass of political
poetry he would otherwise have produced as soon as he
was free of the experiments after the Elizabethan
dramatic model. During this fortunate interval, Swin-
burne’s political thought was clarified by Mazzini, to
whom he was introduced in 1867, by events in Italy,
and most of all by his natural intellectual development.

That development did not take the form of progress
beyond the political principles which he had adopted
with passion as a boy. On the surface, what he wrote
in maturity was what he would have written, with less
technical assurance, in adolescence. But beneath the
superficial simplicity there was, by the time he began
writing the Songs before Sunrise, a body of profound and
subtle thought, hardly yet acknowledged by criticism.

With his abstracting intellect, Swinburne in the late
’sixties had learned to see contemporary events in his
beloved Italy under the aspect of eternity. It has been
said by a critic that the Songs before Sunrise need elaborate
historical notes: that is precisely what it would be most
undesirable to append to them. They take incidents or
weary intervals in the struggle for Italian freedom and
unity as their occasions, but what they give us is a series
of sublime hymns to a freedom such as no warrior in
that cause conceived of, and the ideal of a republic
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which no mere political machinery could ever realize.
In those incomparable poems every excellence of
Swinburne has its finest opportunity. To the speed and
splendour which were ever at his command there are
added a lucidity, a purity of diction, a chastity of style
far less common with him, and his reliance on undefined
natural symbols was never so well justified as in poems
which relate the highest passions of which humanity is
capable to the prime energies and the sublimest pheno-
mena of nature. Of this poet, in these poems, as of no
other the modern world has known, we may say what
we said of his ideal man:

“ His heart is equal with the sea’s
And with the sea-wind’s, and his ear
Is level to the speech of these,
And his soul communes and takes cheer
With the actual earth’s equalities. . . .”’

This proud poise, of an attitude, utterly natural,
utterly noble, in which man accepts his position in the
universe, without a suspicion of the cringing and the
insolence summed up complacently by a later poet in
the antithesis of

* “ Magnificent out of the dust we came,
And abject from the spheres ,

gives to the finest portions of the Songs before Sunrise
an elevation and a rightness for which 1t is idle to seek
anywhere else in modern poetry. The moralist and the
uplifter may make the claims of their kind for aspiration,
but in art there can never be any comparison between
the soul that has goaded itself up alien heights and the
soul that reaches them with the composure in excite-
ment of one entering on his heritage. As in the life
of religion there can be no parallel between those who
earn heaven, by no matter what good works, and those
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elect spirits, a St. Francis or a St. Catherine or a St,
Teresa, who breathe heaven’s as their natural air, so in
art it is altogether impossible to liken the poet of no
matter how strenuous and ambitious and successful
spiritual endeavour to the poet of immediate natural
spiritual attainment.

The religion of Swinburne, and, if we discard the
conventional meaning of the term, he is in the Songs
before Sunrise a profoundly religious poet, acknowledges
no creative or moral energy external to the universe.
Theism of any kind is impossible for him because he
denies not only the possibility of any revelation, but the
possibility of the human mind conceiving of any God
who shall not be made in man’s likeness. Divinity, for
him, is diffused through the universe, conscious of itself
in man, to be apprehended in its totality in the con-
ception of the world-soul, Hertha, as in the central and
supreme lyric of his philosophy.

His religion and his political faith are never to be
considered apart, the intimate relation of them being
the explanation of the devotional note heard again and
again in his appeals to the principle of liberty and of the
ferocity with which he denounces any failure, as it seems
to him, by an individual or a nation to discharge what,
on this view, is the religious duty of furthering the
conscious effort of mankind to realize the central and
sacred purpose of the divinity innate in the universe.
That republic of his, as I have already said, is to what
is ordinarily meant by a republic much what, under
another conception, the Kingdom of God is to what is
ordinarily meant by monarchy. Liberty is to be sought
with such rapture because it is immensely more than
the politician takes it to be, because without it man
cannot further the purpose of the universe of which he
is part. However much, on a lower level, Swinburne
may incite men to the winning of merely political free-
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dom, as conceived by semi-materialistic revolutionaries,
his real call is to the removal of all which, shackling the’
full development of the individual, the nation, the whole.
body of mankind, hinders the progress of the universe
towards complete expression. There is no definite
divine, far-off event to which the whole creation moves;
growth has *‘no guerdon but only to grow”,' and no
conceivable limit. There is no salvation, except for
those who have been, in their degree, saviours of man,
and have thus accomplished their part in the endless
task. But the demand of duty is inexorable, the dedica-
tion of himself to the common service the supreme
obligation laid on every man.

Man comes to a sense of this only very slowly, and
at various stages of his progress towards truth has need
to embody his imperfect ideas of it in temporarily
valid theologies; his error is to suppose that these have
worth beyond their natural life.? To assail theologies
that, in unnatural survival, hold man back from freedom
is the duty of the poet, and Swinburne, with his impish-
ness and his virtuosity in invective, finds it a delight,
and too often allows the suggestiveness of his metaphors
and the urgency of his metres to carry him to inde-
fensible extremes; but he is not incapable of that wiser
and more magnanimous attitude in which, as in his
noble sonnet on the deaths of Newman and Carlyle,
night’s childless children are bidden to go honoured
hence and leave man with the sun.

A religious poet does not become irreligious because
instead of saying * dear city of Zeus”, he says *‘ dear
city of Man ”’; but when his thought is too novel to be
easily apprehended, when it is conveyed not in calm
expository verse but in ecstatic lyrical measures, when it

1 ¢ Hertha”,
? «“Hertha”, “ The Hymn of Man”, in Songs before Sunrise: and,
thirty years later, “The Alwar of Righteousness ”.
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is accompanied by unguarded and superficially blas-
phemous assaults on all theologies which assume the
existence of an entirely external divinity, he will have to
wait for understanding. And he will have to wait the
longer if his religion is everywhere interwoven with his
politics, if his capital expression of it, like Swinburne’s
“ Hertha”, is perhaps less a religious poem than a
rapturous deliverance of the politics of that city of
Man; nor will his politics be more fortunate in their
immediate reception if in a volume which, like the Songs
before Sunrise, appears to be a commentary on the events
of his time, the real theme is one transcending those
events, and if some of the profoundest of his political
emotions come to us in what seems to be a merely
dramatic way, and in drama on a subject so remote from
us as that of Erechtheus.

Sir Edmund Gosse, who has read everything, who
forgets nothing, and who can at once put his hand on
the exception to every generalization, has recorded the
fact that the higher and less obvious politico-religious
thought of Swinburne was divined by Professor W. K.
Clifford in the work that writer published in 1877, six
years after the appearance of Songs before Sunrise. But
Clifford was almost alone in that period, and to this
moment it is common to find the Songs before Sunrise
crudely referred to nothing more than events in the
Italy and France of those days, while the lofty * Prelude”
and ** Epilogue ” to the volume are commonly not seen
to be expressions of a proud patience under the post-
ponement of hopes which neither Mazzini nor any other
individual, but only the age-long efforts of all men,
could fully realize.

There are, of course, strictly occasional poems in the
great book. For first instance, there is the *“ Ode on
the Insurrection in Candia”, which was written in
response to a definite appeal to the poet, by supporters

H
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of the insurrectionaries.! George Meredith wrote to
him on its appearance that it was ‘‘ the most nobly
sustained lyric in our language ”, adding, “ broader,
fuller verse I do not know ”’.? But Swinburne himself
later on felt a considerable and on the whole justified
distaste for it. It has that learned structure which was
thenceforth to distinguish his odes, but its author has
not taken fire from the theme. Far otherwise is it
with the rapidly, clearly, and strictly argued lyric,
“ An Appeal ”, written in the autumn of the same year.
The thing could not be more direct and pertinent and
telling if 1t had been a forensic effort on behalf of the
Fenian prisoners for whom it pleads, but it is pure song
throughout, and I do not think it too much to say that,
more than any other of his lyrics, it shows the prose
intelligence of Swinburne feeding his poetical faculty
with material which is at once and completely absorbed
into the imaginative flame.?

Between the few strictly occasional poems and those
more typical competitions, the ““ Prelude ”, the *“ Epi-
logue 7, ““ Hertha ”’, “ The Pilgrims ", * Mater Trium-

! The original of this appeal, dated 8th January 1867, is in Mr.
Wise’s collection. The ode was printed in the March issue of the
Fortnightly Review.

? Letter in Mr, Wise’s collection.

® The bibliography of this 1tem 1n the Songs before Sunrise is in-
teresting. The poem was composed, as the dated manuscript shows,
on the 2oth November 1867. It appears in the Mormng Star on
the 22nd. A broadside, on which Swinburne’s name was spelled
“Swinbourne ”’, was published simultaneously (probably distributed
a day earlier) from the offices of the paper. An issue in pamphlet
form followed speedily, but on quite what date is uncertain. These,
of course, were authorized issues. But in December, as appears from
the unique copy in Mr. Wise’s collection, the Northern Daily Ex-
press printed a broadside containing both Swinburne’s poem and
“England’s Reply ”, by an anonymous writer. The poem must not
be read as an expression of sympathy with Fenianism, which Swin-
burne detested, but simply as a plea for clemency.
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phalis ”; * Tiresias "’ for chief examples, in which man

and nature are contemplated under their eternal aspects,
there are certain pieces which might in a sense be called
occasional, since they are ostensibly, and up to a point
actually, celebrations of the triumphs and disasters and
delays in the Italian struggle, but these, too, have in
truth a wider subject than Mentana or Aspromonte, the
acts of the Vatican or the halt outside Rome. It is ne-
cessary to understand this lest it appear that Swinburne
is guilty of greater and more frequent exaggeration
-than can justly be charged against him.

The picture that seriously needs a title, the poem that
truly requires to be hedged about with critical warnings
and supplemented with notes, may well be suspected of
failure. Not so this volume of Songs before Sunrise, for
all the cautions it is even now necessary to prefix to it,
The book is the superb achievement of our admiration
because Swinburne deliberately eliminated from it those
things which would have made it, no doubt, easier to
understand and more popular. For all the passion of
his propaganda, he was never more strictly an artist
than when in 1867-69 he was working on the chief
poems in this book. When it was virtually complete
he determined, as he wrote to D. G. Rossetti in February
1870,! ““ to pass it through a crucible of revision that
I may be sure it is thoroughly pure of any prosaic or
didactic taint, any touch of metrical stump-oratory or
spread-eagleism, such as is so liable to affect and infect
all but the highest political or polemical poetry”’. An
examination of such of the original manuscripts as are
available suggests that this process was hardly necessary,
but it was carried through, and for various reasons cer-
tain pieces were excluded from the volume. One of
these, long afterwards, gave rise to a blunder by Watts-
Dunton, whose knowledge of Swinburne’s work from

' Original holograph letter in Mr. Wise’s collection.
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1872 onwards was minute, but who knew less than he
thought of the poet’s earlier compositions.

In October 1867, in circumstances which Sir Edmund
Gosse has described for the private limited issue of the
poem at Mr. Wise’s instance, Swinburne wrote a piece
entitled ““ In the Twilight”. This was, in effect, a
passionate enquiry of Garibaldi whether he would
submit to restriction by Victor Emmanuel or strike a
blow for the liberation of Rome. Forty-two years later,
when the manuscript came to light, Watts-Dunton took
it to be an address to the Deity, written at Oxford, and
affording proof of Swinburne’s piety at that period!
Besides this piece, which too nearly resembled A
Watch in the Night ” to appear in the same volume,
Swinburne had by him * The Italian Mother ”, com-
posed [i{obably in 1869, and a piece ten years older,
“The Ride from Milan ”. All these, however, were
left in manuscript to the end of his life. He had by
him also some of the sonnets eventually printed in the
Examiner in instalments in 1873 and reprinted as
“ Dirae ” in Songs of Two Nations in 1875. It would
appear from Swinburne’s correspondence that the four
sonnets entitled *“ Intercession ”’; which in the book are
dated 1869, existed, at least in a first draft, a year earlier,
and we know from a letter ! of Swinburne’s to Rossetti,
dated December 1869, that it was then he fitted twelve
introductory lines to a couplet which had excited
Rossetti’s admiration:

'* But let the worm Napoleon crawl untrod,

Nor grant Mastai the gallows of his God.”

It might be supposed that he had also at his disposal
for Somgs before Sunrise the elaborate and only half-
successful Ode on the Proclamation of the French Republic,

! Original holograph letter in Mr. Wise’s collection.
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which he composed on the sth, 6th, and 7th September
1870, and issued separately in the same year. But the
dates are deceptive.

Songs before Sunrise is not the work of a period closing
a few weeks before the publication of the volume in
the spring of 1871. With a few exceptions, and some
of these doubtful, the book is the work of a period ending
with the last weeks of 1869, and indeed the book, almost
complete in the autumn of 1868, had been placed, after
revision and with additions, in the hands of a new
publisher, Mr. F. S. Ellis, for issue in October 1870.
‘What postponed its appearance till the spring of 1871
was the strong objection made by Swinburne’s previous
publisher, Hotten, who, incensed by the Ode on the
Proclamation of the French Republic being given to Ellis,
was infuriated by the prospect of the Songs before Sunrise
appearing through that firm, and who pleaded earlier
oral agreement with the poet for all his writings. The
details of the quarrel and of Hotten’s peculiar business
methods are recorded in correspondence between Swin-
burne and the two Rossettis, and, as regards a slightly
later period, in letters from Swinburne to Watts-Dunton.
All that matters here is that Songs before Sunrise is
somewhat earlier work than might be supposed, and
that the Ode could not have been included 1n it.

In one sense it may be said that Swinburne had
prepared the way for it: he had issued 4 Song of Italy in
1867, ““ Siena ”’ in 1868, the Ode, as we have seen, in
1870. But A Song of Italy, despite the great beauty of
Eart of it, had on the whole prejudiced the public against

im by its remoteness and volubility. The Ode had
been, on the whole, justly received with some coolness
as a poem, and within four months it had been stultified
as a prophecy. As for * Siena ”, the grave beauty of
which is so welcome to readers of Songs before Sunrise,
the authorized English issue had consisted of only



102 A STUDY OF SWINBURNE

half-a-dozen copies, struck off for purposes of copyright
on the inclusion of the poem in an American periodical,
and though Hotten had taken it upon himself to put
forth another issue, that was presumably something of
a hole-and-corner business. At any rate, Swinburne’s
public was not very ready to welcome the flushed,
exuberant, morally audacious poet of the first Poems and
Ballads on his return five years later as the austerely
impassioned celebrant of such hopes and griefs as
inspired the Songs before Sunrise.

The marvellous lyrical qualities of the volume have
never been denied, and indeed it is impossible that the
almost unprecedented élan of this verse, unencumbered
as it 1s with the occasionally excessive efflorescence of the
first Poems and Ballads and undisfigured by the mannered
elaboration which sometimes appeared in Swinburne’s
later work, should be missed by any reader. But Songs
before Sunrise remains one of those great books which
have done little to widen their author’s audience. Even
where, with a strictly literary public, its qualities of
exalted thought and generous passion and purified
utterance have been most thoroughly recognized, it is
common to find explicit or tacit reservations, even a sort
of embarrassment in praise. Thus even Sir Edmund
Gosse, writing of certain aspects of the book the noblest
words ever written on the subject, confesses himself
mystified by the ardour of Swinburne’s concern about
movements outside his native country and without
effect on the position of a British citizen; even he is
troubled by what seems to him * the vain violence as of
a whirlwind in a vacuum ”, and can describe the liberty
hymned by Swinburne as ‘‘ largely a chimaera”. But
since when, I would ask with the utmost respect, has a
poet been precluded from ardent sympathy with move-
ments that cannot touch him as a citizen, whether
because they are remote from him in space or remote in
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time? In what way does Swinburne’s imaginative
association with contemporary foreign causes differ
from, and become inferior to, that whereby a poet
identifies himself with the long since won or lost battles
of freedom and feels pulsing through his heart the blood
poured out for liberty a hundred or a thousand years
before his time?

