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The Gods of the earth and sea

Sought thro’ Nature to find this Tree,

But their search was all in vain:

There grows one in the Human Brain.—WILLIAM BLAKE

A poet ought not to pick nature’s pocket: let him borrow, and so
borrow as to repay by the very act of borrowing. Examine nature
accurately; and trust more to your tinagination than to your
memory.—S. T. COLERIDGE

-
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The great mystery of existence s the relation of the human soul to
nature, and on that naked mystery rest the reality of faith and the
symbolism of belief.—P. E. MORE
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NOTE

T HESE essays are printed in the historical order, roughly, of their
subjects; but they have also one subject, which is the relationship
between artists and nature. Written, and rewritten, at various times
in the last ten years, they have, except one, appeared severally in
The Cornhill, Signature, The Mint, Apropos, Polemic, the New English
Review, and the Architectural Review. The essay on Henry Moore
was published as an introduction to his drawings in the series of
Penguin Modern Painters.

I am grateful to Professor Bonamy Dobrée and Mrs. Dorothy
Broughton for telling me of William Diaper’s poem Brent.
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WILLIAM DIAPER: AN UNKNOWN POET

being in deacon’s orders, and serves a small cure in the country;
but has a sword at his arse here in town. ’Tis a poor, little, short
wretch, but will do best in a gown, and we will make Lord Keeper
give him a living . ..”” Swift, in fact, writing to Stella, is the clue
to this poet, of whom memory has faded away, and who has no place
even among the perjurers, panders, murderers, forgers, clergymen,
schoolmasters, pedants, creepers and crawlers of the Dictionary of
National Biography.
I came across him in four lines and a half, by themselves, without
comment, in a book by an American; and then tracked him—the
tracking was easy enough—into the Journal to Stella:

“ I HAVE contrived to make a parson of him, for he is half one already,

But the vast unseen Mansions of the Deep
Where secret Groves with liquid Amber weep,
Where blushing Sprigs of Knotty Coral spread
And gild the Azure with a brighter red,

Were still untouch’d . . .

Good enough: plenty of amber weeps and plenty of coral branches
just on this side of 1700, and for years after that. But it is pleasant,
like any other quest, whether for a rare plant or a piece of Bristol
pottery, to go hunting after a new poet in the back forest of biblio-
graphy and literature. A luxury as well, since plenty of named and
enormous mountains stick out of the forest, and need, in a short life,
to be climbed. One must allow oneself some luxuries; and I have
concluded, under the cliffs of Balzac and Dante and Shakespeare and
somewhere between the legs of Alexander Pope, that William Diaper
was well worth finding. There was more to him than pilferings from
Dryden, and coral and amber; the poor, little, short wretch, prefering
a sword to a gown, had a face looking over the hill-top into that
luxuriant, overpowering valley of literature that leads towards
ourselves. i

The four lines and a half came from Nereides, or Sea Eclogues,
published in 1712, and dedicated to William Congreve, then an
established elegant arbiter of forty-two, well provided for, and with
his plays famous and far behind him. The lines came in fact from the
dedicatory verses. When he published Nereides, William Diaper was

1



THE HARP OF AEOLUS
twenty-seven. He had gone up to Oxford as “pauper puer”, the son
of a poor man from Bridgwater, in Somerset; he took his B.A. from
Balliol, he was curate of Brent, also in Somerset (about which he
wrote a dank, bitter and amusing poem), and by 1717 he was dead.
Swift knew him when Nereides came out. He told Stella:

Here is a young fellow has writ some Sea Eclogues, Poems of
Mermen, resembling pastorals of Shepherds, and they are very
pretty, and the thought is new. Mermen are he-mermaids; Tritons,
natives of the sea. Do you understand me? I think to recommend
him to our Society to-morrow. His name is Diaper. Pox on him,
I must do something for him, and get him out of the way. I hate
to have any new wits rise, but when they do rise I would encourage
them; but they tread on our heels and thrust us off the stage.

Diaper lived to thrust no one off, lived only for that short space by
which writers, making no splash, can thrust none but themselves into
the dark.

He owes much to Swift, who has left the only clues to his person,
and who brought him indeed among his friends: ‘““The author of the
Sea Eclogues sent books to the Society yesterday, and we gave him
guineas a-piece; and, may be, will do further from him (for him, I
mean).” Swift was pushing Parnell forward at the same time. He
gave Lord Bolingbroke a poem of Parnell’s: “I made Parnell insert
some compliments in it to his lordship.” Parnell made his splash;
he is a name at least, even now, around which a little criticism has
gathered; but in Parnell, whose poems clung so long to their place
in the anthologies and the collections, there is one sparkle of fire for
scores in Diaper. ‘“This morning I presented one Diaper, a poet, to
Lord Bolingbroke, with a new poem, which is a very good one; and
I am to give him a sum of money from my lord.” The poem—it was
still in manuscript—was Dryades; or, The Nymphs Prophecy, printed
very soon after, in 1713, by Lintott, who in the same year, and the
same font and format, printed Pope’s Windsor Forest. Diaper was
twenty-eight, Pope twenty-five. Pope had published the Essay on
Criticism, The Rape of the Lock, and a good deal else. Diaper was
nobody, and a nobody’s son, had no capital but his wits—a poor,
little, short wretch who did not commend himself to Pope. But
Dryades, no less than Windsor Forest, was a poem, and “‘a very good
one”. There was no error in Swift’s judgement, as we shall see. If
Swift could detect in Diaper, at first view, a rising wit capable of
treading upon the heels of his elders and thrusting them from the
stage, Pope perhaps could see a poet who might dilute his own com-



WILLIAM DIAPER: AN UNKNOWN POET
ing supremacy. Maybe, as well, Diaper had teeth, was envious of this
younger, better placed poet, and had feared Pope’s entry into Swift’s
friendship; had offended Pope, and more than Pope, by his character.
Why else should we know so little about him? Why else should Pope,
ten years after Diaper’s death, have fitted him out with a couplet in
The. Dunciad:

Far worse, unhappy D——r succeeds,
He search’d for Coral, but he gather’d weeds. . . .

—two lines which he cancelled—cancelled, Professor Sutherland has
suggested, because Swift intervened in faithfulness to his own
patronage of Diaper (and in faithfulness, one might add, to his own
estimate of Diaper’s talent)?

Diaper’s next appearance was a verse letter to Swift, An Imitation
of the Seventeenth Epistle of the First Book of Horace, Address’d to Dr.
S—— ft. He sent it to Swift, in manuscript, and Swift replied, and
liked it, and promised to speak once more for his preferment in the
gown—*‘I will move heaven and earth that something may be done
for you.” What he did not approve so much was Diaper’s leaning
towards translation. Pope was busy on the Iliad, Diaper beginning
(and wasting his time, as Swift must have thought) a translation of
Oppian on fishes; it was the last surviving thing he wrote, though the
two books he finished appeared only after he was dead.! And about his
death, four years later—Diaper was ill, seriously ill, before the verse
letter was written, and before it was published: “I was to see a poor
poet, one Mr. Diaper,” Stella was told early in 1713, “in a nasty
garret, very sick. I gave him twenty guineas from Lord Bolingbroke.”
Swift and Parnell had walked about the same time to see Swift’s other
protégé, William Harrison, bringing him not twenty guineas, but a
hundred pounds. He too was ill. Swift was afraid to knock: “I
knocked, and his man in tears told me his master was dead an hour
before.” William Harrison had contrived to write some two or three
poems several years earlier. He was not ““a poor, little, short wretch”,
but ““a little pretty fellow, with a great deal of wit, good sense, and
good nature”. Peering, in fact, into Swift’s silences and omissions and
comments on Diaper, recalling Pope’s contempt ten years after the
earth was round him, one may surmise that there was something
about the wretch—swagger, bounce, obsequiousness, spinelessness,
perhaps a smartness and snottiness of character—which damned him,
kept him from preferment and from the advertised company of the

*1 Brent was also printed after his death, in Curll’s Muscellanea 1726. A manu-
script of 1t 1n Diaper’s hand 1s 1n the Bodleian.



THE HARP OF AEOLUS

elect, in spite of Swift’s recognition of his talent; kept him from such
friendship as Dryden gave to John Oldham, and major has so often
conferred, to the confusion of critics, upon the less deserving minor;
something which, at last, cut him off from even the scraggy, pos-
thumous laurels of a contribution to Modern Language Notes or the
Review of English Studies. Dryades was once, at any rate, reprinted.
Joseph Warton remembered both Dryades and the Oppian and hoped
to see them anthologized. Beljame kicked Diaper’s forgotten corpse
in 1881, and in 1943 Professor Sutherland called him ‘““an inoffensive
young poetaster”. Only Swift declared him to be a wit, and an able
writer; and no one has bothered to see if Swift was right.

11

As he was indeed; and for a good many reasons. Not simply (the
reason that might have been given twenty years ago for celebrating a
discovery of Diaper) because he foreruns a later concern for the de-
tails and the mood of nature—

Be still, ye Aspin boughs, nor restless scare
With busy trembling Leaves, the list’ning Hare,

for such “anticipations”—or beginnings—are everywhere around
1700; but in the main because Diaper wrote with a purity of English,
with an uncommon neatness and sharpness of form, and delicacy of
ear. He was level, in most ways, with his time, and not behind it, not
derivative. He could see, he could hear, he could shape; and second
to few of his coevals, he partook in the best sense of the prettiness of
his age, the prettiness of Pope’s statement that “‘there is certainly
something in the amiable simplicity of unadorned Nature, that
spreads over the mind a more noble sort of tranquillity, and a loftier
sensation of pleasure, than can be raised from the nicer scenes of art”,
the prettiness of Pope remarking ‘“That [dea of the Picturesque, from
the swan just gilded with the sun amidst the shade of a tree over the
water.”’
Here are two pieces which show that not inconsiderable virtue:

But now the Huntsman takes his usual Round,
While list’ning Foxes hear th’ unwelcome Sound;
And early Peasants, who prevent the Day,
May hither chance unweening guide their Way;
For see—the greyish Edge of Dawn appears,
Night her Departure mourns in dewy Tears.
The Goblins vanish, and the Elfin Queen
Foregoes the Pleasures of the trampled Green.

4



WILLIAM DIAPER: AN UNKNOWN POET
Nature’s unwilling to be rouz’d so soon,
And Earth looks pale on the declining Moon;
The nimble Hours dress out th’ impatient Sun,
While rising Fogs, and whisp’ring Gales fore-run.
The Bats (a doubtful kind) begin their Sleep,
And to their Cells the darken’d Glowe Worms creep;
The coming Day the conscious Insects grieve,
And with slow Haste the grateful Herbage leave,
Wreath o’er the Grass, and the moist Path pursue,
Streaking with viscous Slime the shining Dew;
In some close Shade a friendly Covert find,
And Parent Earth receives the reptile Kind.
Guilt, and the Day disturb the wily Snakes,
And Urchins hide their Theft in thorny Brakes.
All fly the Sun, and seek a cool Retreat,
Nor envy buzzing Swarms, who joy in scorching Heat . . .

When they (they is the shoal of slime-fish) in Throngs a
safe Retirement seek,

Where pointed Rocks the rising Surges break,

Or where calm Waters in their Bason sleep,

While chalky Cliffs o’erlook the shaded Deep,

The Seas all gilded o’er the Shoal betray

And shining Tracks inform their wand’ring Way.

As when soft Snows, brought down by Western Gales,

Silent descend and spread on all the Vales;

Add to the Plains, and on the Mountains shine,

While in chang’d Fields the starving Cattle pine;

Nature bears all one Face, looks coldly bright,

And mourns her lost Variety in white,

Unlike themselves the Objects glare around,

And with false Rays the dazzled Sight confound:

So where the Shoal appears, the changing Streams

Lose their Sky-blew, and shine with Silver Gleams.

The first is from the ‘“‘very good” poem of Swift’s praise—Dryades;
the second is translation—very close translation—from Oppian’s
Halieutica. Neither, to my ear, is the work of a “young poetaster”,
but of a poet with skill and nicety; and in each piece there are lines,
not competent, not description, but of that mens divinior, that dignity
of genius which Dr. Johnson denied to Diaper’s contemporary, John
Gay—the line—

And Earth looks pale on the declining Moon. ..
5



THE HARP OF AEOLUS
And—

Nature bears all one Face, looks coldly bright
And mourns her lost Variety in White . . .

in which the pause enforced by the meeting of the two open syllables
—Variety in White—is half the making of the line, in sound, and in
vision of a snow-gleaming world. There is not so much writing of
that order, that imaginative order, at any time, and in Diaper’s time
especially. Even in the gold and silver wire of Pope, in his nicer lines
of art, there is a want of felt life, of interpreted nature which makes
for a frigid prettiness (which it does often avoid). Gay’s shortcoming
illuminates Diaper’s occasional fullness. Copious, skilful, able at
times to write a song of a natural and controlled delightfulness, Gay
in his long poems often reflects nature with a tedious impersonal
accuracy; simply transcribes:

Her solid globe beats back the sunny rays
And to the whole world her borrow’d light repays . . .

That is moon enough for Gay; a moon of empty matter of fact such
as Diaper could never have committed. Gay is best when he is
lightest and briefest or when he takes on, as far as his nature per-
mitted him, some of the coarseness and hardness of satire—a hardness
which may have been outside Diaper’s grasp altogether.

He search’d for Coral, but he gather’d Weeds—

What Pope meant, or felt, perhaps, is a want of that moral toughness
and gravity which drove him and Swift and Defoe, and even Edward
Young, the Polonius of the time, into deeper fjords of poetry:

Could I not, thro’ all his Ermin,
Spy the strutting chatt’ring Vermin?

Frienp: You'’re strangely proud.
Pope: So proud I am no Slave,
So impudent, I own myself no Knave:
So odd, my Country’s Ruin makes me grave. . .

“No writing is good that does not tend to better mankind some way

or other,” said Pope, and that involved driving in some moral. At

least in that sense, so far as he lived to write, and on the evidence of

what he did manage to write, Diaper may not have been level with his

time. Diaper’s practice might more nearly be justified by that excel-

lent critic John Dennis, on the grounds that “Poetry therefore is
6



WILLIAM DIAPER: AN UNKNOWN POET
Poetry, because ’tis more passionate and sensual than Prose”, still
more (going back) by Dryden’s “I am satisfied if it cause delight.”
His prettiness, his wit, are kept from being mere needlework, or frost
flowers on a window-pane, because he committed so few untruths to
nature; as his two books from Oppian exemplify, because nothing
would have been easier in 1713 than to translate Oppian on the habits
and copulative peculiarities of fish into a cold, smart, fanciful un-
reality. Diaper is smart; but he remembers himself, he steers between
exaggeration, between a witty pleasantry of style and that obedience
to nature which had produced “And mourns her lost Variety in
White.”

““As he had a Wit that was capable of shining on any Subject,” said
Diaper’s friend who edited and completed his version of the Halieut-
tca, “‘so his Translation shows him to have had a peculiar Genius for
Natural History. Where the Images are brighter than ordinary, he
has somewhat paraphrased the Author, but nowhere, I believe,
deviated from his Sense and Intention. The Richness of his Fancy
and copious Expression maintain the Character and Spirit of Oppian,
even while he recedes from the Letter of the Original.”

The “peculiar Genius for Natural History”, in the stricter and the
wider sense, goes through all Diaper’s verse, in the bits I have
quoted, in Brent and also in his verse letter to Swift:

A Wretch made for a Country Life
True to his Pulpit and his Wife,

Who all his Pride and Grandeur shews
In Funeral Scarff and Hatband-Rose;
Could not his Dress or Manners fashion
To suit with any higher Station . . .

The Country Parson turn’d in Years,
Is neither plagu’d with Hopes or Fears,
But undisturb’d in Study pent,

Or is or would be thought content;

In sullen Contemplation sits,

Pities the Bishops, rails at Wits.

None (says old Crape) would cringe and fawn
For silver Verge or Sleeves of Lawn;
Or lordly Pow’r ambitious seek,
Could they their Fast, as we do break,
And dine on Pie, as Parsons must,
Made of Tithe-Apples and plain Crust
7



THE HARP OF AEOLUS
And Diaper’s peculiar genius, his variety of movement within the
strictness of form, his brightness of image, and liveliness, and weav-
ing of a complex pattern of sound lights up passage after passage of
the Oppian. Here are five pieces, without more comment, except to
notice in the last a borrowing of snakes from Pope in Windsor Forest
(though conceivably it might have been the other way round):

1
Strange the Formation of the Eely Race
That knows no Sex, yet loves the close Embrace.
Their folded Lengths they round each other twine,
Twist am’rous Knots, and slimy Bodies joyn;
Till the close Strife brings off a frothy Juice,
The Seed that must the wriggling Kind produce.
Regardless they their future offspring leave,
But porous Sands the spumy Drops receive.
That genial Bed impregnates all the Heap,
And little Eelets soon begin to creep.

2
Eagles, Sea-Dogs, and all the Gristly Race
Bring forth their like, no shapeless clotted Mass;
Retain the Seed within till perfect grown,
And Nature has her just Proportions shown.
From the full Womb Amphibious Paddlers creep
And little Sea-Calves bustle on the Deep.

3
Justly might Female Tortoises complain,
To whom Enjoyment is the greatest Pain.
They dread the Tryal, and foreboding hate
The growing Passion of the cruel Mate.
He amorous pursues, They conscious fly
Joyless caresses, and resolv’d deny.
Some partial Heaven has thus restrain’d the Bliss.
The Males they welcome with a closer Kiss,
Bite angry, and reluctant Hate declare.
The Tortoise-Courtship is a State of War.
Eager they fight, but with unlike Design,
Males to obtain, and Females to decline.

4
The flouncing Horse here restiff drives his way,
And Soles on Sands their softer Bellies lay.

8
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5

The Lamprey, glowing with uncommon Fires,
The Earth-bred Serpents purfled Curls admires.
He no less kind makes amorous Returns,
With equal Love the grateful Serpent burns.
Fixt on the Joy he bounding shoots along,
Erects his azure Crest, and darts his forky Tongue.
Now his red Eye-balls glow with doubled Fires;
Proudly he mounts upon his folded Spires,
Displays his glossy Coat, and speckled Side,
And meets in all his Charms the wat’ry Bride.
But least he cautless might his Consort harm,
The gentle Lover will himself disarm,
Spit out the venom’d mass, and careful hide
In cranny’d Rocks, far from the washing Tide;
There leaves the Furies of his noxious Teeth,
And putrid Bags, the pois’nous Fund of Death.
His Mate he calls with softly hissing Sounds;
She joyful hears, and from the Ocean bounds.
Swift as the bearded Arrow’s Hast she flies,
To her own Love, and meet the Serpent’s Joys.
At her approach, no more the Lover bears
Odious Delay, nor sounding Waters fears.
Onward he moves on shining Volumes roll’d,
The Foam all burning seems with wavy Gold.
At length with equal Hast the Lovers meet,
And strange Enjoyments slake their mutual Heat.
She with wide-gaping Mouth the Spouse invites,
Sucks in his Head, and feels unknown Delights.
When full Fruition has asswag’d Desire,
Well-pleas’d the Bride will to her Home retire.
Tir’d with the Strife the Serpent hies to Land,
And leaves his Prints on all the furrow’d Sand.

Here, too, are fourteen lines from Brent:

Had mournfull Ovid been to Brent condemn’d,

His Tristibus He would more movingly hath pen’d.
Gladly He would have chang’d this miry slough
For colder Pontus, and the Scythian snow.

The Getes were not so barbarous a race,

As the grim natives of this motly place,

Of reason void, and thought, whom instinct rules,
Q
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Yet will be rogues tho’ nature meant ’em fools,
A strange half-humane, and ungainly brood,
Their speech uncouth, as are their manners rude;
When they would seem to speak, the mortals roar
As loud as waves contending with the shore,
Their widen’d mouths into a circle grow,
For all their vowells are but A and O.

