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PUBLISHERS’ NOTE

“The Future Poetry” was first published as a series
of essays in the Arya (from 15-12-1917 to 15-7-1920).
Sri Aurobindo thought of revising it thorougly before
giving it the form of a book. He wished to add even a
few chapters, especially one dealing with the Metaphysi-
cals. He was not able to do more than write a few
paragraphs supplementary to matter alrcady treated;
these have been incorporated in their proper places in
the present edition which is thus practically a reprint of
the original essays.
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The Future Poetry






CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTORY

It is not often that we see published in India literary
criticism which is of the first order, at once discerning
and suggestive, criticism which forces us both to sec
and think. A book which recently I have read and
more than once reperused with a yet unexhausted
pleasurc and fruitfulness, Mr. James Cousins’ New
Ways in English Literature, is eminently of this kind. It
raises thought which goes beyond the strict limits of
the author’s subject and suggests the whole question
of the future of poetry in the age which is coming
upon us, the higher functions open to it—as yet very
imperfectly fulfilled,—and the part which English
literature on the one side and the Indian mind and
temperament on the other are likely to take in deter-
mining the new trend. The author is himself a poet,
a writer of considerable force in the Irish movement
which has given contemporary English literature its
two greatest poets, and the book on every page attracts
and satisfies by its living force of style, its almost
perfect measure, its delicacy of touch, its fineness
and depth of observation and insight, its just sympathy
and appreciation.

! Ganesh & Co., Madras.



2 THE FUTURE POETRY

For the purpose for which these essays have been,
not indeed written, but put together, the criticism,
fine and helpful as it is, suffers from one great fault,—
there is too little of it. Mr. Cousins is satisfied with
giving us the essential, just what is necessary for a
trained mind to seize intimately the spirit and manner
and poetic quality of the writers whose work he
brings before us. This is done sometimes in such a
masterly manner that even one touch more might
well have been a touch in excess. The essay on
Emerson is a masterpiece in this kind; it gives perfectly
in a few pages all that should be said about Emerson’s
poetry and nothing that need not be said. But some
of the essays, admirable in themselves, are too slight
for our need. The book is not indeed intended to be
exhaustive in its range. Mr. Cousins wisely takes
for the most part,——there is one notable exception,
—writers with whom he is in close poetical sympathy
or for whom he has a strong appreciation; certain
names which have come over to our ears with some
flourish of the trumpets of renown, Thompson, Mase-
field, Hardy, do not occur at all or only in a passing
allusion. But still the book deals among contemporary
poets with Tagore, A.E. and Yeats, among recent
poets with Stephen Phillips, Meredith, Carpenter,
great names all of them, not to speak of lesser writers.
This little book with its 135 short pages is almost too
small a pedestal for the figures it has to support,
not, be it understood, for the purposes of the English
reader interested in poetry, but for ours in India
who have on this subject a great ignorance and, most
of us, a very poorly trained critical intelligence. We
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need something a little more ample to enchain our
attention and fix in us a permanent interest; a finger-
post by the way is not enough for the Indian reader,
you will have to carry him some miles on the road if
you would have him follow it.

But Mr. Cousins has done a great service to the
Indian mind by giving it at all a chance to follow this
direction with such a guide to point out the way. The
English language and literature is practically the only
window the Indian mind, with the narrow and meagre
and yet burdensome education given to it, possesses
into the world of European thought and culture;
but, at least as possessed at present, it is a painfully
small and insufficient opening. English poetry for
all but a few of us stops short with Tennyson and
Browning, when it does not stop with Byron and
Shelley. A few have heard of some of the recent, fewer
of some of the contemporary poets; their readers
are hardly enough to make a number. In this matter
of culture this huge peninsula, once one of the greatest
centres of civilisation, has been for long the most
provincial of provinces; it has been a patch of tilled
fields round a lawyer’s office and a Government
cutcherry, a cross between a little district town and
the most rural of villages, at its largest a dried-up
bank far away from the great stream of the world’s
living thought and action, visited with no great force
by occasional and belated waves, but for the rest a
bare field for sluggish activities, the falsest possible
education, a knowledge always twenty-five or fifty
years behind the time. The awakening brought by the
opening years of the twentieth century has chiefly
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taken the form of a revival of cultural patriotism,
highly necessary for a nation which has a distinctive
contribution to make to the human spirit in its future
development, some new and great thing which it must
evolve out of a magnificent past for the opening splen-
dours of the future; but in order that this may evolve
rapidly and surely, it needs a wide and sound informa-
tion, a richer stuff to work upon, a more vital touch
with the life and master tendencies of the world
around it. Such books as this will be of invaluable
help in creating what is now deficient.

The helpfulness of this suggestive work comes more
home to me personally because I have shared to the
full the state of mere blank which is the ordinary
condition of the Indian mind with regard to its subject.
Such touch as in the intellectual remoteness of India I
have been able to keep up with the times, had been
with contemporary continental rather than contem-
porary English literature. With the latter all vital
connection came to a dead stop with my departure
from England quarter of a century ago; it had for its
last events the discovery of Meredith as a poct, in his
Modern Love, and the perusal of Christ in Hades,—
some years before its publication,—the latter an un-
forgettable date. I had long heard, standing aloof in
giant ignorance, the great name of Yeats, but with no
more than a fragmentary and mostly indirect ac-
quaintance with some of his work; A.E. only lives for
me in Mr. Cousins’ pages; other poets of the day are
still represented in my mind by scattered citations.
In the things of culture such a state of ignorance is
certainly an unholy state of sin; but in this immoral
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and imperfect world even sin has sometimes its re-
wards, and I get that now in the joy and light of a
new world opening to me all in one view while I stand,
Cortes-like, on the peak of the large impression created
for me by Mr. Cousins’ book. For the light we get
from a vital and illuminative criticism from within by
another mind can sometimes almost take the place of
a direct knowledge.

There disengages itself from these essays not so
much a special point of view as a distinctive critical
and literary temperament, which may be perhaps not
so much the whole mind of the critic as the response to
his subject in a mind naturally in sympathy with it.
Mr. Cousins is a little nervous about this in his preface;
he is apprehensive of being labelled as an idealist.
The cut and dried distinction between idealism and
rcalism in literature has always seemed to me to be a
little arbitrary and unreal, and whatever its value in
drama and fiction, it has no legitimate place in poetry.
What we find here is a self-identification with what is
best and most characteristic of a new spirit in the age,
a new developing aesthetic temper and outlook,—or
should we rather say, inlook? Its mark is a greater
(not exclusive) tendency to the spiritual rather than
the merely earthly, to the inward and subjective than
the outward and objective, to the life within and
behind than to the life in front, and in its purest,
which seems to be its Irish form, a preference of the
lyrical to the dramatic and of the inwardly suggestive
to the concrete method of poetical presentation. Every
distinctive temperament has naturally the defect of
an insufficient sympathy, often a pronounced and
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intolerant antipathy towards all that departs from its
own motives. Moreover, contemporary criticism is
beset with many dangers; there is the charm of new
thought and feeling and expression of tendency which
blinds us to the defects and misplaces or mispro-
portions to our view the real merits of the expression
itself; there are powerful cross-currents of immediate
attraction and repulsion which carry us from the true
track; especially, there is the inevitable want of pers-
pective which prevents us from getting a right vision
of things too near us in time. And if, in addition, one
is oneself part of a creative movement with powerful
tendencies and a pronounced ideal, it becomes diffi-
cult to get away from the standpoint it creates to a
larger critical outlook. From these reefs and shallows
Mr. Cousins’ sense of measure and justice of appre-
ciation largely, generally indeed, preserve him,
though not, I think, quite invariably. But still it is not
a passionless, quite disinterested criticism which we
get or want from this book, but a much more helpful
thing, an interpretation of work which embodies the
creative tendencies of the time by one who has himself
lived in them and helped both to direct and to form.
Mr. Cousins’ positive criticism is almost always
fine, just and inspired by a warm glow of sympathy
and understanding tempered by discernment, res-
traint and measure; whatever the future critic, using
his scales and balance, may have to take away from it,
will be, one would imagine, only by way of a slight
alteration of stress here and there. His depreciations,
though generally sound enough, are not, I think,
invariably as just as his appreciations. Thus his essay
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on the work of J.M.Synge, “‘the Realist on the Stage,”
is, in sharp distinction from the rest of the book, an
almost entirely negative and destructive criticism,
strong and interesting, but written from the point of
view of the ideals and aims of the Irish literary move-
ment against a principle of work which seemed
entirely to depart from them; yet we are allowed to get
some glimpse of a positive side of dramatic power
which the critic does not show us, but leaves us rather
to guess at. Mr. Cousins seems to me to take the
dramatist’s theory of his own art more seriously than
it should be taken; for the creator can seldom be
accepted—there may of course be exceptions, rare
instances of clairvoyant self-sight—as a sound expo-
nent of his own creative impulse. He is in his central
inspiration the instrument of a light and power not
his own, and his account of it is usually vitiated, out
of focus, an attempt to explain the workings of this
impersonal power by motives which were the contri-
bution of his own personal effort, but which are often
quite subordinate or even accidental side-lights of
the lower brain-mind, not the central moving force.
Mr. Cousins has pointed out clearly enough that
art can never be a copy of life. But it is also true, 1
think, that that is not the secret object of most realism,
whatever it may say about itself; realism is in fact a
sort of nether idealism, or, perhaps more correctly,
sometimes an inverse, sometimes a perverse roman-
ticism which tries to get a revelation of creative truth
by an effective force of presentation, by an intensity,
often an exaggeration at the opposite side of the com-
plex phenomenon of life. All art starts from the
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sensuous and sensible, or takes it as a continual point
of reference or, at the lowest, uses it as a symbol and
a fount of images; even when it soars into invisible
worlds, it is from the earth that it soars; but equally
all art worth the name must go beyond the visible,
must reveal, must show us something that is hidden,
and in its total effect not reproduce but create. We
may say that the artist creates an ideal world of his
own, not necessarily in the sense of ideal perfection,
but a world that exists in the idea, the imagination
and vision of the creator. More truly, he throws
into significant form a truth he has seen, which may
be truth of hell or truth of heaven or an immediate
truth behind things terrestrial or any other, but is
never merely the external truth of earth. By that
ideative truth and the power, the perfection and the
beauty of his presentation and utterance of it, his
work must be judged.

Some occasional utterances in this book seem to
spring from very pronounced idiosyncrasies of its
distinctive literary temperament or standpoint and
cannot always be accepted without reservation. I
do not myself share its rather disparaging attitude
towards the dramatic form and motive or its com-
parative coldness towards the architectural faculty
and impulse in poetry. When Mr. Cousins tells us
that “its poetry and not its drama will be the thing
of life” in Shakespeare’s work, I feel that the dis-
tinction is net sound all through, that there is a truth
behind it, but it is overstated. Or when still more
vivaciously he dismisses Shakespeare the dramatist
““to a dusty and reverent immortality in the libraries”
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or speaks of the ‘“monstrous net of his life’s work”
which but for certain buoys of line and speech “might
sink in the ocean of forgetfulness,” I cannot help
feeling that this can only be at most the mood of the
hour born of the effort to get rid of the burden of its
past and move more freely towards its future, and not
the definitive verdict of the poetic and aesthetic
mind on what has been so long the object of its sincere
admiration and a powerful presence and influence.
Perhaps I am wrong, I may be too much influenced
by my own settled idiosyncrasies of an aesthetic
temperament and being impregnated with an early
cult for the work of the great builders in Sanskrit
and Greek, Italian and English poetry. At any rate,
this is true that whatever relation we may keep with
the great masters of the past, our present business
is to go beyond and not to repeat them, and it must
always be the lyrical motive and spirit which find
a new secret and begin a new creation; for the lyrical
is the primary poetical motive and spirit and the
dramatic and epic must wait for it to open for them
their new heaven and new earth.

I have referred to these points which are only side
issues or occasional touches in Mr. Cousins’ book,
because they are germane to the question which it
most strongly raises, the future of English Poetry and
of the world’s poetry. It is still uncertain how that
future will deal with the old quarrel between idealism
and realism, for the two tendencies these names
roughly represent are still present in the tendencies of
recent work. More generally, poetry always sways
between two opposite trends, towards predominance
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of subjective vision and towards an emphasis on ob-
jective presentation, and it can rise too beyond these
to a spiritual plane where the distinction is exceeded,
the divergence reconciled. Again, it is not likely that
the poetic imagination will ever give up the narrative
and dramatic form of its creative impulse; a new spirit
in poetry, even though primarily lyrical, is moved
always to seize upon and do what it can with them,
—as we see in the impulsion which has driven Mae-
terlinck, Yeats, Rabindranath to take hold of the
dramatic form for self-expression as well as the lyrical
in spite of their dominant subjectivity. We may
perhaps think that this was not the proper form for
their spirit, that they cannot get there a full or a flaw-
less success; but who shall lay down rules for creative
genius or say what it shall or shall not attempt? It
follows its own course and makes its own shaping ex-
periments. And it is interesting to speculate whether
the new spirit in poetry will take and use with modi-
fications the old dramatic and narrative fcrms, as did
Rabindranath in his earlier dramatic attempts, or
quite transform them to its own ends, as he has at-
tempted in his later work. But after all these¢ are
subordinate issues.