Taken literally as comments on the course of affairs
in Italy or France in the ’sixties and early ’seventies,
Swinburne’s poems may be here and there based on
error, and there may be much exaggeration in his eulogy
and censure of historical personages. His frequent
assumption that kings and priests are the joint authors
of most human ills is clearly puerile. His failure to
foresee that democracy, which even then had its future
behind it, would become with every development of its
power grosser, more stupid, more selfish, more dangerous
1n itself and in the reactions which it would provoke, is
patent. But neither Swinburne’s aloofness as a British
citizen from continental politics nor the fallibility of his
judgment in matters of statecraft diminishes in the
smallest degree the human and aesthetic value of his
magnificent testimony to the eternal truths he supposed
to be embodied in this or that contemporary movement
or character. In no vacuum is that whirlwind which
sweeps thrillingly, cleansingly, through the souls of men,
and no chimaera 1s that liberty which, never to be
established through any political machinery, is the
condition of spiritual life, and which, in one of the
purest and loftiest of its forms, is realized here, before
us, in the very verse that cries out for it. Chimerical is
an epithet not for that which parliaments and adminis-
trators cannot create among us, but for that which, falsely
imagined, inconsistent with itself and with the spirit
of man, can never be set up in his mind. Itis an epithet
for a prosaic mechanical Utopia, not for that which
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springs into existence at the bidding of the poet though
it remain out of our physical reach.

But we argue idly when almost any page of the Songs
before Sunrise, read in the right temper, is immediate
proof of all we could claim for it. If not Italy, man is
risen from the sepulchre as * Super Flumina Babylonis ”
sends its solemn jubilant music along our ‘‘ nerves of
delight ”’.

“ Whoso bears the whole heaviness of the wronged
world’s weight,
And puts it by,
It is well with him, suffering, though he face man’s
fate;
How should he die?

Seeing death has no part in him any more, no power
Upon his head;

He has bought his eternity with a little hour,

And is not dead.

For an hour, if ye look for him, he is no more found,

For one hour’s space,

Then ye lift up your eyes to him and behold him
crowned,

A deathless face.

On the mountains of memory, by the world’s well-
springs,

In all men’s eyes,

Where the light of the life of him is on all past things,

Death only dies. . . .”

. If Hugo, by turns divine and pompous, is hardly
Orpheus, and France issues from hell largely at summons
other than his and into a doubtful day, the testimony to
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the spiritual power of great {)oetry remains. “ Mentana:
First Anniversary ” is the lament of an immortal over
her mortal and sacrificed servants, and can never cease
to echo in the world’s ears. ““ A Marching Song ™’ is
for all great movements, and * Quia Multum Amavit ”’
is the pardon in every age of those who have seen and
loved light, and fallen into darkness, and then yearned
to light again.

Far from being chimerical, liberty is the most real
thing in Swinburne’s experience. It is in the service
of liberty that all his energies are brought into har-
monious relation, and in the imaginative attainment of
liberty that all his aspirations are satisfied. His natural
rebelliousness becomes, in this relation, a generous and
earnestly motived activity; his equally natural sub-
missiveness attains to a greater dignity than when it
was a luxurious bowing down before great men. His
sensuality is transformed, by a process similar to that
at work in some of the lovers of God, into mystical
passion. His delight in the sea, in the wind, in light,
in the life of the seabird giving its wings to the storm,
acquires deeper significance, since these are among the
symbols of liberty. All his loves and hates gain intensity
in ministering to a liberty apprehended successively as
mater dolorosa, mater triumphalis, the mother, the
beloved, the bride of man’s soul, the infinitely bountiful,
the implacable goddess demanding bitter sacrifices of
man. She is rejected of men, and his chivalry is fired;
she is triumphant, and with proud and humble joy he
claims his share in her triumph. She justifies his
measureless eulogies of her. She sanctifies his measure-
less invectives against her enemies. Incomparably
holy, she is no aloof divinity awaiting a peculiar
tribute; he can give to her all that he gave to Landor
and Hugo and Mazzini, all that he gave also to Atalanta
and Mary and the “ daughters of dreams and of stories ™.
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Towards her, and without the check that must else-
where be felt, he can be by turns filial and passionate,
her son, her servant, her lover, her prophet. In relation
to her, and nowhere else, can he be wholly himself. In
this book alone he attains to completeness of life, with
much in him transformed, but nothing excluded or
repressed.

Swinburne, who justly preferred Songs before Sunrise
to all his other volumes of verse, was well aware, when
he collected its constituent poems for publication, how
widely it differed in temper from his previous work.
The *“ Prelude ” is his apologia. In it, he figures the
conversion of youth to a faith which cannot allow of
longer dalliance with the things that have so far delighted
1t.

J ¢ “Yet, between death and life are hours,
To flush with love and hide in flowers,
What profit save in these?’ men cry.”

He has no rebuke for this hedonism; only, for him-
self, there has been made manifest the truth that pleasures
fade, and there abides the duty of self-dedication to the
service of liberty. It is gravely, without expectation of
easy and early success in high endeavour to loose the
chains wherein manhood suffers wrong, that he enters
on the new life. His equipment is

v *“ Knowledge and patience of what must
And what things may be, in the heat
And cold of years that rot and rust.”

And it is in this insistence on patience, on willingness to
stand free of ““ swift hopes and slow despondencies ™,
on contempt for facile faith and cheap scepticism, that
the poem attains to its noblest moral quality, attaining
simultaneously to a severe nobility of style for which
readers of the exuberant Poems and Ballads were utterly
unprepared.
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Already, on the earliest pages of Songs before Sunrise,
there is exemplified that which is the chief purely literary
distinction of the book, a power, never before exhibited
by Swinburne, and to be exercised by him thereafter
only in a few of the second series of Poems and Ballads,
and in Erechtheus, of purifying his style without loss of
élan, of achieving solidity without depriving himself of
buoyancy. There are, indeed, redundancies in the
volume, with certain extravagances of phrase, certain
surrenders to merely metrical impulse, but they are
fewer than in any other volume of Swinburne’s, and
there are in this volume many successive pages wholly
clear of them. The notes sounded in Songs before
Sunrise are for the most part clearer, more ringing, than
those in the first Poems and Ballads. The poet, under
the compulsion of his solemn passion for liberty, is less
tempted to use the whole of the instruments in his
orchestra without regard for artistic propriety, simply
out of delight in his command of them.

If there i1s anything which this great body of poetry
lacks, it is the relief of a particularity to which Swinburne
was very seldom given. Yet it does not lack it entirely.
I have perused a letter from W. M. Rossetti to the poet,
in which, acknowledging the book, he said he found
“ Before a Crucifix ”’, on a first reading of the poems,
‘““soothing . An odd word, but I think I know what
he meant. In localizing, in rendering more personal
in the ordinary sense, the emotions of the poet, that

oem differs from most of the others. Again, *“ To
%Valt Whitman in America ”’, with its splendid eulogy
of that

“ Strong-winged soul with prophetic
Lips hot with the blood-beats of song,
With tremor of heartstrings magnetic,
With thoughts as thunders in throng,”
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brings a certain needed relief to all but the fittest readers
of Songs before Sunrise.

No similar relief is afforded to readers of the great
and severe lyrical drama, Erechtheus, in which Swinburne
embodied his political ideal, and on which it is proper,
indeed necessary, to touch here, though something will
be said of it when dealing with Atalanta. But before
examining that culmination of his political thought it is
well to notice the Songs of Two Nations, poems composed,
for the most part, in the very years in which the Songs
before Sunrise were written.

The praise of transcendental liberty was followed, not
very fortunately, by a volume in part, as regards 4 Song
of Italy, less mature, in part, as regards the Ode on the
Proclamation of the French Republic, less inspired, and
on the whole much less universal in application. Why
the book into which these were gathered, together with
the magnificent sonnets entitled * Dirae ”’, was delayed
till 1874 is not quite clear. The two long poems had
been issued separately in 1867 and 1870; the sonnets
had appeared in the Examiner during May 1873; and
except for the quarrel with Hotten, which had not
prevented the publication of the Songs before Sunrise,
through Ellis, there was seemingly nothing to delay
the volume. Its appearance had been preceded by
controversy. Not only the general public, but, in
certain instances, Swinburne’s own friends, had been
taken aback by the ironical salutation of Napoleon III
as Saviour of Society. That Hutton, of the Spectator,
was eventually shocked was merely the kind of gesture
of alarm to which Swinburne was by this time accus-
tomed, and he had cared nothing for Hutton since,
thirteen years earlier, they had fallen out over the poet’s
reviews of imaginary and indecent French poets. But
much earlier D. G. Rossetti, after seeing the proofs,
had taken alarm, and had written to Swinburne:
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‘I have just happened to see the proof-sheet of your
Sonnets, ‘ The Saviour of Society’, glorious pieces of
poetic diction, as none knows better than I. But they
resolve me to risk even your displeasure by one earnest
remonstrance as to their publication. I cannot but think
absolutely that a poet like yourself belongs of right to a
larger circle of readers than this treatment of universal
feelings can include. You know how free I am myself
from any dogmatic belief, but I can most sincerely say
that . . . I do myself feel that the supreme nobility of
Christ’s character should exempt it from being used . . .
not as a symbolic parallel to other noble things and
persons in relation with which dogmatists might object
to its use . . . but certainly in contact of this kind with
anything so utterly ignoble as this. . . . You have no
right to imperil your sacred relation to the minds of
many men worthy to profit by your mind, by using one
form of metaphor rather than another when its use
involves such disproportionately grave issues.” !

Rossetti, like so many of those who protested against
the sonnets three years later, seems to have thought
that Swinburne had invented the title he applied with
fierce irony to Napoleon, but it had been used in
compliment rather commonly in France ever since that
adventurer’s seizure of power. A much more serious
objection, still widely felt, and the present writer will
confess, formerly shared by himself, prompted the
question whether the greatest of men with the most
generous reasons for indignation is entitled to pursue
even the vilest with such utterly ruthless wrath to the
grave and beyond it. But to argue thus is to be the
victim of that uncritical habit of mind whereby a work
of art is condemned in advance on some plausible general
ground. The prayer that Napoleon III may live till

! Original holograph letter in Mr. Wise’s collection.
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life seems worse than death, and beyond that, till death
seems worse than life, the whole of that terrible supplica-
tion to death, culminating in the ferocious exultation
over ‘“ the descent into hell ’, ought to be intolerable.
But is it? What has this poet really to do with the
wretched ex-Emperor who died early in 1873 at
Chislehurst? It is not the shifty, flashy, essentially
mediocre criminal, with, after all, certain partly redeem-
ing political virtues, who is here allowed nothing for the
years of physical suffering, of mental suffering, too, in
survival of all his hopes; it is the incarnation of unmiti-
gated evil that is stamped upon, and by a divine avenger.
We can but speak in this matter each for himself; but
for myself, I can now only wonder that, writing of
Swinburne a dozen years ago, I did not see that a more
measured and earthly hatred would have been more
wounding to the mind of the reader, being the exhibition
of a merely human passion which, however directed, is
after all never free from a certain grossness, whereas
this measureless anger, if you will forget names out of
history, and remember against what it is turned in the
poems themselves, purifies, exalts, and is an inverted
tribute to a measureless mercy. Swinburne did not
desist when the grave had closed upon the exile; no,
but immortal hate of immortal evil can take no count of
mortality, and this is a judgment in heaven, against that
which Napoleon I1I was too small, and on certain sides
of him not evil enough, to represent fully, but which,
for Swinburne, he symbolized.

If any further defence be required, it may be found in
Swinburne’s own apologia:

“ For chill is known by heat and heat by chill,
And the desire that hope makes love to still
By the fear flying beside it or above,

A falcon fledged to follow a fledgling dove,
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And by the fume and flame of hate of ill
The exuberant light and burning bloom of love.”

The great doxology of the cities of Italy to Mazzini,
the almost innumerable outbursts of passionately loyal
love towards the leaders of liberating movements,
would mean so much less if the lips from which they
issued were incapable of being embittered by this
merciless wrath. Some of the rapture with which the
city of liberty is hymned in Erechtheus would be lost if
we were not aware of this poet’s power to castigate the
forces of tyranny.

Erechtheus is, among other things, an answer to those
who fancy Swinburne’s liberty to be but anarchy. For
him, as he showed in “The Hymn of Man” and
elsewhere in the Songs before Sunrise,

‘* Not each man of all men is God, but God is the fruit
of the whole "’

and for him the co-operation of men in civic or national
life is not merely expedient and for such ends as the
politician has in view, but essential to the realization
of the divinity of man. The State, thus loftily conceived,
republican in a spiritual even more than the ordinary
political sense,and by the poet’s, the scholar’s, preference
conforming to the antique Greek ideal, is therefore very
much more to him than an organization for even the
worthiest material benefits.

It is at least as much as the Church is to the faithful.
In truth, it is still more indispensable, for it is only in it
that the individual, sacrificing at need everything to it,
but voluntarily, can attain to perfect liberty and the
divine life. Union and a willingly accepted discipline
in the service of the institution whereby man enters
into this sublime and ample life are the conditions, not
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the negations, of liberty. To be united in devotion to
the common will is the supreme joy:

“ There is no grief,
Great as the joy to be made one in will
With him that is the heart and rule of life ”

says Praxithea in the hour when the salvation of Athens
has been secured by the sacrifice of her daughter, the
death of her husband.

A recent and capable writer on Swinburne, having
chosen to approach him with one peculiar key which is
to open all his doors, one test that shall separate his
greatest from his less great works, is constrained to
depreciate Erechtheus because it is a drama of submission,
whereas the capital work of Swinburne 1s that in which
his two main impulses, the impulse of revolt and impulse
of submission, so act as to bring about the maximum of
tension. Withall deference to this ingenuity, I amunable
to believe that Swinburne, or any other master, can be
adequately dealt with in terms of a formula, and I am
quite certain that this particular formula altogether
breaks down when Erechtheus is brought into question,
How could it have been other than a drama of sub-
mission? Had it been other, it would have been made
evident that Swinburne’s rebelliousness was mere heat
of blood, mere meaningless opposition to every kind of
constraint. Given the ideal liberty of the Athens of
Erechtheus, a proud submissiveness to the conditions
on which alone its liberty can be perpetuated is imposed
on man. We are no longer in the world of§dralanza,
where the death of the blameless, or all but blanieless, is
required arbitrarily by the Gods, or it may be by a Fate
which overrules even them. Here is no individual
tragedy, against which there may or must be indignant
protest. It is the city of liberty that is here menaced,
and so that it be saved all things must be sacrificed, and
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the Gods be praised for the safety of the fortress and
fosteress of freedom no matter how terrible the price of
deliverance. Revolt, to return to the high political
aspect of the matter, is against tyranny; there can be no
revolt against that which secures liberty.