111

I have indicated Diaper, with some inch by inch selections, not
measured him for his place by describing and evaluating and classify-
ing his poems, which is a job for some future editor, and historian.
He is a poet; and not a dull poet. He can be enjoyed for himself,
without that confusion caused when value and a place in the history
of literature are mixed up. But he does need to be put back in the
line, to enjoy a merited reputation.

Only good poets, and strikingly bad or ridiculous ones with some-
thing of the good poet’s gift for line and order, can push isolated bits
of verse into one’s memory whether one wills to have them there or
no. After I first read Diaper I found a number of his lines added to
my stock, with the many retained from Dryden and Swift and Pope,
and the fewer pushed in from such different writers as Oldham, and
Defoe, and Young, the Countess of Winchilsea and Charles Churchill.
But there is something else in Diaper and his fate which entices com-
ment. How many other writers of as much worth as Diaper have
dropped from sight and are still unknown? As I have suggested, the
writers who vanish are those who enjoy little or no repute in their
lives, who make, or have made for them by the accidents of fame and
acquaintance, no ‘‘splash”, who find little or no place in memoirs and
gossip and letters. Fluctuations of esteem from age to age are another
matter. Once the life-time reputation is made, a man’s writings,
known, recorded in bibliographies, dealt with rightly or wrongly by
scholars and scholiasts, are there always to be re-examined or re-
shelved, to burn high or low. It may reflect badly and sadly upon
our human discernment that if, per contra, a writer, or an artist, does
assume a false valuation of himself in his life on earth, does splash
energetically, does affix himself to the ruling circles of his art, and
contrive to make others accept that valuation, he can (if he writes
copiously) contrive to be known and to be overvalued for perhaps a
century or two after his burial with honours. His personality and

10



WILLIAM DIAPER: AN UNKNOWN POET
conduct in life, his possession or his lack of charm can do the trick,
irrespective of any powers of imagination. Diaper seems to have
lacked this ability to charm his patrons. He has served the sentence
that such ill-fate imposes.

Douglas Bush tells us, in his volume of the new Oxford History of
English Literature (a book of American scholarship, not scholiasm,
which has been wickedly under-esteemed and under-reviewed) that
some forty years before Diaper’s birth, only 600 books were pub-
lished in one year; that the population of England was about five
million compared with “the two hundred million people nowadays
whose language is English”. If Diaper’s books could disappear so
easily among so few, and still stay out of sight even after the develop-
ment of modern scholarship, what are the chances now, in the vast,
outpouring of “literature” among two hundred million users of
English, with our own lessened respect and coarsened senses, of
books of real worth staying hidden, perhaps for ever?

Douglas Bush reminds us as well, of the century before Diaper,
that nearly all the works of prose ‘“which we now read as ‘literature’
were written as contributions to religion, ethics, politics, science,
travel, and other fields of enquiry and instruction”. Belles lettres had
not been invented: “few of the makers of seventeenth-century litera-
ture were merely men of letters”. How much literature do we hide
beneath our mere invention and restriction of the term? How much
do we fail to see because we look all the time for literature to the pro-
fessional men of letters? Like Diaper’s poems, good novels can drop
into quick forgetfulness in our vast, rat-like proliferation. Two
which occur to me are Lord Kilmarnock’s remarkable novel of good
against evil, Ferelith, and Moonfleet, John Meade Falkner’s story of
adventure, two books which are small and do not shake the world,
but yet deserve the celebrity of minor classics. Ferelith has been a
delight to André Gide, Moonfleet has its small circle of devotees; but
neither are in print, neither have I seen mentioned in any critical
survey of English fiction of our century. And both were written by
authors who had no care to make a splash, both by authors, like those
of the seventeenth century, who were not “merely men of letters”.
No one has ever considered as “literature”—and literature they are—
‘the travel books of the rock gardener Reginald Farrer. Many poets
whose life-time celebrity was small, or ephemeral, or who were never
celebrated, have come tardily, incompletely, or almost accidentally
into a fame that the viability of their work entitles them to. Three, for
example, are William Barnes, Gerard Hopkins, and John Clare,
three men scarcely, or never affixed, to those circles which publicly
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presided over literature in their day. The artists, since we have no
art history and look upon it still without enthusiasm, are in a case
even more obscuring. Their pictures are scattered (not buried as
books which, at least, having been published, are in the catalogue of
the British Museum Library awaiting some deliverer), their lives
concealed, their letters unpreserved. That we know at all of Samuel
Palmer’s remarkable passion is due perhaps to two men, to his son,
and to his friend George Richmond, who preserved a tradition in his
family of Palmer’s excellence. How many other artists lie hidden,
between 1780 and to-day, hidden and neglected under the moun-
tainous and not always merited reputation of other men?

The conclusion is, we must sharpen our tastes in our own lifetime,
explore, be self-reliant, and be sceptical of those narrow, vocal, and
powerful circles of the day who dictate to us our preferences in art
and letters (who are no less exempt than reviewers, the Black Militia
of the Pen, from Coleridge’s remark that “praises of the unworthy
are felt by ardent minds as robberies of the deserving”’); and we must
be thankful, whatever their imperfections, however much they seem
in their activities like those scholiasts of the ancient world whom we
were taught to despise in our own school days, however much we
think of them as dry parasites, or at least epiphytes, dry lichens upon
the tree of life, however much they are wrong, however, insensible
they are to the meanings of life and the “‘livingness” of a book or a
painting—we must be thankful for scholars, for bibliographers, for
pedants. “Would the mole have discovered the fine gold?”” Perhaps
not, but the busy moles may at least excavate buried life—even if they
may not detect for us how it speaks and breathes. And Diaper s in
the Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature.
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GEORGE STUBBS, 1724-1806

0 ONE hasjustly appreciated the reach and the character of the
Nart of George Stubbs. It is often declared now that Stubbs

is a fine artist, or a great artist; but no one has yet examined
all that Stubbs produced in sixty years of drawing, engraving, and
painting, and set down a critical estimation of its worth. It would
be a long job; and no one has faced it because at present the work
cannot be seen at all easily. Thcre are only a few pictures by Stubbs
in public galleries in London or elsewhere; and most of the paintings
that we do see, or that we can see in the country houses for which
they were commissioned, are bread-and-butter paintings. Some of
them are thorough and masterly, and justify a high rank for Stubbs,
but it is the fact that Stubbs was incidentally a horse-painter, or a
“sporting-painter”. Horse-painter—the description goes back to
Fuseli and his own lifetime—is not the right description for him at
all. He was a painter who painted horses. That is a different thing.
And if his “sporting” pictures, and the prints from them, and the
Anatomy of the Horse have kept his price up in the sale-rooms, their
horsiness have kept his reputation fairly low in the books on art. He
has never been made one of the classic hierarchy of IEnglish painting.
Actually the greater part of his work in oil has gone underground.
His drawings are well known to be rare. The Royal Academy owns a
portfolio of the pencil drawings for the Anatomy of the Horse, among
them a few which were not engraved. There are one or two drawings
at Liverpool. A few others came into the market three or four years
ago. But the majority have vanished. There were hundreds of them.
Stubbs’s paintings and drawings were sold in 1807, the year after his
death, and in the first day’s sale! there were seventy-two drawings,
including landscape drawings and studies of a rhinoceros. In the
second day’s sale nearly nine hundred drawings were sold—* ‘Lot 21.
One Book with thirteen sketches of Foetus’s, etc.”’; Lot 22, One Book
with two hundred Landscapes, Views and Sketches”’; “Lot 24, One
Book with twelve Monkeys, fourteen Buffaloes, Bulls and Cows, in
black lead, and two Tibet Bulls in black chalk’’; “Lot 29, One Book
with fifteen Sketches from Nature of Trees in black chalk”—and so
on. The studies in oil include fruit pieces, landscapes, portraits,
studies of green wood-peckers and a nightjar and swallow, and a
painting of auriculas.

1 The Sale Catalogue 1s reprinted in George Stubbs, by Sir Walter Gilbey.
12
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The disappearance of most of these drawings and paintings seems
due to one thing: that in 1807 there was next to no taste for Stubbs,
since he was a mid-eighteenth century painter with an eighteenth
century liking for order, classification, and clarity. Stubbs, remem-
ber, was born in 1724. He grew up in the North, he worked under an
eighteenth-century provincial master, Hamlet Winstanley,* and he
was a man of thirty-two, an anatomist and a painter with his mind
made up, by the time that Burke published his Enguiry into The
Sublime and Beautiful.

Ozias Humphry, R.A., a much younger man, is the only authority
I know for these early years.? According to him, Stubbs helped in
his father’s tannery business until he was fifteen; and when he was
only eight he had “bones of prepared subjects dissected and lent to
him by Doctor Holt, a benevolent neighbour”. He dissected horses
and dogs during his Liverpool boyhood, and by the time he was
twenty-two he was lecturing on anatomy to medical students at
York. At York he acquired the body of a woman who had died
before giving birth to a child; and with this and other material he
made the dissections, drawings, and engravings which Dr. Burton,
the original for Dr. Slop in Tristram Shandy, needed for his Essay
Towards A Complete New System of Midwifry (1751). These plates,
engraved when he was twenty-two, are the earliest work by Stubbs
that I have seen. They have—or some of them at least have—his
later apprehension of solidity and substance. ‘“About the year 1754
he went to Italy (Richard Wilson was then in Rome); and according
to Humphry in a statement which has often been quoted, he went to
test ““nature’ against art:

Let us not escape notice that Stubbs’s motive for going thither
was to convince himself that nature was and is always superior to
art, whether Greek or Roman—and having received this con-
viction he immediately resolved upon returning home.

But nature for Stubbs was the nature of natural facts which could be
tidied into a system; something different, very different, from nature
for James Ward, or Wordsworth, or Constable, half a century later,
when Stubbs died. He had the scientific tastes of an experimenter

1 There is a portrait by Winstanley in the Tate.

? The memorr of Stubbs by Joseph Mayer (1879) is not, as Mayer declares, and
everyone else has declared since, based upon notes taken down from Stubbs himself
by William Upcott. The Picton Library in Liverpool contains two small MS.
volumes. One of these 18 a rough copy of a memoir of Stubbs in Ozias Humphry’s
handwriting. The other 1s a fair copy 1n handwriting of Upcott (who was Hum-
phry’s illegitimate son). Humphry and Stubbs had been friendly for many years;
there 18 no evidence that Upcott and Stubbs knew each other at all.

14



GEORGE STUBBS, 1724-1806
and an observer, and science in his day was widening from physics to
natural science, from a Newtonian Royal Society, to a Royal Society
under the botanist Sir Joseph Banks. Stubbs might now have painted
under the motto from Bacon that

Those, who determine not to conjecture and guess, but to find
out and know; not to invent fables and romances of worlds, but to
look into, and dissect the nature of this real world, must consult
only things themselves.

And it was not so long before, in the famous lonely farm at Horkstow,
he was bleeding horses by the jugular vein, steeping them till they
were near putrefying, rigging them up on hooks in the kitchen and
injecting their veins and blood vessels with tallow. He was eighteen
months on this work of dissection and draughtsmanship, with his
mistress, Mary Spencer, and presumably their two-year-old son.
George Townley Stubbs, who grew up to engrave so much of his
father’s painting so badly. The Anatomy seems to have been planned
as the doorstep to a career in London. Ozias Humphry says that he
painted, at his mother’s house in Liverpool, “his own grey mare,
which was thought to have succeeded greatly, so that when Mr.
Parsons, a picture dealer from London, saw it, he said that he was
sure the author of that picture if he came to town would make
his fortune in that line of art’’; and he then decided to undertake
the Anatomy on the suggestion ‘“‘of his young surgical friends at
York”.

He came to London in 1758 or 1759, and kept himself comfortable
by painting horses, chiefly—the delightful Grosvenor Hunt was
painted in 1762—while he etched away in the early mornings and at
night on the Anatomy plates. This six years of labour repaid him
well. When the Anatomy was ready in 1766, it was ordered by ar-
tists, by scientists at home and abroad and by the country gentlemen
and noblemen of England; and the country gentlemen and noblemen
went on employing Stubbs for the next thirty years.

I do not think it is realized how much Stubbs achieved. Many of
the plates are brilliant in design, exact, powerful, and exciting. That
is admitted. But scientifically it was original—the Anatomy was sur-
prisingly original—for a man who was an amateur in science. There
had been no previous book on the anatomy of the horse with plates
which were scientifically exact. The one book of importance was
Carlo Ruini’s Dell’ Anatomia et dell’ Informita del Cavallo of 1598.
It is a book of masterly engravings, but the horse—for the most part
a dead horse—has always a stylized, heroic attitude which would have
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repelled Stubbs or any artist or anatomist of his time. In the Ana-
tomy of An Horse, by Edward Snape (1683), and in De Saunier’s
Perfect Knowledge of Horses, of which there was an English edition in
1743, the figures are lifted from Ruini, and vulgarized. Stubbs
started really with nothing; and finally planned that his actual book
should take the form, very sensibly, of the sumptuous Tabulae
Sceleti et Musculorum Corporis Humani (1747) of Albinus, in which
the plates of skeletons, or partly dissected men, walking about in
landscapes in expository attitudes, had been finished in ten years by
the Dutch artist Jan Wandelaar. As in Wandelaar’s book, separate
keys go with each plate in the Anatomy of the Horse. The figures are
not spotted with letters, which would spoil their effect and their
accuracy. But Stubbs discarded the rhetorical scenery in which
Wandelaar’s figures moved or posed; and he presents always a living
horse, in stages of anatomical undress, without frippery or adjunct.

There is no doubt at all of Stubbs’s success with the eighteenth-
century scientists. The Anatomy is “‘splendidum opus” in von
Haller’s Bibliotheca Anatomica eleven years later. It gave Stubbs the
friendship and patronage of the greatest natural scientist of the time,
John Hunter, and also, it seems, of the young and wealthy Joseph
Banks. When Banks came back from his Australian voyage with
Captain Cook five years later, with the first ‘kongouros”, or kan-
garoos, one of them was painted by Stubbs.! The Anatomy brought
him letters from one of the leading European scientists and anatom-
ists, Peter Camper, and praise, towards the end of the century, from
another great European, Blumenbach. Camper’s judgment exem-
plifies the expert view. ‘“The representations of Carlo Ruini,” he
says, ‘‘are useful to convey a general idea of the anatomy of the parts;
but they cannot serve the painter.” But Stubbs’s work “‘is masterly
and accurate; all the parts are properly placed, and in just propor-
tions, and well delineated. In his finished pieces the muscles are
represented with an accuracy that cannot be exceeded. In a word, his
skeleton of the horse, and his arrangement of the muscles, exhibit
such a masterpiece, that the author deserves the highest honours
which were ever bestowed upon an artist.”?

It is not pedantry to emphasize Stubbs’s scientific as against his
aesthetic triumph in the Anatomy of the Horse. It confirmed him in

1 Banks owned work by Stubbs. See Sporting Magazine, November 1809
(quoted by Gilbey, page 230).

3 The Works of the late Professor Camper on the Connexion between The Science of
Anatomy and The Arts of Drawing, Painting, Statuary, etc., etc., translated from the
Dutch by T. Cogan, M.D., 1794. The last sentence is translator’s hyperbole and
licence: Camper wrote that Stubbs ‘‘deserved a statue for such a fine work’’.
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his life and attitude, and it helped to keep him a mid-eighteenth-
century artist, in a changing and somewhat fake climate of sublimity,
beauty and the picturesque. It helped, in other words, to destroy his
ultimate reputation, to send his pictures out of sight after his death,
and to make it difficult for us now to discover exactly how good an
artist he was. Stubbs kept nearer to his own scientific view than to
the aesthetic changes of his life-time. That is the point.

And this temperamental and reasoned preference would have
beggared him if he had not been able to combine science and aristo-
cratic horseflesh with a good will. But not always a good will. The
Anatomy brought him a mass of work, which he tackled with energy,
finding time also to draw lions, lionesses, tigers, leopards, from the
life in the Tower of London and elsewhere. But fourteen years later
he was regretting that his fame was tied so certainly to animals. He
complained of this when he was working for Josiah Wedgwood in
1780. Wedgwood wrote to his partner, Thomas Bentley, and hopes
that the portraits he is painting “will give him a character which is
entirely new to him, for nobody suspects Mr. Stubbs of painting
anything but horses & lions, or dogs & tigers, & I can scarcely make
anyone believe that he ever attempted a human figure.

I find Mr. S. resents much his having established this character
for himself, & wishes to be considered an history, & portrait
painter. How far he will succeed in bringing about the change at
his time of life I do not know.”?

He did not really succeed. Getting away from one’s public char-
acter is not so easy, and Stubbs never properly divorced himself
from animals right up to the time of his death. He remained true to
himself, with an accurate eye upon things. He allowed himself to be a
little, but not very deeply, affected by the feeling and fashion which
were developing in his middle years. Sublimity, for example. He
attempted to be sublime now and then, in his horses terrified or
clawed by lions, in his Phaeton and The Horses of the Sun, or in his
bulls fighting in a grand, and rather genial, clinch. Sublimity, it was
laid down by Burke, depended upon the effect of terror; and its means
were height, depth, obscurity, darkness, solitude, silence, variety.
Stubbs had no dislike of animals wounded, or trapped, or terrified.
His wild beasts and his frightened animals had the right effect.

His lion and tyger fighting near a dead stag larger than life, his
lion killing a horse, a tyger lying in his den large as life, appearing

L Letters of Josiah Wedgwood to Thomas Bentley. Edited by Lady Farrer.
Vol. 11, pp. 485, 486.
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as it were disturbed and listening . . .! are pictures that must rouse
and agitate the most inattentive.

wrote Burke’s protégé, James Barry, in a letter home to Ireland in
1765 or 1766. He made natural studies of terror. His ‘“White Horse
frighten’d at the Lyon,” says Ozias Humphry, ‘“was painted from
one of the King’s Horses in the Mews which Mr. Payne the architect
procured for him. The expression of terror was produced, repeatedly,
from time to time by pushing a brush upon the ground towards him
and this aided by his Anatomical skill enabled him to give the Senti-
ment to the Animal which the picture represents.” But Sentiments
are still sentiments, or typical states, and some of the varieties of
passion in the features of Stubbs’s animals seem to me to come
straight out of Le Brun’s illustrations of Passions, copies of which
Stubbs possessed. And anyway the sublime framework which was
suitable for sublimely agitated animals was not the framework which
appealed to him. He preferred mild grass land and trees to dark,
rocky and sublime landscape. “‘The White Horse Frightened at The
Lion”, or at any rate, the version of it in the Walker Art Gallery at
Liverpool, does come near sublimity, not only in its figures, but in
its depths, its crags and waterfall and darkness; but there is evidence
in the landscape itself, and in a letter by John Hunter to Jenner,? that
the figures only were by Stubbs, while their sublime theatre had been
painted by Barrett. “Hardly anything can strike the mind with its
greatness, which does not make some sort of approach towards
infinity; which nothing can do whilst we are able to perceive its
bounds, but to see an object distinctly, and to perceive its bounds is
one and the same thing. A clear idea is therefore another name for a
little idea” (Burke). But Stubbs in his pictures seldom made an
approach to the infinite. He used a few compositions—elements and
odds and ends all complete—after Gaspard Poussin, Salvator Rosa,
Claude and Vernet; but he kept on seeing distinctly, if in bits.

The sublime case against Stubbs is well concentrated in the few
sharp lines which were all that Fuseli gave him in his version of
Pilkington’s Dictionary. The paragraph (there is a copy of it, in
Fuseli’s handwriting, in the British Museum) classifies him and tucks
him away severely:

That his skill in comparative anatomy never suggested to him
the propriety of style in forms, if it were not eminently proved by
1 Works of James Barry. Vol. 1, p. 23 (1809).