It will be more fruitful to take the main substance of
the matter for which the body of Mr. Cousins’ criti-
cism gives a good material. Taking the impression it
creates for a starting-point and the trend of English
poetry for our main text, but casting our view farther
back into the past, we may try to sound what the
future has to give us through the medium of the poetic
mind and its power for creation and interpretation.
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The issues of recent activity are still doubtful and it
would be rash to make any confident prediction; but
there is one possibility which this book strongly sug-
gests and which it is at least interesting and may be
fruitful to search and consider. That possibility is the
discovery of a closer approximation to what we might
call the mantra in poetry, that rhythmic speech which,
as the Veda puts it, rises at once from the heart of the
seer and from the distant home of the Truth,—the
discovery of the word, the divine movement, the form
of thought proper to the reality which, as Mr. Cousins
excellently says, “lies in the apprehension of a some-
thing stable behind the instability of word and deed,
something that is a reflection of the fundamental
passion of humanity for something beyond itself, some-
thing that is a dim foreshadowing of the divine urge
which is prompting all creation to unfold itself and to
rise out of its limitations towards its Godlike possibi-
lities.”” Poetry in the past has done that in moments
of supreme elevation; in the future there seems to be
some chance of its making it a more conscious aim and
steadfast endeavour,



CHAPTER II
THE ESSENCE OF POETRY

IN order to get a firm clue which we can follow fruit-
fully in the retrospect and prospect we have proposed
to ourselves, it will not be amiss to enquire what is the
highest power we demand from poetry; or,—let us put
it more largely and get nearer the root of the matter,
—what may be the nature of poetry, its essential law,
and how out of that arises the possibility of its use as
the mantra of the Real. Not that we need spend a vain
effort in labouring to define anything so profound,
elusive and indefinable as the breath of poectic crea-
tion; to take the myriad-stringed harp of Saraswati to
pieces for the purpose of scientific analysis must always
be a narrow and rather barren amusement. But we do
stand in need of some guiding intuitions, some helpful
descriptions which will serve to enlighten our search;
and to fix in that way, not by definition, but by des-
cription, the essential things in poetry is neither an
impossible, nor an unprofitable endeavour.

We meet here two common enough errors, to one
of which the ordinary uninstructed mind is most
liable, to the other the too instructed critic or the too
intellectually canscientious artist or craftsman. To the
ordinary mind, judging poetry without really entering
into it, it looks as if it were nothing more than an
aesthetic pleasure of the imagination, the intellect and
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the ear, a sort of elevated pastime. If that were all,
we need not have wasted time in seeking for its spirit,
its inner aim, its deeper law. Anything pretty, pleasant
and melodious with a beautiful idea in it would serve
our turn; a song of Anacreon or a plaint of Mimnermus
would be as good as the Oedipus, Agamemnon or Odys-
sey, for from this point of view they might well strike us
as equally and even, one might contend, more perfect in
their light, but exquisite unity and brevity. Pleasure,
certainly, we expect from poetry as from all art; but
the external sensible and even the inner imaginative
pleasure are only first elements; refined in order to
meet the highest requirements of the intelligence, the
imagination and the ear, they have to be still farther
heightened and in their nature raised beyond even
their own noblest levels.

For neither the intelligence, the imagination nor
the ear are the true recipients of the poetic delight, even
as they are not its true creators; they are only its chan-
nels and instruments: the true creator, the true hearer
is the soul. The more rapidly and transparently the rest
do their work of transmission, the less they make of
their separate claim to satisfaction, the more directly
the word reaches and sinks deep into the soul, the
greater the poetry. Therefore poetry has not really
done its work, at least its highest work, until it has
raised the pleasure of the instrument and transmuted
it into the deeper delight of the soul. A divine Ananda,
a delight interpretative, creative, revealing, formative,
—one might almost say, an inverse reflection of the
joy which the universal Soul has felt in its great release
of energy when it rang out into the rhythmic forms of
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the universe the spiritual truth, the large interpre-
tative idea, the life, the power, the emotion of things
packed into its original creative vision—such spiritual
joy is that which the soul of the poet feels and which,
when he can conquer the human difficulties of his
task, he succeeds in pouring also into all those who are
prepared to receive it. And this delight is not merely
a godlike pastime; it is a great formative and
illuminative power.

The critic—of a certain type—or the intellectually
conscientious artist will, on the other hand, often talk
as if poetry were mainly a matter of a faultlessly cor-
rect or at most an exquisite technique. Certainly, in
all art good technique is the first step towards per-
fection; but there are so many other steps, there is a
whole world beyond before you can get near to what
you seek; so much so that even a deficient correctness
of execution will not prevent an intense and gifted
soul from creating great poetry which keeps its hold
on the centuries. Moreover, technique, however
indispensable, occupies a smaller field perhaps in
poetry than in any other art,—first, because its ins-
trument, the rhythmic word, is fuller of subtle and
immaterial elements; then because, the most complex,
flexible, variously suggestive of all the instruments of
the artistic creator, it has more infinite possibilities
in many directions than any other. The rhythmic
word has a subtly sensible element, its sound value,
a quite immaterial element, its significance or thought-
value, and both of these again, its sound and its sense,
have separately and together a soul value, a direct
spiritual power, which is infinitely the most important
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thing about them. And though this comes to birth
with a small element subject to the laws of technique,
yet almost immediately, almost at the beginning of
its flight, its power soars up beyond the province of
any laws of mechanical construction.

Rather it determines itself its own form. The poet
least of all artists needs to create with his eye fixed
anxiously on the technique of his art. He has to
possess it, no doubt; but in the heat of creation the
intellectual sense of it becomes a subordinate action
or even a mere undertone in his mind, and in his
best moments he is permitted, in a way, to forget it
altogether. For then the perfection of his sound-
movement and style come entirely as the spontaneous
form of his soul: that utters itself in an inspired rhythm
and an innate, a revealed word, even as the universal
Soul createcd the harmonies of the universe out of
the power of the word secret and eternal within him,
leaving the mechanical work to be done in a surge
of hidden spiritual excitement by the subconscient
part of his Nature. It is this highest speech which is
the supreme poetic utterance, the immortal element
in his poetry, and a little of it is enough to .save the
rest of his work from oblivion. Svalpam apyasya
dharmasya!

This power makes the rhythmic word of the poet
the highest form of speech available to man for the
expression whether of his self-vision or of his world-
vision. It is noticeable that even the highest ex-
perience, the pure spiritual which enters into things
that can never be wholly expressed, still, when it
does try to express them and not merely to explain
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them intellectually, tends instinctively to use, often
the rhythmic forms, almost always the manner of
speech characteristic of poetry. But poetry attempts
to extend this manner of vision and utterance to all
experience, even the most objective, and therefore it
has a natural urge towards the expression of some-
thing in the object beyond its mere appearances,
even when these seem outwardly to be all that it is
enjoying.

We may usefully cast a glance, not at the last
inexpressible secret, but at the first elements of this
heightening and intensity peculiar to poetic utterance.
Ordinary speech uses language mostly for a limited
practical utility of communication; it uses it for life
and for the expression of ideas and feelings necessary
or useful to life. In doing so, we treat words as con-
ventional signs for ideas with nothing but a perfunc-
tory attention to their natural force, much as we
use any kind of common machine or simple imple-
ment; we treat them as if, though useful for life, they
were themselves without life. When we wish to put
a more vital power into them, we have to lend it to
them out of ourselves, by marked intonations of the
voice, by the emotional force or vital energy we
throw into the sound so as to infuse into the con-
ventional word-sign something which is not
inherent in itself. But if we go back earlier in the
history of language and still more if we look into its
origins, we shall, I think, find that it was not always
so with human speech. Words had not only a real
and vivid life of their own, but the speaker was more
conscious of it than we can possibly be with our
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mechanised and sophisticated intellects. This arose
from the primitive nature of language which,
probably, in its first movement was not intended,
—or shall we say, did not intend,—so much to
stand for distinct ideas of the intelligence as for
feelings, sensations, broad indefinite mental impres-
stons with minute shades of quality in them which
we do not now care to pursue. The intellectual
sense in its precision must have been a secondary
element which grew more dominant as language
evolved.

For the reason why sound came to express fixed
ideas, lies not in any natural and inherent equivalence
between the sound and its intellectual sense, for there
is none,—intellectually any sound might express any
sense, if men were agreed on a conventional equi-
valence between them; it started from an indefinable
quality or property in the sound to raise certain
vibrations in the life-soul of the human creature, in
his sensational, his emotional, his crude mental being.
An example may indicate more clearly what I mean.
The word wolf, the origin of which is no longer pre-
sent to our minds, denotes to our intelligence a certain
living object and that is all, the rest we have to do
for ourselves: the Sanskrit word vrka, “‘tearer”, came
in the end to do the same thing, but originally it
expressed the sensational relation between the wolf
and man which most affected the man’s life, and it
did so by a certain quality in the sound which readily
associated it with the sensation of tearing. This must
have given early language a powerful life, a con-
crete vigour, in one direction a natural poetic

2
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force which it has lost, however greatly it has gained
in precision, clarity, utility.

Now, poetry goes back in a way and recovers,
though in another fashion, as much as it can of this
original element. It does this partly by a stress
on the image replacing the old sensational con-
creteness, partly by a greater attention to the sugges-
tive force of the sound, its life, its power, the mental
impression it carries. It associates this with the
definitive thought value contributed by the intelligence
and increases both by each other. In that way it
succeeds at the same time in carrying up the power
of speech to the direct expression of a higher reach
of experience than the intellectual or vital. For it
brings out not only the definitive intellectual value
of the word, not only its power of emotion and sensa-
tion, its vital suggestion, but through and beyond
these its soul-suggestion, its spirit. So poetry arrives
at the indication of infinite meanings beyond the
finite intellectual meaning the word carries. It
expresses not only the life-soul of man as did the pri-
mitive word, not only the ideas of his intelligence
for which speech now usually serves, but the
experience, the vision, the ideas, as we may say, of
the higher and wider soul in him. Making them
real to our life-soul as well as present to our intel-
lect, it opens to us by the word the doors of the Spirit.

Prose style carries speech to a much higher power
than its ordinary use, but it differs from poetry in
not making this yet greater attempt. For it takes its
stand firmly on the intellectual value of the word.
It uses rhythms which ordinary speech neglects, and
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aims at a general fluid harmony of movement. It
seeks to associate words agreeably and luminously
so as at once to please and to clarify the intelligence.
It strives after a more accurate, subtle, flexible and
satisfying expression than the rough methods of
ordinary speech care to compass. A higher adequacy
of speech is its first object. Beyond this adequacy it
may aim at a greater forcefulness and effectiveness
by various devices of speech which are so many
rhetorical means for heightening its force of intel-
lectual appeal. Passing beyond this first limit, this
just or strong, but always restraining measure, it
may admit a more emphatic rhythm, more directly
and powerfully stimulate the emotion, appeal to a
more vivid aesthetic sense. It may even make such
a free or rich use of images as to suggest an outward
approximation to the manner of poetry; but it
employs them decoratively, as ornaments, alamkara, or
for their effective value in giving a stronger intel-
lectual vision of the thing or the thought it describes
or defines; it does not use the image for that pro-
founder and more living vision for which the poet
is always seeking. And always it has its eye on its
chief hearer and judge, the intelligence, and calls
in other powers only as important aids to capture
his suffrage. Reason and taste, two powers of the
intelligence, are rightly the supreme gods of the
prose stylist, while to the poet they are only minor
deities.

If it goes beyond these limits, approaches in its
measures a more striking rhythmic balance, uses
images for sheer vision, opens itself to a mightier
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breath of speech, prose style passes beyond its pro-
vince and approaches or even enters the confines of
poetry. It becomes poetical prose or even poetry
itself using the apparent forms of prose as a disguise
or a loose apparel. A high or a fine adequacy, effec-
tivity, intellectual illuminativeness and a carefully
tempered aesthetic satisfaction are the natural and
normal powers of its speech. But the privilege of
the poet is to go beyond and discover that more
intense illumination of speech, that inspired word
and supreme inevitable utterance, in which there
meets the unity of a divine rhythmic movement with
a depth of sense and a power of infinite suggestion
welling up directly from the fountain-heads of the
spirit within us. He may not always or often find it,
but to seek for it is the law of his utterance, and when
he can not only find it, but cast into it some deeply
revealed truth of the spirit itself, he utters the mantra.

But always, whether in the search or the finding,
the whole style and rhythm of poetry are the ex-
pression and movement which come from us out of
a certain spiritual excitement caused by a vision in
the soul of which it is eager to deliver itself. The
vision may be of anything in Nature or God or man
or the life of creatures or the life of things; it may
be a vision of force and action, or of sensible beauty,
or of truth of thought, or of emotion and pleasure
and pain, of this life or the life beyond. It is sufficient
that it is the soul which sees and the eye, sense, heart
and thought-mind become the passive instruments
of the soul. Then we get the real, the high poetry.
But if it is too much an excitement of the intellect,
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the imagination, the emotions, the vital activities
seeking rhythmical and forceful expression which
acts, without enough of the greater spiritual excite-
ment embracing them, if all these are not sufficiently
sunk into the soul, steeped in it, fused in it and the
expression does not come out purified and uplifted
by a sort of spiritual transmutation, then we fall to
lower levels of poetry, and get work of a much more
doubtful immortality. And when the appeal is alto-
gether to the lower things in us, to the mere mind, we
arrive outside the true domain of poetry; we approach
the confines of prose or get prose itself masking in
the apparent forms of poetry, and the work is dis-
tinguished from prose style only or mainly by its
mechanical elements, a good verse form and perhaps
a more compact, catching or energetic expression
than the prose writer will ordinarily permit to the
easier and looser balance of his speech. That is to say,
it will not have at all or not sufficiently the true
essence of poetry.