What turned Swinburne’s attention to the theme of
this tragedy I have not been able to discover. To be
sure, there was the fragment of Euripides to inspire a
poet desirous of a Hellenic patriotic subject. But
Swinburne’s hatred of Euripides renders it unlikely that
he acted on an impulse derived from that, though he
did condescend to utilize it provisionally, eventually
discarding most of it. Whatever chance sent him to the
subject, his choice was exceedingly fortunate. The
Athenian setting, the descent of Erechtheus from the
Earth, the fact that the menace to Athens is from the
““son of the Sea’s Lord ", the demand that the sacrifice
to save Athens shall be that of the virginal Chthonia,
the opportunity thus given the poet for the expression
of the maternal and patriotic emotions of Praxithea, the
circumstances of the fourfold battle, the dearly won
triumph of Athens, the final assurance of the eternity
of that city of the spirit, made it a subject perfectly to
his inner purpose. We shall return to Erechtheus here-
after, to consider its purely literary excellence; what is
to be set down now is, that its theme and setting make
Erechtheus a specialized work of art, an emanation from
the poet who was never weary of reciting the Greek
poetry of the praise of Athens, not the expression of
every side of the poet who sought to rally the forces of
modern liberty under the auspices of Landor, Hugo,
and Mazzini. We cannot, when we desire to apprehend
the political, or, as I almost prefer to call it, the religious,
thought of Swinburne fully, concentrate on Erechtheus
and wave aside the Songs before Sunrise. But Erechtheus
represents, not only with a uniform majesty of temper,

1
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but also with a lucidity far from usual with Swinburne,
the ideal towards which his imagination was moving
when he composed the Songs before Sunrise. It is our
chief warrant for rejecting all criticism which would
attribute the enthusiasms and agonies of the Songs before
Sunrise to the disconnected, spasmodic responses made
by an over-strung poet to the accidents of contemporary
politics and the promptings of Landor or Hugo or
Mazzini. In no writings of those his masters, nor any-
where else, is there to be found the ideal of which
Erechtheus is the expression.



Chapter VI
THE TROUBLED YEARS

‘ J: JITH the publication of Songs defore Sunrise,
in 1871, there closed for Swinburne, at
thirty-four, the period of the vehement

blossoming of the aloe. Much, indeed rather too much,
was to come from him in the thirty-eight years of life
that remained, and amongst many things of little value
to us not only masterpieces on the great scale, Borhwell,
Erechtheus, Tristram of Lyonesse, Balen, but a really
considerable number of lyrics little or not at all inferior
in poetical quality to those of his splendid April, though
mostly, in Rossetti’s sense, less ‘‘amusing ”. But
languor and dejection, not, as will presently be shown,
without some fortunate poetical consequences, had
begun to affect his natural ardour and confidence.

One source of the trouble was physical. Unwarned
by the severe epileptiform seizure in 1863, by what he
himself called the ‘‘ really dangerous ™ attack of 1867
at Lord Houghton’s, and other of these experiences, so
terrifying to everyone but the victim, who indeed some-
times seemed, after a few days, the better for them,
Swinburne had continued a mode of life most perilous
to one with so highly strung a nervous system. With
Charles Augustus Howell, with Simeon Solomon, with
a much more reputable but hardly safer companion in
George Powell, with the journalist Purnell, who was
perhaps no worse than ultra-bohemian, and with the
incomparably nobler but for him very mischievous
Burton, he was too near a too rapidly replenished wine-
cup. He had, as he admitted in one of those apologies

181
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it was sometimes necessary to write to Lord Houghton,
no vocation to the service of Bacchus, but periodically,
though only when in London, he sought to emulate
companions hardened in that service. ]

In 1870, in consequence of the school-boy indecorum
of his conduct, he had been obliged to resign from the
Arts Club, and he never again belonged to any social
institution. From his older and more distinguished
friends he had somewhat fallen away, or they from him.
In particular, from 1872, he lost the benefit of that easy
affectionate authority which Rgssetti, with the British
bluffness so curiously overlying his Italianate subtlety,
had exercised over him since 1860, but for the exercise
of which Rossetti by this time was becoming unfitted
by chloral, insomnia, suspiciousness, desire for solitude.
Despite the abruptness with which Rossetti, having
earnestly sought Swinburne’s companionship in 1862,
had ended their joint occupation of 16 Cheyne Walk,
an occupation which Swinburne had not supposed to
be terminable at the mere caprice of either party, their
relations had continued to be cordial till 1872. When,
in 1869, Rossetti wrote to tell him of the exhumation of
the poems buried with Mrs. Rossetti, Swinburne
replied in what must surely be one of the noblest and
most delicately sympathetic letters ever penned. When,
presently, the recovered pieces were being prepared for
the press, Swinburne was assiduous in minute and saga-
cious counsel, especially with reference to ** Jenny ”,
suggesting with levity and acumen reasons for altering
* double-bedded ” to “ double-pillowed ”, protesting

' The main facts were stated by Swinburne on Rossetti’s death,
in “A Record of Friendship ”, written 1n 1882, but printed only in
1910, for private circulation. This pamphlet, however, does not
contain a passage of some importance the manuscript of which was
not discovered till later. In this additional passage he describes the

surprise with which he received Rossetti’s intimation, and concludes
“but the ultimate result could only be an amicable separation ”,
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against proposed deletions (“I do not want to see
¢ Jenny *—whose life has not been such as to call down
in lightning from heaven les malheurs de la vertu—incur
without deserving it the doom of Justine ), upholding
the great plain line which he was afterwards to praise in
his very generous review of the volume in the Fors-
nightly. And this was by no means the only time at
which he assisted Rossetti. It was Swinburne who,
when his friend was held back from continuing *“ The
Bride’s Prelude ” by the difficulty of devising a con-
clusion, proposed, with admirable dramatic logic, that
the brothers should kill Urselyn the moment he had
made an honest woman of Aloyse. For this piece
Swinburne had a sustained enthusiasm, holding it to be
Rossetti’s ““ finest and most pathetic invention ”, and to
it he returned when Rossetti had passed away, after nine
years of estrangement, in the beautiful and affecting
tribute, ““ After Many Days ”.! Nor, as the reader of
volumes published by the poet himself is aware, was
this the only posthumous tribute. Swinburne, in short,
after Rossetti’s death recalled only the intimacy which
had endured from 1860 to 1872, not the years of
alienation which began when Rossetti took peevish
exception to the mildest criticism offered him by the
most enthusiastic admirer and helpful counsellor he
ever had.?

At the time Swinburne was mystified, and continued
in perplexity after Rossetti’s death, as may be seen from
a letter of 1882 to W. Bell Scott about *‘ the sufferer
who survived the man we knew and loved”. Per-

' Privately printed in 1918 in The Italian Mother; the original
holograph manuscripts of the two drafts of the poem are in Mr.
Wise’s collection, the later bearing the title * Written after reading
the Proofs of ¢ The Bride’s Prelude’ .

* The final rupture rcmains somewhat obscure, but a certain

amount of light is thrown on it by a letter from Rossetti to Swin-
burne inserted by Mr. Wise in “ A Record of Friendship”.
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manently separated from Rossetti, seeing less of Morris
and Burne-Jones, less also of Whistler, Swinburne in the
early ’seventies had perhaps only two new friends,
Walter Theodore Watts and the critic whom we now
honour as Sir Edmund Gosse, such as those concerned
for his health, his dignity, and his work could have
desired for him. There began to be periods, however,
when neither desirable nor undesirable friends saw
much of him. Under the influences of drink and
nerves, he turned aside into very strange places, as he had
also done in earlier years, or retired into the loneliness
of his own rooms, to brood, to drink, to question the
worth of what he called the monotonous puppet-show of
his life. At times he was missing, and it taxed the
ingenuity of the admirable Dr. Bird, of Welbeck Street,
his intelligent, indulgent friend as well as physician, to
find him, Periodically he was lost, found again, taken
to the country by Admiral Swinburne, where he would
recover swiftly and behave perfectly, only to revert to
dangerous living on return to London. Once, at least,
after his father’s death, Lady Jane Swinburne was
totally ignorant of his whereabouts.

Drink, or rather Swinburne’s exceptional incapacity
for ity accounted for much. There were other causes for
languor, dejection, feverish excitement. There was that
in him which could find no natural satisfaction. It was
not merely in the spirit in which he had joined the
Cannibal Club that he went to certain resorts, not merely
in the spirit in which he had written * The Cannibal
Catechism ” that he returned at intervals from 1862 to
1881 to his epic of flagellation, the unpublished and, of
course, quite unpublishable composition entitled T’e
Flogging-Block. Interest in this subject had been
shown as early as 1859, in his Fletcherian comedy
Laugh and Lie Down, in which one character, Frank, is
so frequently under the scourge; raptures over birching
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appear in work so late as The Sisters, 1892. The matter
is not one into which I desire to enter: students of a
certain department of human behaviour will readily
deduce what is implied by the persistence of this interest,
harmless as the references to it in Swinburne’s published
works are.

It would be shallow, however, to suppose that drink
and some sexual aberrations fully explain the physical
and mental condition to which Swinburne was reduced,
in spite of several and astonishingly rapid temporary
recoveries of bodily and intellectual vigour, by 1878.
There can be no doubt that at times during the "seventies
he was deeply troubled by a sense of isolation. From the
first he had been set apart from his fellows by his extra-
ordinary appearance, his extraordinary nervous con-
stitution, and, above all, by a genius which was so very
far from being representable as the result of normal
faculties raised to an immensely high power. But, in
the beautiful simplicity which distinguished, it seems,
his boyhood, and certainly his early manhood, as also his
old age, he had never displayed consciousness of his
difference from other boys and young men born in his
class, educated as he had been, and taking an interest in
the things of the mind. Deliberate eccentricity in dress
or manner was utterly impossible for him, pose and gush
and rant at all times foreign to him: never did he seek to
accentuate his divergence from the normal, well-born,
cultured Englishman. But in the ’seventies he evi-
dently became aware that he was different, and the
knowledge induced both depression, and, in reaction
from it, an occasional arrogance from which his youth
had been and his old age was to be free. Worse, he
began, now and then, to feel a loss of contact with real
life, an incapacity for normal experience; and, worst of
all, doubt of the validity of his specialized, though
extremely intense, experience.
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Who shall say whether, if his parents had allowed him
years earlier to enter the Army, for which he had no
qualifications except absolute courage, or if he had been
thrown by the necessity of earning his livelihood into the
general scramble, or if the brandy and the myrtles and
the birch-twigs had not been so accessible, he would or
would not have passed through this phase, in which
there were several brief intervals of renewed youth and
recovered confidence? But in these years from time to
time, and especially from 1876 to 1879, the wings
drooped, the bright, defiant head was bowed, the wild
eyes were turned inwards questioningly, sorrowfully.

Our chief poetic evidence that Swinburne in these
years was conscious, as never in youth or in old age, of
the great gulf between him and other men, even his
brothers in art, 1s that idealized autobiography, * Tha-
lassius ”’, which has hardly received the attention due to
it. It has, as a poem, some of the weaknesses which
grew on him; it is in parts diffuse and vague, and per-
haps only in the magnificent passage of the Bassarides
and in the Sun-God’s blessing of the poet does it rise
fully to the height of the subject; but as autobiography
it is far more suggestive than has generally been seen.
For here is Swinburne, at the close of this period, repre-
senting himself as in every respect set apart from man-
kind, though pledged to the service of humanity. He
is the child of the Sun and of the Sea; he is, in the final
benediction,

““ A fosterling and fugitive on earth
Sleepless of soul as wind or wave or fire,
A manchild with an ungrown God’s desire ”’;

he is, in a certain sense, and the poet’s perception of this
is astonishing, in early middle age still pubescent,
destined to remain a manchild, an ungrown God; he has
forgone his chance of sharing in the central human
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experiences, *“ sold life and life’s love for song ”’; he lives
only in his poetry,

‘“ Being now no more a singer, but a song.”

With all this, take certain passages in the contempor-
aneous “ On the Cliffs ”’, outpourings to Sappho and the
nightingale:

“ My heart has been as thy heart, and my life
As thy life is, a sleepless hidden thing,
Full of the thirst and hunger of winter and spring,
That seeks its food not in such love or strife
As fill men’s hearts with passionate hours and rest. . ..

The best of all my days
Have been as those fair fruitless summer strays,
Those water-waifs that but the sea-wind steers,
Flakes of glad foam or flowers on footless ways
That take the wind in season and the sun,
And when the wind wills is their season done. . . .

We were not marked for sorrow, thou or I,
For ioy nor sorrow, sister, were we made,
To take delight and grief to live and die,
Affrayed by pleasures or by pains affrayed,
That melt men’s hearts and alter; we retain
A memory mastering pleasure and all pain,
A spirit within the sense of ear and eye,

A soul behind the soul, that seeks and sings
And makes our life move only with its wings
And feed but from its lips.”

The writer of these two poems wrote out of a poignant
sense of what was exceptional in his spiritual situation;
but with a pride in it which Swinburne in the ’seventies
was far from feeling continuously. Look at certain
pieces in the second series of Poems and Ballads, pub-
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lished in 1878 but written appreciably earlier, and you
will find the moods of dejection, of wistfulness, of
pensive acquiescence most characteristic of Swinburne
in the middle and later ’seventies. The subdual and
spiritualization of the hitherto clamorous music, the new
delicacy which distinguish the extremely beautiful *“ A
Forsaken Garden ” and those other poems, “ The Year
of the Rose ”’, ““ Relics ”, A Ballad of Dreamland ”’, *“ A
Vision of Spring in Winter ”, remind us that they are the
work of hours 1n which the poet was drooping under
burdens of which he had earlier been unconscious, or
gently reviving after dejection. These things have
about them some suggestion of the maladive or of
convalescence.

Their author’s mood and condition varied very fre-
quently during the ’seventies. A few weeks in his
London rooms, in Great James Street, where he would
so often sit solitary and idle among his books and his
queer treasures, his serpentine candlesticks and the
table with the mosaic top, brooding till the impulse to
brandy or another distraction took him out, and he would
be over-wrought, his natural vividness dimmed, his
natural unsuspiciousness replaced by the belief that all
manner of evil was being plotted against him in various
quarters. A few more weeks and there would be
excruciating mental agitation, ending in physical
collapse. But his father had only to get him to Holm-
wood, the house near Henley which Admiral and Lady
Jane Swinburne had taken in place of their Isle of Wight
home after the death of his sister, Edith, and the invalid
would speedily become serene,active, discreetly behaved.
Visits to Jowett at Oxford, and, much more, sojourn
with him in successive autumns from 1871 in Scotland
or elsewhere, were also highly beneficial. A visit to the
Channel Islands with John Nichol in the late spring of
1876 had a magical effect, though within a few weeks he
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was once more ill, and Holmwood was once more the
cure. But in March 1877 his father, who may not have
understood his son’s work, but who had repeatedly
shown affectionate mdulgcnce and much good sense in
dealing with a very difficult case, passed away, mourned
in one of the simplest and most touching of Swinburne’s
many elegies.

Swinburne left Holmwood after the funeral, declined
to return thither, and entered on a long and nearly un-
broken course of reckless hvmg He had behind him,
as the work of the ’seventies, two solid and great
achievements, in both of which he had enjoyed Jowett’s
encouragement and advice, Bothwell, completed, after
immense labour, in 1874, out of Wthh as he once
gratefully declared, flinging himself at ]owett s feet, the
Master had helpfully cut 4,000 lines, and Erec/zt/zeu:
begun while staying with Jowett at Malvern in July
1875, and completed while staying with Theodore
Watts at Southwold in September and October of that
year. Now, Bothwell is the most tremendous thing,
except Mr. Hardy’s Dynasts, done in dramatic form in
modern English literature. The historical scholarship,
the elaborate and almost incredibly patient working out
of its enormous plot, the sustained ardour of this im-
mense drama afford the highest proof we have that
Swinburne was no mere brilliant improvisor, but a
student and artist capable of planning greatly and
executing with minute finish. And Erechtheus, the
most rapidly and confidently written of all his major
works, is the most exactly organized. But consider as a
whole the work done by Swinburne between 1871 and
1878, and you will observe signs that quite often in
these years he was provoking himself into intellectual
activity.