% Undated: ‘I have a picture of Barret and Stubbs. The landscape, by Barret;

a horse frightened at the first seeing of a lion, by Stubbs.”” John Baron’s Life of
Edward Jenner, Vol. I, p. 34. .
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his Phaeton with The Horses of the Sun, would be evident from
all his other figures which, when humans are seldom more than the
attendants of some animal, whilst the style of the animals them-
selves depended entirely on the individual before him; his Tiger
for grandeur has never been equalled, his Lions are to those of
Rubens what Jackals are to Lions: but none ever did greater
Justice to the peculiar structure of that artificial animal, the Race-
courser and to all the mysteries of turf-tactics, though, unfortunate-
ly for the artist, they depend more on the facsimilist’s precision
than the Painter’s spirit.

It is intelligent criticism, and inevitable, on sublime premises. Also,
his statements are true up to a point. Stubbs’s lions are to the lions
of Rubens what Jackals are to Lions. Stubbs meant them to be. The
style of the animals themselves did depend on the individual before
him. That was the point (though Fuseli exaggerated). His figures
when human are seldom more than the attendants of some animal.
But in spite of Fuseli, man had become an animal again in the
eighteenth century. Linnaeus had put him back among the animals
from his own self-esteem; Stubbs was a comparative anatomist, and
even ‘‘comparative’ was a qualification soon to disappear.

To Stubbs, an animal was just the smallest degree more than an
animal and a shape. For Fuseli, it was an image. Fuseli declared of
one of Rubens’s horses in a lion-hunt that it was “‘like a beautiful
virgin. The apparent distress of such a creature must touch every
one who has any sensibility”.! Fuseli felt (they are his words) for
“the colossal joys of the lion”.

But Fuseli’s criticism, if it does not do so from his own point of
view, does go straight to the problem. As distinct from knowledge,
what imaginative qualities are there in Stubbs’s painting? His
naturalism was not absolute: it was not, of course, the facsimilist’s
precision: that was going too far. Stubbs followed Leonardo: “If
you would become Proficient, and practice, either with Profit or
Applause, Study Nature, let her be your Mistress, nor ever let
anything escape you, but what is authoriz’d by her Precept, or
Example.”? If his curiosity was more narrow, taking an eighteenth-
century form, it was, nevertheless, intense.

His friend John Hunter set about with stupendous energy to ex-
plore the structure of all living animals. In August, 1803, Ozias
Humphry went round to see Stubbs, and found him, on his seventy-

1 Conversations of Yames Northcote, R.A., with James Ward. Edited Ernest

Fletcher, 1901, p. 239.
3 Leonardo’s Treatise of Painting. English translation, 1721, page 138.
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ninth birthday, engraving the first plates of his last undertaking—
the work he left unfinished, which was to compare the anatomy of
man, the tiger, the common fowl, and the vegetable world; and
before he died, in his eighty-second year, one of the last things he
said was, “I had indeed hoped to have finished my Comparative
Anatomy ere I went.” Though, like Hunter, he seems simply to
have been interested in /ife, in the variety of its shapes, is there not
something of the passion and superhumanity of Leonardo in this busi-
ness of an old man beginning, near his death, to summarize and
extend sixty years’ work of prying and seeing? It is true that know-
ledge of anatomy helps a mediocre artist just about as much as he
would be helped by a knowledge of the stars. Reynolds used to go to
sleep during anatomy lectures at the Academy, and no delving in the
interior of donkeys turned Haydon into a lion of vision and draughts-
manship. Eighteenth-century art was not much improved by the
enthusiasm for anatomy in which Stubbe was a pioneer. But in the
work of Stubbs, at least, anatomy helped to produce some of the
liveliest drawings in English art; and Stubbs’s naturalism is a positive
as well as a comparative merit. The formula by Reynolds that “the
whole beauty and the grandeur of the Art consists in being able to
get above all singular forms, local customs, particularities and details
of every kind”, led artists less passionate and patient than Stubbs to
attempt the whole beauty and the grandeur by a short cut. They
went straight for the end and did not trouble to discover first ‘“what
is deformed in nature, or, in other words, what is particular and
uncommon”. Better the right beginnings, and no more, by way of
the study of nature, than the false endings which infest and deaden so
many pretentious canvases between 1760 and 1830. And Stubbs’s
work does not end at this right beginning. I said that conclusions
about Stubbs were impossible with so much of his painting still to
be examined; but there is evidence enough for a few conjectures and
a few statements. Stubbs was an artist who seems to have developed
slowly and uniformly; and some of his strongest work was done round
about his eightieth year—witness the power and certainty of the en-
gravings of the skeletons of the tiger and the fowl, and of the fowl
divested of feathers, in the Comparative Anatomy. In this slow and
patient development, Stubbs made himself able to catch shape and
substance with a quick, certain effortless line. I think it is sure that
every detail, and every separate figure and every object in his pic-
tures, is derived from a previous study, or studies. In fact, in his
pictures the parts are true, while the whole is often less felt than put
together. What has not been imagined—often enough—is the
20
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picture as a design. The pattern from Claude, a tall mass on the
right or on the left, and an open canvas on the other side, he repeats
again and again. In this way his landscape is too often a scene for the
play of his shapes and figures. But how brilliant and serene this play
or ‘“‘contrast” becomes in his best work. ‘“Contrast” is defined in
Pilkington’s Dictionary as “‘an opposition or difference in the position
of two or more figures (and their members and parts) contrived to
make a variety in painting”; and the Dictionary declares that “‘a well-
conducted contrast is one of the greatest beauties of painting”. Itis
one of the rarest beauties, one might add, in the sentiment-ridden
painting of English artists in the lifetime of Stubbs, and ever since;
and Fuseli would have been more acute if he had seen it and praised
it in Stubbs’s pictures. In most of the known paintings by Stubbs
there is a central passage of figures and forms in which the contrast—
we should more vaguely say ‘‘composition”’—is subtly managed in a
most engrossing and satisfying way. The contrast is of shape and
line and colour. Four of the best examples I know are in The Duke
of Portland and Lord Edward Bentinck at the Jumping Bar (1767),
Colonel Pocklington and His Sisters (Tate Gallery), The Phaeton and
Pair, in the National Gallery, and The Haymakers (1794), in the
Lever Art Gallery. In this last picture, the “opposition” of the
scything and forking harvesters and the tools they carry, and the
pattern of colour, pale blue, pale pinkish greys, pale brown, olive
green, chestnut, blue flecked with white, is anything at all but
prosaic. It gives one an exceptional sense of harmony, balance,
lightness, and delight. That is true also of the Colonel Pocklington. 1t
is nonsense to call Stubbs prosaic, when he could draw anything so
lovely as the passage from the left of this picture to the hand that
holds so gracefully to the horse’s mouth a minute bunch of flowers.
His strength of “contrast” can be isolated and examined simply in
the placing of the petals and the succession of colours in that one
small area of pigment. And compare the “contrast” in the springs
and wheels and spokes and body of the phaeton in the National
‘Gallery with the “contrast” in the skeletons engraved in the Anatomy
of the Horse and the Comparative Anatomy. The parts are set against
each other in the skeletons by the adroitness of the way in which the
limbs are placed and by the viewpoint of the artist. This rhythm of
shape against shape is the ennobling element in Stubbs. He cared
little for sentiment or association unjustified by the substance of con-
trasted, rhythmical drawing. “It may be deemed extraordinary,”
Stubbs wrote for his Turf Gallery series of portraits of race-horses,
“to submit a work of so unusual a kind to the public consideration;
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where the chief merit consists in the actions, and not in the language,
of the Heroes and Heroines it proposes to record, and with whom,
possibly, Literature may exclaim, ‘She neither desires connection
nor allows utility.” ” The painter’s spirit which Fuseli missed in him
was the illustration of sublime literature, even though Fuseli himself
had declared the painter’s freedom from ‘“‘tradition or the stores of
history or poetry”. The rare painter’s spirit which he had, enabled
him, like Poussin, to feel himself onto the surface of pictures in
rhythm. The picturesque was not for such an artist. He could have
no use for roots tangling like the hair of earth in the banks of a deep
lane. He could have no use for the “roughness”, “sudden variation”
and “‘irregularity” demanded by Uvedale Price, which would have
prevented the distinct and sharp drawing of a curving greyhound or
of a man leaning on a stick. If Stubbs’s animals were each an indivi-
dual, they were good specimens. He could not have sympathized
with the emotive, picturesque decrepitude of the cattle painted by
James Ward; any more than he could have liked the broken colour
in a landscape by Constable! For Stubbs, the rhythm of shapes in
the paint which satisfied the eighteenth-century conditions of the
Beautiful. Beauty was smooth. Beauty had variety in its parts.
Beauty meant the putting on of colours clear and bright, but not very
strong and glaring. Stubbs belongs to the era of Chardin and the
smooth tints of his friend Sandby, the era of the more or less ‘“passive
acceptance of impressions”.

In spite of the fact that several of his pictures do not cohere simply
because he attempts to stage them beyond his vision, in spite of
elements from outside himself in arrangement and detail, in spite of a
few unsuccessful attempts to paint in fashions of the time, in spite of
his manufacture of horse portraits (which seldom become either
careless or insignificant), Stubbs is an artist who always organized
his own abilities with the greatest skill. His engraving in mezzo-tint,
etching and stipple has a sensitivity and completeness (it fully
carries out his feeling) which is not very common in the eighteenth
century, in which engraving is more a process of reproduction by a
facsimilist than a way of expression. Notice how in his engravings,?

1 Compare Sir Uvedale Price’s remarks ‘(derived from Gilpin’s Forest Scenery)
on rough anmmals as picturesque and smooth animals as beautiful. ‘“The sleek
pampered steed, with his high arched crest, and flowing mane 1s frequently repre-
sented 1n painting, but his prevailing character whether there, or in reality, 1s
that of beauty,”’—whereas the ass was picturesque. Essay on the Picturesque, Part I,
Chapter III. Ward’s cow to Stubbs’s horse 1s the picturesque Gothic ruin to the
beautiful Greek temple.

? Well represented in the Print Room of the British Museum. His own en-
gravings were not confined to the early embryos, and the two Anatomies.
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as in his drawing and his paintings (e.g. The Lion and the Tiger, on a
china stone tablet in the Walker Art Gallery at Liverpool), he can
reproduce the exact quality of a leopard’s coat, or the coat of a horse
or a dog, or the skin of a plucked cockerel. He could fix cool sen-
suality and knowledge in exquisite, emotive patches of design. He
could express, under control, a peculiarity of his nature in some of
the stranger and more disturbing plates of his two Anatomies, and,
no doubt, in many drawings and studies which are not to be seen.
His rhythmical drawing is related to a mind wider, keener, higher,
and more inquisitive than the mind of most artists during his time.
His work was through, and his vision moves us now because it was,
at least, uncontaminated, clear, and ordered.

When he died in 1806, the explorers were down already in the dark
caves and galleries of the heart.
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THE HARP OF AEOLUS

much has the Harp of Aeolus, the God of the Winds, now

vanished (unless one sees a prosaic, practical descendant of
it in the wireless set) that perhaps I must begin by saying what it was:
the Wind Harp—the harp from which the wind extracted the music
of nature. My own—rather late—Aeolian Harp is a rectangular box,
with a dozen strings crossing a bridge at either end, and a lid hooking
over the strings and admitting the air. It fits into the window.
If there is wind or draught enough, if the Harp is in a good mood,
the music it gives out ‘“‘with all the expressions of the forte, the piano
and the swell . . . is more like to what we might imagine the aerial
sounds of magic and enchantment to be, than to artificial music’’.
And by its aid and more accurately than with the investigations of
any English or American scholar of romanticism, one can think one-
self back into the romantic mood. Coleridge, you will remember,
had an Aeolian Harp in the window at Clevedon before his marriage;
and there, with the honeysuckle round the cottage, he and Sara
Fricker, listened to its “long sequaceous notes”, and there he wrote
the poem I must return to, which is the locus classicus of the harp.
He still had his harp of Aeolus with himin the Lakes, to play, in the
winds off Skiddaw, the less happy music of his later poem to Sara
Hutchinson. Charles Lamb noticed the harp lying in his study at
Greta Hall.

Who invented it? In fact, that extraordinary, learned Jesuit
Athanasius Kircher, in the seventeenth century. But possibly, for
all the purposes of Englishand European romanticism, it was born of
a hint from Alexander Pope. One might say the Harp was always in
the air. More than one writer who deals with it! speaks of the Harp
in the music of Spenser’s “Ruines of Time”:

Whilst thus I looked, loe! adoune the Lee

I saw an Harpe stroong all with silver twyne
And made of golde and costlie yvorie,
Swimming, that whylome seemed to have been
The Harpe on which Dan Orpheus was seene
Wylde beast and forrests after him to lead,

1 e.g. William Jones: Physiological Disquisitions, 1781, p. 338.
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But was th’ Harpe of Philyides now dead.
At length out of the River it was reard
And borne above the cloudes to be divin’d,
Whilst all the way most heavenly noyse was heard
Of the strings, stirred with the warbling wind,
That wrought both joy and sorrow in my mind . ..

But Athanasius Kircher brought it out of the air into fact, in that
century whose better defined mysteries gave so much to the
expansive infinity of Romanticism. Kircher studied alchemy,
astrology, horoscopy, and Egyptian hieroglyphics. To consider
volcanoes, he had himself lowered into the crater of Vesuvius. He
invented a counting machine, the speaking tube and the magic lantern.
For the Wind Harp, turn to his MUSURGIA UNIVERSALIS SIVE ARS
MAGNA CONSONI ET DISSONI, in X Libres digesta, Roma, MDCL, in fact
to Tomus II, page 352, to Machinamentum X:

Aliam machinam harmonicam automatam concinnare quae
nullo rotarum, follium, vel cylindri phonotactici ministerio, sed
solo vento et aere perpetuum quendam harmoniosum sonum
excitet.

He played it in his museum (the museum still there in Rome, in the
Roman College). The window which allowed air into the room was
shut, the instrument was silent: he opened the window, and “lo,
there arose suddenly an harmonious sound by which everyone was
astonished, not knowing whence the sound came, nor what instru-
ment it might be”. He described it, and pictured it—of pine wood,
five palms long, two wide, one deep, fifteen equal strings of gut, or
more.

One must feel, after that, just a bit suspicious about the English
tale of its re-invention, which is this: The Scottish violin player and
composer James Oswald was excited by a remark Pope had dis-
covered in the commentaries of the Byzantine critic Eustathius, when
he was busy on his translation of Homer, a passage suggesting that
the wind could produce a harmony on strings. He tried to make such
an instrument, but it refused to work. Then, hearing that an ordinary
harp had accidentally sounded in thewind on a Thames houseboat,
he tried again, succeeded, and produced a harp for the window.
Whether Oswald knew Pope—Pope still had three years to live when
Oswald came south and settled in London—I do not know. The
notes to the Odyssey, in which Pope quoted again and again from
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Eustathius, do have something about the wind producing music
among rocks, but that would hardly have been enough. Yet the Harp
fits in with Pope. It would not be out of keeping that an image and a
property which were soon to romp and proliferate through Romantic
literature, an instrument which was soon to express the popular
sentiment of a new age, should have had at any rate some connection
with the master of Reason and Uniformity, who nevertheless broke
the smoothness, who was master of the sparkle and the grotto and
the natural garden, who fancied planting an old gothic cathedral in
trees, and cutting a Welsh mountain into a statue of Alexander the
Great, who declared that Newton “whose rules the rapid Comet
bind” could not “Describe or fix one moment of his Mind”, that
“What Reason weaves, by Passion is undone”.

Oswald may indeed have started experiments on the hint of Pope
and Eustathius; but I have no doubt at all that he came across
Kircher’s description, perhaps after his own efforts had failed, be-
cause Kircher’s harp is obviously the prototype. Oswald, I once
thought, at least invented the name—an act about as important, for
its coming career, as inventing the harp itself. Kircher had left it as
Machinamentum X, little guessing its future. The Harp of Aeolus,
the Harp of the Wind God, was a good name, giving so useful, so
long, and so sequaceously romantic an adjective for poets down to
Tennyson to play with, as ““Aeolian”. But even the name preceded
Oswald, or at least the association with Aeolus. It looks very much as
if Oswald, on top of Pope and Eustathius and Kircher, had read of
the Harp in a once celebrated encyclopaedia, J. J. Hofmann’s Lexicon
Universale Historico-Geographico-Chronologico-Poetico-Philologicum.
Hofmann, in his seventeenth-century Latin, takes over the Harp from
Kircher, and calls it “Aeolium instrumentum”, and says moreover
it must be played in a draft of air through a window or a door.
Which, I think, disposes of Oswald as its inventor; except that he saw
the possibilities of the Harp, manufactured it, no doubt, and sold it
in his music shop near St. Martin’s Church. But, though there is
something more to be said of Oswald, it is time to hear the Harp of
Aeolus sounding for the first time in literature.

II

It sounds first in 1748, four years after Pope’s death, in James
Thomson’s “pleasing land of drowsy-head”, in The Castle of Indol-
ence:
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Each sound, too, here to languishment inclin’d,
Lull’d the weak bosom, and induced ease,
Aérial music in the warbling wind,
At distance rising oft by small degrees,
Nearer and nearer came, till o’er the trees
It hung, and breath’d such soul-dissolving airs,
As did, alas! with soft perdition please:
Entangled deep in its enchanting snares,

The listening heart forgot all duties and all cares.

A certain music, never known before,

Here lull’d the pensive melancholy mind;

Full easily obtain’d. Behoves no more,

But sidelong, to the gently waving wind,

To lay the well-tun’d instrument reclin’d;

From which, with airy flying fingers light,

Beyond each mortal touch the most refin’d,

The god of winds drew sounds of deep delight:
Whence, with just cause, the harp of Aeolus it hight.

Ah me! what hand can touch the string so fine?

Who up the lofty diapason roll

Such sweet, such sad, such solemn airs divine,

Then let them down again into the soul?

Now rising love they fann’d; now pleasing dole

They breath’d, in tender musings, through the heart;

And now a graver sacred strain they stole,

As when seraphic hands an hymn impart,
Wild-warbling Nature all above the reach of Art!

Thomson also wrote a dullish “Ode on Aeolus’s Harp”, and when it
was published in 1750, two years after his death, a footnote ascribed
the invention to Oswald. William Collins, in 1749, in his memorial
ode on Thomson, wrote of placing Thomson’s Harp in a Thames
reed-bed:
In yon deep bed of whisp’ring reeds
His airy harp shall now be laid,
That he whose heart in sorrow bleeds
May love thro’ life the soothing shade.

Then maids and youths shall linger here,
And while it’s sounds at distance swell,
Shall sadly seem in Pity’s ear
To hear the woodland pilgrim’s knell.
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Remembrance oft shall haunt the shore,
When Thames in summer wreaths is drest,
And oft suspend the dashing oar
To bid his gentle spirit rest!

Collins, too, felt it necessary to add a footnote, explaining that the
airy harp was ‘““The Harp of Aeolus, of which see a description in the
Castle of Indolence”. Quick in taking hold of it, Christopher Smart,
then thirty and a Fellow of Pembroke Hall, refers to the Harp in his
Latin poem on the Propagation of Yawning which he published in
1752. But after Thomson, in Drowsy-head, the other earliest de-
scriptive use that I know comes, in 1753 from the coarser mind of
Tobias Smollett, which (see his Ode to Independence) was none the
less dedicated to Nature. It is in The Adventures of Ferdinand Count
Fathom. Thomson says ‘“A certain music, never heard before:
Smollett also begins “‘Some years ago, a twelve-stringed instrument
was contrived by a very ingenious musician, by whom it was aptly
called the harp of Aeolus....” Ferdinand ‘““had brought one of
these new-fashioned guitars into the country”, into a house where
“the effect of it was still unknown”. So clearly, when Thomson and
Smollett wrote, the harp was not so very far from its English be-
ginnings. And when one puts two and two together, one suspects a
Scottish conspiracy over the tale of its invention. Thomson, Smollett,
Oswald—all three were Scots. Oswald composed music for poems
both by Thomson and Smollett.! There was a close Scottish circle
in London, so it seems obvious that the two writers who first wrote
of the harp were acquainted with “the very ingenious musician” who
first launched it. As for when, exactly, the Harp was launched, the
date must be between 1741 when Oswald came to London and 1748
when Thomson published The Castle of Indolence; and for some
years more it seems it was still a toy of the sensations of poets and
musicians and the artist circles of London—and the country mansion
—of young and advanced forerunners of romance such as Gray, the
musically inclined William Mason, and Christopher Smart. Smart
also wrote a short poem in English and in Latin, which was noticed
on an Aeolian Harp in a Norfolk country house in 1754 by a corre-
spondent to the Gentleman’s Magazine: and then the Harp was still
so unfamiliar at large that, “imagining it not to be thoroughly known”,
the correspondent described it in full, and the way of making it, and
playing it.