For in all things that speech can express there are
two elements, the outward or instrumental and the
real or spiritual. In thought, for instance, there is
the intellectual idea, that which the intelligence
makes precisc and definite to us, and the soul-idea,
that which exceeds the intellectual and brings us into
nearness or identity with the whole reality of the
thing expressed. Equally in emotion, it is not the
mere emotion itself the poet seeks, but the soul of the
emotion, that in it for the delight of which the soul
in us and the world desires or accepts emotional
experience. So too with the poetical sense of objects,
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the poet’s attempt to embody in his speech truth of
life or truth of Nature. It is this greater truth and its
delight and beauty for which he is seeking, beauty
which is truth and truth beauty and therefore a joy
for ever, because it brings us the delight of the soul
in the discovery of its own deeper realities. This
greater element the more timid and temperate speech
of prose can sometimes shadow out to us, but the
heightened and fearless style of poetry makes it close
and living and the higher cadences of poetry carry
in on their wings what the style by itself could not
bring. This is the source of that intensity which is
the stamp of poetical speech and of the poetical
movement. It comes from the stress of the soul-vision
behind the word; it is the spiritual excitement of a
rhythmic voyage of self-discovery among the magic
islands of form and name in these inner and outer
worlds.



CHAPTER III

RHYTHM AND MOVEMENT

THE mantra, poetic expression of the deepest
spiritual reality, is only possible when three highest
intensities of poetic speech meet and become indis-
solubly one, a highest intensity of rhythmic movement,
a highest intensity of verbal form and thought-
substance, of style, and a highest intensity of the soul’s
vision of truth. All great poetry comes about by a
unison of these three elements; it is the insufficiency
of one or another which makes the inequalities in
the work of even the greatest poets; and it is the
failure of some one element which is the cause of
their lapses, of the scoriae in their work, the spots in
the sun. But it is only at a certain highest level of
the fused intensities that the mantra becomes possible.

From a certain point of view it is the rhythm, the
poetic movement which is of primary importance;
for that is the first fundamental, indispensable ele-
ment without which all the rest, whatever its other
value, remains inacceptable to the Muse of poetry.
A perfect rhythm will often even give immortality
to work which is slight in vision and very far from
the higher intensities of style. But it is not merely
metrical rhythm, even in a perfect technical excel-
lence, which we mean when we speak of poetic
movement; that perfection is only the first step, the
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physical basis. There must be a deeper and more
subtle music, a rhythmical soul-movement entering
into the metrical form and often overflooding it,
before the real poetic achievement begins. A mere
metrical excellence, however subtle, rich or varied,
however perfectly it satisfies the outer ear, does not
meet the deeper aims of the creative spirit; for there
is an inner hearing which makes its greater claim,
and to reach and satisfy it is the true aim of the creator
of melody and harmony.

Nevertheless metre, by which we mean a fixed
and balanced system of the measures of sound, madtra,
is not only the traditional, but also surely the right
physical basis for the poetic movement. A recent
modern tendency,—that which has given us the
poetry of Whitman and Carpenter and the experi-
mentalists in vers libre in France and Italy,—denies
this tradition and sets aside metre as a limiting bon-
dage, perhaps even a frivolous artificiality or a falsi-
fication of true, free and natural poetic rhythm. That
is, it seems to me, a point of view which cannot even-
tually prevail, because it does not deserve to prevail.
It certainly cannot triumph, unless it justifies itself
by supreme rhythmical achievements beside which
the highest work of the great masters of poetic har-
mony in the past shall sink into a clear inferiority.
That has not yet been done. On the contrary, vers
libre has done its best when it has either limited its
aim in rhythm to a kind of chanting poetical prose
or else based itself on a sort of irregular and complex
metrical movement which in its inner law, though not
in its form, recalls the idea of Greek choric poetry.
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Milton disparaging rhyme, which he had himself
used with so much skill in his earlier, less sublime,
but more beautiful poetry, forgot or ignored the
spiritual value of rhyme, its power to enforce and
clinch the appeal of melodic or harmonic recurrence
which is a principal element in the measured move-
ment of poetry, its habit of opening sealed doors
to the inspiration, its capacity to suggest and reveal
beauty to that supra-intellectual something in us
which music is powerful to awake. The Whitmanic
technique falls into a similar, but wider error. When
mankind found out the power of thought and feeling
thrown into fixed and recurring measures of sound
to move and take possession of the mind and soul,
they were not discovering a mere artistic device,
but a subtle truth of psychology, of which the con-
scious theory is preserved in the Vedic tradition.
And when the ancient Indians chosc more often than
not to throw whatever they wished to endure, even
philosophy, science and law, into metrical form, it
was not merely to aid the memory,—they were able
to memorise huge prose Brahmanas quite as accur-
ately as the Vedic hymnal or the metrical Upani-
shads,—but because they perceived that metrical
speech has in itself not only an easier durability, but
a greater natural power than unmetrical, not only
an intenser value of sound, but a force to compel
language and sense to heighten themselves in order
to fall fitly into this stricter mould. There is per-
haps a truth in the Vedic idea that the Spirit of crea-
tion framed all the movements of the world by
chandas, in certain fixed rhythms of the formative
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word, and it is because they are faithful to the cos-
mic metres that the basic world-movements un-
changingly endure. A balanced harmony maintained
by a system of subtle recurrences is the foundation
of immortality in created things, and metrical move-
ment is simply creative sound grown conscious of
this secret of its own powers.

Still there are all sorts of heights and gradations
in the use of this power. General consent seems
indeed to bave sanctioned the name of poetry for
any kind of effective language set in a vigorous or
catching metrical form, and although the wideness
of this definition is such that it has enabled even the
Macaulays and Kiplings to mount their queer poetic
thrones, I will not object: catholicity is always a
virtue. Nevertheless, mere force of language tacked
on to the trick of the metrical beat does not answer
the higher description of poetry; it may have the
form or its shadow, it has not the essence. There is a
whole mass of poetry,—the French metrical
romances and most of the mediaeval Ballad poetry
may be taken as examples,—which relies simply on the
metrical beat for its rhythm and on an even level of
just tolerable expression for its style; there is hardly
a line whose rhythm floats home or where the ex-
pression strikes deep. Even in later European poetry,
though the art of verse and language has been beiter
learned, essentially the same method persists, and
poets who use it have earned not only the popular
suffrage, but the praise of the critical mind. Still
the definitive verdict on their verse is that it is nothing
more than an effective jog-trot of Pegasus, a pleasing
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canter or a showy gallop. It has great staying-power,
—indeed there seems no reason why, once begun,
it should not go on for ever,—it carries the poet
easily over his ground, but it does nothing more.
Certainly, no real soul-movement can get easily into
this mould. It has its merits and its powers; it is
good for metrical romances of a sort, for war poetry
and popular patriotic poetry, or perhaps any poetry
which wants to be an “‘echo of life”; it may stir, not
the soul, but the vital being in us like a trumpet or
excite it like a drum. But after all the drum and the
trumpet do not carry us far in the way of music.
But even high above this level we still do not get
at once the greater sound-movement of which we
are speaking. Poets of considerable power, sometimes
the greatest, are satisfied ordinarily with a set har-
mony or a set melody, which is very satisfying to the
outward ear and carries the aesthetic sense along
with it in a sort of even, indistinctive pleasure, and
into this mould of easy melody or harmony they
throw their teeming or flowing imagination without
difficulty or check, without any need of an intenser
heightening, a deeper appeal. It is beautiful poetry;
it satisfies the aesthetic sense, the imagination and
the ear; but there the charm ends. Once we have
heard its rhythm, we have nothing new to expect,
no surprise for the inner ear, no danger of the soul
being suddenly seized and carried away into un-
known depths. It is sure of being floated along
evenly as if upon a flowing stream. Or sometimes it
is not so much a flowing stream as a steady march or
other even movement: this comes oftenest in poets
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who appeal more to the thought than to the ear;
they are concerned chiefly with the thing they have
to say and satisfied to have found an adequate rhy-
thmic mould into which they can throw it without
any farther preoccupation.

But even a great attention and skill in the use of
metrical possibilities, in the invention of rhythmical
turns, devices, modulations, variations, strong to
satisfy the intelligence, to seize the ear, to maintain
its vigilant interest, will not bring us yet to the higher
point we have in view. There are periods of litera-
ture in which this kind of skill is carried very far.
The rhythms of Victorian poetry seem to me to be
of this kind ; they show sometimes the skill of the artist,
sometimes of the classical or romantic technician,
of the prestigious melodist or harmonist, sometimes
the power of the vigorous craftsman or even the
performer of robust metrical feats. All kinds of
instrumental faculties have been active; but the
one thing that is lacking, except in moments or
brief periods of inspiration, is the soul behind creating
and listening to its own greater movements.

Poetic rhythm begins to reach its highest levels,
the greater poetic movements become possible when
rising from and beyond any of these powers the soul
begins to make its direct demand and yearn for a
profounder satisfaction: they awake when the inner
ear begins to listen. Technically, we may say that
this comes in when the poet becomes, in Keats’
phrase, a miser of sound and syllable, economical
of his means, not in the sense of a niggardly sparing,
but of making the most of all its possibilities of sound.
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It is then that poetry gets farthest away from the
method of prose-rhythm. Prose-rhythm aims charac-
teristically at a general harmony in which the parts
are subdued to get the tone of a total effect; even
the sounds which give the support or the relief, yet
to a great extent seem to be trying to efface them-
selves in order not to disturb by a too striking parti-
cular effect the general harmony which is the whole
aim. Poetry, on the contrary, makes much of its beats
and measures; it seeks for a very definite and insis-
tent rhythm. But still, where the greater rhythmical
intensities are not pursued, it is only some total effect
that predominates and the rest is subdued to it. But
in these highest, intensest rhythms every sound is
made the most of, whether in its suppression or in
its swelling expansion, its narrowness or its open
wideness, in order to get in the combined effect
something which the ordinary flow of poetry cannot
give us.

But this is only the technical side, the physical
means by which the effect is produced. It is not the
artistic intelligence or the listening physical ear
which is most at work, but something within trying
to bring out an echo of hidden harmonies, a secret
of rhythmical infinities within us. It is not a labour
of the devising intellect or the aesthetic sense which
the poet has achieved, but a labour of the spirit
within itself to cast something out of the surge of the
eternal depths. The other faculties are there in their
place, but the conductor of the orchestral movement
is the soul coming forward to get its own work done
by its own higher and unanalysable methods. The
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result is something as near to wordless music as word-
music can get, and with the same power of soul-life,
of soul-emotion, of profound supra-intellectual signi-
ficance. In these higher harmonies and melodies the
metrical rhythm is taken up by the spiritual; it is
filled with or sometimes it seems rolled away and
lost in a music that has really another and spiritual
secret of movement.

This is the intensity of poetic movement out of
which the greatest possibility of poetic expression
arises. It is where the metrical movement remains as
a base, but either enshrines and contains or is itself
contained and floats in an element of greater music
which exceeds it and yet brings out all its possibilities,
that the music fit for the mantra makes itself audible.
It is the triumph of the spirit over the difficuities
and limitations of its physical instrument. Its listener
seems to be that eternal spirit whom the Upanishad
speaks of as the ear of the ear, he who listens to all
hearings; and “behind the instabilities of word and
speech” it is the inevitable harmonies of his own
thought and vision for which he is listening.



GHAPTER IV
STYLE AND SUBSTANCE

RuyTHM is the premier necessity of poetical expression
because it is the sound-movement which carries on
its wave the thought-movement in the word; and it
is the musical sound-image which most helps to fill
in, to extend, subtilise and deepen the thought im-
pression or the emotional or vital impression and to
carry the sense beyond itself into an expression of
the intellectually inexpressible,—always the peculiar
power of music. This truth was better understood
on the whole or at least more consistently felt by the
ancients than by the modern mind and ear, perhaps
because they were more in the habit of singing,
chanting or intoning their poetry while we are
content to read ours, a habit which brings out the
intellectual and emotional element, but unduly
depresses the rhythmic value. On the other hand
modern poetry has achieved a far greater subtlety,
fineness and depth of suggestion in style and thought
than the ancients,—with perhaps some loss in power,
height and simple largeness. The ancients would
not so easily as the moderns have admitted into the
rank of great poets writers of poor rhythmic faculty
or condoned, ignored or praised in really great poets
rhythmic lapses, roughnesses and crudities for the
sake of their power of style and substance.