Through almost the whole of this period he was glad
to have his flagging spirits raised by controversy.
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O%portunities were provided by Buchanan, Furnivall,
and his own readiness to search for them.

In October 1871 there appeared in the Contemporary
Review under the title, *“ The Fleshly School of Poetry ”,
and over the signature, Thomas Maitland, an attack on
Rossetti and Swinburne. Before the end of that month
Rossetti was informed that Thomas Maitland was
Robert Buchanan, and proceeded to improvise a limerick
on

“ Buchanan,
Who the pseudo prefers to the anon,”

taking the matter at first, as William Michael wrote to
Swinburne, “ in a reasonable spirit of disdain ”. Pre-
sently, however, it become evident that Rossetti was
seriously affected, and it was out of chivalrous concern
for his friend, rather than with the wish to add to the
defence of his own Poems and Ballads already made in
Notes on Poems and Reviews in 1866, that Swinburne
now produced Under the Microscope. With this generous
motive, however, there mingled very probably the
desire to enliven himself, for earlier in 1871 he had
brought himself very low by reckless indulgences, had
had to be rescued by his father, and had subsequently
had to be taken by Jowett to Scotland. He was greatly
gratified by his father’s description of Under the Micro-
scope as ‘“a cat o’ nine tails ”, and by his former and
since alienated editor’s recognition, in an article on
Tennyson which Hutton contributed to Macmillan’s
Magazine, that the outer satirical husk of the essay was
not its kernel. Swinburne claimed, not unjustly, that it
was more than a fierce reply to Buchanan, that it con-
tributed something to the understanding of artistic
questions of more enduring interest than those at issue
between Buchanan and himself. But it was in too many
places disfigured by elaborate and over-toppling irony,
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and in one passage, speedily cancelled,! by a quite out-
rageous outburst of temper against Tennyson. Quite
legitimately and very delightfully, Swinburne had long
rrotested against the taming and moralizing of Arthurian
egends in which Tennyson indulged, and had been
wont to refer to the [dylls of the King as the ““ Morte
d’Albert ”. But here he had summed up the dramatic
personnel of Tennyson as ““ that cycle of strumpets and
scoundrels, broken by here and there an imbecile, which
Mr. Tennyson has set revolving the figure of his central
wittol.”

Buchanan was not wholly silenced; he produced a
feeble satire, ““ The Monkey and the Microscope ”, in
St. Paul’s, in August 1872; but his influence was
shaken, despite the extravagances of Swinburne’s pam-
phlet. There was a further clash in 1875, when Swin-
burne addressed to the Examiner, then edited by his
friend William Minto, a letter entitled * The Devil’s
Due ", and signed Thomas Maitland, a signature which
it amused him very much to use. This letter, which also
appeared as a pampbhlet for private circulation, dealt with
Buchanan’s *“ Fleshly School ”” article and with the Earl
of Southesk’s Fonas Fisher, and out of it arose Buchanan’s
libel action of 1876 against the Examiner. Swinburne,
not unreasonably, insisted that it had been for Minto, as
Editor, and not for himself, to judge of the risk of pub-
lishing it; but he obstinately refused to consult with the
Examiner’s legal defenders, chiefly, it seems, through
irritation at something the paper had said in disparage-
ment of Mrs. Lyon Linton, who was Landor’s spiritual
daughter and therefore above criticism.

At the suggestion of Watts(-Dunton) he made the
Examiner a present of a short poem, but insisted that

' It would appear that only half a dozen copies of the cancelled
leaf are in existence: forgers have at least twice in recent years pro-
vided copies to enhance the value of the pamphlet.
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this was purely an act of grace, and recounted to his
friend at length the obligation under which he had
placed the Examiner by allowing it for a modest fee to
print his article on Auguste Vacquerie, an article which,
gratifying to Victor Hugo’s adherents and appreciated
1n Paris, was by no means the kind of contribution which
an editor in London would covet.!

Buchanan made one of his slimy recantations in regard
to Rossetti some years later; he never relented towards
Swinburne, his chief grievance, apart from the chastise-
ment he had received, being that Swinburne in 1867, in
an article on Matthew Arnold, had mingled some con-
tempt with pity in a reference to the ill-fated poetaster,
David Gray. But Buchanan, who had no central
convictions, ceased to matter.

Long before this controversy closed, Swinburne had
entered into others: the controversy provoked by the
publication of the fierce sonnets on Napoleon III; that
arising between him and the vulgarly abusive Furnivall
over Swinburne’s Shakespearean criticism published in
the Fortnightly Review in 1875-76; the angry debates
excited by events in the Balkans. Letters to the Press
and indignant outpourings to friends need not detain us.
Nor need more than a very few words be said of the
quarrel with Emerson, who was reported in American
prints to have reflected on Swinburne’s character, and
who, having unwisely left Swinburne’s request for a
contradiction unanswered, became the subject of poly-
glot epigrams of great pungency and impropriety. The

! Swinburne’s ideas of editorial requirements were often odd.
Thus, he desired a friend to let the editor of the Atbeneuam sce his
epigrams on Lytton, and himself submitted to Knowlcs, of the Nine-
teenth Century, though here he confessed to a doubt of their suit-
ability, his “ Rondeaux Parisiens” inspired by resentment partly of
Stead’s puritanical and obscene crusade in the Pal/ Mall Gazette but
chiefly of hypocritical French horror at the immorality of London,
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Note of an English Republican on the Muscovite Crusade,
1876, a violent and voluble tract, is of little interest now,
but has a certain importance as illustrating both the
temper which was now becoming usual with him in
controversy and the peculiarity of his reaction to political
characters and events. I shall return to it later for the
light some correspondence relating to it casts on Swin-
burne’s hero-worship and almost insensate hatred of
public characters not found worthy of worship.
Herbert Spencer found the invective of this Noze
magnificent. The magnificence is there, but obscured
too often by the faults which were now more and more
prevalent in Swinburne’s prose. These same vices of
exaggeration, of circumlocutory and over-obvious irony,
of alliteration and double or treble antithesis, of inability
to refrain from striking out violently to right and left
when the writer’s eyes should be fixed before him,
appear also in A4 Note on Charlotte Bronté, 1877. There
is 1n this a more radical effect. It shows eager sympathy
and fine acumen in dealing with Charlotte, rare insight
and courage in its eulogy of Emily’s poetry; but too
many even of its best passages seem merely incidental to
an attack on George Eliot. He attacked her partly
because, on the whole for sound reasons, he disapproved
of the valuation of her work then general, but also
because, one of the vainest of his imaginings, he sup-
posed her to be inciting her literary following to assail
him. What pretext there was for his innumerable flings,
some in rather blunt little epigrams, at the viceregal poet,
Lytton, no one has yet discovered. Lytton, to be sure,
was an imitative writer who came near to being a
plagiarist, though not without a certain talent, and even,
in at least one composition, a certain personal feeling.
But he had done no harm to Swinburne; his father had
been kind to Swinburne. It can only be supposed that
Swinburne needed a poeticule to torture. He was on
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edge in these years; he was provoking himself into
intellectual activity.

There were, indeed, as has already been noticed,
radiant intervals when Swmburne, cured by the country
or the sea, and soothed by his parents or by Jowett,
would reappear in London ardent and purposeful and
gay and charming; but the fits of dejection, the demon-
strations of arrogance, the days of dependence on excite-
ment, the hours of lassitude, became more frequent. In
1878 he presented, he the vividly youthful, something
of the aspect of an old man, grateful for help up and
down stairs, tottering from his excesses. In September
1879 he was dying in his rooms in Great James Street,
when Theodore Watts(-Dunton), with Lady Jane Swin-
burne’s approval, and mingling persuasion and some-
thing like violence, got him into a cab and took him to
his own rooms and then to Putney. With his almost
unprecedented recuperative power, Swinburne in six
weeks was as well as he had ever been. The funda-
mental soundness of his constitution, corresponding to
the sanity which underlay all his intellectual extrava-
gances, became evident; not for twenty-four years did he
have another illness; and he lived for thirty more.

Such contact as he had had with ordinary life now
ceased. Life came to him thenceforth only as a rumour.
There remained his books, the sea, children, the memory
of old friendships very beautifully cherished by him.



Chapter VII
PAN AND THALASSIUS
CERTAINLY one of those for whom, in Gautier’s

phrase, the visible world exists, Swinburne is

exceptionally privileged or condemned to appre-
hend it, not as a series of pictures in which natural
objects have their detail, are massed together, are
stationed firmly in their circumstances, but under
fugitive yet monotonously recaptured aspects, and with
a kind of emptying of much of the scene. He sees
things much as his Althea saw the approach of the
famous hunters, with half-dazzled eyes:

* For sharp mixed shadows and wind
Blown up between the morning and the mist,
With steam of steeds and flash of bridle or wheel,
And fire, and parcels of the broken dawn,
And dust, divided by hard light, and spears
That shine and shift as the edge of wild beasts’ eyes,
Smite upon mine; so fiery their blind edge
Burns, and bright points break up and baffle day.”

There are hardly any set and full and clear pictures
in Swinburne. Landscape or seascape, the effect is of
haze with light breaking on or out of certain widely
separated, undefined things—waves, flames, clouds,
stars, flowers—as they may have existed in the general
intention of God before His art gave them particularity:
‘ bright points break up and baffle day ”’.

Swinburne worked constantly from a very few
remembered prospects, in Northumberland, in the Isle
of Wight, in Siena, on the east coast of England; but

129 K
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the actual scene is * scattered with light ”’, the moment
he begins to work on it. Keats transfers nature to his
pages, as it were, bodily, completely, circumscribing
with a very definite outline what is to be transferred in
its totality; but with Swinburne the component parts
of that on which he is gazing fly asunder, and only some
of them reassemble in the unity of a curiously mental
composition. So far as he was observant, it was in a
way unlike that of any other poet, and I do not think
the result of his initial observation was ever submitted
to the test of a fresh reference to nature. The quality
he had primarily discerned in any natural object became
for him its distinguishing, if not its sole, quality. The
thing once seen was brooded over, and then, as in the
classic instance of the stormy Channel crossing cele-
brated by him over and over again, it was drawn upon
without the slightest modification from subsequent
experience.

With few exceptions, his remembered landscapes and
seascapes have no linear pattern to hold them together,
their unity, when they have it, coming from the quite
wonderful maintenance of atmosphere, the persistence
of the monotonous music to which they are revealed,
and, more profoundly, from the affinity which must
exist between every thing in a world resolved into its
elements. The world on which the reader of Swinburne
looks is that of a just completed creation, a world in
which the elements have not yet accommodated them-
selves to the routine of co-operation or to a war of attri-
tion. It 1s full of excitement, which the poet cannot
always communicate to the reader, but which he himself
feels intensely, because the wind and the sea have not
yet learned the limitations of their power. And there is
another excitement, man’s, in the possession of fire.
Swinburne uses that word, fire, the bare, undefined word,
with incalculable frequency, and as if he were the
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contemporary of Prometheus, thinking not of a familiar
serviceable thing, but of an elemental energy newly
stolen from heaven.

He goes too far, but he can afford to go farther than
any other of our poets in the use of the undefined natural
symbol, in saying *“ wave ”’; “ flame ”’, *“ wind ’, ‘‘ star ”,
without an epithet or with only such epithets as
“swift 7, ““ bright ”’, because the abstract things matter
so uniquely to him, and because that use of them is
singularly to his purpose. If, as a rule, he refuses to
define his natural symbols. it is not that he is workin
in a decorative craftsman’s convention like William
Morris, who, very properly, will not allow one stitch
of the tapestry he is making in verse to stand out from
the rest, but that he would preserve the primordial value
of the symbol, his sense of nature, for all the complexities
of his own convention in rendering her, being thoroughly
primitive.

That such a poet should have been urged, and by
Watts-Dunton, to directly and elaborately descriptive
poetry about nature is to me unintelligible. Whatever
not inexcusably irritated people may say about Watts-
Dunton, he had, in general, a truly remarkable insight
into the principles of poetry and the conditions of poetical
production. But, not only on this ground, I am forced
to the conclusion that he understood certain sides of
Swinburne’s highly peculiar genius less than almost any
other intelligent human being can have done. It was,
or should have been, obvious that, with his mode of
apprehending nature, his mode of rendering his
experience of her, the finest of Swinburne’s nature
poetry was bound to be either incidental or an attack
on the problem of the relationship between the soul of
man and the prime energies of nature, and not descriptive
of particular landscapes and seascapes. But Watts-
Dunton, whether in his anxiety to find morally safe
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subjects for Swinburne or with some idea of widening
his friend’s range, persuaded him to undertake the
novel task.

One of the earliest results, let it be gladly admitted,
was not altogether unfortunate. * By the North Sea”,
in Studies in Song, is too diffuse, and it contains at least
one piece in which Swinburne seems to be parodying
himself; but here and there, especially when inspired
by what was macabre in the subject, Swinburne does
attain to success in calling up, in this strange flickering
picture, the likeness of an unpeopled and disastrous
shore, of the sand-encumbered tides, of ruined coastal
churches and graveyards crumbling to the sea. And
there are those lines in which he acquires a wizardry to
which he very seldom even aspired:

“ Far flickers the flight of the swallows,
Far flutters the weft of the grass,
Spun dense over desolate hollows,
More pale than the clouds as they pass:
Thick woven as the weft of a witch 1s,
Round the heart of a thrall that has sinned,
Whose youth and the wrecks of its riches
Are waifs in the wind.”

The world for that instant has become a fluttering
thing of mere surface; and there are some other
momentary successes, as in ‘‘ Neap Tide”, with its
crepuscular harmony of ebbing waters and fading light,

(F more ambitiously, in * Evening on the Broads ”
Wthh has also its technical interest as offering us the
English equivalent of elegiacs. But these successes are
not numerous, and they are surrounded by quantities of
verse almost intolerably diffuse and repetitive.

It is a pity that if Swinburne was to be pressed to
write nature poetry, instead of being left to use natural
symbols in his lavish incidental way, Watts-Dunton did
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not cast back to that piece, solitary in Swinburne’s work,
which surprises and delights and soothes the more
discriminating readers of the first series of Poems and
Ballads, *“ The Sundew ”. It may be that the like of it
could never again have been produced by its writer, but
assuredly less harm would have been done in the
attempt than resulted from incitation to rhapsodic
descriptions of vague and vast marine subjects.

“The Sundew ”, though adequately marked by its
author’s personality, comes nearer than anything else
he wrote to being in the main English tradition of
nature poetry. The little marsh plant is carefully trans-
cribed from nature:

“ Yellow-green,
And pricked at tip with tender red;
Tread close, and either way you tread
Some faint black water jets between
Lest you should bruise the curious head.”

With a Pre-Raphaelite touch or two, and some Swin-
burnian idiosyncrasy, there is in this poem an infusion
of almost Wordsworthian sentiment:

“ We are vexed and cumbered in earth’s sight,
With wants, with many memories;
These see their mother what she is,
Glad-growing, till August leave more bright
The apple-coloured cranberries.”