Just here it will be as well to pause, to think about how, in fact,

! British Museum Lijbrary, Music Cat;lsogue.
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Smollett and Thomson first used the Harp. It was called The Harp
of Aeolus, says Smollett, “because being properly applied to a
stream of air, it produces a wild irregular variety of harmonious
sounds, that seem to be the effect of enchantment, and wonderfully
dispose the mind for the most romantic situations”—this most
romantic situation being Fathom’s seduction of the ‘“‘delicate
Celinda”. There is nothing very profound about either use; but the
harp’s music is the music, the audible, harmonious, yet wild and
irregular music of nature—‘“wild-warbling Nature all above the
reach of Art”—which recalls Pope again in a piece I have already
quoted: ‘“There is certainly something in the amiable simplicity of
unadorned Nature, that spreads over the mind a more noble sort of
tranquillity, and a loftier sensation of pleasure, than can be raised
from the nicer scenes of art.” It is a pleasant convenient act of self-
deception. Man, by artifice, if not art, arranges several strings on a
rectangular pine-wood box, the wind moves the strings; and the
man-arranged music is not man-made, but made from Nature, is
Nature’s music, made audible. A self-deception, but how useful an
image, how delightful a toy for the next seventy years! Thomson
was the New Poet, “The autumn was his favourite season for
poetical composition, and the deep silence of the night the time
he commonly chose for such studies.” ‘‘Although he performed
on no instrument, he was passionately fond of music, and would
sometimes listen a full hour at his window to the nightingales
in Richmond Gardens”*—and a full hour no doubt to Nature
warbling and swelling on the harp in his window frame. His Seasons
are not a philosophic poem on man and nature with here an image,
there a few lines of description, but ‘‘a mere descriptive Eulogy on the
luxuriances and beauties of Nature”. And a new Nature, the
romantic Nature for the individual soul, ¢ ... till o’er the trees it
hung, and breath’d such soul-dissolving airs’’—the Nature for man,
not the rational Nature for men, whose purpose had been “to make
men uniform, as children of one common mother”.

I

As the new nature made way, so the Harp became a universal toy
in the music shops and the window casements and a repeated image
in poetry and subject for poems. Lightly used images, for the most
part, and bad poems; because there was an easy and a less easy pro-

1p, Murdoch’; Account of his Life and Writings, in Works, 1762.
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jection of the self into this new nature. It was (and still is, in a motor
car parked above a fine view) easiness itself to become nature’s
drunkard. The better poet or painter uses the real world, as Goethe
said of Claude Lorrain, to express the world in his own soul, by
standing to nature “‘in a double relation’, not letting go of his “well-
reasoned inspiration”. Claude, in his standing to Nature ““is both her
slave and her master; her slave, by the material means which he is
obliged to employ to make himself understood; her master, because
he subordinates these material means to a well-reasoned inspiration,
to which he makes them serve as instruments”. The story of the
Aeolian Harp as an image is one of increasing slavery, increasing
drunkenness, and unreasoned inspiration; with the grand exceptions
of Coleridge, and Wordsworth, and perhaps Shelley and De Quincey.
The simple, drunken projection is clear in Beckford at the age of
twenty-three, writing thirty-four years after The Castle of Indolence,
in a letter to the artist Alexander Cozens (whose drawings are an
Aeolian Harp music in monochrome): “I am calm as a lake sheltered
by hills at sunset when the winds are still.” There are tipsy degrees,
and different ways of acting under the influence. Beckford became a
drunk of out and out magnificence. Thomson, Gray were drunks,
but, still, superior drunks; and Christopher Smart was part drunk,
part madly sober. As the Harp had spoken to Thomson, so it spoke
to Christopher Smart of nature above artifice, of a rapturously polite
intoxication. It is something (An Inscription on an Aeolian Harp)
“which, tho’ untouch’d”, can

. . . rapturous strains impart
O rich of genuine nature, free from art.

Moreover Smart curiously discusses the Harp in Fubilate Agno,
aware, in his madness, of its philosophical shortcomings:

For the Aeolian harp is improveable into regularity.

For when it is so improved it will be known to be the shawm.

For it would be better if-the liturgy were musically performed.

For the strings of the shawm were upon a cylinder, which
turned to the wind.

For this was spiritual musick altogether, as the wind is a spirit.
The Harp talked of sublimities to Gray: “Did you never observe,
‘while rocking winds are piping loud’, that pause, as the gust is
recollecting itself, and rising upon the air in a shrill and plaintive
note, like the swell of an Aeolian Harp? I do assure you there is
nothing in the world so like the voice of a spirit”—with which one
might compare Robert Burns walking, years later, ““in the sheltered
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side of a wood or high plantation, in a cloudy, winter day”, hearing
“‘a stormy wind howling among the trees and raising o’er the plain”,
than which ‘“‘scarcely any earthly object” more exalted and enrap-
tured him. Gray’s friend William Mason, musician and poet and
gardener, manufactured an Aeolian Harp for himself (and also in-
vented another implement, the Celestina, a variant of the piano). It
was Mason who wrote his English Garden, not in couplets, but in
blank verse, which was ‘“as unfettered as Nature itself”’.

James Macpherson, again, could not avoid it. Committing an
archaeological solecism, more to the credit of his forger’s heart
than his forger’s head, he incautiously allowed an Aeolian Harp, not
very well disguised as a harp hanging and sounding in a tree before
the musician takes hold of it, into Berrathon, and Temora, and Dar
Thula. ‘“The blast came rustling through the hall, and gently touched
my harp. The sound was mournful and low, like the song of the
tomb.” And in Ossian, the blast of the breeze is always making
music, if not out of harps, then out of trees, out of thistles, out of
grey beards. But the l.c.m. use of the Harp in the little drunkennesses
of innumerable little poets and innumerable window casements,
speaks in this stanza, of a forgotten, nameless writer, in which one
romantic property collects two more, the fairy and the glow-worm,
expressing nature’s ‘‘inexpressible somewhat’”:

Are ye some fairy, tiny voice
That by the glow-worm’s light

At lonely hours your vigil keep
Unmark’d by mortal sight?

That comes from the harp pamphlet (1808) compiled by Bloomfield,
the Farmer’s Boy, who made Aeolian harps to sell and keep himself
alive in his London poverty—a pamphlet more valuable than his
poems, and of which one thing most to be remarked is the title,
Nature’s Music. But I am skipping beyond Coleridge and Words-
worth, who bring me back to Goethe’s ‘‘well-reasoned inspiration”.

v

Coleridge had had his drunkenness. He had read Giordano Bruno,
had been “intoxicated with the vernal fragrance and effluvia from the
flowers and first-fruits of Pantheism, unaware of its bitter root”—a
statement which bears on his two great Aeolian Harp poems, the
Clevedon poem, The Eolian Harp, written in 1795, and Dejection,
written in the cold April of 1802, at Greta Hall, two poems with a
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world of suffering and experience in between. The pertinent use by
Wordsworth comes out of The Excursion. He was young:

It was a splendid evening, and my soul

Once more made trial of her strength, nor lacked
Aeolian visitations; but the harp

Was soon defrauded, and the banded host

Of harmony dispersed in struggling sounds,
And lastly utter silence!

Wordsworth (it will be enough to stop here so far as he is concerned)
was the Aeolian Harp. So was Coleridge, though the Harp plays in
the window in both of his poems. For a few moments in its existence
the Harp has ceased to be a drunkard’s toy, and becomes dignified
into an image by which the deepest relations in the dualism of man
and nature can be explored.

He was twenty-two when he wrote The Eolian Harp, feeling sure
of his powers, of the goodness of life, and of his emotions, for then at
least, he was in love, or believed himself in love, with Sara Fricker,
with whom he sat listening, her head on his arm, to the rise and fall
of the harp outside the cottage they were to live in, after their mar-
riage, nine weeks ahead. He was full of “‘philosophy-dreamers, from
Theuth the Egyptian to Taylor the English pagan”, of ‘“meta-
physics and poetry and ‘facts of the mind’,” in the vernal fragrance
and effluvia of his age. It was evening, in August. Jasmine and
myrtle grew close around the cottage. ‘“How exquisite the scents”—
(a little odd for August 20th, like Samuel Palmer’s concatenation of
horse chestnuts in flower and the ripest golden corn in A4 Hilly
Scene)—*‘‘snatch’d from yon beanfield”! The evening star was out,
“serenely brilliant”’—that star, of which he afterwards wrote (See
Anima Poetae) “‘O it was my earliest affection’, to which he gave one
of his earliest poems, seeing it, returning from the New River, “newly
bathed as well as I”. The substance of the poem was “that the
woman whom I could ever love would surely have been emblemed
in the pensive”—(““My pensive Sara” he begins the Eolian Harp)—
“the pensive serene brightness of that planet, that we were both con-
stellated to it, and would after death return thither”. The evening
was quiet, and the quietness enlarged by the murmur, far off, of
the smooth, peculiar sea of the Bristol Channel:

And that simplest lute,
Placed length-ways in the clasping casement, hark!
How by the desultory breeze caressed,
Like some coy maid half-yielding to her lover—
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Like Sara in fact, still not his wife—

It pours such sweet upraiding, as must needs
Tempt to repeat the wrong! And now, its strings
Boldlier swept, the long sequaceous notes

Over delicious surges sink and rise,

Such a soft floating witchery of sound—

And here comes a piece of the l.c.m. of Aeolian harping, saved by
Coleridge’s genius—

As twilight Elfins make, when they at eve
Voyage on gentle gales from Fairy-land,

Where melodies round honey-dropping flowers,
Footless and wild, like Birds of Paradise,

Nor pause, nor perch, hovering on untamed wing!

Now, Coleridge becoming Coleridge:

O! the one life within us and abroad,

Which meets all motion and becomes its soul,

A light in sound, a sound-like power in light,
Rhythm in all thought, and joyance every where--
Methinks it should have been impossible

Not to love all things in a world so filled;

Where the breeze warbles, and the mute still air
Is Music slumbering on her instrument.

And thus, my love! as on the midway slope

Of yonder hill I stretch my limbs at noon,
Whilst through my half-closed eyelids I behold
The sunbeams dance, like diamonds on the main,
And tranquil muse upon tranquillity;

Full many a thought uncalled and undetained,
And many idle flitting phantasies,

Traverse my indolent and passive brain,

As wild and various as the random gales

That swell and flutter on this subject lute!

And what if all of animated nature
Be but organic harps dwersely [framed,
That tremble into thought, as o’er them sweeps
Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze,
At once the Soul of each, and God of all?
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I need not add the conclusion, the reproof from Sara’s eyes at such
“/dim and unhallowed” thoughts, such

Bubbles that glitter as they rise and break
On vain Philosophy’s aye-babbling spring,

the concluding submission to the God

Who with his saving mercies healed me,
A sinful and most miserable man,
Wildered and dark, and gave me to possess
Peace, and this cot, and—

unmarried, still untested, and unexplored, her “fretfulness” still
unknown—

—and thee, dear honoured maid!

No wonder Coleridge loved this vernal poem of his twenty-third
year—*‘‘the most perfect poem I ever wrote”; the poem of the best
and happiest equipoise of his powers, of himself and nature. But the
poem had an ancestor, direct—that early sonnet To the Evening Star.
There, first, is the wedding sense, the star which there, too, he had
called ““serenely brilliant”’; and above all there, first, is the “joyance”,
of The Eolian Harp, in the “pure joy” which the star inspires, the
joy and calm delight, which Coleridge held to be the source of good
and genuine composition:

O meek attendant of Sol’s setting blaze,

I hail, sweet star, thy chaste effulgent glow;
On thee full oft with fixed eye I gaze

Till I, methinks, all spirit seems to grow.

O first and fairest of the starry choir,
O loveliest 'mid the daughters of the night,
Must not the maid I love like thee inspire
Pure joy and cahn delight?

Must she not be, as in thy placid sphere
Serenely brilliant? Whilst to gaze a while
Be all my wish ’mid Fancy’s light career
E’en till she quit this scene of earthly toil;
Then Hope perhance might fondly sigh to join
Her spirit in thy kindred orb, O star benign!

Here, in fact, in this sonnet, Coleridge’s deepest insights begin,
actually and verbally, when he was eighteen and still at school. The
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Eolian Harp grows out of the Evening Star poem, adding the new
image, the new depth; and Dejection grows out of them both.

One cannot read and compare The Eolian Harp and Dejection
without remembering Dr. I. A. Richards on their depths and on their
implication with Coleridge’s most central feeling and thinking. He
shows, in his book Coleridge on Imagination, that, however troubled
Coleridge may have been about the vernal, intoxicating pantheism
of the organic harps under one intellectual breeze, he still twines into
one the realist and the projective attitudes to nature; that the simpler
Wordsworth sticks more to pantheism and his “life of things” (in
support of which he might have pointed to that “splendid evening”
which in his youth had brought those Aeolian visitations onto his
soul). But since my concern is less with Coleridge than with Aeolian
Harps, I may as well go on at once to the tragic emotional contrast of
the third and the two early poems.

It was the same harp, no doubt, that had been played in the vernal
summer of Clifton, the harp which Lamb saw in the study at
Greta Hall. It was spring, 4th April, 1802, a “sweet Primrose-
month” outwardly; a cold, unvernal unvegetative spring in a heart
dead or dying. It was again evening, or rather night with a crescent
moon, a night which was tranquil, but with promise, in the text from
The Ballad of Sir Patrick Spence, of a deadly storm. A light breeze
only played on the harp in the window, intermittently, but it was

. . . dull sobbing draft, that drones and rakes
Upon the Strings of this Eolian Lute
Which better far were mute

The new moon, “‘rimmed and circled with a silver Thread”, fore-~
telling rain and squally blast, shone down ‘““winter-bright” into the
study (instead of that hopeful and “serenely bright” evening star of
Clevedon and the New River sonnet); and there, in the room,
Coleridge, with no cheek of someone he was soon to marry on his
arm, was alone; dejected after ill-health, growing disharmony with
Sara (cf. “the gloom and distresses of those around me for whom I
ought to be labouring and cannot’: also the still earlier ““Memoran-
dum: not to adulterize my time by absenting myself from my wife”’—
an aide-mémoire for the conduct of all authors); after opium, after the
severest intellectual questings and discoveries. Above all, he was in
love, in hopeless love with Sara Hutchinson (whose sister married
Wordsworth). In November 1799, he had recorded in Latin, in his
note book how he had held Sara Hutchinson’s hand, and how the
poisoned and incurable arrow of love had driven into him. And that

35



THE HARP OF AEOLUS
night, it was in the form of a letter to Sara, as he walked about, that
he composed Dejection. He wished for the quick coming of the
storm’s energy—

O! Sara! that the Gust ev’'n now were swelling
And the slant Night-shower driving loud and fast—

Because, as he added in the later published version—

Those sounds which oft have rais’d me, whilst they awed,
And sent my soul abroad,

Might now perhaps their wonted impulse give,

Might startle this dull pain, and make it move and live!

Might, and perhaps; but forgetting the harp and the wind and the
coming storm, he moved into the terrible lines of the hopelessness
and tenderness and absoluteness of his love which could have no full-
ness, into the cries of the deadness of his heart, the contrast of 1802
with the hope and the star of 1790, the love of 1795.

And those thin Clouds above, in flakes and bars,
That give away their Motion to the Stars;
Those Stars, that glide behind them, or between,
Now sparkling, now bedimm’d, but always seen;
Yon crescent Moon, as fix’d as if it grew

In it’s own cloudless, starless Lake of Blue—

A boat becalm’d! dear William’s Sky Canoe!

I see them all, so excellently fair!

I see, not feel, how beautiful they are.

My genial Spirits fail—

And what can these avail

To lift the smoth’ring Weight from off my Breast?

It were a vain Endeavor,

Tho’ I should gaze for ever

On that Green Light that lingers in the West!

I may not hope from outward Forms to win

The Passion and the Life whose Fountains are within!

Then, as he first wrote the poem down, he comes back to the evening
star, and the first sonnet. He thinks of the new Sara, looking, as he
is then looking out of the room, on to the same heaven. The first
Sara had looked with him at Celvedon on the evening star, the imagin-
ary woman of his schooldays had looked on it:
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In my first Dawn of Youth that Fancy stole
With many secret Yearnings on my Soul.
At eve, sky-gazing in “‘ecstatic fit”
(Alas! for cloister’d in a city School
The Sky was all I knew of Beautiful)
At the barr’d window often did I sit,
And oft upon the leaded School-roof lay,
And to myself would say—
There does not live the Man so stripp’d of good affections
As not to love to see a Maiden’s quiet Eyes
Uprais’d, and linking on sweet Dreams by dim Connections
To Moon, or Evening Star, or glorious western Skies—
While yet a Boy, this thought would so pursue me,
That often it became a kind of Vision to mel

In the poem as we knew it, and as Dr. Richards knew it when he
wrote on Coleridge, before Ernest de Selincourt published the
original version,! Coleridge made the completer restatement of
his doctrine of man’s creative interchange with nature, “the am-
biguity (or rather completeness)”’, as Dr. Richards declares, “in
Coleridge’s thought”, before the Harp broke again into the poem.
Dejection gained dramatically in that way, as he finally stated the
doctrine in the black recognition of his own loss of that creative
power. But he struck out something like a hundred lines of examina-

tion of hislove for Sara Hutchinson, ending:

But O! to mourn for thee, and to forsake
All power, all hope, of giving comfort to thee—
To know that thou art weak and worn with pain,
And not to hear thee, Sara! not to view thee—
Not sit beside thy Bed,
Not press thy aching Head,
Not bring thee Health again—
At least to hope, to try—
By this Voice, which thou lov’st, and by this earnest Eye—
Nay, wherefore did I let it haunt my Mind
The dark distressful Dream!
I turn from it—

And the Aeolian Harp breaks in again—

I turn from it, and listen to the Wind
Which long has rav’d unnoticed! What a Scream
! In Essays and Studjes, English Association, XXII, 1937,
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Of agony, by Torture lengthen’d out
That Lute sent forth! O thou wild Storm without!
Jagg’d Rock, or mountain Pond, or blasted Tree,
Or Pine-Grove, whither Woodman never clomb
Or lonely House, long held the Witches’ Home,
Methinks were fitter Instruments for Thee,
Mad Lutanist!

After the Harp, in calmness, comes the familiar, terrible statement,
and as he restates it and elaborates it, so his use of words, words of
marriage against death, remind him, and remind us, of that equipoise
which preceded his own wedding six years before, which had been
both the wedding with Miss Fricker and that wedding with nature,
foretold still earlier in the sonnet. He brings back hope and the
Clevedon cottage, with its jasmine, window-peeping rose, and
“myrtles fearless of the mild sea air”’, and the Joy:

Yes, dearest Sara, yes!

There was a time when tho’ my path was rough,

The Joy within me dallied with Distress;

And all Misfortunes were but as the Stuff

Whence Fancy made me Dreams of Happiness;

For Hope grew round one, like the climbing vine,
And Leaves and Fruitage, not my own, seem’d mine.