32 THE FUTURE POETRY

In regard to poetic style we have to make, for the
purpose of the idea we have in view, the starting-point
of the mantra, precisely the same distinctions as in
regard to poetic rhythm,—since here too we find
actually everything admitted as poetry which has
some power of style and is cast into some kind of
rhythmical form. But the question is what kind of
power and in that kind what intensity of achieve-
ment? There is plenty of poetry signed by poets of
present reputation or lasting fame which one is
obliged to consign to a border region of half-poetry,
because its principle of expression has not got far
enough away from the principle of prose expression.
It seems to forget that while the first aim of prose
style is to define and fix an object, fact, feeling,
thought before the appreciating intelligence with
whatever clearness, power, richness or other beauty
of presentation may be added to that essential aim,
the first aim of poetic style is to make the thing
presented living to the imaginative vision, the
spiritual sense, the soul-feeling and soul-sight. Where
the failure is to express at all with any sufficient
power, to get home in any way, the distinction
becomes palpable enough and we readily say of such
writings that this is verse but not poetry. But where
there is some thought-power or other worth of
substance attended with some power of expression,
false values more easily become current and even a
whole literary age may dwell on this borderland or
be misled into an undue exaltation and cult for this
half-poetry.

Poetry, like the kindred arts of painting, sculpture,
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wrchitecture, appeals to the spirit of man through
ignificant images, and it makes no essential
lifference that in this case the image is mental and
rerbal and not material. The essential power of the
»oetic word is to make us see, not to make us think
v feel; thought and feeling must arise out of or
ather be included in the sight, but sight is the
rrimary consequence and power of poetic speech.
‘or the poet has to make us live in the soul and in
he inner mind what is ordinarily lived in the outer
nind and the senses, and for that he must first make
1s see by the soul, in its light and with its deeper
rision what we ordinarily see in a more limited and
1alting fashion by the senses and the intelligence.
Ie is, as the ancients knew, a seer and not merely
. maker of rhymes, not merely a jongleur, rhapsodist
r troubadour, and not merely a thinker in lines and
tanzas. He sees beyond the sight of the surface mind
wnd finds the revealing word, not merely the ade-
juate and effective, but the illumined and illumina-
ing, the inspired and inevitable word, which compels
15 to see also. To arrive at that word is the whole
:ndeavour of poetic style.

The modern distinction is that the poet appeals
.0 the imagination and not to the intellect. But there
ire many kinds of imagination; the objective ima-
rination which visualises strongly the outward aspects
of life and things; the subjective imagination which
visualises strongly the mental and emotional impres-
ions they have the power to start in the mind;
he imagination which deals in the play of mental
ictions and to which we give the name of poetic
3
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fancy; the aesthetic imagination which delights in
the beauty of words and images for their own sake
and sees no farther. All these have their place in
poetry, but they only give the poet his materials,
they are only the first instruments in the creation
of poetic style. The essential poetic imagination does
not stop short with even the most subtle reproductions
of things external or internal, with the richest or
delicatest play of fancy or with the most beautiful
colouring of word or image. It is creative, not of
either the actual or the fictitious, but of the more
and the most real; it sees the spiritual truth of things,
—of this truth too there are many gradations,—
which may take either the actual or the ideal for its
starting-point. The aim of poetry, as of all true art,
is neither a photographic or otherwise realistic
imitation of Nature, nor a romantic furbishing and
painting or idealistic improvement of her image,
but an interpretation by the images she herself
affords us not on one, but on many planes of her
creation, of that which she conceals from us, but is
ready, when rightly approached, to reveal.

This is the true, because the highest and essential
aim of poetry, but the human mind arrives at it only
by a succession of steps, the [irst of which seems far
enough away from its object. It begins by stringing
its most obvious and external ideas, feelings and
sensations of things on a thread of verse in a sufficient
language of no very high quality. But even when it
gets to a greater adequacy and effectiveness, it is
often no more than a vital, an emotional or an
intellectual adequacy and effectiveness, There is a
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strong vital poetry which powerfully appeals to our
sensations and our sense of life, like much of Byron
or the less inspired mass of the Elizabethan drama;
a strong emotional poetry which stirs our feelings
and gives us the sense and active image of the pas-
sions; a strong intellectual poetry which satisfies our
curiosity about life and its mechanism, or deals with
its psychological and other ‘“problems,” or shapes for
us our thoughts in an effective, striking and often
quite resistlessly quotable fashion. All this has its
pleasures for the mind and the surface soul in us,
and it is certainly quite legitimate to enjoy them
and to enjoy them strongly and vividly on our way
upward; but if we rest content with these only, we
shall never get very high up the hill of the Muses.
The style of such poetry corresponds usually to its
substance; for between the word and the vision there
tends to be, though there is not by any means per-
fectly or invariably, a certain equation. There is a
force of vital style, a force of emotional style, a force
of intellectual style which we meet constantly in
poetry and which it is essential to distinguish from the
language of the higher spiritual imagination.The force-
ful expression of thought and sentiment is not enough
for this higher language. To take some examples, it is
not enough for it to express its sense of world-sorrow
in a line of cheap sentimental force like Byron’s

There’s not a joy the world can give like that it takes away,

or to voice an opposite truth in the sprightly-forcible
manner of Browning’s
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God’s in his heaven,
All’s right with the world,

or to strike the balance in a sense of equality with the
pointed and ever quotable intellectuality of Pope’s

God sees with equal eyes as lord of all,
A hero perish or a sparrow fall.

This may be the poetical or half-poetical language
of thought and sentiment; it is not the language of
real poetic vision. Note that all three brush the skirts
of ideas whose deeper expression from the vision of a
great poet might touch the very heights of poetic
revelation. Byron’s line is the starting-point in the
emotional sensations for that high world-pessimism
and its spiritual release which finds expression in
the Gita’s!

Anityam asukham lokam imam prapya bhajasva mam

and one has only to compare the manner of the two
in style and rhythm, even leaving the substance aside,
to see the difference between the lesser and the
greater poetry. Browning’s language rises from a
robust cheerfulness of temperament, it does not
touch the deeper fountain-heads of truth in us; an
opposite temperament may well smile at it as
vigorous optimistic fustian. Pope’s actually falsifies by
its poetical inadequacy that great truth of the Gita’s

1 “Thou who hast come to this transient and unhappy world,
love and turn to Me.”
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teaching, the truth of the divine equality, because he
has not seen and therefore cannot make us see; his
significant images of the truth are, like his perception
of it, intellectual and rhetorical, not poetic images.

There is a higher style of poetry than this which
yet falls below the level to which we have to climb.
It is no longer poetical language of a merely intel-
lectual, vital or emotional force, but instead or in
addition a genuinely imaginative style, with a certain,
often a great beauty of vision in it whether objective
or subjective, or with a certain, often a great but
indefinite soul-power bearing up its movement of
word and rhythm. It varies in intensity; for the lower
intensity we can get plenty of examples from Chaucer,
when he is indulging his imagination rather than
his observation, and at a higher pitch from Spenser;
for the loftier intensity we can cite at will for one
kind from Milton’s early poetry, for another from
poets who have a real spiritual vision like Keats and
Shelley. English poetry runs, indeed, ordinarily in
this mould. But this too is not that highest intensity
of the revelatory poetic word from which the mantra
starts. It has a certain power of revelation in it, but
still the deeper vision is coated up in something more
external and sometimes the poetic intention of de-
corative beauty, sometimes some other deliberate
intention of the poetic mind overlays with the more
outward beauty, beauty of image, beauty of thought,
beauty of emotion, the deeper intention of the spirit
within, so that we have still to look for that beyond
the image rather than are seized by it through the
image. A high pleasure is there, not unspiritual in
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its nature, but still it is not that point where pleasure
passes into or is rather drowned in the pure spiritual
Ananda, the ecstasy of the creative, poetic revelation.

That intensity comes where everything else may be
present, but all is powerfully carried on the surge of
a spiritual vision which has found its inspired and
inevitable speech. All or any of the other elements
may be there, but they are at once subordinated and
transfigured to their highest capacity for poetic light
and rapture. This intensity belongs to no particular
style, depends on no conceivable formula of diction.
It may be the height of the decorative imaged style
as often we find it in Kalidasa or Shakespeare; it
may be that height of bare and direct expression where
language seems to be used as a scarcely felt vaulting-
board for a leap into the infinite; it may be the packed
intensity of language which uses either the bare or
the imaged form at will, but fills every word with
its utmost possible rhythmic and thought suggestion.
But in itself it depends on none of these things; it is
not a style, but poetic style itself, the Word; it creates
and carries with it its elements rather than is created
by them. Whatever its outward forms, it is always
the one fit style for the mantra.



CHAPTER V
POETIC VISION AND THE MANTRA

THis highest intensity of style and movement which
is the crest of the poetical impulse in its self-expres-
sion, the point at which the aesthetic, the vital, the
intellectual element of poetic speech pass into the
spiritual, justifies itself perfectly when it is the body
of a deep, high or wide spiritual vision into which
the life-sense, the thought, the emotion of the beauty
in the thing discovered and its expression,—for all
great poetic utterance is discovery,—rise on the wave
of the culminating poetic inspiration into an ecstasy
of sight. In the lesser poets these moments are rare
and come like brilliant accidents, angel’s visits, in
the greater they are more frequent outbursts, but in
the greatest they abound because they arise from a
constant faculty of poetic vision and poetic speech
which has its lesser and its greater moments, but
never entirely fails them.

Vision is the characteristic power of the poet, as
is discriminative thought the essential gift of the
philosopher and analytic observation the natural
genius of the scientist. The Kavi! was in the idea of

1 The Sanskrit word for poet. In classical Sanskrit it is applied
to any maker of verse or even of prose, but in the Vedic it meant
the poet seer who saw and found the inspired word of his vision,
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the ancients the seer and revealer of truth, and
though we have wandered far enough from that
ideal to demand from him only the pleasure of the
ear and the amusement of the aesthetic faculty, still
all great poetry preserves something of that higher
truth of its own aim and significance. Poetry, in fact,
being Art, must attempt to make us see, and since
it is to the inner senses that it has to address itself,
—for the ear is its only physical gate of entry and
even there its real appeal is to an inner hearing,—
and since its object is to make us live within our-
selves what the poet has embodied in his verse, it is
an inner sight which he opens in us, and this inner
sight must have been intense in him before he can
awaken it in us.

Therefore the greatest poets have been always
those who have had a large and powerful interpreta-
tive and intuitive vision of Nature and life and man
and whose poetry has arisen out of that in a supreme
revelatory utterance of it. Homer, Shakespeare,
Dante, Valmiki, Kalidasa, however much they may
differ in everything else, are at one in having this as
the fundamental character of their greatness. Their
supremacy does not lie essentially in a greater thought-
power or a more lavish imagery or a more penetrating
force of passion and emotion; these things they may
have had, one being more gifted in one direction,
another in others, but these other powers were aids
to their poetic expression rather than the essence or
the source of it. There is often more thought in a
short essay of Bacon’s than in a whole play of Shakes-
peare’s, but not even a hundred cryptograms can
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make him the author of the dramas; for, as he showed
when he tried to write poetry, the very nature of
his thought-power and the characteristic way of
expression of the born philosophical thinker hampered
him in poetic expression. It was the constant out-
streaming of form and thought and image from an
abundant vision of life which made Shakespeare,
whatever his other deficiencies, the sovereign dra-
matic poet. Sight is the essential poetic gift. The
archetypal poet in a world of original ideas is, we
may say, a Soul that sees in itself intimately this
world and all the others and God and Nature and
the life of beings and sets flowing from its centre a
surge of creative rhythm and word-images which
become the expressive body of the vision; and the
great poets are those who repeat in some measure
this ideal creation, kavayal satyasrutih, seers and
hearers of the poetic truth and poetic word.

The tendency of the modern mind at the present
day seems to be towards laying a predominant value
on the thought in poetry. We live still in an age
which is in a great intellectual trouble and ferment
about life and the world and is developing enormously
the human intelligence,—often at the expense of
other powers which are no less necessary to self-
knowledge,—in order to grapple with life and master
it. We are seeking always and in many directions to
decipher the enigma of things, the cryptogram of
the worlds which we are set to read, and to decipher
it by the aid of the intellect; and for the most part
we are much too busy living and thinking to have
leisure to be silent and see. We expect the poet to
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use his great mastery of language to help us in this
endeavour; we ask of him not so much perfect beauty
of song or largeness of creative vision as a message to
our perplexed and seeking intellects. Therefore we
hear constantly today of the “philosophy’ of a poet,
even the most inveterate beautifier of common-
places being forcibly gifted by his admirers with a
philosophy, or of his message,—the message of
Tagore, the message of Whitman. We are asking
then of the poet to be, not a supreme singer or an
inspired seer of the worlds, but a philosopher, a
prophet, a tcacher, even something perhaps of a
religious or ethical preacher. It is necessary there-
fore to say that when I claim for the poet the role of
a seer of Truth and find the source of great poetry
in a great and revealing vision of life or God or the
gods or man or Nature, I do not mean that it is neces-
sary for him to have an intellectual philosophy of
life or a message for humanity, which he chooses to
express in verse because he has the metrical gift and
the gift of imagery, or a solution of the problems of
the age or a mission to improve mankind, or, as it
is said, “to leave the world better than he found it.”
As a man, he may have these things, but the less he
allows them to get the better of his poetical gift, the
happier it will be for his poetry. Material for his
poetry they may give, an influence in it they may
be, provided they are transmuted into vision and life
by the poetical spirit, but they can be neither its soul
nor its aim, nor give the law to its creative activity
and its expression.