The thing is seen clearly with all its actual circum-
stances, and the epithets, which is unusual with Swin-
burne, are descriptive in the ordinary sense, directly
qualifying the immediate context instead of being
merely contributions to the general atmosphere.

Or Watts-Dunton might have reminded Swinburne
of his early successes in creating atmosphere, as in an-
other of the first series of Poems and Ballads, ‘ August .
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The Pre—Raphaehttsm which, with some tincture of
Tennyson’s * Palace of Art”, had earlier yielded a
passage in * The Two Dreams "

‘ Some angel’s steady mouth and weight of wings,
Shut to the side; or Peter with straight stole
And beard cut black against the aureole,”

may perhaps be traced in such lines of “ August

“ The split green wood,
With all its bearded lips and stains
Of mosses in the cloven veins.”

But it is the power of creating atmosphere, already fore-
shadowed in *“ The Two Dreams ", with its rendering
of a sick atmosphere in which all things felt sweet are
felt sweet overmuch, and colour is a tyranny, and the
weight of the trees a burden on the strengthless air, it
is that power which makes * August” so wonderful.
The drowsy luxury of the summer evening in the
orchard, the colours soothing the sense like music, the
slow invasion of the mind by peace,

*“ As water feels the slow gold melt
Right through it when the day burns mute,”

are conveyed by Swinburne to his reader as few of the
excited later experiences of place were. That power
over atmosphere he never wholly lost. There is no
more sustained exercise of it in his work than in one
of the tragedies written in his old age, Rosamund, Queen
of the Lombards, in which the oppression of summer is
telt almost physically by the reader. But in the huge
and whirling movements of his later lyrical rhapsodies
over the sea there was lamentably seldom opportunity
for its employment.

And yet it is in a late poem, one of the productions of
that decline in which we are constantly told he became
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wholly incapable of high poetry, that this power was
used with most originality. An able critic has lately
managed to write a book on Swinburne without mention-
ing ““ A Nympholept ”, and the two most distinguished
authorities on Swinburne that we have among us
excluded it from a selection of his poems. To me it
seems the finest lyric he produced in the last twenty
years of his life, and in its strange way one of the
profoundest nature poems in the language, striking
down as it does to an experience almost incredibly
primitive, to an aboriginal sense of the beauty and terror
of the earth. This poem, so full of the charm and dread
of the forest, of * the naked noon ”’, of “ the strong sun’s
imminent might ”’, of the fear to which the ancients
gave the infinitely suggestive name, panic, is a dealing
with mysteries, and in its treatment of natural facts is to
fulfil Mallarmé’s demand that the poet should give us
“ not the intrinsic dense wood of the trees ”’ but “ the
silent thunder afloat in the leaves . And for this delicate
enterprise, which would seerq to require a subtle, hushed,
insinuating mode of verse, éwinburne chose a metre of
emphatic stresses, a stanza that openly admits its
artificiality.y But the Kingdom of Pan, it would appear,
no less thdnh the Kingdom of Heaven, suffers violence:
mysteries can be unveiled to this assertive, almost
strident music, and an involved, rhetorical style can
utter what might be supposed to be barely communicable
in the whisper of some confessional lyric. A more
paradoxical triumph it would be difficult to call to mind.

The poet is in the forest at noon, aware of the influ-
ences of the place and hour, strung with expectation of
some momentous revelation. Is it love, is it dread, that
enters into him? Dread at first. But thereafter:

“ I sleep not: never in sleep has a man beholden
This. From the shadow that trembles and yearns
with light,
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Suppressed and elate and reluctant—obscure and
golden,
As water kindled with presage of dawn or night—
A form, a face, a wonder to sense and sight,
Grows great as the moon through her month, and her
eyes embolden
*Fear, till it change to desire, and desire to delight.”

The terror,

* The sense, more fearful at noon than in midmost night,
Of wrath scarce hushed and of imminent ill to be ”’,

has yielded to this uncertainly won joy in nature. But
whether Pan be indeed of goodwill towards man must
remain doubtful, when the moment’s conviction, or
dream, is past. The beauty of the earth is enough, taken
simply. Yet, is it? Something is lost if nature have
no love towards man.

“ Thee, therefore, thee would I come to, cleave to,
cling,
If haply thy heart be kind and thy gifts be good,
Unknown sweet spirit. . . .

The terror that whispers in darkness and flames in
light
The doub’t that sfpeaks in the silence of earth and sea,
The sense, more fearful at noon than in midmost night,
Of wrath scarce hushed and of imminent ill to be,
Where are they? Heaven is as earth, and as heaven
to me
Earth: for, the shadows that sundered them here take
flight;
And nought is all, as am I, but a dream of thee.”
How 1is it that in this poem, first published in
Astrophel, the last but one of his collections of lyrics,
and produced in years in which Swinburne often lacked
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the power of communication, how is it that so much, such
difficult substance, has been conveyed, and through a
kind of verse which might be thought incapable of
conveying any such intimate experience? We shall get
no complete answer to that question, except from the
fact that Swinburne was a great poet to the last days of
his life, though he wrote but few great poems after
forty. The miracles became infrequent; the power to
work them was there, latent or misdirected though it
might be, and this is one of the occasions on which it
was exercised. But, I think, we need not leave the matter
simply at that. There is a partial explanation.
In Swinburne, metrical urgency and great prodigality
with metaphor and simile combine to make the reader
incurious of the suggestions so abundantly and swiftly
offered and withdrawn. In a more slow-moving writer,
and one more economical with imagery, each metaphor
will claim attention, and should any one of them be
emphasized to the degree of suggestion that it is more
than metaphor, the reader’s mind will question, if only
to accept, the claim. But where there is so much speed,
with such profusion of imagery, the reader falls into the
habit of discounting metaphors, past which he is in truth
carried almost too rapidly for notice of them; and when,
amidst a host of them that profess to be no more than
metaphors, there occur those which assert identity, no
challenge is perceived, the reader acquiesces in a claim
he has not measured, and has conceded what the poet
demands without being aware of it. Swinburne did not
always use the opportunity his method gave him, but
here, in *“ A Nympholept ”’, he used it with extraordinary
success, and I defy any reader, during perusal or immedi-
ately on its conclusion, to say at what point the poet’s
strangest matter was smuggled into the reader’s mind.
This way of getting past the intellectual objection
while the reader is taken up with the sound and shimmer
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of the verse may also be studied in the rather too diffuse
and exaggerated poem, “ On the Cliffs ”. The involu-
tion, the haste, to what destination is not clear, the
apparently half-accidental approach to the main theme,
the employment of mere analogies in regard to what are
eventually to be felt as identities, the frequent slight
ambiguity, the haze and flickering light in which the
relationship between Sappho, the nightingale, and the
poet himself is established—these are trying, but enable
some very curious things to be done.

Swinburne could be far simpler and more direct.
Instead of working out the involved claim to imaginative
kinship addressed in that poem to the nightingale he
could say, in his wistful and charming verses *“ To a
Seamew ", quite simply,

“ When I had wings, my brother,

\)/ - . .
Such wings were mine as thine.”

But it was that involved, diffuse way of working, under
cover, as it were, of an excess of sound, of an excess of
metaphors, of a veil of the glittering spray thrown up by
the speed of his movement, that was most characteristic
of him; for good when he used the special opportunities
it gave him, for evil when he did not. And it was not
only, though it was with the most of tiresome failures,
in his nature poetry that he employed that method.
Elsewhere he had with it both failures and successes,
few of the successes more remarkable than the elegy
on Burton, written about the same time as ““ A Nympho-
lept ”’, with its strange landscape, of which the thought,
twisting and toiling forward through obscure analogies,
never looses hold:

* Auvergne, Auvergne, O wild and woful land,
O glorious land and gracious, white as gleam
The stairs of Heaven, black as a flameless brand
Strange even as life, and stranger than a dream!”
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In his youth, like any other young poet, Swinburne
had joy merely from the incidental beauty of nature,
from each beautiful phenomenon, of the not very many
observed by him, separately considered. Such joy can
never be very long-lived, must fade out as the tempera-
ture falls in the blood, as beauty comes as less of a
surprise; or, if it does survive, can inspire only an
infantile, though delightful, poetry like that of some
minor Elizabethan or of Mr. W. H. Davies. The
deeper and more durable joy proper to great poets in
maturity can come only of an apprehension of some valid
relationship between all the observed phenomena of
nature, and between them and man. Swinburne, from
a rather early stage, \was concerned much less with the
static facts of nature than with her prime energies, and
the bias of his thought against accepted religions, toge-
ther with his defiant sense of man’s potentialities, led him
to an imaginative conception of the universe in which
the idea of man as the master of things was imposed
on a pantheism closely resembling that of Emerson’s
“ Brahma ”. The great poem, preferred by its author
to all other of his works,! in which this conception was
formulated, is one of those compositions which baffle
the compartmental critic. Itis equally, or almost equally,
a political poem, a religious poem, a poem of nature.

More explicitly philosophical than anything else he
ever wrote, it is the most imaginatively tolerant of all
his poems, acknowledging that those things which
hinder the growth of the mystic tree of life are never-
theless part of it; and, indeed, on this view of the

v « Of all I have done I rate ‘Hertha’ highest as a single piece,
finding in it the most of lyric force and music combined with the
most of condensed and clarified thought.”—Swinburne in a letter to
E. C. Stedman. It was not till very late in life that he came to pre-
fer his odes to all his other lyrics. To “Ave atque Vale”, which

must share with “Hertha” pride of place, he was consistently
unjust.
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universe, everything that exists is justified, in a sense,
by the bare fact of its existence. The folly or crime, for
man, in whom the life of the tree becomes fully conscious
and capable of purpose, is to seek exterior sanction,
instead of looking into his own mind and heart, where
he would find impulses at one with nature’s.

“There is no God, O Son,
If thou be none,”

says nature to man, in the piece called * On the Downs ”.
There is nothing knowable above or below the life
in which nature and we are participators; there is no
goal set for evolution by an exterior and superior will;
growth has no guerdon but only to grow. But man is
not released from obligation to a mythical exterior
authority in the interests of moral anarchy, and nature
is not so much décor for the mere delectation of atheistic
connoisseurs. The obligation laid on man is heavy and
infrangible. There is imposed on him the duty of
identifying himself with the general life of the universe,
of giving himself freely to its service.

“I am in thee to save thee,
As my soul in thee saith;
Give thou as I gave thee,
Thy life blood and breath,
Green leaves of thy labour, white flowers of thy thought,
and red fruit of thy death—

For truth only is living,
Truth only is whole,
And the love of his giving
Man’s pole-star and pole;
Man, pulse of my centre, and fruit of my body, and seed
of my soul.
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One birth of my bosom;
One beam of mine eye;
One topmost blossom
That scales the sky;

Man, equal and one with me, man that is made of me,
man that is I.”

The duty comes to man in many forms. There is the
special demand made by contemporary political events,
a demand on free men to further the development of
political liberty. But there is also the vaster and more
continuous demand made by a more comprehensive
conception of liberty. And there is the mute, subtle,
insistent demand made by nature on man, the demand,
that he should enter imaginatively into her activities.
In the most fortunate hour of his early manhood, Swin-
burne, responding with the utmost ardour to these
complicated obligations, and impelled to communicative-
ness by a motive which, in the noblest sense, was
propagandist, produced a body of magnificent poetry,
political in a way, religious in a way, in which the
energies of man and of nature are related with singular
power and dignity. Later he retired into a commerce
with nature which may be thought more disinterested,
but in which we are seldom enabled to be participators.
We do not so much share those later experiences as watch
them. It is the spectacle, certainly, of one who has
attained to living in the life of the great natural energies,
of moving with the great natural rhythms, a wonderful
thing, but sometimes with hardly more meaning for our
minds than the evolutions of the seabirds over the waters
or the intricate and endless movement of the waves.
The sunrise that thrilled us when it was associated, not
merely with certain generous mid-Victorian hopes, but
with the eternal aspirations of man leaves us moved only
with a dim wonder when it is a vague explosion of light;
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the sea that was so real, though so strangely abstract,
when it was breasted by the swimmer with a symbolical
purpose becomes almost meaningless when it is an
unrelated and interminable expanse of heaving water.
Swinburne’s connexions with the normal man were too
few for any of them to be discarded with impunity, and
it was extremely dangerous for him to write of nature
without the motive to bind men together in their relation
to her.



Chapter VIII
IN SHELTER
SWINBURNE at Putney has inspired enough

cheaply ironical writing. I do not propose to add

to the mass of it. In the autumn of 1879 he was
dying in his rooms in Great James Street; dying of his
excesses, making a sordid end over which moralists
could have wagged their heads without rebuke. Watts
gave Swinburne thirty years of healthy, happy, studious,
productive life. He enabled Swinburne to complete the
trilogy on Mary Queen of Scots, to assemble, join, and
finish the fragments of his long-medxtated Tristram of
Lyonesse, to produce a score of lyrics that we should
seriously miss from his work as well as perhaps two
score that we would readily lose, to shape and conclude
his Study of Shakespeare, to round off his criticisms of
the Elizabethan drama, to write Locrine and The Tale
of Balen. He restored him to health, to dignity, to as
much peace of mind as was possible for such a nature.
If there was among Swinburne’s friends another man
capable of doing as much, that potential redeemer never
revealed the slightest inclination to undertake the work
of rescue.

Certainly there is another side to this matter. Watts
benefited substantially in the long run by his guardian-
ship of Swinburne, and even developed an unbeautiful
anxiety to extract advantage in prestige, and after
Swinburne’s death in cash, from the relationship. He
was too complacent over the success of his rescue work;
he assumed airs of proprietorship which excited irrita-
tion in everyone except Swinburne himself. But it is

143
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fair to remember that in the beginning the guardianship
involved some considerable sacrifice of convenience and
time, some risk of domestic embarrassment, for the
Swinburne of 1879 was not precisely the kind of
permanent co-tenant to be desired by the womenfolk of
a middle-class family living in a respectable suburb, and
Swinburne was not immediately able to confine his
swearing to French. A respectable solicitor, living with
his sister and young nephew, can hardly be supposed to
feel that all is in her eyes, and in those of the maid-
servants, as it should be when the friend housed under
the same roof is one whose boots have to be concealed
to prevent him issuing forth in search of brandy, and
who pads about in his socks crying out, “ O God, if
there is a God, which there isn’t, where are my damned
boots?”” And as to the proprietorship, the implication
that Swinburne was a guest, the excessive control over
him when all danger had vanished, it is right to consider
whether Watts did not become guilty of those things
simply in a needless continuation of what at the outset
was absolutely necessary. His hold over Swinburne in
the early critical weeks was simply through Swinburne’s
fine sense of what was due from guest to host. Had
the poet been allowed then to regard himself as other
than a guest, he would have taken the first opportunity
to relapse into old ways. The fiction might very well
have been abandoned after a few months. The cost
of setting up the new establishment at The Pines, which
Watts now took, was met by Lady Jane Swinburne;
Swinburne himself, as his financial position improved,
Messrs. Chatto and Windus having replaced Hotten as
his publishers, and Watts having undertaken manage-
ment of what remained of the /5,000 he had received
under Admiral Swinburne’s will; contributed substan-
tially; and in the end Watts and his heirs had not only
the copyright of Swinburne’s works, but, first and last,
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about £10,000 from the sale of Swinburne’s library and
manuscripts.! In retrospect, it is clear that the advan-
tages, financially, were heavily on the side of Watts
and his relations. That things would so fall out was not
perhaps very evident in 1880. But Watts should have
modified the attitude as of host to guest when it had
served its purpose in restraining Swinburne. So also,
necessary as it was to keep certain of his former asso-
ciates from Swinburne, he should not have continued
the quiet, stubborn opposition to intercourse with
several who, whether or not * bohemian ”’, were in no
way dangerous.