But now—now at last the apex of the tragedy of his life:

But now Ill Tidings bow me down to Earth,
Nor care I that they rob me of my Mirth—
But Oh! each Visitation

Suspends what nature gave me at my Birth,
My shaping spirit of Imagination!

Sara Hutchinson, “a Heart within my Heart”—not the discordant
conjunction with Sara Fricker, is the first cause; and Sara Hutchinson
is the explanation of the doubly difficult seeming lines, kept in the
final ode, on nature and the natural man, for the natural man is this
love for her:

For not to think of what I needs must feel

But to be still and patient all.I can;

And haply by abstruse Research to steal

From my own Nature, all the Natural man—

This was my sole Resource, my wisest plan!

And that, which suits a part, infects the whole

And now is almost grown the Temper of my Soul.
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Finally comes the Wedding, the Shroud, nature and joy—the re-
statement of that centrality of Coleridge’s life as a poet, so elaborated
since his childhood’s intimation of it before the Evening Star:

O Sara! we receive but what we give,

And in our life alone does Nature live

Our’s is her Wedding Garment, our’s her Shroud—
And would we aught behold of higher Worth
Than that inanimate cold World allow’d

To the poor loveless ever anxious Crowd,

Ah! from the Soul itself must issue forth

A Light, a Glory, and a luminous Cloud
Enveloping the Earth!

The “pure joy” of the sonnet actually inspired by the star, and to be
inspired by woman, and the “joyance” celebrated in The Eolian Harp,
open out from this line onward in the full explication of Joy:

And from the Soul itself must there be sent

A sweet and potent Voice, of it’s own Birth

Of all sweet Sounds, the Life and Element.

O pure of Heart! thou need’st not ask of me

What this strong music in the Soul may be,

What and wherein it doth exist,

This Light, this Glory, this fair luminous Mist,
This beautiful and beauty-making Power!

Foy, innocent Sara! Joy, that ne’er was given
Save to the pure, and in their purest Hour

Joy, Sara! is the Spirit and the Power

That wedding Nature to us gives in Dower

A new Earth and new Heaven,

Undreamt of by the Sensual and the Proud!

Joy is that strong Voice, Joy that luminous Cloud—
We, we ourselves rejoice!

And thence flows all that charms or ear or sight,
All melodies, the Echoes of that Voice,

All Colors a Suffusion of that Light—

Here again reappear the actual words used before, the soul, the

sound, the light, the power. Here again is the wedding sense. Here

again in the “luminous Cloud enveloping the Earth” Coleridge

repeats from the Clevedon poem, the clouds that late were rich with

light; and, back beyond this middle poem, the actual verbal source of

Joy as the spirit and the power given only to the pure at their purest,
39



THE HARP OF AEOLUS
may be found in the sonnet:—1I gaze, he had written in the sonnet, on
the Evening Star, on the planet of love

Till I, methinks, all spirit seem to grow.

One thing which Coleridge does add is the Glory, no generalized
superlative, but another image of projection—the halo one sees, in
the rainbow colours, round the head part of one’s shadow when it is
projected by arising or setting sun down on to mist. Coleridge used
it again of Sara Hutchinson in absence and unattainment as the image
with a Glory round its head which the woodman sees at dawn

The enamoured rustic worships its fair hues,
Nor knows he makes the shadow, he pursues.

Using the Glory in Dejection only adds to the statement of his attitude
to nature. The actual links between the sonnet, The Eolian Harp and
Dejection are so close, as I say, that one cannot separate the three
poems. Coleridge was no intermittent, occasional poet but one who
wrote in a developing, ordered network of images. And the second
and third poems are indissolubly bound by the Aeolian Harp in the
window, and by the difference between its two utterances

... what a Scream
Of agony, by Torture lengthen’d out
That Lute sent forth!

So the mad lutanist of the wind, succeeding that ““intellectual breeze
at once the Soul of each and God of all”’, the wind which would have
done better to choose a jagged rock, or mountain pond, or blasted
tree for instrument, talked only through the harp, on that midnight
of April 4th, of the groans of the wounded in defeat, and then as it
dropped, of a lost child in some tender poem by Wordsworth.

Coleridge’s dead heart. His soul that could not receive because it
could not project. The blasted tree or Pine Grove: ‘“The Pine Tree
blasted at the top,” he wrote in his note-book, ‘“was applied by Swift
to himself as a prophetic emblem of his own decay. The Chestnut is a
fine shady tree, and its wood excellent, were it not that it dies away
at the heart first. Alas! poor me!”1

1 Six years afterwards, in May 1808, Coleridge wrote down a note on the caged
singing bird he heard from his bedroom at the Courier office: ‘It is in prison, all its
instincts ungratified, yet”’ (unlike Coleridge, also in prison, also with his instincts
ungratified) ‘it feels the influence of spring and calls with unceasing melody to the
Loves that dwell in field and greenwood bowers, unconscious, perhaps, that it calls
invain. O are the songs of a happy, enduring day-dream? Has the bird hope? or does it
abandon itself to the joy of its frame, a living harp of Eolus? O that it could do so!

Aeolian Harps, the evening star, and joy were also ingredients of his poem The
Nightingale (1798).
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\4

Never before, and never since has the Harp sounded so sweetly,
so screamingly, or to such purpose. Scott and Tom Moore used it
prettily.  Shelley strung it with some grandeur in Prometheus
Unbound—

Ione: ... What is that awful sound
Panthea: 'Tis the deep music of the rolling world
Kindling within the strings of the waved air,
Aeolian modulations.

—and, ina cancelled scrap for Epipsychidion, with an advance towards
Coleridge’s depth, derived, I should say from Coleridge:

There is a Power, a Love, a Joy, a God
Which makes in mortal hearts its brief abode,
A Pythian exhalation, which inspires

Love, only love—a wind which o’er the wires
Of the soul’s giant harp . ..

In an occasional way, but grandly so, with a great pathos, De
Quincey employs the Harp as he recalls how he stood on a summer
evening, during childhood, by his sister’s corpse: ... whilst I stood
a solemn wind began to blow—the saddest that ear ever heard. It
was a wind that might have swept the fields of mortality for a thou-
sand centuries. Many times since, upon summer days, when the sun
is about the hottest, I have remarked the same wind arising and
uttering the same hollow, Memnonian, but saintly swell: it is in this
world the one great audible symbol of eternity. And three times in
my life have I happened to hear the same sound in the same circum-
stances—viz., when standing between an open window and a dead
body on a summer day.

Instantly, when my ear caught this vast Aeolian intonation, when
my eye filled with the golden fullness of life, the pomps of the heavens
above, or the glory of the flowers below, instantly a trance fell upon
me....”

This is one out of many examples of the marriage of the harp to
Memnon—the colossal Egyptian statue which, at sunrise, gave a
sound like a breaking string in greeting to his mother Eos, the dawn

(or used to do so until Memnon was repaired under Septimus
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Severus). Christopher Smart had married the two of them: first in
his poem on Yawning, in 1752, then in his Inscription:

Hail, heav’nly harp, whose Memnon’s skill is shewn
That charm’st the ear with musick all thine own!

And Wordsworth did the same in his poem about the waterfall and
the pleasure-ground on the Banks of the Bran.

The Harp was indeed exported, an English born element in
Romanticism, to Russia (where the poet Zhukorvsky wrote an
Ossianic poem upon ‘“Aeolus’s Harp”), to Germany, to France, to
America. F.H.von Dahlberg, director of the theatre at Mannheim,
where Schiller’s Die Raiiber was first played, wrote (1801) a pretty
little book Die Aeolsharfe. Ein Allegorischen Traum illustrating an
eight-stringed harp, and saying the harp is still so little known in
Germany “that he needs first to describe it”’; he tells German readers
where they can buy Aeolian Harps in London. Also being a good
German adapter, he wants to improve the harp. ‘“Till now,” he says,
“the Aeolian Harp has been used simply in rooms, especially of
country houses and summer houses; but I believe it could be much
better employed. Often accompanied by this instrument in my
lonely wanderings this summer, I discovered that in open fields, or
on eminences, where there are stronger currents of winds, it played
not only more briskly, but also more strongly and with a fuller tone.
So one could use it in gardens, in sequestered arbours, in dark
coverts and groves, on hills and on heights, if one used for it air or
wind pipes specially devised so as to direct the stream of air on to the
instrument, giving it the required direction. These pipes would be
easy to put up in open summer houses; and they must, especially if
one were to fit larger harps with strongs of a deeper bass, or several
of varying strength tuned in harmony and octaves, produced the
most astonishing result.”

But Jean Paul, as an admirer of England, knew about the Harp long
before von Dahlberg wrote his book; so did Schiller, who has an
Aeolian metaphor in his poem Biirde der Frauen. In Jean Paul’s
Hesperus which he wrote in the year of Coleridge’s Eolian Harp,
Sebastian Horion, son ‘of the English peer Lord Horion (no ‘“z” has
dropped out), goes to meet Dahore, an Indian sage, who lives only
on fruit and water, at Marienthal, where he teaches astronomy to
girls:

“He stood at last under the birch trees; and the music (like that of
an harmonica) which had first flown over Paradise upon Paradise and
through hedges of flowers was now loud around him, but Sebastian
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saw nothing but a high grassy altar and a deep grassy seat. ‘From
what invisible hand,” he thought shudderingly, ‘do these sounds
come, which seem to slide from angels when they are flying over the
next world, or from mingling souls when so great a bliss breathes out
into a sigh, and-the sigh dissipates itself into a distant, dying
sound?’

The unrecognized melody . . . came from an Aeolian Harp placed
on a weeping birch. And whenever Dahore came here at night, he
mingled those breathed out sounds in among the whispering leaves,
like blossoms, to exalt himself when he looked up at the sublime
night.”

A case, no doubt, of Coleridge’s “nimiety”’, which coinage would
also apply to Edgar Allan Poe’s catalogue in which the Harp is
mentioned as one of his sources of “Supernal Beauty”. But at least
in Jean Paul, the Harp is still a Harp (though one doubts, from that
harmonica and the birch-tree if he had heard one when he wrote
Hesperus); and it was still a Harp when it penetrated (later, it seems)
into France. At first, if the French view is typified by those Paris
critics who, in 1824, disparaged Constable’s pictures as meaningless
noises from a Wind Harp, the French merely dismissed it as a toy.
But Berlioz, as one would expect, drank in its music, writing in 1844
in his Voyage musical en Allemagne et en Italie “On one of those som-
bre days, which sadden the close of the year, read Ossian and listen
to the fantastic harmony of an Aeolian Harp hung at the top of a tree
stripped of its leaves, and I defy you not to experience a deep feeling
of sadness, of surrender, a vague and boundless yearning for another
existence, an immense loathing for this one, in a word, a sharp attack
of spleen linked to a temptation toward suicide.” Nimiety not con-
fined to the Germans; and it extended beyond Berlioz to his friend,
the musician Jean George Kastner. Kastner had a special wind harp
in a 'small tower high in his garden at Versailles, and I commend his
book-cum-music, La Harpe d’Eole et la Musique Cosmique : Etudes sur les
rapports des phénomenés sonores de la nature avec la science et Uart, suivies
de Stéphen, ou la Harpe d’Eole, grand monologue lyrique avec choeurs—
for there you willfind, at last, all nature’s resonant phenomena, the
musical drops of Fingal’s Cave, the music of the spheres, the dawn-
notes of Memnon, David’s Harp in the Talmud, the Filaobaume of
the Isle of Bourbon, and the Harp of Kircher and Oswald.

This trip abroad might be extended no doubt elsewhere, beyond
France and Germany and a glance at Russia and America (where
Thoreau wrote a poem Rumors from An Aeolian Harp, and where his
friend Emerson published a long Harp passage in 1867, and in 1876
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A Maiden Speech of the Aeolian Harp, in which the new harp asks its
owners for the wind and the window; and where the Harp again
produced what I suppose to be one of the last of its own poems,
through Herman Melville, as far on as 1888); but I must wind the
affair back once moreinto the country of its exploitation, if not of its
birth.

After Coleridge, Wordsworth, Shelley, and de Quincey? With
Coleridge, as I have said of Berlioz, and Kastner and Jean Paul, the
Harp was still a Harp, an oblong, pinewood box, with strings, in the
window of the study and the wind howling off Skiddaw; in the
poem, in, and indeed of, the soul. Then rapidly it became a
couple of words, a single word, a long harmonious adjective, an
ornament of fancy, a poetical finery. Not even in fact Nature’s
Music, worth a poem upon its own. It was wearing out. In its day,
however it began, however it fared through the eighteenth century
with many little nature-drunken poets, it had indeed performed as
the music of Paradise, of religion rather than fairyland, in Smart,
Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Shelley. As the earth and all that
therein is were for Jakob Boehme (who helped Coleridge, not alone
among English romantics, to “keep alive the heart in the head” and
skirt “the sandy deserts of utter unbelief”’) the pattern of the per-
fections of Paradise, so I suspect, Aeolian-harp-music was in some
sense the pattern of the perfect music of eternity—at one time, any-
way. But Nature lost its share of divinity quickly enough (except
in a few rarities out of their time), and became an object just of
earthly “worship”; and even worship gave way to transcription of
detail, to picking nature’s pocket, to borrow a condemnation from
Coleridge; to the moral “truth to nature”, the accuracy of the
Preraphaelites, and of Tennyson burrowing his little, individual eye
into the colours, inside a chestnut-flower, for a comparison. Mystery
too became of the earth, or more accurately, became an orchid of
flamboyance, without roots, hanging in the air of a not very salubrious
forest of nonsense. It is not difficult to make a choice between the
humming-birds and lion’s eyeballs of Smart, and the orchidaceous
miasma of Rossetti. But, in any case, high intellect is not conspicuous
in Romanticism, except in the few, in Coleridge, as in Goethe, in
Wordsworth, in Shelley (and least of all was it conspicuous in English
painting). Remove the divinity: not much is left except simplicity,
or the simple silly mystery of the orchids and the smell. Yet the
Aeolian Harp took some time to die here in England. After Coler-
idge, it was an occasional frippery for Clare, and for Keats, who liked,
and stuck to the long adjective—
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sounds Aeolian
Breathed from the hinges, as the ample span
Of the wide doors disclosed a place unknown
Some time to any but those two alone

—which might have been a trick of Beckford’s in the doorways of
Fonthill. Sounds Aeolian are shreds of prettiness in Darley’s poems,
and in Tennyson; Allingham indeed wrote actual poems about the
Harp so late and out of date as 1854, but only because he had come
tardily into life with the mud on his shoes of the outer darkness of
Donegal; by then the Harp, as one might expect, tells him only of

Youth, and prime, and life, and time
For ever, ever fled away!

But one could still buy an Aeolian Harp easily enough in the ’sixties—
from twelve and six upwards according to wood and workmanship.
So far as I know the Harp of Aeolus makes its last major appearance,
as it first appeared, with a Scot, fulfillinga function something bet-
tween the seduction of Celinda and the self-enchantment of Dahore.
The Scot is R. L. Stevenson in The Beach of Falesi: the trader on the
South Sea island finds the mumbo-jumbo temple which the Beach-
comber uses to bewitch and intimidate the islanders. ‘“Well, I had
got to a place where there was an underwood of what they call wild
coco-nut—mighty pretty with its scarlet fruit—when there came a
sound of singing in the wind that I thought I had never heard the
like of. It was all very fine to tell myself it was the branches; I knew
better. It was all very fine to tell myself it was a bird; I knew never a
bird that sang like that. It rose and swelled, and died away and
swelled again; and now I thought it was like someone weeping only
prettier; and now I thought it was like harps; and there was one thing
I made sure of, it was a sight too sweet to be wholesome in a place
like that.” He found it was a square thing in a tree—‘‘and the idea
of a square thing that was alive and sang knocked me sick and silly.”
He tried praying. ‘“As soon as I had made an end in proper style, I
laid down my gun, walked right up to that tree, and began to climb.
I tell you my heart was like ice. But presently, as I went up, I caught
another glimpse of the thing, and that relieved me, for I thought it
seemed like a box; and when I had got right up to it I near fell out
of the tree with laughing. A box it was, sure enough, and a candle
box at that, with the brand upon the side of it; and it had banjo
strings stretched so as to sound when the wind blew. I believe they
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call the thing a Tyrolean harp, whatever that may mean” (footnote:
“Aeolian”).

That was the end—the mumbo-jumbo temple went up with
dynamite and smoke—and within ten years (The Beach of Falesd was
published in 1892) a correspondent had to write to “Notes and
Queries” to find out about the Harp and its story.

It was the end of Machinamentum X and Eustathius on Homer.
Except, after all, that the Harp of Aeolus is an agreeable toy—a toy
that fascinates even the neutral mind; that the pretty adjective
Aeolian still crops up now and again like an unpredicted mushroom
on the lawn; that it might be just as well to add a Harp—to the
English department of every university.

(I must add this note on playing Aeolian Harps: If you can get one—
it took me three years to acquire a late specimen made in the ’sixties or
’seventies—tune the strings in unison, as nearly as you can; but tune them
on the slack side. Choose a window the wind is blowing against. It does
not matter whether it is 2 window opening up or down or outwards, the
harp will work reclining or on end, as long as you shut the window onto it.
You will find that the music in the house has an effect I ought to have com-
mented on, of making one’s ear sensitive to the music of sounds around the
house and out-of-doors—aeroplane, motor-bicycle, etc. The Aeolian
music of telegraph wires near the pole is more or less constant: the joy of
Aeolian Harp music is variety, rise and fall, swell and diminuendo.)
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THE VISION OF THE ENGLISH
ROMANTICS

of them, in that run of English romantic art, from 1780

roughly to 1840? They saw nature and themselves. “The
real,” wrote Henry James, and it will serve, ‘‘represents to my per-
ception the things we cannot possibly not know, sooner or later, in
one way or another. . . . The romantic stands, on the other hand, for
the things that, with all the facilities in the world, all the wealth and
all the courage and all the wit and all the adventure, we never can
directly know; the things that can reach us only through the beautiful
circuit and subterfuge of our thought and our desire.”” Themselves,
in the romantic vision, may be the self in search of God. More often
it equals the unknowable, the thought and the desire, the yearning,
the undefined feeling personal to the artist, which he must try to
define. Through nature. Nature disturbed, nature with black clouds,
nature in April; nature still and calm, in autumn; nature in its utmost
violence; nature learned off as a language.

When the artist P. F. Poole wrote to Richard Redgrave in 1844
about his picture The Seamstress, English romantic art had nearly let
go: “Who can help exclaiming ‘Poor Soul! God help her?’ If any
circumstances could make me wage war against the present social
arrangements, and make us go down shirtless to our graves, it is the
contemplation of this truthful and wonderful picture.””* Here is the
artist moving away from nature and himself, not always a very
edifying combination, into the triumphant but no more edifying rule
of “truthfulness’, of accuracy, charity, and morals. Yet Turner,
caves, and the action of mighty forces were the things Poole had
liked. He had grown up a romantic. “I should like to be buried,” he
had written, “in a coffin with a glass lid, and placed on the top of a
high mountain, so that I could see the beautiful moon for ever.”?