The poet-seer sees differently, thinks in another
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way, voices himself in quite another manner than
the philosopher or the prophet. The prophet an-
nounces the Truth as the word of God or his com-
mand, he is the giver of the message; the poet shows
us Truth in its power of beauty, in its symbol or
image, or reveals it to us in the workings of Nature
or in the workings of life, and when he has done
that, his whole work is done; he need not be its
explicit spokesman. The philosopher’s business is to
discriminate Truth and put its parts and aspects
into intellectual relation with each other; the poet’s
is to seize and embody aspects of Truth in their living
relations, or rather,—for that is too philosophical a
language,—to see her features and cxcited by the
vision create in the beauty of her image.

No doubt, the prophet may have in him a poet
who breaks out often into speech and surrounds with
the vivid atmosphere of life the directness of his
messgge; he may follow up his injunction ‘“Take no
thought for the morrow,” by a revealing image of
the beauty of the truth he enounces, in the life of
Nature, in the figure of the lily, or link it to human
life by the apologue and the parable; the philosopher
may bring in the aid of colour and image to give
some relief and hue to his dry light of reason and
water his arid path of abstractions with some healing
dew of poetry. But these are ornaments and not the
substance of his work; and if the philosopher makes
his thought substance of poetry, he ceases to be a
philosophical thinker and becomes a poet-seer of
Truth. Thus the more rigid metaphysicians are
perhaps right in denying to Nietzsche the name of
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philosopher; for Nietzsche does not think, but always
sees, turbidly or clearly, rightly or distortedly, but
with the eye of the seer rather than with the brain of
the thinker. On the other hand, we may get great
poetry which is full of a prophetic enthusiasm of
utterance or is largely or even wholly philosophic in
its matter; but this prophetic poetry gives us no
direct message, only a mass of sublime inspirations of
thought and image, and this philosophic poetry is
poetry and lives as poetry only in so far as it
departs from the method, the expression, the way of
seeing proper to the philosophic mind. It must be
vision pouring itself into thought-images and not
thought trying to observe truth and distinguish.
In earlier days this distinction was not at all clearly
understood and therefore we find even poets of great
power attempting to set philosophic systems to music
or even much more prosaic matter than a philoso-
phic system, Hesiod and Virgil setting about gven a
manual of agriculture in verse! In Rome, always a
little blunt of perception in the aesthetic mind, her
two greatest poets fell a victim to this unhappy con-
ception, with results which are a lesson and a warning
to all posterity. Lucretius’ work lives only, in spite
of the majestic energy behind it, by its splendid
digressions into pure poetry, Virgil’s Georgics by
fine passages and pictures of Nature and beauties
of word and image, but its substance is lifeless matter
which has floated to us on the stream of Time saved
for the beauty of its setting. India, and perhaps
India alone, had managed once or twice to turn this
kind of philosophic attempt into a poetic success, in
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the Gita, in the Upanishads and some minor works
modelled upon them. But the difference is great.
The Gita owes its poetical success to its starting from
a great and critical situation in life, having that in
view and always returning upon it, and to its method
which is to seize on a spiritual experience or moment
or stage of the inner life and throw it into the form of
thought; and this, though a delicate operation,
can keep well within the limits of the poetic manner
of speech. Only where it overburdens itself with
metaphysical matter and deviates into sheer philo-
sophic definition and discrimination, which happens
especially in two or three of its closing chapters, does
the poetic voice sink under the weight, even occa-
sionally into flattest versified prose. The Upanishads
too, and much more, are not at all philosophic
thinking, but spiritual seeing, a rush of spiritual
intuitions throwing themselves inevitably into the
language of poetry, shaped out of fire and life,
because that is their natural speech and a more
intellectual utterance would have falsified their vision.

Nowadays we have clarified our aesthetic percep-
tions sufficiently to avoid the mistake of the Roman
poets; but in a subtler form the intellectual ten-
dency still shows a dangerous spirit of encroachment.
For the impulse to teach is upon us, the inclination
to be an observer and critic of life,—there could be
no more perilous definition than Arnold’s poetic
“criticism of life,” in spite of the saving epithet,—
to clothe, merely, in the forms of poetry a critical
or philosophic idea of life to the detriment of our
vision, Allegory with its intellectual ingenuities, its
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acile wedding of the abstract idea and the concrete
mage, shows a tendency to invade again the domain
>f poetry. And there are other signs of the intellectual
mnalady of which we are almost all of us the victims.
I'herefore it is well to insist that the native power
f poetry is in its sight, not in its intellectual thought-
natter, and its safety is in adhering to this native
srinciple of vision and allowing its conception, its
‘hought, its emotion, its presentation, its structure
o0 rise out of that or compelling it to rise into that
sefore it takes its finished form. The poetic vision of
ife is not a critical or intellectual or philosophic view
of it, but a soul-view, a seizing by the inner sense;
ind the mantra is not in its substance or form poetic
:nunciation of a philosophic truth, but the rhythmic
‘evelation or intuition arising out of the soul’s sight
»f God and Nature and the world and the inner truth
—occult to the outward eye-—of all that peoples
t, the secrets of their life and being.

With regard to the view of life which Art must
ake, distinctions are constantly laid down, such as
he necessity of a subjective or an objective treatment
or of a realistic or an idealistic view, which mislead
nore than they enlighten. Certainly, one poet may
ieem to excel in the concrete presentation of things
ind falter or be less sure in his grasp of the purely
iubjective, while another may move freely in the
nore subjective worlds and be less at home in the
soncrete; and both may be poets of a high order. But
~hen we look closer, we see that just as a certain
dbjectivity is necessary to make poetry live and the
‘hing seen stand out before our eyes, so on the other
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hand even the most objective presentation starts
from an inner view and subjective process of crea-
tion, for the poet really creates out of himself and
not out of what he sees outwardly: that outward
seeing only serves to excite the inner vision to its work.
Otherwise his work would be a mechanical
construction and putting together, not a living
creation.

Sheer objectivity brings us down from art to
photography; and the attempt to diminish the sub-
jective view to the vanishing-point so as to get an
accurate presentation is proper to science, not to
poetry. We are not thereby likely to get a greater
truth or reality, but very much the reverse; for the
scientific presentation of things, however valid in its
own domain, that of the senses and the observing
reason, is not true to the soul, not certainly the
integral truth or the whole vision of things, because
it gives only process and machinery and the mechanic
law of things, but not their inner life and spirit. That
is the error in the theory of realism. Realistic art
does not and cannot give us a scientifically accurate
presentation of life, because Art is not and cannot
be Science. What it does do, is to make an arbi-
trary selection of motives, forms and hues, sometimes
of dull blacks and greys and browns and dingy
whites and sordid yellows, sometimes of violent blacks
and reds, and the result is sometimes a thing of power
and sometimes a nightmare. Idealistic art makes a
different selection and produces either a work of
power or beauty or else a false and distorted day-
dream. In these distinctions there is no safety; nor
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can any rule be laid down for the poet, since he must
necessarily go by what he is and what he sees,
except that he should work from the living poetic
centre within him and not exile himself into artificial
standpoints.

From our present point of view we may say that
the poet may do as he pleases in all that is not the
essential matter. Thought-matter may be prominent
in his work or life-substance predominate. He may
proceed by sheer force of presentation or by direct
power of interpretation. He may make this world
his text, or wander into regions beyond, or soar
straight into the pure empyrean of the infinite. To
arrive at the mantra he may start from the colour of
a rose, or the power or beauty of a character, or the
splendour of an action, or go away from all these
into his own secret soul and its most hidden move-
ments. The one thing needful is that he should be
able to go beyond the word or image he uses or the
form of the thing he sees, not be limited by them, but
get into the light of that which they have the power
to reveal and flood them with it until they overflow
with its suggestions or seem even to lose themselves
and disappear into the revelation. At the highest
he himself disappears into sight; the personality of
the seer is lost in the eternity of the vision, and the
Spirit of all seems alone to be there speaking out
sovereignly its own secrets.

But the poetic vision, like everything else, follows
necessarily the evolution of the human mind and
according to the age and environment, it has its
levels, its ascents and descents and its returns. The eye
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of early man is turned upon the physical world about
him, the interest of the story of life and its primary
ideas and emotions; he sees man and his world only,
or sees the other worlds and their gods and beings
in that image also, but magnified and heightened.
He asks little of poetry except a more forceful vision
of these which will help him to see them more largely
and feel them more strongly and give him a certain
inspiration to live them more powerfully. Afterwards
he begins to intellectualise, but still on the same
subject-matter, and he asks now from the poet a
view of them enlightened by the inspired reason and
beautifully shaped by the first strong and clear joy
in his developing aesthetic sense. A vital poetry
appealing to the imagination through the sense-
mind and the emotions and a poetry interpretative
of life to the intelligence are the fruit of these ages.
Later poetry tends always to return on these forms
with a more subtilised intellect and a richer
life-experience.

Great things may be done by poetry on this basis,
but it is evident that the poet will have a certain
difficulty in getting to a deeper vision, because he
has to lcan entirely on the external thought and
form, be subservient to it and get at what truth he
can that may be beyond them with their veil still
thickly interposing. A higher level comes when
the mind of man begins to see more intimately the
forces behind life, the powers concealed by our
subjective existence, and the poet can attempt to
reveal them more directly or at least to use the
outward physical and vital and thought symbol only
4
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as a suggestion of greater things. Yet a higher level
is attained, more depth possible when the soul in
things comes nearer to man or other worlds than the
physical open themsclves to him. Aud the entire
liberation of the poetic vision to see most profoundly
and the poetic power to do its highest work must
arrive when the spiritual itself is the possession of
the greatest minds and the age stands on the verge
of its revelation.

Therefore it is not sufficient for poetry to attain
high intensities of word and rhythm; it must have,
to fill them, an answering intensity of vision. And
this does not depend only on the individual power
of vision of the poet, but on the mind of his age and
country, its level of thought and experience, the ade-
quacy of its symbols, the depth of its spiritual attain-
ment. A lesser poet in a greater age may give us
occasionally things which exceed in this kind the
work of less favoured immortals. The religious poetry
of the later Indian tongues has for us fervours of
poetic revelation which in the great classics are
absent, even though no mediaeval poet can rank
in power with Valmiki and Kalidasa. The modern
literatures of Europe commonly fall short of the
Greek perfection of harmony and form, but they
give us what the greatest Greek poets had not and
could not have. And in our own days a poet of
secondary power in his moments of inspiration can
get to a vision far more satisfying to us than Shakes-
peare or Dante. Greatest of all is the promise of the
age that is coming, if it fulfils its possibilities; for it
is an age in which all the worlds are beginning to
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open to man’s gaze and invite his experience, and
in all he is near to the revelation of the Spirit of
which they are, as we choose, the veils, the significant
forms and symbols or else the transparent raiment.



CHAPTER VI

THE NATIONAL EVOLUTION OF
POETRY

THE work of the poet depends not only on himself
and his age, but on the mentality of the nation to
which he belongs and the spiritual, intellectual,
aesthetic tradition and environment which it creates
for him. It is not to be understood by this that he
is or need be entirely limited by this condition or
that he is to consider himself as only a voice of the
national mind or bound by the past national tradition
and debarred {rom striking out a road of his own.
In nations which are returning under difficulties to
a strong self-consciousness, like the Irish or the
Indians at the present moment, this nationalism may
be a living idea and a powerful motive. And in
others which have had a vivid collective life exercising
a common and intimate influence on all its indivi-
duals or in those which have cherished an acute
sense of a great national culture and tradition, the
more stable elements of that tradition may exert a very
conscious influence on the mind of the poets, at once
helping and limiting the weaker spirits, but giving
to genius an exceptional power for sustained beauty
of form and a satisfying perfection. But this is no
essential condition for the birth of great poetry. The
poet, we must always remember, creates out of
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himself and has the indefeasible right to follow freely
the breath of the spirit within him, provided he
satisfies in his work the law of poetic beauty. The
external forms of his age and his nation only give
him his starting-point and some of his materials
and determine to some extent the room he finds for
the free play of his poetic spirit.

Nor do I mean to subscribe to the theory of the man
and his milieu or the dogma of the historical school
of criticism which asks of us to study all the prece-
dents, circumstances, influences, surroundings, all
that created the man and his work,—as if there were
not something in him apart from all these which made
all the difference,—and supposes that out of this the
right estimate of his poetry will arise. But not even
the right historical or psychological understanding of
him need arise out of this method, since we may very
easily read into him and his work things which may
perhaps have been there before and around him, but
never really got into him. But the right poetical
estimate we certainly shall not form if we bring in
so much that is accidental and unessential to cloud
our free and direct impression. Rather the very oppo-
site is the true method of appreciation, to come straight
to the poet and his poem for all we need essentially
to know about them,—we shall get there all that we
really want for any true aesthetic or poetic purpose,—
and afterwards go elsewherc for any minor elucida-
tion or else to satisfy our scientific and historical
curiosity: things accidental are then much more
likely to fall into their right place and the freshness
of poetic appreciation to remain unobscured. But
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quite apart from its external and therefore unreal
method, there is a truth in the historical theory of
criticism which is of real help towards grasping
something that is important and even essential, if
not for our poetic appreciation, yet for our intellectual
judgment of a poet and his work.