But all this comes to little more than that Watts did
not perceive when the need for discipline, make-believe,
and segregation had gone by. More serious was his
development of a peculiar, and very likely unconscious,
jealousy of Swinburne’s past. Watts was not an aristo-
crat, not a Northumbrian, not an Etonian, and he had
emerged from the provinces into literary society in
London only at the age of forty. He did not relish the
idea of Swinburne as an aristocrat, a Northumbrian,
an Etonian, and the wonder and terror of the literary
London of, say, 1865-1870. He thwarted the poet’s
attempts to revisit Northumberland, if they ever got
beyond mere wistful dreamings of going thither. He
prevented acceptance of the invitation to visit Eton
on the 450th anniversary of its foundation. He dis-
couraged reminiscences of wild days among men whom
he too knew and in some instances honoured, but in

whose youthful pranks he had had no share. He

! Swinburne’s library, described as such, was sold at Sotheby’s in
1916 for £2,593. What was called Watts-Dunton’s library was sold
in 1917 for £2,761. These were parts of the one collection, used
jointly by the poet and Watts-Dunton, and it owed its value very
largely to contributions by and association with Swinburne. The
best of the MSS. were acquired earlier by Mr. Wise for £3,000.

L
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wished Swinburne, as far as might be, to blot from
memory everything earlier than the date of their first
meeting in 1872, everything alien to Watts. That this
jealousy sprang mainly from his real affection for Swin-
burne does not alter the fact that it in some degree
cramped the poet, for his past was all that Swinburne,
growing deaf, grown irresponsive to most new experi-
ences, segregated at The Pines, had to draw upon.
Further, as I have come to think, revising an older
opinion in the light of much material not available to me
or to other students thirteen years ago, Watts in some
respects failed to understand his friend’s genius. It is
not that Watts was a Philistine with utterly groundless
pretensions to esteem as poet and critic. In his curiously
compounded nature, conventionality, of which he was
quite unconscious, co-existed with an enthusiasm, to
Swinburne rather tiresome, for gipsies and vagabonds
in the abstract, with much emotional susceptibility, with a
vein of poetry, a certain bent to mysticism. Professional,
genteel, suburban as he could be, he was also in his
way and degree a poetic nature, even at a few moments
an achieving poet; and he had more than wide reading,
had a really unusual insight into the principles of poet.?',
a real feeling for the vital importance of poetry 1in life,
Look at that sonnet of his on Coleridge which George
Meredith justly admired. The image is of a singular
propriety, the tone and quality of the writing are not
unworthy of one who was Rossetti’s friend and Swin-
burne’s. But he does not seem to have suspected the
true needs of Swinburne’s genius in those later years,
How far he might have succeeded in convincing Swin-
burne that a poem is addressed to readers not already
privy to the author’s experience, how far he might have
been able to impress on Swinburne the advantages of
solidity in substance, outline in execution, concision,.
restraint, are matters for conjecture. What he did was.
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to encourage poetry in description of vague natural
subjects, and interminable allusive odes in honour of
Swinburne’s literary heroes. To be fair, in the beginning
he probably had, as indeed he once confessed, to praise
anything the convalescent poet wrote; and it may be
that it was difficult to go back on such amiably insincere
opinions. But, even allowing for this, there is reason to
believe that he did not realize the qualities and limitations
of the genius brought under his influence.

For the artist, wisdom is making the best of his own
assets, no matter how constituted or limited, without
reference to any principle of what is generally desirable.
Watts had a generalizing mind, with many theories,
often suggestive, of the requirements of poetry. What
Swinburne needed was a friend who should encourage
him to accept his now nearly complete irresponsiveness
to new experiences, to concentrate on the experiences
of his youth, to work on them in more or less dramatic
lyrics. The poetry of love, his kind of love, had by no
means been exhausted in the first Poems and Ballads.
In that great poem, in the second series, ““ At a Month’s
End”, Swinburne had magnificently shown what he
could do when writing, not the ecstatic lyrics of an
amorous rapture in which only the poet has any real
existence, but the poetry of passion experienced by two
actualized persons, of passion definitely conditioned by
their characters and their situation. With no sense of
the theatre, Swinburne had a true sense of drama, and
other work in that kind should not have been impossible
for him. It should have been possible for him also,
instead of expending so much energy in reporting,
without much care whether he was communicating
anything to the reader, the sensations of the grown man
when introduced to the North Sea by Watts, whose
confidence that two such old friends of his would get on
together was better justified in life than in poetry, to
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render more frequently, in imaginatively re-living his
vivid boyhood, the effect of nature on a young and fiery
creature, such as he had been. Not expansion of
experience, but reversion to old experience, should
have been the policy. It may be urged that it was. But
though Swinburne in the last thirty years of his life so
very frequently celebrated old enthusiasms, it was
usually without throwing himself back into the past.
We have only to turn to The Tale of Balen to see how
far more fortunate were the results when he fully
returned to his boyhood than when he did so partially
and unconsciously.

But whatever Watts may have failed to do or done
amiss, he gave Swinburne security. The poet’s life now
became one of almost mechanical regularity. FEach
morning, except Sunday, he issued from The Pines,
rather late, for a long solitary walk, usually up Putney
Hill and across the Heath, returning in time for the
somewhat bourgeois lunch, to which, in his restored
health, he sat down with an invariably good appetite.
Watts-Dunton and members of the family or occasional
guests shouted what they had to say to a charmingly
courteous, smiling, not very attentive listener, till the
Elizabethan drama or AEschylus or Landor or Hugo
was mentioned, and then Swinburne’s beautiful voice,
which, unlike the voice of the typical sufferer from
deafness, was very seldom raised to unnecessary loud-
ness, was added to the mild debate and in a moment or
two delightfully dominated it. The joint removed, the
poet’s beer finished, for he now drank only beer, and the
descant on Marlowe or the Legend of the Ages con-
cluded, he would retire to his bedroom for a couple of
hours of dozing. In the afternoon, he would write in
his study upstairs, where, from the window, he could
see the garden and a statue which had once been in
Rossetti’s. His desk was the one which his mother had
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given him when he went to Oxford. He did not sit
at it continuously, but walked round and round the book-
lined room, composing the stanza or sentence in his
mind, before he sat down to the task, to him always
distasteful, of putting it on paper. Presently he would
descend and read, Dickens by choice, to Watts. Then
there would be the evening meal, and thereafter some
three hours of more work in his study.

Visitors were not numerous. With the exception of
Jowett, and, for a period, William Morris, and on a few
occasions Burton, whose cigarette-smoking agitated
Swinburne, older friends kept away, either because
they were definitely banned or because they did not care
to see Swinburne only by permission of Watts and in
his presence. A certain number of younger writers and
scholars were introduced to him. From 1886 he was
periodically gratified by the visits of Mr. Thomas J.
Wise, who was already collecting, with ardour and
discrimination, not only his works, but those of writers
dear to him, notably Shelley and Landor. Swinburne
was a little impatient about the nice distinctions between
tall and other copies, cut and uncut edges, but in his
way he too was a bibliophile, and he appreciated to the
full the compliment conveyed by Mr. Wise’s assiduity.
It would have pleased him greatly to know that the
rarest of his productions, with so very many of his
manuscripts and letters, would come eventually into the
reverent keeping of so erudite, fastidious, and enthusi-
astic a collector. A poet or critic appeared now and
then. Mr. Arthur Symons, whose early editorial and
critical work on the Elizabethans was justly valued by
Swinburne, once told me how Swinburne interrupted an
inspection of the quartos in the study with a gleam of
the old mischief, offering to quote him the most indecent
line in the whole of English drama, which proved to be,
“ On this soft anvil all the world was made . Mr. Max
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Beerbohm and Mr. E. V. Lucas were visitors who have
left valuable impressions. Mr. Cockerell, Professor
Fitzmaurice Kelly, and others were congenial to the
scholar in Swinburne. But Watts had a number of
literary friends or acquaintances who belonged, if not
exactly to Gath itself, to some outlying and only par-
tially redeemed suburb of it, and it can hardly be pre-
tended that any serious attempt was made to bring
Swinburne into contact with the most significant of the
younger generation of writers as such. He corre-
sponded, however, with Mr. Hardy, was constantly
exchanging letters of extraordinary interest with his
younger brother in Elizabethan scholarship, A. H.
Bullen, and had communications with others who meant
something to him.

Literature was a living thing at The Pines, and to
Watts as well as to Swinburne. Munro used to lower
his voice when he spoke of the scandals of ancient Rome;
at The Pines, Landor and Lamb and Coleridge and
Shelley were felt to be still living and susceptible, and
Watts had to warn visitors that Hazlitt’s name was not
to be mentioned.

It has been said that Swinburne’s first task on the
recovery of his health was the completion of 4 Study of
Shakespeare. As a matter of fact, that work had been
completed on the 27th August 1879, at his mother’s
house, Holmwood.! At Putney his energies were first
devoted to the continuation of Mary Stuart, which,
however, he had presently to lay aside for some months,
and to the collection and completion of the parodies,
most of them written between 1859 and 1877, which
appeared in 1880, anonymously, as The Heptalogia.
In 1880 he also issued Songs of the Springtides, which to

! «This morning before breakfast about 8, I put the very last
touch to the very last paragraph of my book on Shakespeare.”’—
Letter from Swinburne to Watts, bearing the date given above.
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a considerable extent consisted of work done before the
removal to Putney, and Studies in Song, the whole of
which had been written in the spring and summer of
that year. He then reverted to Tristram of Lyonesse, the
prelude to which, probably his finest achievement in
heroic couplets, had been written, not, as officially stated,
in 1871, but towards the end of December 1869.) A
great poem on this subject had been among his projects
since his first year at Oxford; in 1869 it was now begun,
the immediate impulse being intense irritation with
Tennyson’s latest instalment of Arthurian or Albertian
idylls, but was soon dropped, and though he wrote
passages of it spasmodically during the next nine or ten
years, it was only in 1881 that he settled resolutely
to its completion. In 1883, in an endeavour to check
his excessive facility, he composed, in a form which
was a compromise between that of the rondeau and that
of the roné)cl, A Century of Roundels, which he dedicated
to Christina Rossetti. The efficacy of the check imposed
by the form may be judged from the fact that the
hundred poems were written in considerably less than
that number of days! In 1884 he published the weakest
of his volumes of lyrical verse, 4 Midsummer Holiday.
He now wisely paused in the almost mechanical pro-
duction of lyrics, issuing no collection till the third
series of Poems and Ballads, 1889, containing, of old
work, certain very striking Border ballads written more
than twenty years previously and embedded in the
unpublished Lesbia Brandon, and, of new work, * The
Commonweal ”’, the fine elegy on Inchbold, and * Pan
and Thalassius .

! Letter from Swinburne to D. G. Rossetti, the holograph original
of which is in Mr. Wise’s collection, dated 22nd December 1869,
The 250 lines were written, apparently, in one day and almost at a
single sitting, the most striking proof that we have of how naturally
splendour and elaboration came to Swinburne.
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Meanwhile he had been active in drama, producing,
in 1885, Marino Faliero, full of dignity and eloquent
semi-prophetic speeches from a highly idealized hero,
and the beautifully ingenious and charming play,
Locrine. His prose production had also been abundant:
a volume of Miscellanies containing the great eulogy of
Wordsworth and the witty transfer of sex as between
Alfred de Musset and George Sand, and other excellent
criticism in increasingly mannered prose, had been

ublished in 1886; volumes on Victor Hugo and Ben
Fonson followed; and in 1894 there came Studies in
Prose and Poetry, including, alas, the article on Walt
Whitman.

In 1891 he had written the finest lyric of his old age,
“ A Nympholept ”, afterwards included in Astrophel,
1892; in 1896 appeared the freshest, most human,
most lucid, least straining long poem of his last twenty
years, The Tale of Balen, full of his own youth and of the
clean, sharp air of his native Northumberland. The
tragedy, Rosamund, Queen of the Lombards, 1889, showed
a new concentration of effort on strictly dramatic effect,
with both gain and loss. Lastly there were published
A Channel Passage and other Poems, 1904, and a tragedy,
The Duke of Gandia, 1908, with at least one scene 1n
which, through the curt dialogue, we feel contact between
ourselves and the supreme criminal intelligence that
dominates the action.

Twenty-nine years had now slipped by with hardly
an event. FEach year, late in the summer, Swinburne
had gone with Watts, or, as from 1896 he became,
Watts-Dunton, to the seaside for his favourite recreation
of swimming. Occasionally they had visited Jowett,
whose housekeeper no longer had to remove the bottles
from Swinburne’s luggage. In the autumn of 1882
they had accepted Victor Hu%o’s invitation to Paris to
be present at the revival after fifty years of Le Roi s’amuse.
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Hugo had been lavish in compliments to Swinburne
since, in the early ’sixties, he had received his English
disciple’s first tributes—the five articles in the Spectator
reviewing Les Misérables. 1n presenting his portrait to
Swinburne in 1874, he had inscribed it: “ Au noble
Poéte Swinburne, son ami, Victor Hugo”. In acknowledg-
ing Bothwell, dedicated to him in a fine French sonnet,
he had alluded to Swinburne’s definition of it as an epic
drama: “ occuper ces deux cimes, cela west donné qu’d
vous.” And eventually on this occasion in Paris he was
to assure Swinburne that he was happy to press his hand
as that of his son. But before that there was some
confusion in the incense-laden atmosphere, so that at the
moment of first presentation Swinburne was hardly
identified by the aged and illustrious poet; and after-
wards when Swinburne, not having been able to hear
the terms in which Hugo proposed his health, could not
make Hugo hear his own fervent reply, there was a
scene of pure comedy, the final touch to which was put
by Swinburne, in the fearless old fashion, breaking the
glass out of which he had drunk to the master, and
Hugo emerging from his Olympian reverie to mourn
the destruction of one of his best glasses.

But Swinburne’s admiration, which had long ceased
to be based on any of the facts of Hugo’s production or
personality, and was neither time’s fool nor at any point
corrigible by experience, continued unabated. The
master’s death was a very great sorrow to him, relieved
by writing the long study of his works and the brief
beautiful poem, ““ In time of mourning”, in which,
surprisinggr, there is not a superfluous word. The
production of elegies now became an important part
of his poetical life. Earlier he had tried to restrain his
generosity in tributes of this kind, confessing to a fear
that if he wrote any more necrological poems he would
be generally regarded as professionally devoted to
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mortuary literature. But as the years thinned the ranks
of his friends, the impulse to honour them and to recall
old days repeatedly proved too strong. Nor need we
regret it: much of the better work of his age is in these
poems. Incidentally, they confirm my contention that
wholehearted imaginative reversion to his boyhood and
youth invariably, in these later years, resulted in work
above the average of that which he produced in expres-
sion of recent experience.