And romantic art had waxed a good many years, when in 1801, in
his third Academy lecture, Fuseli had asked the question “Whether
it be within the artist’s province or not, to find or to combine a
subject from himself, without having recourse to tradition or the

1 Richard Redgrave: A Memoir, by F. M. Redgrave, p. 45.
? Richard Garnett, 4 Hampstead Painter: The late Paul Falconer Poole, R.A., in
the Hampstead Annual, 1900.
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stores of history or poetry?”’ He had answered “Why not, if the sub-
ject be within the limits of art and the combinations of nature;
though it should have escaped observation? Shall the immediate
avenues of the mind, open to all its observers, from the poet to the
novelist, be shut only to the artist? Shall he be reduced to receive as
alms from them what he has a right to share as common property?”
That, after the burial, was a pioneer of European romanticism, born
nine years before Goethe, setting up an English stone upon the grave
of Ut pictura poesis. Long before Fuseli had come to this point of
delivering revolution (a then accepted revolution) to the students of
the Academy, William Hooper, in 1776, in the year of Constable’s
birth, had performed one of the useful preliminaries; he had trans-
lated a book which Constable, in twenty years’ time was to be
reading with pleasure, agreement and profit—the Letter on Landscape
Painting, by Fuseli’s godfather, Solomon Gessner. ‘I abandon’d
my originals, I left my guides, and deliver’d myself up to my own
ideas.” Those “first emotions, so important to be seized”. Learn
““to compare the most beautiful expressions of art with nature itself
and the beauties of nature with the resources of art”. Admire that
poet whose enthusiasm was roused by “a plant cover’d with dew and
illumin’d by a bright ray of the sun”. Though “the beautiful and the
noble” must be sought “in the forms”, Gessner is the self in art
breaking through common rule. Reynolds was indeed Reynolds, and
President of the Academy; but Gessner, artist and poet, was Europe’s
most popular author. Scores of young artists must have read him on
landscape, as thousands read his innocent, if insipid Idylls. And 1776
is four years from our starting point of 1780.

Dates are only conveniences, only termini or boundaries gapped
and full of holes. Once romantic self-expression has been practised,
admitted, legislated for, it may falter, weaken, change, but it does not
easily disappear from the human make-up; and even before the
terminus a quo of the seventeen-eighties, plenty of that self-expression,
plenty of that nature and self, had already been painted. For ex-
ample, the vision of Alexander Cozens. Before Fuseli ever set
his cloven hoof in England, Cozens had determined to put the image
of a charming face before his mind, “and by it flatter my longing
Soul with Visions of happyness.’** Cozens was an eighteenth century
maker of systems (his life and the life of Linnaeus are almost co-eval),
yet his longing soul (unlike the soul of Stubbs) dwelt maturally, ex-
pressed itself naturally, in shadow and twilight. No one but a man
of the new age, in spite of class and system, could have talked of

1 Sketch book, Walpole Society, XV, 1927-28. The probable date is 1746,
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“flattering” his soul—flattering it, moreover, with the image of a
charming face and visions of happiness. Souls, a hundred years
before, like the hart after the water-brooks, had longed for God, and
did not flatter themselves that they were going to find him. It was
Cozens who moulded the arch-romantic William Beckford. And
Beckford spans the age of English romantic art, was the only English
writer who at once gave himself naked and reckless to romanticism,
who understood romantic painting, who was the patron, or purchaser,
successively of the younger Cozens, of James Ward, and of Francis
Danby. Romantic vision and Beckford died together in the ’forties.
When in the ’eighties the vision was newly born, Beckford, at
twenty-one, had mocked the accepted art with his Memoirs of Extra-
ordinary Painters (1780), among whom was Sucrewasser of Vienna
who went to Venice to paint in fresco on casino walls; his way there
lying “through some very romantic country which he never deigned
to regard, modestly conjecturing he was not yet worthy to copy
nature”. No, he painted snuff-boxes for gentlemen. “His most
splendid performance, Salome, mother of the Maccabees, which he
imitated from Titian, was sold by Soorcrout, in England.”

We know plenty of Beckford, little of Cozens. Of shadow and
twilight Beckford writes to Cozens in 1780:! “Be assured you will
find me ever the same romantic Being fond of the Woods and
Mountains. . . . Would to Heaven that you were but here that we
might flutter together the whole day in this world of elegance and
when the sun declines enjoy our favourite hour in the Woods of
Boboli.” In 1782 to Cozens (a letter I have already quoted in this
book): “I am as calm as a Lake sheltered by Hills at Sunset when the
Winds are still.” In fact, no letters are so valuable as Beckford’s to
Cozens (Cozen’s own letters have been destroyed) for getting inside
the early uncomplicated vision of romantic art. They reflect what
Cozens preached and felt. A letter, again of our terminus year of
1780, sets out nine tenths of the whole romantic menu:

“I am eagerly wishing for a Spirit like yours to comfort and revive
my own. Nothing, I think, will prevent me daring to be happy in
defiance of glory and reputation. Why should I desire the applause
of Creatures I despise? rather let me enjoy that heartfelt satisfaction
which springs from innocence and tranquillity. The peaceful
Palace and woody Hills which surround it shall bound my desires.
There will we remain—TJost in our Meads and copses, wandering
carelessly about, offering sacrifice to Sylvan deities and fancying

1 The quotations are from Lewis Melwville’s Life and Letters of William Beckford.
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ourselves recalled to that primaeval period when Force and Empire
were unknown. I am now approaching the Age when the World in
general expect me to lay aside my dreams, abandon my soft
illusions and start into public Life. How greatly are they deceived,
how firmly am I resolved to be a Child for ever! Next Summer I
hope will give you a proof of my constancy when if I return from
Rome you will find me stretched under my beeches on the Hill of
Pan, or running wild amongst the Thickets which cover the Satyr’s
range. At night we will retire to the Cell and consult our Arabians,
penetrate into remote Countries and fancy we discover the high
Mountains of Gabel al Comar. It shall be my business to collect
prints and drawings which illustrate our favourite ideas, and I
flatter myself with the hopes of passing many an evening with you
in their contemplation. Every month we shall invent some new
Ornament for our Apartments and add some exotic rarity to its
treasures. Qur pleasures will be continually varying, sometimes
we shall inhabit our Huts on the borders of the Lake, and sometimes
our vast range of solemn subterraneous Chambers visible by the
glow of lamps and filled with Cabalistic Images. .. Another
moment will find us encamped upon the green Desert we were so
fond of, drinking our Coffee in open Tents and dreaming our-
selves in Yomen—Next day we shall repair to the stone of power,
where to speak the Language of Fingal: ‘Spirits descend by night
in dark red streams of Fire’.”

Unpick it, and here, in the mind of a boy of twenty-one, are all, or
most of the simple elements of the vision—tranquillity, innocence,
being a child, the primaeval and the primitive, of time, and of nature,
pantheism, and the sylvan, neo-classic deities, mystery and the east,
the cave, the glint of light off water or in fire, the darkness around
light, and the demonics of power and mighty action. All the items
of a programme to be developed; a programme not of painting which
was to deduce its laws and rules (Addison’s demand) “from the
general sense and taste of Mankind”’; or painting which, according
to Jonathan Richardson (dead in 1745), was to ‘“‘entertain and in-
struct”, on a level with poetry, history, philosophy, and theology.
No; a programme of the immediate avenues of the mind, the indivi-
dual sense of the individual artist. He is licensed now to be himself.
Whether by Blake, or Turner, or Constable, or Palmer, Etty, or
Bonington, or J. F. Lewis, or that other orientalist, Muller, (who was
oriental plus Constable), no romantic picture exists that could not
be tied up to some item of this laissez-aller of romantic individual-
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ism. One item or another is there in Blake’s “Adam naming
the Beasts”, Constable’s ‘“Weymouth Bay”, Ward’s “Gordale
Scar”, Etty’s “Youth on the Prow and Pleasure at the Helm”,
Turner’s “Whale-Ship”, or a mystical moonlight by Palmer.
Once history had granted the license, it was up to any roman-
tic artist to use it; to feel such sensations as Beckford’s; to am-
plify them, to dignify them, to give intensity and value to them, by
his own method.

In The Harp of Aeolus, T wrote of the two ways, the realist and the
projective, of relating the self and nature. I. A. Richards put it, of
Coleridge and Wordsworth, like this: “In the first doctrine, man,
through Nature, is linked with something other than himself which
he perceives through her. In the second, he makes of her, as with a
mirror, a transformed image of his own being.” The second was the
commoner way with English artists; but, as in Coleridge, though
with much simpler implications, there was often in one artist a co-
existence of the two attitudes. But mixed. Yet mixed or separate,
each way can lead to an intoxication. The realist, pantheist doctrine
leads to a more objectified, solider vision, in which the reality of
things can become more than real. That is where, as artists, Blake
and Samuel Palmer, so sharply divide—Palmer seeking a God out-
side himself, through and beyond Nature, Balke as one of the ten
intellectuals of romanticism, making something intricate, central and
valuable of the projective attitude—‘“There is no Natural Religion”.
““All religions have one source. The true Man is the source, he being
the Poetic Genius’’. To mirror himself, he took from nature as little
as he could; and so, eventually, the weak ‘‘untruth” of his forms com-
pared with the globular clouds and grappling, muscular, lichened and
moss-solid trees of Palmer. Constable again is a self-projector, but
so to speak a lay projector, who cautioned a friend on the way to hear
Edward Irving preach and explain prophecies, against enthusiasm in
religion; the painter of the still small voice after the fire, the painter of
generalized forms to express the image of his own, relatively simple,
turbulent self. Beckford, as a romantic, shows one how difficult it
can be to disentangle the two attitudes: he may mirror himself in the
still lake, yet both attitudes co-exist in that poem he wrote within the
aspiring, insecure walls of Fonthill:

Like the low murmur of the secret stream,
Which through dark elders winds its shaded way,
My suppliant voice is heard: ah, do not deem
That on vain toys I throw my hours away!
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In the recesses of the forest vale,

On the wild mountain, on the verdant sod,
Where the fresh breezes of the morn prevail,
I wander lonely communing with God.

When the faint sickness of a wounded heart

Creeps in cold shuddering through my sinking frame,
I turn to Thee—that holy peace impart

Which soothes the invokers of Thy awful name.

O all-pervading spirit—sacred Beam!

Parent of life and light!—Eternal Power!

Grant me, through obvious clouds, one transient gleam
Of Thy bright essence in my dying hour.

No doubt one could work out a scale of vision for English romantic
painters, according to Blake’s single vision, two-fold, three-fold and
four-fold vision. In Single Vision—“May God us keep”’, said Blake
“From single vision and Newton’s sleep”—is the bottom end of the
scale where the merest reflectors belong, the simplest of the land-
scape or portrait hacks, the uninterpretative, those whom Palmer
condemned as mere “‘naturalists” (Fuseli, for example, had given a
tempered rebuff to the Dutchman for bordering upon negative
landscape, condemning “the last branch of uninteresting subjects,
that kind of landscape which is entirely occupied with the tame
delineation of a given spot”.) The rather less simple theists and
pantheists as well as projectors, go up one in the scale. In their
varying degrees and natures, Alexander Cozens’s vision, Girtin’s,
Mulready’s, Wilkie’s, Crome’s, Constable’s (as Blake recog-
nized), Cotman’s, Bonington’s, Turner’s, Danby’s—all have more or
less of this spirituality of a two-fold vision; and three-fold vision (of
which Linnell had a touch in his early years) brings us over the bor-
der into Palmer’s land of sanctified moonlight and sanctified shep-
herds, the Beulah land of an artist, in his own words, who “will sur-
render to be shut up among the dead, or in the prison of the deep, so
I may sometimes bound upwards; pierce the clouds; and look over the
doors of bliss, and behold there ‘each blissful deity, How he be-
neath the thunderous throne doth lie’.”’* Four-fold is Blake’s extreme
mysticism, withdrawing from nature altogether. Another thing
worth remembering, worth investigating, to cross only over the edge
of the whole relation of romanticism and religion, is that many of the
Romantic artists did not belong to the Church of England. Blake’s

1 Grigson: Samuel Palmer.
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religion was his own. Flaxman was a Swedenborgian, Cornelius
Varley (a much underesteemed Romantic) a Sandemanian, Linnell
both Baptist and Plymouth Brother, James Ward was religiously
eccentric, Stothard was a dissenter. Palmer began as a Baptist and
moved towards High Church and the Oxford Movement. Pugin
was a Catholic. Of Palmer’s intimates, Finch followed Swedenborg,
Tatham followed the prophetic Irving, and Calvert became a mystical
pagan. Only Richmond, becoming a mild purveyor of smooth
portraits, was a conventional churchman. Much of our romantic art
involved, in revolt against the common sense of deism, a religion
which was peculiar and personal, as with such artists as Runge and
Friedrich in Germany. And in literature, as I say, even the self-
indulgent, self-intoxicating Beckford found himself in communion
with God among the alders, the clouds and the mountains.

The commonest attitude, particularly as time went on, was that of
an anti-intellectual, uninquisitive, projection, quietist or violent, via
sunset or the mighty forces—expressed in the art of men who did not
behold so very much

“...of higher worth,
Than that inanimate cold world, allow’d
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd.”

Yet no matter what the attitudes, the minglings of attitude, and the
individual variations may be, constant in the romantic vision are self,
and—in spite of Blake—nature, in much the sense that we commonly
give to the word. Even Fuseli, “put out” by nature, was an Aurelian,
a keen man on butterflies; in which he was followed by Stothard, who
had the entomological honour of capturing the first Mountain
Ringlet, at Ambleside, in the Lake District, in 1809.1 Indeed the new
concern with nature of the romantics does arise, to some extent, out
of the particular, scientific study of nature in the eighteenth century.
The romantics were tempted to particularize (it was the Preraphael-
ites who fell, in the end). But where nature was needed for the
expression of the self, for the longings of the soul, the old eighteenth
century rules of art could only be modified, in this matter, and
transformed, not in the main, altogether discarded. Fuseli still
understood by nature ‘““the general and permanent principles of
visible objects, not disfigured by accident on distempered by disease,
not modified by fashion or local habits”. Nature for Fuseli was
still “a collective idea”; so, even if the particular and detailed are
learned off by heart they are digested, peptonized in the romantic

! Butterflies. E. B. Ford, 1945, p. 19.
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soul, and returned from sketch-book to canvas, not untruthfully, but
broadly and generally. Look at the final generalization of any one of
Constable’s elder bushes, in The Hay Wain, for example, compared
with a blossoming or fruiting tree of Palmer’s religious realism. The
atmosphere, the mood of self through nature, remained, widely
speaking, more important than any of nature’s frettings. So Crome
writes in 1816 that “Trifles in nature must be overlooked” (not that
he refrained from sketching them) “that we may have our feelings
raised by seeing the whole picture at a glance, not knowing how or
why we are charmed.”

The romantic representation of nature, in this way, is the parti-
cularity of science diluted with soul. Thus no landscape in England
was more appropriate than the landscape which romanticism dis-
covered and exploited—the landscape of the Lake District. To
understand the commoner romantic vision, look back from the door-
way of the Victorian hotel onto Buttermere: watch mood diluting
reality, watch the romantic soul, with its small low clouds, identical
with the water-glowing air, between lake, mountain and sky, em-
bracing and modifying everything. Nature is vaporized by Alexander
Cozens and by his son (a Lake artist): nature gathers itself together,
solidifies bit by bit, with the religious realists, or as the original im-
pulses of the romantic vision weaken against materialism; but if
there is detail of leaves and plants five times as solid and precise in
the charming weakness and sentiment of Danby’s ‘“Disappointed
Love” (1821) as in a mountain monochrome by Alexander Cozens,
still mood remains pervasive: nature must still conform to the mood.
The plants must droop with the girl and with her spirits and with
the self-expression of the artist.

As to the individual elements and items of nature, the one most
abundantly present in the romantic vision is light—from the magni-
ficent perspective of starry, spangled universes mezzotinted away
into darkness in Thomas Wright’s Original Theory of the Universe,
as early as 1750, to the wide lights of Constable (‘““The sky is the
source of light in nature and governs everything”), and of Turner,
and of Danby, the water-lights and moonlights of Palmer, and the
sheens of Etty. Light pervades, floats, sparkles, shines in darkness,
and, by uniting, carries out the éxpression of mood. It has life.
Moreover, symbolizing spontaneity, its presence in pictures is re-
lated both to the spontaneity and to the colour of romantic vision, as
well as to their natural expression by means of watercolour.

As art becomes the extension of self, less meditated, less reasoned,
less arranged, less controlled, so spontaneity increases; so, in the
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words of Constable’s much admired Gessner, “A thought conceiv’d
in the first warmth, an effect by which we are struck at the first view,
is never so well express’d as by the strokes that are drawn at that
instant.” There it is, I think—there, and not in any mechanical ex-
planation, any mere development from topography and tinting, that
you find the cause of romantic watercolour; it is the quick medium of
the instant, of the “immediate avenue of the mind”’. And when self
and spontaneity decay, watercolour goes on being used in the
nineteenth century, but with an intricate, large-scale, ludicrous
virtuosity it was not fitted for or devised for. There too, in the flash,
in the thought conceived in the first warmth, in the self, lies the
cause of that absence of ‘‘design” in so much English romantic
painting, that weakness of draughtsmanship. Inevitable perhaps in
the very virtue of the romantic vision. Last of all, light illuminates,
creates colour. Obedience to the common sense and common taste
of mankind expressed itself to some degree in the unspontaneous,
unnatural sobriety of monotone, in that ineluctable brown on which
the Cambridge don, Henry Matthews was still insisting as late as
1817, to Constable’s amusement. But as truth to self through nature
supplanted that rational obedience, so, with light, natural colours—
truth to colour—crept into the frame. As this truth to self through
nature, or groping towards a God through nature, was, in turn, sup-
planted by truth to nature alone—by materialism—so colour shar-
pened; it lost the harmony of romantic compromise, it became more
accurate, scientific, disagreeable (compare a Ford Madox Brown
landscape with a Constable). The romantic feels his colours to be
right: by the forties and the fifties the artist is invoking the scientific
investigators of light and colour, to put them right. He is pulling
sheep into the studio, and pushing Ophelia into the bath.

In the end, and outside art, comes the hideous (and rather sup-
positious) accuracy of the colour photograph. The photographs, for
example, in 1945 in Dr. Ford’s superlative book on butterflies. Just
compare his plates with the illustrations in colour, in The Aurelian
of Moses Harris in 1766. You will find it a sad comparison, illuminat-
ing things less pompously and more quickly, absolutely, than most
books of the history of art.
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THE UPAS TREE

The Gods of the earth and sea
Sought thro’ Nature to find this Tree;
But their search was all in vain:
There grows one in the Human Brain.

its home—at any rate when I was at school—was in the

heavy soil of leading articles in The Times and in the antique
shop of the minds of the Front Bench. Under the stimulus of The
Times, it was a question in general knowledge papers in the Lower
Sixth: “Define a terminological inexactitude, the Chiltern Hundreds, a
Upas Tree”. How worn out it has become—a romantic property once
like the Aeolian Harp, then a phrase for politicians—one can guess
when under the first majority Labour Government, no Tory has
ever used it in denunciation, ever said ‘“The Upas Tree of Marxist
Pedantry and impracticable idealism poisons the whole fair fame of
the country, the old and the well tried spirit of the country’s freedom
of enterprise. The bodies of bank managers, of city editors, the
bones of managing directors, and the broken wings of civilization
will lie in deadly confusion” (—Opposition cheers—) “in deadly
confusion under the all-blighting branches of this Tree of pestilential
Nationalization.”

The Upas Tree—so it is usually held—began as a joke, in time for
the open romanticism between Monk Lewis and Pushkin. But began
is too much. It was not invented by the scholarly jester George
Steevens, Fellow of the Royal Society and the Society of Antiquaries,
composer of a celebrated letter in which George Peele wrote of a
meeting with Shakespeare in the Globe, and of obscene notes upon
Shakespeare, attributed to two parsons he disliked. It was no more
his invention than the Aeolian Harp had been the invention of James
Oswald. Both Harp and Tree go'back to the seventeenth century.
What Steevens appears to have done is to have composed the Upas
Tree, in the sense of composing, or arranging its horrors, as they
were given out in the London Magazine in 1783, together with a
translation from a Dutch surgeon in Java. “The existence of the
Upas-tree, and the noxious powers of its gums and vapours are

56

TH E Upas Tree was never in a nurseryman’s catalogue. But



THE UPAS TREE
certain.” And within six years, in Darwin’s Loves of the Plants, the
Upas Tree did indeed begin its service in romanticism:

Where seas of glass with gay reflection smile
Round the green coasts of Java’s palmy isle;

A spacious plain extends it’s upland scene,
Rocks rise on rocks, and fountains gush between.
Softs breathes the breeze; eternal summers reign,
And showers prolific bless the soil—in vain!