In poetry, as in everything else that aims at perfec-
tion, there are always two elements, the eternal and
the time element. The first is what really and always
matters, it is that which must determine our definitive
appreciation, our absolute verdict, or rather our
essential response to poetry. A soul expressing the
eternal spirit of Truth and Beauty through some of
the infinite variations of beauty, with the word for
its instrument, that is, after all, what the poet is,
and it is to a similar soul in us seeking the same spirit
and responding to it that he makes his appeal. It
is when we can get this response at its purest and in
its most direct and heightened awakening that our
faculty of poetic appreciation becomes at once surest
and most intense. It is, we may say, the impersonal
enjoyer of creative beauty in us responding to the
impersonal creator and interpreter of beauty in the
poet; for it is the impersonal spirit of Truth and Beauty
that is seeking to express itself through his personality,
and it is that which finds its own word and seems
itself to create in his highest moments of inspiration.
And this Impersonal is concerned with the creative
idea and the motive of beauty which is seeking
expression and with the attempt to find the perfect
expression, the inevitable word and the rhythm
that reveals. All else is subordinate, accidental,
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the crude material and the conditioning medium
of this essential endeavour.

Still there is also the personality of the poet and
the personality of the hearer, the one giving the
pitch and the form of the success arrived at, while
the other determines the characteristic intellectual
and aesthetic judgment to which its appeal arrives.
Thz correspondence or the dissonance between the
two decides the relation between the poet and his
reader, and out of that arises what is personal
in our appreciation and judgment of his poetry. In
this personal or time element there is always much
that is merely accidental and often rather limits
and deflects our judgment than helps usefully to form
it. How much that interferes can be seen when we
try to value contemporary poetry. It is a matter
of continual experience that even critics of consi-
derable insight and sureness of taste are yet capable
of the most extraordinarily wrong judgments, whether
on the side of appreciation or of depreciation, when
they have to pass a verdict on their contemporaries.
And this is because a crowd of accidental influences
belonging to the effect of the time and the mental
environment upon our mentality exercise an exagger-
ated domination and distort or colour the view of our
mental eye upon its object. But apart from this there
is always something essential to our present personality
which has a right to be heard. For we are all of us
souls developing in a constant endeavour to get into
unity with the spirit in life through its many forms
of manifestation and on many different lines. And
as there is in Indian Yoga a vrinciple of adhikara.
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something in the immediate power of a man’s nature
that determines by its characteristics his right to this
or that way of Yoga, of union, which, whatever its
merits or its limitations, is his right way because it is
most helpful to him personally, so in all our activities
of life and mind there is this principle of adhikara.
That which we can appreciate in poetry and still
more the way in which we appreciate it, is that in
it and us which is most helpful to us and therefore,
for the time being at least, right for us in our attempt
to get into union with the universal or the tran-
scendent beauty through the revealing ideas and
motives and revealing forms of poetic creation.
This is the individual aspect of the personal or
time element. But there is also a larger movement
to which we belong, both ourselves and the poet
and his poetry; or rather it is the same movement
of the general soul of mankind in the same endeavour
towards the same objective. In poetry this shows
itself in a sort of evolution from the objective to the
inward, from the inward to the spiritual, an evolution
which has many curves and turns and cycles, many
returns upon past motives and imperfect anticipations
of future motives, a general labour of self-enlargement
and self-finding. It is a clear idea of this evolution
which may most helpfully inform the historical or
evolutionary element in our judgment and apprecia-
tion of poetry. And this general movement we see
working itself out in different forms and on different
lines through the souls of the nations and peoples
who have arrived at a strong self-expression by the
things of the mind, art and thought and poetry. These
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things do not indeed form the whole of the move-
ment even as they do not make up the whole of the
life of the people; they rather represent its highest
points,—or the highest with the exception of the
spiritual, in the few nations that have powerfully
developed the spiritual force within,—and in them
we best see the inner character and aim of that line
of the movement.

This general evolution has its own natural periods
or ages; but as with the stone, bronze and other
ages discovered by the archaeologists, their time
periods do not correspond in all the peoples which
have evolved them. Moreover, they do not always
follow each other in quite the same order; for in
things psychological the Spirit in the world varies
his movements more freely than in things physical.
There, besides, he can anticipate the motives of a
higher stratum of psychological development while
yet he lives the general life of a lower stratum; so
too when he has got on to a higher level of develop-
ment, he may go strongly back to a past and inferior
motive and see how it works out when altered by the
motives and powers of the superior medium. There
is too here a greater complexity of unseen or half-
seen subconscient and superconscient tendencies and
influences at work upon the comparatively small part
of us which is conscious of what it is doing. And very
often a nation in its self-expression is both helped
and limited by what has been left behind from the
evolution of a past self which, being dead, yet liveth.

Thus, the Indian spirit could seize powerfully the
spiritual motive in an age which lived a strenuous
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objective life and was strongly objective in its normal
outward mentality, and could express it at first in
the concrete forms proper to that life and mentality
converted into physical symbols of the supraphysical
and then, by a rapid liberation, in its own proper
voice, so producing the sacred poetry of the Veda
and Upanishads. An Italy with the Graeco-Roman
past in its blood could seize intellectually on the
motives of catholic Christianity and give them a
clear and supreme expression in Dante, while all
Germanised Europe had only been stammering in the
faltering infantile accents of romance verse or shadow-
ing them out in Gothic stone, successful only in
the most material form of the spiritual. In another
direction, when it seized upon the romantic life-
motive, the meeting-place of the Teuton and the
Celt, we see it losing entirely the mystically
sentimental Celtic element, italianising it into the
sensuousness of Tasso, and italianising the rest into an
intellectualised, a half imaginative, half satiric play
with the superficial motives of romance,—the inevit-
able turn of the italianised Roman spirit. On the other
hand, the English spirit, having got rid of the Latin
culture and holding the Celtic mind for a long time
at bay, exiled into the Welsh mountains or parked
beyond the pale in Ireland, followed with remarkable
fidelity the natural curve and stages of the psycho-
logical evolution of poetry, taking several centuries
to arrive at the intellectual motive and more to
get at something like the spiritual.

Generally, every nation or people has or develops
a spirit in its being, a special soul-form of the human
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all-soul and a law of its nature which determines
the lines and turns of its evolution. All that it takes
from its environment it naturally attempts to assimi-
late to this spirit, transmute into stuff of this
soul-form, make apt to and governable by this law
of its nature. All its self-expression is in conformity
with them. And its poetry, art and thought are the
expression of this self and of the greater possibilities
of its self to which it moves. The individual poet and
his poetry are part of its movement. Not that they
are limited by the present temperament and outward
forms of the national mind; they may exceed them.
The soul of the poet may be like a star and dwell
apart; even, his work may seem not merely a
variation from but a revolt against the limitations of
the national mind. But still the roots of his personality
are there in its spirit and even his variation and
revolt are an attempt to bring out something that is
latent and suppressed or at least something which
is trying to surge up from the secret all-soul into
the soul-form of the nation. Therefore to appreciate
this national evolution of poetry and the relations
of the poet and his work with it cannot but be
fruitful, if we observe them from the point of view
not so much of things external to poetry, but of its
own spirit and characteristic forms and motives.



CHAPTER VIIL

THE CHARACTER OF ENGLISH POETRY

(1

Or all the modern European tongues the English
language, I think it may be said without serious
doubt, has produced the most rich and naturally
powerful poetry, the most lavish of energy and innate
genius. The unfettered play of poetic energy and
power has been here the most abundant and brought
forth the most constantly brilliant fruits. And yet
it is curious to note that English poetry and literature
have been a far less effective force in the shaping
of European culture than those of other tongues
inferior actually in natural poetic and creative
energy. At least they have had to wait till quite a
recent date before they produced any potent effect
and even then their direct influence was limited.

A glance will show how considerable has been this
limitation. The poetic mind of Greece and Rome
has pervaded and largely shaped the whole artistic
production of Europe, Italian poetry of the great age
has thrown on some part of it at least a stamp only
less profound, French prose and poetry,—but the
latter in a much less degree,—have helped more
than any other literary influence to form the modern
turn of the European mind and its mode of
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expression, the short-lived outbursts of creative power
in the Spain of Calderon and the Germany of Goethe
exercised an immediate, a strong, though not an
enduring influence, and the newly created Russian
literature has been, though more subtly, among the
most intense of recent cultural forces. But if we leave
aside Richardson and Scott in fiction and in poetry
the very considerable effects of the belated conti-
nental discovery of Shakespeare and the vehement
and sudden wave of the Byronic influence, which
did much to enforce the note of revolt and of a half
sentimental, half sensual pessimism which is even
now one of the strongest shades in the literary tone
of modern Europe,—to the present day Shakespeare
and Byron are the only two great names of English
poetry which are generally familiar on the continent
and have had a real vogue,—we find the literature
of the English tongue and especially its poetry
flowing in a large side-stream, always receiving much
from the central body of European culture but
returning upon it very little. This insularity, not of
reception but of reaction, is a marked phenomenon
and calls for explanation.

If we look for the causes,—for such a paucity of
influence cannot, certainly, be put down to any
perversity or obtuseness in the general mind of
Europe, but must be due to some insufficiency or
serious defect in the literature itself,—we shall find,
I think, if we look with other than English-trained
eyes, that there is even in this rich and vigorous
poetry abundant cause for the failure. English
poetry is powerful but it is imperfect, strong in
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spirit, but uncertain and tentative in form; it is
extraordinarily stimulating, but not often quite
satisfying. It aims high, but its success is not as great
as its effort. Especially its imaginative force exceeds
its thought-power; it has indeed been hardly at all
a really great instrument of poetic thought-vision;
it has not dealt fruitfully with life. Its history has
been more that of individual poetic achievements
than of a constant national tradition; in the mass
it has been a series of poetical revolutions without
any strong inner continuity. That is to say that it
has had no great self-recognising idea or view of
life expressing the spiritual attitude of the nation
and finding successfully from an early time its own
sufficient artistic forms. But it is precisely the posses-
sion of such a self-recognising spiritual attitude and
the attainment of a satisfying artistic form for it which
make the poetry of a nation a power in the world’s
general culture. For that which recognises its self,
will most readily be recognised by others; that
which attains the perfect form of its own innate
character, will most effectively leave its stamp in the
formation of the mind of humanity.

We have only to take one or two examples to see
the whole difference. No poetry has had so powerful
an influence as Greek poetry; no poetry is, I think,
within its own limits so perfect and satisfying. The
limits indeed are marked and even, judged by the
undulating many-sidedness and wideness of the
modern mind, narrow; but on its own lines this
poetry works with a flawless power and sufficiency.
From beginning to end it dealt with life from one
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large view-point, that of the inspired reason and
the enlightened and chastened aesthetic sense; what-
ever changes overtook it, it never departed from
this motive which is of the very essence of the Greek
spirit. And of this motive it was very conscious and
by its clear recognition of it and fidelity to it, it was
able to achieve an artistic beauty and sufficiency
of expressive form which affect us like an easily
accomplished miracle and which have been the
admiration of after-ages. Even the poetry of the
Greek decadence preserved enough of this power
to act as a shaping influence on Latin poetry.
French poetry is much more limited than the
Greek, much less powerful in inspiration. For it deals
with life from the standpoint not of the inspired
reason, but of the clear-thinking intellect, not of the
enlightened aesthetic sense, but of emotional senti-
ment. These are its two constant powers; the one
gives it its brain-stuff, the other its poetical fervour
and appeal. Throughout all the changes of the last
century, in spite of apparent cultural revolutions,
the French spirit has remained 1n its poetry faithful to
these two motives which are of its very essence, and
therefore too it has always or almost always found
its satisfying and characteristic form. To that combi-
nation of a clear and strong motive and a satisfying
form it owes the influence it has exercised from time
to time on other European literatures. The cultural
power of the poetry of other tongues may be traced
to similar causes. But what has been the spirit and
form of English poetry? Certainly, there is an English
spirit which could not fail to be reflected in its poetry;
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but, not being clearly self-conscious, it is reflected
obscurely and confusedly, and it has been at war
within itself, followed a fluctuation of different motives
and never succeeded in bringing about between them
a conciliation and fusion. Therefore its form has
suffered; it has had indeed no native and character-
istic principle of form which would be, through
all changes, the outward reflection of a clear
self-recognising spirit.

The poetry of a nation is only one side of its self-
expression and its characteristics may be best under-
stood if we look at it in relation to the whole mental
and dynamic effort of the people. If we so look at the
general contribution of the English nation to human
life and culture, the eye is arrested by some remarkable
lacunae. These are especially profound in the arts:
English music is a zero, English sculpture an unfilled
void, English architecture hardly better; English
painting, illustrated by a few great names, has been
neither a great artistic tradition nor a powerful
cultural force and merits only a casual mention by
the side of the rich achievement of Italy, Spain,
France, Holland, Belgium. When we come to the
field of thought we get a mixed impression like that of
great mountain eminences towering out of a very low
and flat plain. We find great individual philoso-
phers, but no great philosophical tradition, two or
three remarkable thinkers, but no high fame for
thinking, many of the most famous names in science,
but no national scientific culture. Still in these fields
there has been remarkable accomplishment and the
influence on European thought has been occasionally
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considerable and sometimes capital. But when finally
we turn to the business of practical life, there is an
unqualified pre-eminence: in mechanical science and
invention, in politics, in commerce and industry, in
colonisation, travel, exploration, in the domination
of earth and the exploitation of its riches England has
been till late largely, sometimes entirely the world’s
leader, the shaper of its motives and the creator of its
forms.