His friendships had always mattered profoundly to
Swinburne and he very largely lived in them. But it
should be realized his contact with his friends was now
infrequent or interdicted. The peculiar quality of his
emotion towards every friend but one was determined
by the fact that though they lived, though occasionally
he corresponded with them or even met some of them,
he saw them chiefly in retrospect, loved them for what
they had been to him long ago, thought of them almost
as a man thinks of the lost friends of his boyhood. No
man was ever less given to gush and demonstration in
friendship than Swinburne. He had beautiful patrician
ways, with reticence in all his volubility. But in these
years there came into his feeling for his old friends a
singular tenderness. Certain of his dedications, certain
of his published and unpublished letters, reveal a deli-
cacy OF devotion hardly to be paralleled. And to this
his friends responded. There exist, for example, letters
to him from Burne-Jones in which he is addressed by
the nickname of his childhood, *“ Hadji ”’, an Oriental
allusion not clear to his correspondent, who sometimes
spells it otherwise: “ My dearest Hadji ”, * Dear little
é;rots ”, and so forth. And Swinburne, learning of
that illness which was to end the life of William Morris,
writes to * My dearest Ned " a letter of sacred affection,
telling him how constantly he composed in his mind
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messages to them both. And lastly there comes the
beautiful tribute to their memories:

* No sweeter, no kindlier, no fairer,
No lovelier a soul from its birth
Wore ever a brighter and rarer
Life’s raiment for life upon earth
Than his who enkindled and cherished
Art’s vestal and luminous flame,
That dies not when kingdoms have perished
In storm or in shame.

No braver, no trustier, no purer,

No stronger and clearer a soul

Bore witness more splendid and surer
For manhood found perfect and whole
Since man was a warrior and dreamer
Than his who in hatred of wrong
Would fain have arisen a redeemer
By sword or by song.”



Chapter IX
THE LYRICAL DRAMAS

F I YHE prominence given long ago in criticism of

Swinburne’s work to Atalanta in Calydon will

never be sensibly diminished. {Despite certain
small defects, that poem remains the one major thing
done by him which can be confidently recommended to
every type of reader.)) But though, except in some
details, there is no reason to challenge the unanimous
verdict of Victorian criticism in regard to Atalanta{it is
very necessary to correct the general assumption that
its successor, Erechtheus, was simply an attempt to repeat
that early triumph. "The two plays on the Greek model
have much less in common than their structure suggests,
and it is_ with some reluctance that I treat of them
’together. @talanm is the work of an inspired boy:
Erechtheus, with as real though with less readily recog-
nizable an inspiration, is the work of a man. It is not
in the nature of things that the austerer emotion of the
later play, excited by a kind of patriotism foreign to the
average modern mind, should evoke anything like as
general and swift a response, but the greater of two
things does not become the less merely because it is less
charming, less easily to be taken to the ordinary bosom.,
Atalanta is a tragedy of youth, full of virginal and
virile young ardours. Something of the dawn is about
Atalanta herself and Meleager and other of the persons
of the drama. That atmosphere of youth, of matutinal
beauty and energy, is so pervasive and the result of so
many factors that it is barely permissible to exhibit it
in any one passage or to lay stress_ upon any one of the
means by which it is created, but it may be pointed

. 156
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out that Swinburne’s concern for it began with the
very choice of characters. For whereas in the legend
as he found it Meleager had a wife, Swinburne excluded
her, presenting us with a hero, experienced in arms and
in the chase, but innocent of women, and acquainted
with love only as the dedicated maiden Atalanta comes
into his life. And everywhere, from the opening speech
of the Chief Huntsman in supplication to the maiden
goddess, and the rapturous first chorus of spring, to the
darkening of day with the feast turned funeral, the lights
and colours are those of morning and April. Candour,
brilliance and speed, blossoming beauty, and strength
that has yet to reach its utmost deveJopment, all the
attributes of youth, are in this play, @nd in the writing
of it a young poet’s delight in his Tately discovered
command of the instrument of verse) a lovely exuberance,
not yet become extravagance. J
Naturally enough it was the novelty of the lyrical
utterances, the choruses, that attracted most attention
in 1865, but it is more than time that justice were done
to the peculiar excellence of the blank verse, which, if
less obviously stamped with its author’s personality,
was really as novel, and in which, for the two earlier
lays, The Queen Mother and Rosamund, showed it much
ess and were unheeded, there was first fully revealed
to the reading public this poet’s art in the employment
of lines made up mainly or wholly of monosyllables.

*“ Pray thou thy days be long before thy death,
And full of ease and kingdom; seeing in death
There is no comfort and none aftergrowth,
Nor/shall one thence look up and see day’s dawn,
Ngr light upon the land whither I go.
Live thou and take thy fill of days and die,
"When thy day comes! and make not much of death-
Lest ere thy day thou reap an evil thing.”



158 A STUDY OF SWINBURNE

Mastery of blank verse was later to be even more
strikingly shown by Swinburne in Bothwell and else-
where, but it may be doubted whether in any other work
of his he displayed greater naturalness in transition
from this kind to that which accords with the more usual
idea of eloquence. The whole of that long and great
final speech of Meleager from which I have quoted
deserves the most careful examination, for it, with many
other passages of his blank verse certainly, but perhaps
more conclusively than any other, answers those who,
thinking of the most mechanically stressed portions of
his lyrical, or rather of his rhapsodical verse, deny him
the finer kind of variety, which is lacking, which is
generally regretted, but which would have been an
error in the single-hearted and austerely lofty Erechtheus.

Atalanta is in many respects the most balanced, using
that term in the strict sense, of Swinburne’s ampler
works. It offers us, for one thing, the most nearly
perfect balance between his classical and his romantic
tendencies. Again, it comes nearer than any other work
of his on the great scale to striking a just balance between
the sense of a dominating and inexorable fatality and the
impulse to challenge it, though the attentive reader
cannot fail to notice that in one choral utterance defiance
is carried to the point where it not only disturbs this
balance but for a moment vitiates the dramatic atmo-
sphere. 'Then, too, there is in the structure of Atalanta
an admirable concern for the Correspondence of parts,
even though within each part there may be something
of that delicate excesslof which I have already written,
This last merit, perceptible as it must be to every com-
petent reader, is not now likely to receive quite 155 due
applause. The most of us have forgotten, and some
to-day may not ever have known, the ideals which
prevailed when the amorphous and drifting compositions
of Dobell and of the author of Festus were in favour;
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we can hardly realize how surprisingly shapely and how
resolutely directed Aralanta appeared to those who first
held in their hands the handsome cream-coloured quarto
of the original issue, and felt that here at last was found,
and despite a charming exuberance, the restraint of a
definite and dramatic purpose. On the other hand, we
to-day may be supposed to be much more generally
alive than the public of sixty years ago to the poet’s
failure to give certain of his choruses the dramatic value
they should have possessed, and to insecurity in his
conception of the fate which at times seems identifiable
with the will of the gods and at others to master even
them.

Familiar as Atalanta may be presumed to be to all
possible readers of these pages, it is well to remind our-
selves of the course of its action, which is ordered from
the outset with a fine skill in preparing for conquest of
the chief difficulties of the subject. That Altheea is
doomed to destroy her son by sefting fire to the quenched
brand on which his life depends is a thing we may accept
with a willing suspension of disbelief; but whatever
the celestial explanation of the tragedy, it is essential
that the poet should trace on earth also the causes of it.
He provides it in Althaa’s exceptional tenderness of
memory. She is one, as she says, who remembers what
others forget:

* For what lies light on many and they forget,
Small things and transitory as a wind o’ the sea,
I forget never.”

——

Those words are from her speech, early in the play,
to Meleager, warning him against the peril of loving
such a one as Atalanta. By emphasizing this tender
devotion to the past, and in this particular form of
devotion to remembered childhood, her own son’s here,
presently her own and her brothers’, Swinburne does
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much more than provide a means whereby, on the human
plane, we may reconcile Althza the infinitely laving
mother with Altheza the destroyer of her son: helalso
intensifies the tragedy by making her vengeance spring
from that in her which makes her so perfect a mother.

In words which might well be cited in support of
Swinburne’s contention that great poets are bi-sexual,
so intimately do they express the emotions of matefhal
retrospect, she says there, while the hunters are assem-
bling, to Meleager:

‘I have seen thee all these years
A man in arms, strong and a joy to men
Seeing thine head glitter and thine hand burn its way
Through a heavy and iron furrow of sundering spears;
But always also a flower of three suns old,
The small one thing that lying drew down my life
To lie with thee and feed thee, a child and weak,
Mine, a delight to no man, sweet to me.
Who then sought to thee? who got help? who knew
If thou were goodly? nay, no man atall. ...
But fair for me thou wert, O little life, ™
Fruitless, the fruit of mine own flesh, and blind,
More than much gold, ungrown, a foolish flower.”

But not less tender are Althza’s memories of the
childhood of her brothers:

“ T would have died for these;
For this dead man walked with me, child by child,
And made a weak staff for my feebler feet
With his own tender wrist and hand, and held,
And led me softly and showed me gold and steel,
And shining shapes of mirror and bright crown,
And all things fair, and threw light spears, and brought
Young hounds to huddle at my feet and thrust
Tame heads against my little maiden breasts
And please me with great eyes. . . .
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There were no sons then in the world, nor spears
Nor deadly births of women; but the gods
Allowed us, and our days were clear of these.”

It is not of the violent folly that precipitated the
ending of their lives, but of their loving chivalry to her
long ago that Althza thinks, and it is out of this passion
of remembrance, for which we have been admirably
prepared by her earlier utterances, that she sets fire to
the fatal brand after the Messenger has related to her
the slaying of Toxeus and Plexippus by her son.

That narrative and, even more remarkably, the
narrative of the Herald who brings news of the destruc-
tion of the boar, are masterly in triumph over a difficulty
inherent in the form of the play. It was barely possible
that the two recitals should escape flatness, and 1t might
have been expected that the poet would have set himself
to that evasion by which is so easily earned praise for
restraint. Swinburne, that is to say, might have been
expected to rely on the telling effect of the bare fact
in each event, instead of which he gave us, with extra-
ordinary spirit and brilliance, a full story. The narrative
of the Herald, especially, is a marvellous achievement,
with its vivid description of Plexippus silenced amidst

his boasting by the sudden sight of the boar,

*“ Where the green ooze of a sun-struck marsh
Shook with a thousand reeds untunable,
And in their moist and multitudinous flower
Slept no soft sleep, with violent visions fed,
The blind bulk of the immeasurable beast ”’;

f the wounded boar crashing through the reddened
rake; of Meleager braced to the encounter,

‘“ Right in the wild way of the coming curse,
Rock-rooted, fair with fierce and fastened lips,
M
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Clear eyes, and springing muscle and shortening limb,
With chin aslant indrawn to a tightening throat,
Grave and with gathered sinews, like a god; "

and, by an exquisitely managed transition, of the place
of the hunters’ repose, where,

* Much sweet grass grew higher than grew the reed,
And good for slumber, and every holier herb,
Narcissus, and the low lying melilote
And all of goodliest blade and bloom that springs
Where, hid by heavier hyacinth, violet buds
Blossom and burn; and fire of yellower flowers
And light of crescent lilies, and such leaves
As fear the Faun’s and know the Dryad’s foot;
Olive and ivy and poplar dedicate.”

This kind of poetry may be out of fashion now, but
there is not anywherg in even our literature finer work
of anything like the same sort. It has dignity in
energy, a beautiful, proud, young step, rapid and con-
fident, with brief| lovdy pauses as of one whose speedy
foot would now and then prolong the luxury of contact
with the sward of spring.

But indeed throughout this play, till night comes
with such tragic prematurity, there is that sense of youth,
of morning, of vernal impulse. And when his doom has
been dealt out to Meleager and his body is wasting with
the burning of the brand, those same motives are
worked into the conclusion with rare art. The alterna-
tion of the Second Messenger’s three-line speeches in
blank verse and the half-quatrains of lyrical verse uttered
by the semichorus has, perhaps, little more than techni-
calinterest. But the great lament, so novel and beautiful
in its stanzaic form, to which Meleager himself,
Atalanta, and the chorus contribute, uses with dehcate
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pathos those old associations as the chorus mourns over
the dying man,

“ O the grief, O the grace,
As of day when it dies ”’,

as Atalanta wishes that death had come to her ere she
beheld him made dark in his dawn; and the great fare-
well speech of Meleager, in its outpouring of filial
devotion, reviving memories of parental love towaris
him, reaches back into the morning of his days. , -

To say of so noble a play that it is yet, under the
severest tests, inferior to Erechtheus, may well seem almost
blasphemous. And indeed the assertion of its inferiority
needs to be qualified. (Atalanta issues from the totality
of Swinburne’s genius) Erechtheus issues from what was
specialized in it. The later play is a tragedy of citizen-
ship in the purest and sublimest, but, it must be added,
rarest conception that men have had of it, whereas
\Atalanta is a tragedy of humanity.r Unquestionably
there is a narrowing of the appeal, a peculiar limitation
of the range of emotion, in Erechtheus, and with that a
concentration in the writing on uniformity of effect
without the slightest relief. Man may be a political
animal, but he is seldom quite so political as all that. Also,
the average intelligence, nourished on romantic and
realistic literature, grows uneasy when page after page
makes the one steady demand on it, when the central
subject is never allowed to be forgotten, when there are
no episodes of a more obviously human and, in the
Rossettian sense, amusing quality. (But all this does
not affect the truth that nowhere else in Swinburne is
there a body of verse so evenly magnificent, that no-
where else is there in him work so minutely and firmly
organized by the intellect. We could never have too
many plays like Atalanta;l we can hardly wish for more
like Erechtheus; but we, or those of us who have learned
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toapproach it in the right temper, can neyer besufficiently
grateful that we have Erechtheus itself. A more con-
clusive, though unintentional, reply to those who urge
that Swinburne had no intellectual centre cannot be
imagined. Forwhat,from the point of view of detractors,
is the trouble with Erechtheus but that it is all inexorably
related to an intellectual centre, that it is rigid, and
allows no opportunity for the pettier and more gusty of
the human passions, no scope for the growth of mere
idiosyncrasy in its characters? ~

I cannot hope that any arguments of mine will secure
justice for Erechtheus. People in general long ago made
up their minds that it was an attempt to repeat the
success won with Atalanta, and, finding it colder and
more specialized, they concluded that it was less inspired.
Actually, it is full of passion, of a white heat of passion
for something remote from the minds of most men
indeed but worthy of the utmost worship that man can
give an ideal.

The plot of the play may seem, and some years ago I
myself was unimaginative enough to describe it as being,
intolerable in its cruelty. Athens is menaced by the
Thracians. Twice before has the city of Pallas been in
peril, in consequence of the inveterate animosity of the
god not honoured there; now is imminent the final
assault. The oracle has declared that salvation is
possible only through the sacrifice of Chthonia, daughter
of Erechtheus and of Praxithea, and in view of the
origin of Erechtheus, which it is necessary to remember,
daughter of the very earth for which she is to die. The
horror of the maiden sacrifice is not diminished by the
poet, who indeed uncompromisingly allows the chorus,
of old men, not of girls as in Aralanta, to expatiate on it
with ferocity. But when I thought it intolerable I was
guilty of thinking of the thing in itself, not of what it
1s in the atmosphere of a play in which every Athenian
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character is uplifted to regard sacrifice for the dear and
sacred city the loftiest of privileges. The necessary note
has been struck very early in the play, in the first speech
altered by Erechtheus in prayer to Pallas:

“ Fare we so short-lived howsoever and pay
What price we may to ransom thee thy town
Not me my life; but thou, thou diest not, thou
Though all our house die for the people’s sake,
Keep thou for ours thy crown our city, guard
And give it life lovelier that we died.”