No spicy nutmeg scents the vernal gales:

No towering plantain shades the mid-day vales:
No grassy mantle hides the sable hills;

No flowery chaplet crowns the trickling rills:

No step retreating on the sand impressed,
Invites the visit of a second guest.

Fierce in dread silence, on the blasted heath

Fell Upasssits . . .

Darwin’s notes suggest first one tree in the wide world, a Tree of
Death to the Tree of Life; and then a series of trees, as though the
Upas respectably belonged to a genus. “There is a poison tree”—
here is the Tree of Death—‘“a poison tree in the Island of Java,
which is said by its effluvia to have depopulated the country for
twelve or fourteen miles round the place of its growth. It is called in
the Malayan language Bohon-Upas; with the juice of it the most
poisonous arrows are prepared; and to gain this, the condemned
criminals are sent to the tree with proper direction both to get the
juice and to secure themselves from the malignant exhalations of the
tree, and they are pardoned if they bring back a certain quantity of
the poison. But by the registers kept there, not one in four are said
to return. Not only animals of all kinds, both quadrupeds, fish and
birds, but all kinds of vegetables also are destroyed by the effluvia of
the noxious tree; so that in a district of twelve or fourteen miles
round it, the face of the earth is quite barren and rocky intermixed
only with the skeletons of men and animals, affording a scene of
melancholy beyond what poets have described or painters have
delineated.”

Here was something to balance the optimism of romance; some-
thing to represent evil in that heart of good and evil now acknow-
ledged; a picturesque, vegetable death to balance the universal
sprouting, in poems and pictures, of all the pretty flowers of Paradise
and drawing-room; a necessary antithesis to the rising, falling trilling
of the Aeolian Harp in the eglantine windows. Darwin’s other details
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are more sober: “The Bon Upas tree is easily recognized at a distance
being always solitary’’—so there was more than one tree, after all—
the soil around it being barren, and as it were burnt up; the dried
juice is dark brown, liquefying by heat like other resins. It is col-
lected with the greatest caution, the person having his head, hands
and feet carefully covered with linen that his whole body may be
protected from the vapour as well as from the droppings of the tree.
No one can approach so near as to gather the juice, hence they supply
bamboes, pointed like a spear, which they thrust, obliquely, with
great force, into the trunk...the concreted juice is formed into
globules or sticks, and is kept in hollow reeds, carefully closed, and
wrapped in tenfold linen....The vapour of the tree produces
numbness and spasms of the limbs, and if anyone stands under it
bare headed, he loses his hair; and if a drop falls on him violent in-
flammation ensues. Birds which sit on the branches a short time drop
down dead, and can even with difficulty fly over it; and not only no
vegetables grow under it, but the ground is barren a stone cast
around.” Not only more than one tree now, but no twelve or fourteen
miles of devastation.

In fact there was, indeed is, a poison tree of Java. “Upas’ was the
Malay for poison. As the Aeolian Harp preceded Oswald the com-
poser, so, as I say, the Upas, in legend and in fact, preceded George
Steevens and his first disciple, Erasmus Darwin. Towards the end of
the authentic, poetic, spiritual usage of the Tree, its history and status
were well examined, in 1838, in the first part of J. J. Bennett and
Robert Brown’s Plantae Javanicae Rariores. The natural tree is there
pictured and described as Antiaris toxicaria. Its poison had been
tested in 1811 by the surgeon, Sir Benjamin Brodie; and the tree had
been described by the naturalist, Thomas Horsfield (through whom
Bennett and Brown’s book was published and who kept the Museum
of the East India Company, in Leadenhall Street). He had com-
municated an “Essay on the Oopas” to a learned society in Batavia
in 1812, it had been printed in Batavia in 1814, and printed again in
England in 1818—a date which needs remembering. Meanwhile,
Bennett and Brown show that the Javanese poison tree as
a fable, or mixture of fact and fable, dates back at least to 1609, to
Argensola’s Conguista de las Islas Malucas, in which it is a large tree,
causing sleep and then death to anyone who approaches it; Tavernier,
the Frenchman describes the tree in his Voyages in 1676; Kaempfer,
in Amoenitates Exoticae, in 1712, gives details of the dangers of col-
lecting the juice, the birds that fall from the air, the employment of
criminals; and when at last, Puck the Commentator, or George
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Steevens, edited, assembled, reordered and enlivened the whole
vegetable horror in the London Magazine, his account was rapidly
translated in magazines abroad, into German and Dutch, and so on.
England, leading the rest of Europe, had in effect invented another
essential of Romance,

Darwin’s first poetical exploitation of the Upas, in 1789, exploded
with such quick effect that, two years later, one finds the Poison Tree,
with some surprise, among the innocent vegetation of the New
Forest in William Gilpin’s Forest Scenery. The gentle, clerical law-
giver of the picturesque was rather more intelligent, sensitive, and
instrumental in the formation of romantic tastes and feeling than we
perhaps realize. He included the Upas—and on thinking again, the
surprise is scarcely well-founded—in his section upon celebrated
trees, quoted from the London Magazine, and from Dr. Darwin,
remarked that Darwin seemed to believe in the existence of the Tree,
and also seemed to believe in it himself. The presence of the Upas
in Forest Scenery must have been a strong aid in its romantic dis-
persal and success.

Everything was now ready; and I think, that in English the most
moving use of the Tree, simply and by name, turned out to be
Byron’s. But between Darwin and Gilpin, and Byron, came William
Blake and Coleridge and Southey. In the memorandum book which
Coleridge filled between 1795 and 1798, in that wonderful period
leading to The Ancient Mariner, Kubla Khan, The Wanderings of Cain
and Part I of Christabel, he shows he is thinking about the Tree and
its possibilities. ‘“Upas-Tree—a poem,” is one entry. Later, “De-
scribe a Tartarean Forest all of Upas Trees.” He did use the milder
poison-tree of tropical America, the Manchineel, in his lines of 1797,
To the Rev. George Coleridge. But the Upas Tree poem never came.
Perhaps he abandoned the Tree as too theatrical, sensational and
miasmal. For Southey, turn up Thalaba (1801):—

From that accursed venom springs
The Upas Tree of Death.

In Blake’s poems, if the exploitation of the Upas is not so clear, it is
deeper; and he recreated the Tree, and stripped it of the literal ad-
juncts of which he may have read in the London Magazine, in Darwin
and in Gilpin.

Blake was twenty-six when the Tree was reordered by Steevens,
or thirty-two when Darwin included it in The Loves of the Plants.
In him the Upas grows first in America (1793), and in 1794 in Songs
of Experience (the Songs of Innocence and Experience, remember, show
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“the two contrary states of the human soul”’)—in the poems, The
Human Abstract and The Poison Tree. Blake’s Tree of Mystery has a
“dismal shade”, men die underneath it, but after eating of its fruit.
Caterpillar and fly feed on the tree, and the Raven nests in it. It is
not quite the same mythically botanical species. But if one reads
through all the lines upon the Tree of Mystery in The Book of Ahania
(1795) and in The Four Zoas (1795-1804), and in Jerusalem (1804-
1820), one cannot doubt that Blake’s tree has grown out of Darwin’s
and Steevens’s. Blake associates it with “gloomy rocks”, “withered
valleys”, and mountains; it gives out “intoxicating fumes”, “‘spec-
trous dead” wail round it, its roots are irrigated by the “death sweat
of Urizen’s victims”.! Blake re-creates the Tree out of Genesis and
Java, and gives it an imaginative, symbolic significance by no means
too recondite to share:

Pity would be no more

If we did not make somebody Poor;
And Mercy no more could be

If all were as happy as we.

And mutual fear brings peace,
Till the selfish loves increase:
Then Cruelty knits a snare,
And spreads his baits with care.

He sits down with holy fears,

And waters the ground with tears;
Then Humility takes its root
Underneath his foot.

Soon spreads the dismal shade
Of Mystery over his head;
And the Catterpiller and Fly
Feed on the Mystery.

And it bears the fruit of Deceit,
Ruddy and sweet to eat;

And the Raven his.nest has made
In its thickest shade.

1 See the references to the Tree of Mystery in the Index of Symbols, D. J. Sloss
and J. P. R. Wallis: The Prophetic Writings of Willham Blake. The references are
given under the “Mundane Shell’’. The Mundane Shell, according to Sloss &
Wallis, “1s the total of the errors due to reliance on the senses’’, and the Tree of
Mystery 18 used with an equivalent meaning.
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The Gods of the earth and sea
Sought thro’ Nature to find this Tree;
But their search was all in vain:
There grows one in the Human Brain.

Next Byron; and Byron’s more literal employment, compared with
Blake’s recreation of the Upas, will do more than many paragraphs
to explain two diverse types of the poetic mind and poetic method.
Byron and Shelley, one knows, were familiar with Erasmus Darwin’s
books, having sat up one night discussing Darwin on the origins of
life—a discussion which caused Mary Shelley to dream the beginnings
of Frankenstein. It was in the same year, 1818, in which Mary Shelley
published Frankenstein, that Byron published Canto the Fourth of
Childe Harold’s Pigrimage:

—Alas! our young affections run to waste,

Or water but the desert; whence arise

But weeds of dark luxuriance, tares of haste,

Rank at the core, though tempting’to the eyes,
Flowers whose wild odours breathes but agonies

And trees whose gums are poisons; such the plants
Which spring beneath her steps as Passion flies

O’er the world’s wilderness, and vainly pants

For some celestial fruit forbidden to our wants . . .

Our life is a false nature: ’tis not in

The harmony of things,—this hard decree,

Thhis ineradicable taint of sin,

This boundless Upas, this all-blasting tree,

Whose roots is earth, whose leaves and branches be
The skies which rain their plagues on men like dew—
Disease, death, bondage—all the woes we see,

And worse the woes we see not—which throb through
The immedicable soul, with heart-aches ever new . ..

1818 was also the year in which the English publication of Thomas
Horsfield’s Essay on the Oopas replaced fable with reality; but the
Ubpas was by now too much needed, too rooted in the century, to be
felled, or killed. Horsfield also called the tree the ‘‘Antshar’ (there-
fore Antiaris toxicaria), so one supposes Pushkin must have known
of his paper, when the tree took Russian root as deeply as in Byron
and more effectively still, in his strong poem of Anchdr, of 1828:
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In the pale unyielding desert
On soil that sun rays curse,
Anchar like a dreadful sentry
Stands—sole in the universe.

The sun-tortured, thirst-racked steppeland
Gave it birth in a day of wrath,

And fed the dull green of its leafage

And its roots with a poisoned broth.

Through its bark thick poison oozes
And, melting when midday comes,
Congeals again in the evening

In smooth, transparent gums.

No bird ever lights in its branches,
No tiger approaches the tree;

Alone the black storm wings brush it
And, venom-infected, flee.

If a wandering rain-cloud moistens
Its dense and unstirring leaves,

The burning sand from its branches
A poisonous dew receives.

But one man to the tree sends another
With a glance that, imperious, burns,
And the poor slave sets out on his journey
And at dawn with the poison returns.

He brings with him poisonous resin
And a branch with a few faded leaves,
And the sweat on his pallid forehead
In thick streams trickles and cleaves.

The poison he brings, and fainting

At the feet of his dread lord lies

On the bast that the tent-floor covers.
He utters no word, and dies.

But the king, in that poison steeping
His arrows with secret art,
T'o his enemies sends destruction
And death on each poisoned dart.?

* I'ranslated by Walter Morison.
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I do not know any other use to stand beside these three, except
perhaps Francis Danby’s picture which he painted and exhibited two
years after Byron’s vision of the universal Upas Tree. This large
picture, five foot six by seven foot six in its frame, astonished London.
In the catalogue of the British Institution it appears as ‘“The Upas,
or Poison-Tree, in the Island of Java. Vide Darwin in his Loves of the
Plants”; not far away a new stage in English sentiment was dis-
playing itself—“Alpine Mastiffs reanimating a distressed Traveller”,
by Edwin Landseer. Danby followed and amplified Darwin’s notes;
and since the picture, now in the Victoria and Albert, is an asphaltum
wreck, it is as well we have Richard and Samuel Redgrave’s picture of
the picture in words:1

“To succeed in such a subject required a poetical mind, joined to
powers of the highest order: no more landscape painting, no mere
imitation of nature, would suffice to picture to us the gloomy
horrors of this land of fear. Danby’s interesting picture represents
a deep chasm in a valley of dark slatey rocks, into which the pale
light of the hidden moon only partially penetrates. Above the
black crest of the gorge is a space of star-lit sky, with the pointed
summits of a mountain range stretching away into the distance.
The sides of the cleft are rugged, full of rifts and seams, and wholly
bare. Vegetation there is none, but the solitary Upas growing out
of the thin soil at the bottom of the valley. The whole rests in the
silence of death, broken only by the drippings of a little fall of
water from the gloomy rocks. The poison-seeker is in the fore-
ground, about half-way down into the cavernous pit, and has just
arrived within view of the tree and within the influence of the
pestiferous vapour. He turns sickening from the sight: for at his
feet are the bodies of several of his latest predecessors, while
around the fearful tree the ground is white with the dry-bleached
bones of multitudes who have gone before him, and perished at
the moment they had reached the goal. Animals there are none,
instinct has warned them from the fatal spot; but a vulture, flying
over the chasm, has fallen with extended wings almost at the feet
of the fainting poison-seeker. The story had been vividly told,
and yet the horrors do not painfully obtrude. It is a wonderful
first attempt, and shows the original poetry of Danby’s mind.”

There was once, around this time, a diorama of the Upas Tree to be
seen in London; Danby was interested in a diorama, and it may have
been on his picture that the peep-show was based. There, under

1 Under Danby, in their Century of Painters.
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coloured lights and changing lights, one could see the bones and the
dead and the dying under the branches, and shiver, and feel what
would happen if a single drop fell off the leaves onto one’s neck.

A shade lower was the musical drama on the Tree staged at
Covent Garden in 1822, and devised, with the acumen of a Noel
Coward to everything that was in the common air, by George Col-
man. But there is a disappointment, which must have been felt by
the audience, in this Law of Java: A Play in Three Acts. Colman’s
plot—because the hero sent to get the poison could not be killed—
prevented the staging of the Tree itself. The audience were allowed
no more than a Upas Tree atmosphere: “Finely dismal and roman-
tick, for many miles round the Upas; nothing but poison’d air,
mountains, and melancholy.” A criminal indeed comes in back-
stage, in “‘a wild and desolate country’ of bare hills “rising one above
the other, and terminating in stupendous barren Mountains’—
masked, carrying a “closed urn, containing the poison”. He stumbles
and dies, and the hero snatches the urn, and hares back to claim his
release and save his wife from the wicked ruler’s harem.

That about ends the true employment of the Tree as part of the
mythology of the English Romantics, along with the Harp of Aeolus,
the Sarsar, or icy wind of death,! and much else including the
Anaconda—the monstrous Cingalese snake which seized tigers and
wound them round till the ribs cracked and the tiger howled with
every “loud crash of its bones” (and which has been held to have
begun in another of George Steevens’s jokes). The Harp of Aeolus
had the longest run, partly because of its nature, partly because one
could not only use it on paper, but buy it in the music shops as one
buys a gramophone or a wrieless set. One could plant no Darwinian
Upas Tree, even at Kew. Poets dropped it; and the tub-thumpers
and the leader-writers picked it up.

If one can trust the Oxford English Dictionary, the first orator to
play with the Upas Tree was Mr. Gladstone in 1868, though more
than forty years before a political writer in the Westminster Review
had written of “that Upas Tree which has since borne all the bitter
fruits of Turkish oppression”. Ireland, the Irish Church, was the
bitter topic to which Mr. Gladstone applied the Upas, in a famous
speech at Wigan. It was in his peroration. Protestant ascendancy in
Ireland ““is still there like a tall tree of noxious growth, lifting its
head to heaven and darkening and poisoning the land so far as its
shadow can extend; it is still there, gentleman”,—how one can
imagine the tones, from that single existing record of Gladstone’s

1 Established by Beckford, and used later by De Quincey.
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voice, which is sometimes broadcast—“it is still there, gentlemen,
and now at length the day has come, when, as we hope, the axe has
been laid to the root of that tree, and it nods and it quivers from its
top to its base. It wants, gentlemen, one stroke more, the stroke of
these elections”!

What else could the Upas Tree do but fall, in that time, so changed
from Blake’s, or Byron’s, or Pushkin’s, a time of high blinkered
morality in art, of wilful certitude, and wilful optimism—fall, and
become a mere two words, devoid of all its terror and symbolism,
rooted in the evil hearts of the Opposition, not in the universal heart
realized by William Blake? And how many times since has ‘“Upas
Tree” gone pompously off platforms, or around the House of Com-
mons, been scratched down by quills, flowed smoothly off fountain
pens, or been tapped out even in the portable typewriter age, in the
leader-writer’s room? I fancy it must have sent up an etiolated
sprout once or twice on what Mr. D. B. Wyndham Lewis once
described as a tract of land to be presented to the public, as an open
space for ever, by an anonymous donor who wished to remain anony-
mous till the next Birthday Honours—the south-eastern slopes, in
other words, of those articles with which Mr. Garvin used to swell
the Observer. Now, not even that. Steevens’s joke is dead, after
bearing great poetry and silly tropes. I have not noticed a Upas Tree
for years.
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salerooms are the place; the place to meditate on the dealers

in line, the quick hundred-guinea nods of Bond Street, the
well-spoken auctioneer without emotions, the procession of pictures,
small pictures which can be held up one in each hand, the sixties-by-
eighties which need two attendants in green baize aprons before they
are square on the stool for the dealers to look at with financial con-
tempt—unless, as on the occasion I am thinking of, they happen to
be by Turner or by Constable.

In this sale there were Eggs, Friths, Ettys, cows by that everlasting
Victorian, Thomas Sidney Cooper, who was once, hard as it is to
believe, taught by Fuseli. There were two or three pieces by Millais
(2,000 guineas for one of them), the Constable (some 6,000 guineas),
four Turners, three of them factory Turners, all of them a thousand
to two thousand. The worst Egg, a history piece, went for more than
two hundred, the best, one of his pieces of Preraphaelite modernism,
for twenty. And in among this procession of nineteenth-century art,
the collection of a Liverpool merchant of the nineteenth century’s
amplitude and wealth, in among these lots of dry and dark, of more
and of less marketable merchandize, was a picture by Francis Danby.
A big solemn seascape, darkened, in need of cleaning, varnishing,
restretching; and sadly in need of a reputation. Four bids. Fourteen
guineas. Constable, who loathed Danby and was not a charitable
man where his dislikings were concerned, might have been pleased.
The Victorian R.A.s, whose rubbish had been in the hundred-guinea
class, might also have been pleased, for their malice, as much as any
vice of Danby’s, was the cause, and remains the cause, of Danby’s
now complete obscurity.

It was in front of such a Danby as this that another artist who was
not an R.A., and had no use for the Academy, Ford Madox Brown,
stood reverentially for half an hour at the exhibition.?

“His early error had separated him from his brother artists; and
he remained apart from them until his death...” “There was
evidently some obliquity of moral sense in Danby’s mind in regard
to this affair . . .” “Danby defended the fault to the last rather than

1 Preraphaelste Diarses and Letters, ed. W. M. Rossett:, 1900, p. 84.
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regretted it . . .”’—to the last, to his death, in 1861, five years after
exhibiting this fourteen-guinea painting, so much the superior to
that particular six-thousand-six-hundred-guinea Constable, to those
particular thousand-guinea and two-thousand-guinea Turners.