This peculiar distribution of the national capacities
finds its root in certain racial characteristics. We have
first the dominant Anglo-Saxon strain quickened,
lightened and given force, power and initiative by
the Scandinavian and Celtic elements. This mixture
has made a national mind remarkably dynamic and
practical, with all the Teutonic strength, patience,
industry, but liberated from the Teutonic heaviness
and crudity, yet retaining enough not to be too light
of balance or too sensitive to the shocks of life; there-
fore, a nation easily first in practical intelligence and
practical dealing with the facts and difficulties of life.
Not, be it noted, by any power of clear intellectual
thought or by force of imagination or intellectual
intuition, but rather by a strong vital instinct, a sort
of tentative dynamic intuition. No spirituality, but a
robust ethical turn; no innate power of the word, but
a strong turn for action; no fine play of emotion or
quickness of sympathy, but an abundant energy and
force of will. This is one element of the national mind;
the other is the submerged, half-insistent Celtic, gifted
with precisely the opposite qualities, inherent spiri-
tuality, the gift of the word, the rapid and brilliant

5
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imagination, the quick and luminous intelligence,
the strong emotional force and sympathy, the natural
love of the things of the mind and still more of those
beyond the mind, left to it from an old forgotten
culture in its blood which contained an ancient
mystical tradition. In life a subordinate element,
modifying the cruder Anglo-Saxon characteristics,
breaking across them or correcting their excess, we
may perhaps see it emerging in English poetry,
coming repeatedly to the surface and then working
with a certain force and vehement but embarassed
power like an imprisoned spirit let out for a holiday,
but within not quite congenial bounds and with an
unadaptable companion. From the ferment of these
two elements arise both the greatness and the
limitations of English poetry.



CHAPTER VIII

THE CHARACTER OF ENGLISH POETRY

(2)

WHAT kind or quality of poetry should we naturally
expect from a national mind so constituted? The
Anglo-Saxon strain is dominant and in that circums-
tance there lay just a hazardous possibility that there
might have been no poetical literature at all. The
Teutonic nations have in this field been conspicuous
by their silence or the rarity of their speech. After
the old rude epics, saga or Nibelungenlied, we have to
wait till quite recent times for poetic utterance, nor,
when it came, was it rich or abundant. In Germany
a brief period of strong productive culture in which
the great names of Goethe and Heine rise out of a mass
of more or less vigorous verse talent rather than
poetical genius, and after them again silence; in the
North the solitary genius of Ibsen. Holland, another
Teutonic country which developed an art of a con-
siderable but a wholly objective power, is mute in
poetry. It would almost seem that there is still some-
thing too thick and heavy in the strength and depth
of the Teutonic composition for the ethereal light and
fire of the poetic word to make its way freely through
the intellectual and vital envelope. What has saved
the English mind from a like taciturnity? Certainly,
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it must have been the mixture of racial elements,
sublimating the material temperament, with the
submerged Celtic genius coming in as a decisive force
to liberate and uplift the poetic spirit. And as a
necessary aid we have the unique historical accident
of the reshaping of a Teutonic tongue by French
and Latinistic influences which gave it clearer and
more flowing forms and turned it into a fine though
difficult linguistic material sufficiéntly malleable,
sufficiently plastic for Poetry to produce her larger
and finer effects, sufficiently difficult to compel her
to put forth her greatest energies. A stuff of speech
which, without being harsh and inapt, does not
tempt by too great a facility, but offers a certain
resistance in the material, increases the strength of
the artist by the measure of the difficulty conquered
and can be thrown into shapes at once of beauty
and of concentrated power. That is eminently the
character of the English language.

At any rate we have this long continuity of poetic
production. And once supposing a predominantly
Anglo-Saxon national mind to express itself in
poetry, we should, ignoring for a moment the Celtic
emergence, expect the groundwork to be a strong
objective poetry, a powerful presentation of the
forms of external life, action and character in action,
the pleasant or the melancholy outsides of Nature,
the robust play of the will and the passions, a vigo-
rous vital and physical verse. Even we might look
for a good deal of deviation into subjects and motives
for which prose will always be the more adequate
and characteristic instrument, nor should we be
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surprised at a self-styled Augustan age which would
make them the greater part of its realm and indulge
with a self-satisfied contentment in a ‘‘criticism”
of external life, the poetry of political and ecclesias-
tical controversy, didactic verse, satire. There would
be considerable power of narrative and a great energy
in the drama of character and incident, but a pro-
founder use of the narrative and dramatic forms
would not be looked for; at most we might have
in the end the dramatic analysis of character. The
romantic element would be of the external Teutonic
kind sensational and outward, appealing to the
life and the senses, not the delicate and beautiful,
the imaginative and spiritual Celtic romanticism.
We should have perhaps much poetical thinking or
even poetical philosophy of a rather obvious kind,
sedate, or vigorous, prompt and direct, or robustly
powerful, but not the finer and subtler poetical
thought which comes easily to the clear Latin intel-
lect. Form too of a kind we might hope for, though
we could not be quite sure of it, at best bright and
plain or strongly balanced, not either those greater
forms in which a high and deep creative thought
presides or the more exquisite forms which a delicate
sense of beauty or a subtle poetic intuition creates.
Both the greater and more profound and the subtler
intensities of style and rhythm would be absent;
but there would be a boldly forcible or a well-beaten
energy of speech and much of the more metallic
vigours of verse. This side of the national mind
would prepare us for English poetry as it was until
Chaucer and beyond, the ground-type of the Eliza-
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bethan drama, the work of Dryden and Pope, the
whole mass of eighteenth-century verse, Cowper,
Scott, Wordsworth in his more outward moments,
Byron without his Titanism and unrest, the poetry
of Browning. For these we need not go outside
the Anglo-Saxon temperament.

That also would give, but subject to a potent
alchemy of transformation the basic form and subs-
tance of most English poetry. That alchemy we can
fairly attribute to the submerged Celtic element which
emerges, as time goes on, in bright upstreamings
and sometimes in exceptional outbursts of power.
It comes up in a blaze of colour, light, emotion and
imaginative magic; in a hungering for beauty in its
more subtle and delicately sensuous forms, for the
ideal which escapes definition and yet has to be
seized in forms; in a subtler romance; in a lyrical
intoxication. It casts into the mould a higher urge
of thought, not the fine, calm and measured poetical
thinking of the Greeks and the Latin races which
deals sovereignly with life within the limits of the
intellect and the inspired reason, but an excitement
of thought secking for something beyond itself and
behind life through the intensities of poetical sight.
It brings in a look upon Nature which pierces beyond
her outsides and her external spirit and lays its touch
on the mysteries of her inner life and sometimes on
that in her which is most intimately spiritual. It
awakens rare outbreaks of mysticism, a vein of subtler
sentiment, a more poignant pathos; it refines passion
from a violence of the vital being into an intensity
of the soul, modifies vital sensuousness into a thing
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of imaginative beauty by a warmer aesthetic percep-
tion. It carries with it a seeking for exquisite lyrical
form, touches narrative poetry to finer issues, throws
its romantic beauty and force and fire and its greater
depth of passion across the drama and makes it
something more than a tumultuous external action
and heavily powerful character-drawing. At one
period it strives to rise beyond the English mould,
seems about to disengage itself and reveal through
poetry the Spirit in things. In language and music
it is always a quickening and refining force; where
it can do nothing more, it breathes a more intimate
energy and, where it gets its freer movement, creates
that intensity of style and rhythm, that force of ima-
ginative vision and that peculiar beauty of turn
which are the highest qualities of English poetry.
The various commingling or separating of these
two elements marks the whole later course of the
literature and they present as their effect a side
of failure and defect and a side of achievement. There
are evidently two opposite powers at work in the same
field, often compelled to labour in the same mind at a
common production, and when two such opposites
can coalesce, seize each other’s motives and become
one, the very greatest achievement becomes possible.
For they fill in each other’s deficiencies, light each
other up with a new light and bring in a fresh revela-
tion which neither by itself could have accomplished.
The greatest things in English poetry have come where
this fusion was effected in the creative mind and soul
of the poet. But that could not always be done and
there arises an uncertainty of motive, an unsureness
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of touch, an oscillation. It does not prevent great
triumphs of poetic power, but does prevent a high
equality and sustained perfection of self-expression
and certainty of form. We must expect inequality
in all human work, but not necessarily on this scale
or with so frequent and extensive a falling below
what should be the normal level.

To the same uncertainty may be attributed the
abrupt starts and turns of the course of English poetry,
its want of conscious continuity,—for there is a secret
and inevitable continuity which we shall have to
disengage. It takes a very different course from the
external life of the nation which has always been
faithful to its inner motive and spirit and escaped
from the shattering and suddenly creative changes
that have at once afflicted and quickened the life
of other peoples. The revolutions of the spirit of
English poetry are of an astonishing decisiveness and
abruptness. We can mark off first the early English
poetry which found its solitary greater expression
in Chaucer; indeed it marks itself off by an absolute
exhaustion and cessation. The magnificent Eliza-
bethan outburst has another motive, spirit, manner
of expression, which seems to have nothing to do with
the past; it is self-born under the impulse of a new
age and environment. As this dies away, we have
the lonely figure of Milton with his strenuous effort
at an intellectual poetry cast in the type of the an-
cients. The age which succeeds is that of a trivial
mtellectuality which does not follow the lead of
Milton and is the exact contrary of the Elizabethan
form and spirit, the thin and arid reign of Pope and



CHARACTER OF ENGLISH POETRY (2) 73

Dryden. Another violent breaking away, a new out-
burst of wonderful freshness gives us the poetry of
Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley, Blake with another
spirit and another language of the spirit. The Victo-
rian period did not deny their influences; it felt
them in the form of its work, and we might have
expected it to have gone forward with what had
been only a great beginning that did not arrive at
its full fruition. But it did nothing of the kind; it
deviated into a new way which has nothing to do
with the finer spirit of the preceding poets and fell
off into an intellectual, artistic, carefully wrought,
but largely external poetry. And now we have this
age which is still trying to find itself, but in its most
characteristic tendencies seems to be a rejection of
the Victorian forms and motives. These reversals
and revolutions of the spirit are not in themselves
a defect or a disability; they simply mean that English
poetical literature has been a series of bold experiments
less shackled by the past than in countries which have
a stronger sense of cultural tradition. Revolutions
are distracting things, but they are often good for
the human soul; for they bring a rapid opening of
new horizons.

Here comes in the side of success and achievement.
By the natural law of compensation it is gained by a
force which answers to the defects and limitations;
it has those for its price. For nowhere else has indi-
vidual genius found so free a field, been able to work
so directly out of itself and follow so boldly its own
line of poetic adventure. Form is a great power, but
sureness of form is not everything. A strong tradition
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of form gives a sure ground upon which genius can
work in safety and be protected from its own wander-
ings; but it limits and stands in the way of daring
individual adventure. The spirit of adventure, if
its path is strewn with accidents, stumblings or fatal
casualties, brings, when it does succeed, new reve-
lations which are worth all the price paid for them.
English poetry is full of such new revelations. Its
richness, its constant freshness, itslavish expenditure
of genius exulting in freedom, delivered from all
meticulous caution, its fire and force of imagination,
its lambent energy of poetic speech, its constant
self-liberation into intensest beauty of self-expression
are the rewards of its courage and its liberty. These
things are of the greatest value in poetry. They lead
besides to possibilities which are of the highest
importance to the poetry of the future.

We may briefly anticipate and indicate in what
manner. We have to accept one constant tendency
of the spirit of English poetry, which loves to dwell
with all its weight upon the presentation of life and
action, of feeling and passion, to give that its full
force and to make it the basis and the source and,
not only the point of reference, but the utility of all
else. A strong hold upon this life, the earth-life, is
the characteristic of the English mind, and it is
natural that it should take possession of its poetry.
The pure Celtic genius leans towards the opposite
extreme, seems to care little for the earth-life for
its own sake, has little hold on it or only a light
and ethereal hold, accepts it as a starting-point for
the expression of other-life, is attracted by all that
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is hidden and secret. The Latin mind insists on the
presentation of life, but for the purposes of thought;
its eye is on the universal truths and realities of
which it is the visible expression,—not the remoter,
the spiritual or soul-truths, but those which present
themselves to the clarities of the intelligence. But
the English mind looks at life and loves it for its own
sake, in all its externalities, its play of outer indivi-
dualities, its immediate subjective idiosyncrasies.
Even when it is strongly attracted by other motives,
the intellectual, the aesthetic or the spiritual, it
seldom follows these with a completely disinterested
fidelity, but comes back with them on the external
life and tries to subject them to its mould. This
turn is not universal,—Blake escapes from it,—nor
the single dominant power,—Keats and Shelley and
Wordsworth have their hearts elsewhere; but it is a
constant power; it attracts even the poets who have
not a real genius for it and vitiates their work by the
immixture of an alien motive.