That note is heard again and again, when Erechtheus
brings to Praxithea the terrible mysterious message and
she supposes herself destined tc die for the city, when
she tells Chthonia who it is that must be sacrificed and
her daughter accepts her doom,

* This my doom that seals me deathless till the springs
of time run dry ”,

and glories in it:

* That I may give this poor girl’s blood of mine
Scarce yet sun-warmed with summer, this thin life
Still green with flowerless growth of seedling days
To build again my city; that no drop
Fallen of these innocent veins on the cold ground
But shall help knit the joints of her firm walls
To knead the stones together, and make sure
The band about her maiden girdlestead
Once fastened, and of all men’s violent hands for

”

€vVer. . . .

Chthonia sacrificed. Athens is saved by the victory
which Erechtheus wins over the invader, Eumolpus,
losing his own life in the moment of triumph. And
then, while the chorus with changed note is bewailin
the stain of innocent blood on the freedom of Athens,
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Athena herself appears to comfort the stricken Praxithea,
who answers:

* There is no grief
Great as the joy to be made one in will
With him that is the heart and rule of life.”

And the chorus breaks into the song of the glorious
future of Athens, with its prophecy that the enmity of
the sea towards her shall be allayed.

*“ And the sons of thine earth shall have help of the
waves that made war on their morning
And friendship and fame of the sea.” _

~

Erechtheus is far more Greek than Atalanta, both in
spirit and in the construction of its choruses, which
follow the classical arrangement into strophe, anti-
strophe, and occasionally epode. That, though hardly
negligible in a composition professing to be on the
Greek model, is of very much less moment than the
merits for which Swinburne is beholden to no exemplar.
The sustained loftiness of the emotion, the grave ardour
of expression, the unfaltering speed with which the
action is conducted, the exactitude with which the whole
material is organized, the continuous relation of all of
it to the chief motive of the play, these are merits more
greatly to be honoured, by those who can apprehend
them, than any incidental splendours, any episodical
appeals to the softer sentiments. Of the choruses,
perhaps not one remains in the memory as naturally
as most of those of Atalanta do; but not even Swinburne
has written with more brilliance in lyrical attack than
in the chorus which tells of the North Wind’s wild
wooing of Oreithyia or with more elaborate splendour
than in the chorus of storm and battle. The gain from
adherence to the classic model may be exaggerated,
though it does seem to me that there is more gain here
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than in those odes, of which his ode to Athens may here
be most pertinently cited, and which Swinburne in his
old age decidedly over-valued. But in several of the
choruses of Erechtheus, as indeed in many passages of
the blank verse, we have, unhappily for almost the last
time, a chastity of language and gravity of temper to
which Swinburne never attained with any frequency
earlier than Songs before Sunrise or later than the second
series of Poems and Ballads. For all the release of his
lyrical frenzy he has in this play, and in these two
volumes, weight as well as wings, direction as well as
impulse. Here, too, he has concision amidst the ordered
exuberance, whether in curt often antithetical phrases
or in condensed imagery:

“ For the womb
Bare me not base that bare me miserable;”’

“Old men, grey borderers on the march of
death;”

“ Who bear but in our hands
The weapons not the fortunes of the fight; "

“ Man, what thy mother bare thee born to say
Speak.”

The old art in the use of monosyllabic lines is frequently
evident, but there is also something much less familiar
to the reader of Swinburne, a kind of tautness in the
blank verse, with certain movements which clinch a
high argument weightily.

No other of the greater works of Swinburne flowed
from him so evenly. The original manuscript shows
indeed no small number of corrections and deletions,
and it may be worth while to glance at two typical pages,
though they and others not to be commented upon here
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do but confirm the feeling that from first to last, what-
ever details needed reconsideration, the aim never
altered and the hand never hesitated.

The initial speech of Erechtheus is corrected only in
the interests of more vivid and condensed expression.
Where the King alludes to his taming of, till then,
masterless horses, the line originally written

* And first bow down to bear man’s curb and rein ”’
became

“ And first bow down the bridled strength of steeds ”’;
and its successor,

* And bend their necks beneath them and endure ”
became

“To lose the wild wont of their birth and bear.”
The line originally written

“ Or fourfold pace beneath his chariot (?) ™
was changed into

“ Or fourfold service of his fire-swift wheels.”

And so onand so forth. As to what things, too beautiful
to be spared but by the demands of so high a subject,
were eventually rejected by the poet, let this one example
testify. Towards the end of the chorus which immedi-
ately precedes the speech of the Athenian Herald,
coming with news of the dear-bought victory, the
expression of nascent hope in the hearts of the waiting
elders was originally followed by these lines:

‘“ So now may the wind that the rose-months know
Breathe gracious and low,
With a fair breeze filling the full sail spread
That hardly for storms could at all make head
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Till the hour that is come now in season to birth
With a song in the beat of its westward wings
That earth may be full of the word it brings,
For a grace to the children of earth.”

They are not to be found in the printed text.

For all the revision the play underwent during the
few weeks of its writing, there were during that fortunate
period no false starts, no hesitations as to the course of
the action or the general temper of the play, and
Erechtheus may rightly be regarded as that work in
which Swinburne was most completely master of all his
resources and most resolutely bent on securing through
them a single effect. It is also, as I have elsewhere said,
the work which most fully and nobly embodies his
political, or, as I prefer to call it, his religious ideal;
and it is not the poet, majestically at home in that rare-
fied atmosphere, but we who are to be condemned if
the ideal is too foreign to us for complete appreciation.



Chapter X
THE TRAGEDIES

S a dramatist, Swinburne ‘‘ wrote for antiquity .
With his very uncertain feeling for thefpublic,
he would have come no nearer to satisfying it
if he had striven to write for the contemporary stage,
in which he took no interest, though he did get as far
as once discussing with the taciturn Irving the
ossibility of a production of, presumably some
raction of, Bothwel/l. For one type of mind, the
dramatic pretensions of Swinburne are at once and
completely discounted by the fact that his are not
acting plays. To me, if I may venture to say so, the
description of his tragedies as closet-drama is not
finally decisive of his claims. The poetical drama
that cannot be produced on the modern stage is not
necessarily an illegitimate thing. The question is
whether the form 1s justified by the results, whether
something of emotional and imaginative worth has
been produced which could not have been brought
into existence by the adoption of any other form.
There are dramatic poets who can compromise
with stage requirements, with more or less of gain in
some respects, more or less of loss in others: there
are others with whom compromise must mean total
loss. Swinburne had but little of the power, proper
to the pure novelist, the pure dramatist, of solving a
human problem in action. He had, within certain
limits, a real feeling for character, and he had an
extraordinary sense of historical and emotional
atmosphere, with a rare eloquence in the expression
170
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of erotic and of patriotic passion. To complain of
him that he did not, in quest of a merit to which he
could not have attained, sacrifice all the opportunities
he secured by ignoring the conditions of the con-
temporary stage is surely foolish. The Queen Mother,
Chastelard, Bothwell, Marino Faliero, and, apart from
these, the singularly charming Locrine, are works of
art in which we have presented to us certain vivid
characters in an appropriate atmosphere. It is
reasonable, it is necessary, to say that in no one of
these do we feel that curiosity about the progress of
events, that suspense, that profound final satisfaction
which the complete dramatist gives us. But each
offers us character, atmosphere, the expression of
passion, and in no form other than that which he has
used could the poet have given us these. We may
not be at the centre of that world in which the com-
plete dramatist works, but assuredly we are not
merely in the province of the writer of dramatic
soliloquy. In each of the plays there are effects of
contrast and co-operation; the persons influence each
other powerfully; the picture unrolled before us is
not one in which we may be content to note one figure
at a time without heed to the significant grouping.
Bothwell, indeed, owes much of its effect to the host
of personages who contribute to the tragedy, not
knowing what the remote consequences of their
words and gestures will be. The conclusion of Mary
Stuart throws back, in the finest of Swinburne’s
dramatic inventions, to the sin against love in
Chastelard, and the Queen dies in expiation. There
is construction in these plays, which, in truth, though
this is forgotten in the now general contempt heaped
on all quasi-Elizabethan drama, are protests against
the lax exercises in what was then supposed to be the
Elizabethan form or an improvement on it. Take the
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conventional view of Swinburne as a dramatic poet,
and he might be expected to applaud Beddoes: he
had, in fact, a hearty detestation of the dramatic work
of that poet1 Exuberant as much of Swinburne’s
own dramatic work may be, it is ordered, and the
vastness of Bothwell comes not of dlgressmn but of
an extreme, possibly excessive, anxiety to do justice
to every part of an enormous subject.

In the tragedies, and that is one of the reasons why
they should receive more attention from the student
of Swinburne, there is visible a development which
continued to the end of his life. As a lyrist he wrote
very little after 1875, and scarcely anything after
1881, which expresses new interests or a modification
of technical ambitions; as a dramatic poet he was
still evolving when he died. I do not profess that his
progress as a writer of tragedy was of any startling
kind, that it involved any sudden and violent break
with his past, or that it has extraordinary intrinsic
importance. But, having regard to the general
stiffening and setting of his mind in early middle age,
it does concern us to note that in this one department
of his imaginative activity there was progress.

He began with those selfless exercises in the
manner of Fletcher done at Oxford. Before he left
the University he had produced what, with much
revision, eventually became the less valuable of the
two plays issued, to an entirely unheeding world, in
1860. Rommund, with a substratum of Elizabethan
drama, is superficially Pre-Raphaelite, echoing Ros-

! There is possibly an echo of Beddoes, as an eminent critic has
suggested, in one line of The Queen Mother:

¢ Naked as brown feet of unburied men.”

Possibly, not probably ; Swinburne, it must be remembered, in early
life had a certain taste for the macabre, which was evident in his talk
until Watts-Dunton frowned upon it,
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setti, touched here and there by the influence of
Browning. There are charming verses in it, and
already there is a feeling for atmosphere, but its
persons are exhibited, with some delicate distortion,
as on a tapestry or canvas, in graceful languor,
decoratively, without appreciation of the angularities
of character, and without energy. The Queen Mother,
still disgracefully neglected, is quite another affair.
With still more feeling for atmosphere, it has a real
hold on character; the speeches of Catherine are
personal; pungency has come into the writing, with
vigour; and the verse, which in Rosamund wandered
down every tempting garden-path, is resolutely
shaped, with a constriction it was seldom to have
afterwards. No doubt the writer is still; in some
ways, a disciple. There is the general Elizabethan
temper, there are the careful reminiscences of Shake-
speare and of George Chapman, with some recollec-
tions of his newly discovered hero, Wells. But this
is the work of a man with an imagination of his own
and an independent ambition.

In Chastelard, the product of immense labour, but
in its final form so swift and song-like, there is
achievement. No tragedy of Swinburne’s is easier to
read or more definite in effect. One thing only, but
effectually, prevents it from being generally enjoyed
as no other of his tragedies ever could be: the nature
of its emotional content. Expressing so ardently a
passion for passion which but few can share, reviving
with such subtle sympathy the fantastic and fanatical
devotion characteristic of the persons and the period
with which it deals, it is too far removed at once from
the modern mind and the usual English conception
of love to find general favour. Yet to us, some few
of us, to the present writer, at any rate, it is a peculiar
treasure. We may, and in our seriously critical
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moods we must, admit that it is the masterpiece
not of a broadly human poet but of a specialist in a
particular, doubtless both exceptional and perilous,
kind of emotion; but the union in it of luxury and
energy, the swiftness with which it moves for all its
exuberance, the art with which, for all the variability
of mood, its beautiful monotony is preserved, delight
us long after we have lost instinctive sympathy with
such cries of the youthful as * happy days or else to
die ”” and of the connoisseur of life as gualis artifex
pereo. And it is not only a lovely, exciting poem:
it is, in its way, truly a dramatic poem. One aspect
at least of Mary Queen of Scots has been seized with
complete success; Chastelard, that exquisite and
disastrous idolator of love, has been understood, in
every nerve of his being; and the poet has seen and
used to the full the opportunities for contrast given
by the introduction of Mary and Chastelard and other
sophisticated figures into the Scotland of that time,
where the women, as Sir Edmund Gosse has said with
brilliant exactness, ‘‘ rustling in their bright emptiness
like so many dragon-flies, are presented to us caged
in a world of violent savages and scarcely less acrid
ascetics”’.  And there is at least one scene, the last
between Mary of Scots and Chastelard, which is in
the full sense drama, with its great stroke of irony as
she has forboding that she will somehow die sadly
and he bids her think how the axe’s edge would
soften to such a neck.

It is in Chastelard that we become aware of the
scholarship which Swinburne brought to his historical
tragedies. His knowledge of Mary herself was then
incomplete, but the period he already knew to per-
fection; and, correcting the impression of Swinburne
as at that time an irresponsible romantic, it is to be
noted that he had studied minutely not only the
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court whence Mary came, the extravagant culture
which Chastelard represented, but also all that was
embodied by Knox and hostile to his hero and heroine.
Swinburne’s recapture of the spirit of the lesser
writers about Ronsard in the French lyrics of his
own composition which he introduced into the play
is not more remarkable, more eloquent in testimony
to his power of entering into past modes of feeling,
than his recapture of the spirit of the Scotland of that
epoch.

With Bothwell, probably the most arduous task
that any English dramatic poet has ever undertaken,
there was at once a great broadening of interest, the
assumption of enormously heavier obligations towards
a complicated and in part obscure body of historical
facts, and the adoption of greater sobriety of style.
It is, of course, his chief work as a dramatic poet,
stupendous in ambition, unflagging in energy, and
it has his greatest scenes. We cannot say of it as a
whole that it works steadily upon our curiosity about
what is to come, but think of those pages in which
apprehension deepens in the doomed Darnley!

here is nothing in English drama, except the
supreme scene in Marlowe’s Edward 11, which arouses
such terror as that portion of the second act of
Bothwell in which Darnley recognizes the song the
Queen is singing, the song which Rizzio sang
immediately before his murder.- Every circumstance
heightens the horror, every line tells, and at last,
when Darnley has asked the dreadful, revealing
question, ‘“ How do men die? ”’ and cries out:

‘“ Mary, by Christ whose mother’s was your name,
Slay me not! God, turn off from me that heart!
Out of her hands, God, God, deliver me! ”?

the reader comes out of a terrible, convincing night-
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mare infinitely relieved that the act is at an end.
And this vast and magnificent play, unlike most work
on a great scale by its author, has things to set in
relief against its fieriest ardours, its most tumultuoys
passages. There is modulation; there are moments
when some deeply involved actor in the tragedy is
visited by a doubt of the urgency, even the reality,
of the cause to which he is irrevocably pledged. Thus
Bothwell muses:

“ I am wrought
Out of myself even by this pause and peace,
In heaven and earth, that will not know of us,
Nor what we compass: in this face of things,
Here in this eye of everduring life,
That changes not in changing, fear and hope,
The life we live, the life we take, alike
Decline and dwindle from the shape they held,
Their import and significance; all seem
Less good and evil, with less hate and love,
Thenwewould have them for our high heart’s sake.”

After Bothwell, Mary Stuart may seem somewhat
flat. Swinburne himself decidedly over-valued it,
supposing himself to be justified by the praise
bestowed on it by Sir Henry Taylor, who, admirable
in its sort as is his own, once-famous drama, was
hardly the critic to feel the absence of the shock and
sting of life in work so highly skilled. That which
Swinburne had to do in Mary Stuart was extremely
difficult; he did it extremely well; and I doubt
whether it would be possible to point to any dramatic
composition in our literature in which, having much
prose matter to handle, the author has so consistently
succeeded in transforming it into poetry. But how-
ever delightful the sense of difficulties overcome may
be to the author, his readers can only say that Mary
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