I

I cannot claim to have opened up the mystery and the darkness
of Danby’s life, or to present, finally, an estimate of his work. This is
only an interim report—about an artist who is undeniably interesting,
various, and persistent in his work, which illustrates a good many of
the adventures and turns of English romanticism. Danby was an
Irishman from Co. Wexford. When he was twenty he came over to
visit London, which must then have seemed the capital of European
modernism. With him were two other artists, George Petrie, who
afterwards became celebrated as an Irish archaeologist, and the
painter of wild landscapes, James O’Connor, who is not infrequently
represented in English provincial galleries. The year was 1813.
Turner was thirty-eight, eighteen years older than Danby. He had
just painted “A Frosty Morning”. Other artists have dated their
lives from their first Turner; and Danby kept this picture in his mind.
“Turner is a good example,” he wrote to Petrie some forty years
later, “‘of painting in age. He was well advanced in years” (which was
not quite true) ‘“‘when you and I, with our dearly remembered friend,
poor James O’Connor, first visited London, when we saw his
beautiful and wonderful picture of the ‘Frosty Morning’. ’* The
three of them went to Wales, much as English artists under the early
flush of Cézanne went to Provence. Then, his money gone, Danby
started back to Ireland, walking from London to Bristol. He changed
his mind, started to draw and teach in Bristol for a livelihood,
married a Somerset girl, “imprudently” is the adverb used, and un-
luckily, and began sending his pictures up to the two major ex-
hibitions.

At this time he painted a good many small detailed landscapes on
mahogany panels, rather prosy but firm in construction, and full of a
clear light—Ilandscapes of the red rock scenery around Bristol, with
the Avon twining through. They are individual and easily dis-
tinguished. Very soon he began to explore more fashionable modes
of expression. He visited Norway in search of violent landscape, and
swung between the two sentimentalities of mild and angry nature.
Three pictures made him prominent. The Byronic, or Darwinian,

1 Life and Labours of George Petrie, ed. by William Stokes, 1868.
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“Upas, or Poison Tree of Java” in 1820, “Disappointed Love” in
1821, and in 1822 ““The Raft: Sunset at Sea after a Storm”, which
may, one feels, have stemmed out of Géricault’s “Raft of the
Medusa”, exhibited in London two years before. Sir Thomas
Lawrence, then President of the Academy, liked it, had it well hung,
and bought it from Danby for more than a hundred guineas.?
Danby moved to London on Lawrence’s advice, within three years
he was an A.R.A., and he found himself becoming a celebrity. Sir
John Soane patronized him from his cave in Lincoln’s Inn Fields,
Beckford from his retreat at Bath.

As the Academy’s man, Danby began to compete in wild and high
“history” with the non-Academic John Martin. In 1825 he had
painted a “Delivery of Israel out of Egypt”. In 1826—the competi-
tion at its sharpest—Danby was at work on ‘“The Opening of the
Sixth Seal”. But in that same year, Martin exhibited his sensational
“Deluge”, which was held, at any rate, by Danby’s friends, to have
been a plagiarism of Danby’s idea for his own apocalypse. Martin got
in first, showing his picture at the rival house of the British Institution.
Beddoes the poet (no doubt a Bristol friend of Danby’s) wrote to
B. W. Procter in March: “Have you seen Martin’s Deluge; do you
like it? And do you know that it is a rascally plagiarism upon Danby?
D. was to have painted a picture for the King: subject, the opening of
the Sixth Seal in the Revelation: price eight hundred guineas: he had
collected his ideas and scene, and very imprudently mentioned them
publicly to his friends & foes—it appears; like Campbell and Lord
B: and lo! his own ideas stare at him out of Martin’s canvas in the
Institution.”? Still, Danby finished his picture. It appeared at the
Academy two years later. It was sold, not to the King, but to
Beckford, who knew as well as Lawrence the difference between the
powers of Martin and of Danby. Darkened, but still visible, “The
Sixth Seal” now represents Danby—not very well—in the National
Gallery at Dublin, the moon veiled in blood, sinking for the last time:

And I beheld when he had opened the sixth seal, and, lo, there
was a great earthquake; and the sun became black as sackcloth of
hair, and the moon became as blood.

And the stars of heaven fell unto the earth, even as a fig tree
casteth her untimely figs, when she is shaken of a mighty wind:

And the heaven departed as a scroll when it is rolled together;
And every mountain and island were moved out of their places.

1 For a description of the ‘‘Upas’’, see p. 63.

2 Western Daily Press, 20th February, 1861.
3 Letters of Thomas Lovell Beddoes, ed. H. W. Donner.
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“Nothing”, it was afterwards written, when the picture was
exhibited years later in Bristol, to an audience who dared not even
whisper in front of it, “nothing in this painting is more calculated to
strike the observer than the extraordinary and powerful combination
of opposite lights:—the red scorching glare of volcanic eruption, that
fills the background—the vivid glare of the lightning,—the leaden
twilight of the foreground, and the calm pure light of heaven, are
evidences of a genius, bold, daring, and, in this instance, unparal-
leled.”? He had two more apocalyptic canvases in the next Academy, in
1829.

But to go back to the year when Martin forestalled him. In 1826
he had exhibited “Christ Walking on the Sea”. George Cumberland
had written to his father, Blake’s old friend, in Bristol, ‘“Danby cer-
tainly stands first in the historical: his picture of Christ, walking on
the sea, as described in the Bible, at night, is quite equal to Rem-
brandt. As yet it is not sold, but I understand it will be for five
hundred guineas.”? Somewhere, and somehow, about this time
Danby and Constable fell out. There is a hint of ill-feeling in one of
Constable’s letters. But the enmity is plain in the English version of
a poem in Latin by one of Danby’s friends, the Bristol connoisseur,
John Eagles. The poem praises the Danby themes from fairyland,
Greek myth, and the Bible. Paint, it says, fairy and satyr, and nymph
and faun

Not vulgar bumkins coarse, ill-bred,
All sweating for their daily bread

Paint

.. . themes sublime—the fiery rain,

Departing Lot, the blazing plain;

Heaven’s vengeance upon Egypt dealt;

Its blood,—its darkness to be felt;

—The sinners creeping into cleft

And hole of rock,—the land bereft,—

The awful pause, till wrath awake,

And God arise the world to shake.

These, these are themes, that may proclaim,
So DANBY finds, an artist’s fame.

1 Broadside in British Museum Library, on the exhibition of the Sixth Seal at the
Bristol Institution. See also Western Daily Press, 13th February, 1861.
2 Richard Garnett: Gleanings from the Cumberland Papers, n the Hampstead
Annual, 1904-5. o
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Learn this, ye painters of dead stumps,
Old barges, and canals, and pumps,
Paint something fit to see, no view
Near Brentford, Islington, or Kew—
Paint any thing,—but what you do.!

Just the year before, with old barge, dead stumps, canal and pump
Constable had exhibited his “Dedham Lock”.

Leslie bowdlerized his Constable, whose character had its sharp,
malicious facet, a certain cunning of the peasant from Suffolk.
Constable preferred, as he once said, the still, small voice to the vogue
for vast revelations. But he was a friend of John Martin’s—at least,
on the surface,—and Martin and Danby were on opposite sides.
Constable too was an A.R.A. at this time, but one who was not in love
with the Academy. Once, some years on, after he had answered an
attack on Martin, delivered from the Academy side, Martin was
assured by Constable that the Academy could do him no good. His
reply to the attack had been ‘““that John Martin looked at the Royal
Academy from the Plains of Nineveh, from the Destruction of
Babylon, etc””. And then Constable added, “I am content to look at
the Academy from a gate, and the highest spot I ever aspired to was a
windmill”.? Danby was volatile, an Irishman, and fashionable,
Constable quiet, English, and neglected; but whatever caused the ill-
feeling, whether it was Martin, or whatever it was, it sharpened
acutely in 1829, with the Academy elections. Danby was defeated by
one vote, and that vote elected Constable.> And one may wonder
whether Constable, as well as the election, or defeat, had any share in
the great mystery, which blossomed, almost at once, in Danby’s life.
Constable, as he showed with John Linnell, who had once been his
friend, was not the man to let go of his enmities.

111

It was in 1829, late in the year, that the great rumpus occurred,
hidden deep and dark behind the biographical velvet of Victorian
decency. Let us look at some of the hints. Richard and Samuel
Redgrave. in their Century of Painters (1866):

Why was Danby never RA.?. .. Suffice it to say, most emphat-
ically that it was not for want of a sense of the great merit of the

! Rhymes Latin and English, Felix Farley (John Eagles), 1826. The translation was
by Coleridge’s friend J. M. Gutch. For the Constable letter (1828), see Letters of
John Constable, R.A. to C. R. Leshe R.A., ed. Peter Lesle, p. 10.

3 Yohn Martin, Painter, Mary L. Pendered, 1923, p. 180.

3 Hodgson and Eaton: Royal Academy and Its Members, 1905.
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painter: not that his art was unappreciated by his brother members;
hardly even that he made a false step involving the council of that
day in many annoyances, and bringing disgrace on art; since this
might have been overlooked as time dimmed its recollection, had
not Danby defended the fault to the last rather than regretted it.
One who wrote during Danby’s lifetime, and when the cause of his
being overlooked in the Academy elections must have been well
known, after abusing the Academy in vulgar language for its
neglect of the painter, passes over his offence, merely saying, “An
unhappy marriage and its concomitants shivered his household
gods”’; fine words and ambiguous, and so let them remain. There

was evidently some obliquity of moral sense in Danby’s mind in
regard to this affair . . .

Richard Redgrave: A Memoir, by F. M. Redgrave (1891):

Redgrave records in his journal that in 1853 he wrote to Danby,
asking if he would care to be proposed, as A.R.A.s were now
eligible, for the Academicians’ Club. Danby replied with a heavy
NO. He would not care to be proposed, not unless the R.A.s in-
vited him; and he had other things in his letter to say on the
Academy. And Redgrave adds ‘“Poor Danby’s strictures would
seem to imply a strange forgetfulness of the real cause of his posi-
tion, which was due to a scandal that the Academicians could not
condone.”

Richard Garnett, in the Dictionary of National Biography:

Danby struck on the rock of domestic difficulties . .. chiefly culp-
able, and highly culpable. . .imputations cast upon him were
never made publicly known ... moral perversity, not to say
obliquity . . . he suddenly left London, declaring he would never
live there again, and that the Academy, instead of aiding him, had,
somehow or other, used him badly. Some insurmountable do-
mestic difficulty overtook him also, and for eleven or twelve years
he lived on the Lake of Geneva, a Bohemian with boat-building
fancies.

The Art Journal, in his obituary (1861):

We are acquainted with the alleged ground of his rejection, but
there are many extenuating circumstances which . . . ought to have
proved sufficient vindication to warrant his admission among the
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privileged forty. The Academy will never get rid of the charge of
having, upon evidence not altogether tenable, repudiated one of the
greatest painters of the age and country.

Strickland’s Dictionary of Irish Artists:

A hasty and imprudent marriage which was destined to have
unfortunate effects upon his future career.

What was the answer? And why did Danby go into exile? And
why was his name dropped from the canon of English artists? 1
wanted to find out, if only to show how art and morality were unc-
tuously, damagingly confused, if only to repay Richard Redgrave for
his priggish pronouncements, if only to repay him for another entry,
or two other entries in his journal, his insolence to Courbet, upon
whose “L’Atelier” he “could hardly trust” himself to say what he
thought “of its coarseness of conception, of execution and design . . .
the whole is wrought with the execution of a house-painter who has
just taken up art”; his self-satisfaction: “I have indeed to thank God
for many blessings . . . I have been elected a Royal Academician and
my pictures have sold well.”?

Evidently the truth was still known to Richard Garnett,—or the
Academy’s version of the truth. I wrote to the Academy; but if
there is anything in the Academy’s records, there it stays, not to be
divulged. So back again to the D.N.B., and to the lives of all who
might have known Danby. One of Danby’s sons, Thomas Danby,
was an artist, and there in the entry for him, was a clue: “He lived
much with Paul Falconer Poole.” And Poole? He was a Bristol
artist: he “married Hannah, widow of Francis Danby, A.R.A”.
He, too, had come up to London; and very oddly, he too had dis-
appeared from London in 1829 or 1830; not going back to Bristol, as
one might expect, not going abroad, but apparently to Southampton,
and for seven years his name is missing from the catalogues of the
Academy. So obviously Danby, and Poole, and exile, and the rock
of domestic difficulties, were all mixed up.

Minor clues attached themselves. Poole and Danby ‘“‘were at one
time a good deal together” (the brothers Redgrave). George Cum-
berland, in a letter to his son about Poole in London: “He is well
known to Mr. Danby, I believe, and this will be serviceable.”?
William Bell Scott on Poole: “He was a man with a strain of the
savage in his blood, and a good hater.”® Poole’s obituary in the

1 Richard Redgrave: A Memoir, by F. M. Redgrave.
8 Richard Garnett, op. cit.
3 Richard Garnett, A Hampstead Painter: The late Paul Falconer Poole, R.A. in
the Hampstead Annual, 1900,
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Athenaeum: ‘‘a career not entirely unclouded, which began at Bristol
. .. his quondam friend Danby”. But, so far, the clues only add up
to suggestion. Poole was only a boy of nineteen or twenty at the time.
Danby was thirty-six or thirty-seven, and his wife must have been
years older than Poole and was already the mother of seven children.
I had inferred simply that Poole lived with Mrs. Danby, marrying her
at last as an old woman, after Danby’s death. But the inference was
too simple. Danby declares in an autobiographical letter in the
British Museum, that “in 1829 from some unhappy circumstances in
my Family I left England.” By July 28, 1830, when George
Cumberland wrote from Bristol to his son, Poole had married—he
had married “a Welsh lady from Crickhowel introduced t(o him by)
Mr. Danby, they say.” In August Cumberland wrote of Johnson, an
artist friend of Danby’s who had resettled in Bristol as a drawing
master that he was “greatly grieved at Danby’s conduct”.! Professor
H. W. Hiusermann adds the next information from the papers of the
Chambre des Etrangers, an administrative commission at Geneva
which kept an eye upon aliens in the Canton. Danby came to Geneva
in August, 1832. With him came his seven children, two illegitimate
children, and “‘une concubine avec laquelle il cohabite”’—named, a
Welsh name, Helen Evans. In April 1836, after Helen Evans, then
aged twenty-seven had born him a third child, Danby left Geneva,
having come near, in his three and a half years’ sojourn, to being
expelled for debt.? It looks, indeed, like an exchange of wives.
Everything was heaped upon Danby, perhaps with reason. Poole,
as a boy, was allowed to grow out of his fault, if there was a fault.
He was made an A.R.A. in 1846, some years after Danby returned
from exile; and Danby lived just long enough to see, and no doubt
without any pleasure, his quondam friend given the thing he had
always been denied—full membership of the Academy.

v

It is not easy to realize now, when for so long no generative,
considerable painter has been, or needed to be, an R.A., what
membership meant in early days, in standing and ability to earn.
In Danby’s life, at the time of Danby’s election as an Associate,
the Academy had a remarkable and an open-minded presi-
dent in Sir Thomas Lawrence, a painter generous, and wide in

1 Cumberland Papers, Add. MSS. British Museum.
3 Francis Danby @ Genéve in Alma Mater, Revue umversitarre, Genevé (1947).
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his generosity, towards the young. He had befriended Danby
—and Constable—he had been enthusiastic about Géricault here
in London as a young man of thirty. He had had Géricault invited
to the Royal Academy dinner—at which one may pause and
imagine to oneself Sir Alfred Munnings or his predecessors
proposing such an invitation for a Picasso, a Klee, a Matisse, or a
George Grosz.

To become an Academician meant lobbying and intrigue and a
degree of crawling. Against his will Constable, who was so sharp
about crawling in others, so caustic about those ‘high-minded”
R.A.s, who preferred “the shaggy posteriors of a Satyr to the moral
feeling of Landscape”, was compelled to do a little dignified crawling
for himself, as one can see from his canvassing letter to Thomas
Phillips, R.A.

I am now past the age of fifty, Mrs. Constable has most delicate
health, and has seven infant children who have to look to me only
for everything in this world.

I don’t feel uncomfortable [which means, I do] while I am
writing this sad letter to you, because I have long known you to
be a man whose whole conduct is governed by the highest prin-
ciples of probity and honour. And my object in writing to you at
all is that I may be placed in your mind—fairly—in the list of my
worthy brother candidates.!

When Richard Redgrave, years later, was elected to full member-
ship, he lurked in Trafalgar Square (the Academy was then in the
National Gallery building), heard the news from one of his R.A.
friends who slipped out in the dark, took a cab and rushed off with
the news to his wife: he could not bear the smooth motion of the cab,
he got out, he paid it off, and ran the rest of the way, no doubt
clutching his top-hat.

So one may understand what Danby missed by the election of
1829, by the subsequent row and the mystery and the exile; and his
hopes of a reconciliation cannot have been bettered by the death of
Sir Thomas Lawrence. But, in spite of the Academy,? he did manage
to re-establish himself. For a time, as we have seen, he was in Paris.
Then came Geneva, yachting on the Lake—he was yachtsman, boat-
builder and inventor as well as artist—and years of steady work,
which included travel once more to Norway, and to Constantinople.

There are paintings by him in Geneva, in private collections and in the
1 Art in England 1821-1837, W. T. Whitley, 1930, p. 144.
2 The Academy did send huim £50, in 1831, ““in consideration of the distressed

state of himself and his family”, in Switzerland (Hodgson & Eaton, Royal Academy
and Its Members, 1905).
74



SOME NOTES ON FRANCIS DANBY, ARA.
Musée Rath. He came back in 1840, lived near London for a time,
and then acquired a house a few yards from the sea at Exmouth, in a
land and seascape of pink light reflected from the anchovy rocks, and
of wide and shimmering effects. He exhibited, he built boats—one of
his launching trenches is still a bunker on the Exmouth golf-course—
he nursed his bitterness, and he became famous as one of the rebel
artists outside the Academy. His painting had improved and solemni-
fied. He still painted his fancy pieces, his wood nymphs hymning
the sunrise, his Caius Mariuses among the ruins of Carthage, his
enchanted castles, and Mary Magdalenes in the desert. He achieved
a curious double reputation—a popular one with the merchant buyers
of the North, and a cult reputation with the Preraphaelites. He had
dropped violence, for shimmer and reflections upon water, and
sunrise and sunset, calm, melancholy poeticizing based on a truthful
observation and strengthened by formal arrangement. The fourteen-
guinea picture——‘‘Dead Calm, Sunset at the Bight of Exmouth”—
has this careful arrangement, a train with a smoke trail moving out
to the left, smoke curling out to the right, and in between an intricacy
of horizontals and verticals, masts and spars, the square tower of a
church, doubled and made more intricate by their reflections in the
water. And this formality enforces the wide, melancholy, meditative
impact of the picture.

The painting which many men regarded as his masterpiece I
have never seen. It was the “Evening Gun, A Calm on the Shore of
England”, exhibited at the Academy in 1848, and at the Universal
Exhibition in Paris in 1855, and then two years later at Manchester,
in that section of the exhibition of the Art Treasures of the United
Kingdom selected by the semi-Preraphaelite, Augustus Egg. It was
a man-of-war firing an evening salute, under a sunset sky over a clear
smooth sea. The most lyrical description of it is by Théophile Gautier:

Un chef-d’oeuvre, tout simplement . . . Le soleil se couche dans un
amas de nuages gris entassés par bancs au bord de I’horizon, et dont
les flocons rougissent comme des braises aux reflets de I'astre prét a
disparaitre derriére la barre inflexible de la mer; par-dessus ces
bandes de vapeurs, And all that gorgeous company of clouds,—un
vers de lord Thurlow, que Byron se proposait d’emprunter un jour,
—Ile ciel, dégagé et pur, passe par les transitions de I’aventurine,
du citron péle, de la turquoise au bleu froid et aux teintes violatres
de la nuit. I.a mer s’endort calme, unie, huileuse, illuminé de quel-
ques rayons frisants. Entre le ciel et I<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>