This objective and external turn might be strong
enough in some other arts,—fiction, for instance, or
sculpture,—to create a clear national tradition and
principle of form, but not easily in poetry. For here
the mere representation of life cannot be enough,
however vivid or subjected to the law of poetic
beauty it may be. Poetry must drive at least at a
presentation from within and not at simple artistic
reproduction, and the principle of presentation must
be something more than that of the eye on the visible
object. It is by a process from within, a passing of
it through some kind of intimately subjective vision
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that life is turned into poetry. If this subjective
medium is the inspired reason or the intuitive mind,
the external presentation of life gives place inevi-
tably to an interpretation, a presentation in which
its actual lines are either neglected or subordinated
in order that some inner truth of it may emerge.
But in English poetry the attempt is to be or at least
"to appear true to the actual lines of life, to hold up
a mirror to Nature. It is the mirror then which has
to do the poetising of life; the vital, the imaginative,
the emotional temperament of the poet is the
reflecting medium and it has to supply unaided the
creative and poetical element. We have then a
faithfully unfaithful reflection which always amounts
to a transformation, because the temperament of
the poet lends to life and Nature its own hues, its
own lines, its own magnitudes. But the illusion of
external reality, of an “imitation” of Nature is
created,—the illusion which has been for so long a
first canon of Western artistic conceptions,—and
the English mind which carries this tendency to an
extreme, feels then that it is building upon the
safe foundation of the external and the real; it is
satisfied of the earth even when it is singing in the
heavens.

But this sole reliance on the temperament of the
poet has certain strong results. It gives an immense
importance to individuality, much greater than
that which it must always have in poetical creation:
the transformation of life and Nature in the indivi-
duality becomes almost the whole secret of this
poetry. Therefore English poetry is much more
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powerfully and consciously personal and individual
than that of any other language, aims much less
directly at the impersonal and universal. This indi-
vidual subjective element creates enormous differences
between the work of poets of the same age; they
cannot escape from the common tendencies, but
give to them a quite independent turn and expression,
subordinate them to the assertion of the individuality;
in other literatures, until recently, the reverse has
oftener happened. Besides, the higher value given
to the intensity of the imaginative, vital or emo-
tional response, favours and is perhaps a first cause
of that greater intensity of speech and immediate
vision which is the strength of English poetry. For
since the heightening cannot come mainly from the
power and elevation of the medium through which
life is seen, as in Greek and ancient Indian poetry,
it has to come almost entirely from the individual
response in the poet, his force of personal utterance,
his intensity of personal vision.

Three general characteristics emerge. The first is
a constant reference and return of the higher poetical
motives to the forms of external life, as if the enriching
of that life were its principal artistic aim. The
second is a great force of subjective individuality and
personal temperament as a leading power of the
poetic creation. The third is a great intensity of
speech and ordinarily of a certain kind of direct
vision. But in the world’s literature generally these
are the tendencies that have been on the increase
and two of them at least are likely to be persistent.
There is everywhere a considerable stressing of the
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individual subjective element, a drift towards making
the most of the poet’s personality, an aim at a more
vivid response and the lending of new powers of
colour and line from within to the vision of life and
Nature, a search for new intensities of word and
rhythm which will translate into speech a deeper
insight. In following out the possible lines of the
future the defect of the English mind is its inability
to follow the higher motives disinterestedly to their
deepest and largest creative results, but this is being
remedied by new influences. The entrance of the
pure Celtic temperament into English poetry through
the Irish revival is likely to do much; the contribution
of the Indian mind in work like Tagore’s may act
in the same direction.

If this change is effected, the natural powers of
the English spirit will be of the highest value to the
future poetry. For that poetry is likely to move to
the impersonal and universal, not through the
toning down of personality and individuality, but by
their heightening to a point where they are liberated
into the impersonal and universal expression. Sub-
jectivity is likely to be its greater power, the growth
to the universal subjective enriched by all the forces
of the personal soul-experience. The high intensity of
speech which English poetry has brought to bear
upon all its material, its power of giving the fullest
and richest value to the word and the image, is needed
for the expression of the values of the spiritual,
which will be one of the aims of a higher intuitive
utterance. If the pursuit of the higher godheads into
their own sphere will be one of its endeavours, their
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return upon the earth-life to transform our vision of
it will be its other side. If certain initial movements
we can even now see in English poetry outline them-
selves, this long stream of strong creation and utter-
ance may arrive at a point where it will discover a
supreme utility for all its past powers in another more
comprehensive motive into which their strands can
be successfully interwoven: it may achieve clear and
powerful forms of a new intuitive utterance in which
the Anglo-Celtic spirit will find its highest self-expres-
sion. The Elizabethan poet wrote in the spacious
days of its first birth into greatness,

Or who can tell for what great work in hand
The greatness of our style is now ordained?
What powers it shall bring in, what spirits command?

It has since brought in many powers, commanded
many spirits; but it may be that the richest powers,
the highest and greatest spirit yet remain to be found
and commanded.



CHAPTER IX

THE COURSE OF ENGLISH POETRY

(1)

THESE are the general characteristics of English
poetry, the powers which have been at work in it.
For we have to see first what are the spirit and temper
that have stood behind and come to the front in a
literature in order to understand the course that it has
taken and the forms that it has assumed. The field
which poetry covers is common ground, but each
nation has its own characteristic spirit and creative
quality which determine the province in which it
will best succeed, the turn or angle of its vision and
the shape of its work. The English poetical genius
was evidently predestined by the complexity of its
spirit and its union of opposite powers to an adven-
turous consecutive seeking over the whole field; but
.in first potentiality its limitations point to a more
facile success in the concrete or imaginative presen-
tation of life, a more difficult success in the
intellectual or spiritual interpretation of life,
while most difficult of all for it would be a direct
presentation of the things beyond, of mystic reali-
ties or of the higher truths of the spirit. Yet,
on the other hand, if this difficulty could once be
overcome, then because of the profounder intensity
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of the power of poetical speech which this literature
has developed, the very highest expression of these
things would be possible, a nearer expression than
would be possible without much fashioning to the
poetry of the Latin tongues whose speech has been
cast in the mould of a clear or high intellectuality
rather than into the native utterance of imaginative
vision. We see in modern French creation a constant
struggle with this limitation and, even, a poet like
Mallarmé breaking the mould of the French speech
in his desperate effort to force it to utter what is to
its natural clear lucidity almost unutterable. No
such difficulty presents itself in English poetry; the
depths, the vistas of suggestion, the power to open
the doors of the infinite are already there for the mind
rightly gifted to evoke and use for the highest purposes.
Much less naturally fitted for fine prose utterance,
the language has all the close lights and shades, the
heights and depths, the recesses of fathomless sense
needed by the poet.

We have to see how this has come about; for it has
not been accomplished at all easily, but only by much
effort and seeking. We observe first that English
poetry has covered the field that lies before the genius
of poetry by successive steps which follow the natural
ascending order of our developing perceptions. It
began by a quite external, a clear and superficial
substance and utterance. It proceeded to a deeper
vital poetry, a poetry of the power and beauty and
wonder and spontaneous thought, the joy and pas-
sion and pain, the colour and music of Life, in which
the external presentation of life and things was taken

6
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up, but exceeded and given its full dynamic and
imaginative content. From that it turned to an
attempt at mastering the secret of the Latins, the
secret of a clear, measured and intellectual dealing
with life, things and ideas. Then came an attempt, a
brilliant and beautiful attempt to get through Nature
and thought and the mentality in life and Nature
and their profounder aesthetic suggestion to certain
spiritual truths behind them. This attempt could not
come to perfect fruition, partly because there had not
been the right intellectual preparation or a sufficient
basis of spiritual knowledge and experience and only
so much could be given as the solitary individual
intuition of the poet could by a sovereign effort attain,
partly because after the lapse into an age of reason
the spontaneous or the intenser language of spiritual
poctry could not always be found or, if found,
could not be securely kept. So we get a deviation
into another age of intellectual, artistic or reflective
poetry with a much wider range, but less profound in
its roots, less high in its growth; and partly out of this,
partly by a recoil from it has come the turn of recent
and contemporary poetry which seems at last to be
approaching the secret of the utterance of profounder
truth with its right magic of speech and rhythm.
We get the first definite starting-point of this move-
ment in the poetry of Chaucer when the rough poverty
of the Anglo-Saxon mind first succeeded in assimilat-
ing the French influence and refining and clarifying
by that its speech and its aesthetic-sense. It is cha-
racteristic of the difficulty of the movement that as
in its beginning, so at each important turn, or at least
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on the three first occasions of a new orientation, it has
had thus to go to school, to make almost a fresh
start under the influences of a foreign culture and
poetry, needing in spite of so much poetic originality
and energy and genius a strong light of suggestion
from outside to set it upon its way. All modern liter-
atures have at one time or another needed this kind
of external help, but once formed and in possession
of themselves they adopt impresses more or less
lightly and only as a secondary assistance. But here
we have a remodelling of the whole plan under foreign
teaching. Chaucer gives English poetry a first shape
by the help of French romance models and the work
of Italian masters; the Elizabethans start anew in
dependence on Renaissance influences from France
and Italy and a side wind from Spain; Milton goes
direct to classical models; the Restoration and the
eighteenth century take pliantly the pseudo-classical
form from the contemporary French poets and critics.
Still this dependence is only in externals; in the
essential things of poetry some native character pre-
vails, a new turn is rapidly given, an original power
and method emerges; the dynamic vitality of the
race was too great not to arrive almost at once at a
transmutation.

The first early motive and style of this poetry as
it emerges in Chaucer strikes at once an English
note. The motive is the poetic observation of ordi-
nary human life and character—without any pre-
occupying idea, without any ulterior design, simply
as it reflects itself in the individual mind and tem-
perament of the poet. Chaucer has his eye fixed on



84 THE FUTURE POETRY

the object, and that object is the external action of
life as it passes before him throwing its figures on his
mind and stirring it to a kindly satisfaction in the
movement and its interest, to a blithe sense of
humour or a light and easy pathos. He does not seek
to add anything to it or to see anything below it or
behind its outsides, nor does he look at all into the
souls or deeply into the minds of the men and .
women whose appearance, action and easily apparent
traits of character he describes with so apt and
observant a fidelity. He does not ask himself what is
the meaning of all this movement of life or the power
in it or draw any large poetic idea from it; he is
not moved to interpret life, a clear and happy
presentation is his business. It is there simply in the
sunlight with its familiar lines and normal colours,
sufficiently interesting in itself, by its external action,
and he has to record it, to give it a shape in lucid
poetic speech and rhythm; for to turn it into stuff
of poetry that and the sunlight of his own happy
poetic temperament in which he bathes it is all he
needs. And the form he gives it is within its limits
and for its work admirably apt, sufficient and satis-
fying,—provided we ask from it nothing more than
it has to offer us. Chaucer had learnt ease, grace
and lucidity from the French romance poetry and
from the great Italians a sufficient force and
compactness of expression which French verse had
not yet attained. But neither his poetic speech nor
his rhythm has anything of the plastic greatness and
high beauty of the Italians. It is an easy, limpid
and flowing movement, a stream rather than a well,
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—for it has no depths in it,—of pure English utterance
just fitted for the clear and pleasing poetic presen-
tation of external life as if in an unsullied mirror,
at times rising into an apt and pointed expression,
but for the most part satisfied with a first primitive
power of poetic speech, a subdued and well-tempered
even adequacy. Only once or twice does he by
accident strike out a really memorable line of poetry;
yet Dante and Petrarch were among his masters.
No other great poetical literature has had quite
such a beginning. Others also started with a poetry
of external life, Greek with the poetry of Homer,
Latin with the historical epic of Ennius, French with
the feudal romances of the Charlemagne cycle and
the Arthurian cycle. But in none of these was the
artistic aim simply the observant presentation of
Greek or Roman or feudal life. Homer gives us
the life of man always at a high intensity of impulse
and action and without subjecting it to any other
change he casts it in lines of beauty and in divine
proportions; he deals with it as Phidias dealt with the
human form when he wished to create a god in
marble. When we read the Iliad and the Odyssey,
we are not really upon this earth, but on the earth
lifted into some plane of a greater dynamis of life,
and so long as we remain there we have a greater
vision in a more lustrous air and we feel ourselves
raised to a semi-divine stature. Ennius’ object was
like Virgil’s to cast into poetical utterance the spirit
of Rome. So the spirit of catholic and feudal Europe
transmutes life and gives in its own way an ideal
presentation of it which only misses greatness by the
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inadequacy of its speech and rhythmic movement
and the diffuse prolixity of its form. Chaucer’s poetic
method has no such great idea or uplifting motive
or spirit. Whether the colour he gives happens to
be realistic or romantic, it falls within the same
formula. It is the reflecting of an external life, with
sometimes just a tinge of romantic illumination,
in an observing mind that makes itself a shining
poetic mirror.

The spirit of English poetry having thus struck its
first strong note, a characteristic English note,
having got as far as the Anglo-Saxon mind refined
by French and Italian influence could go in its own
proper way and unchanged nature, came suddenly
to a pause. Many outward reasons might be given
for that, but none sufficient; for the real cause was
that to have developed upon this line would have
been to wander up and down in a cul-de-sac; it would
have been to anticipate in a way in poetry the self-
imprisonment of Dutch art in a strong externalism,
of a fairer kind indeed, but still too physical and
outward in its motive. English poetry had greater
things to do and it waited for some new light and
more powerful impulse to come. Still this external
motive and method are native to the English mind
and with many modifications have put their strong
impress upon the literature. It is the method of
English fiction from Richardson to Dickens; it got
into the Elizabethan drama and prevented it, except
in Shakespeare, from equalling the nobler work of
other great periods of dramatic poetry. It throws
its limiting shade over English narrative poetry,
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which after its fresh start in the symbolism of the Faery
Queen and the vital intensity of Marlowe ought either
to have got clear away from it or at least to have
transmuted it by the infusion of much higher artistic
motives. To give only one instance in many, it got
sadly in the way of Tennyson, who yet had no real
turn for the reproduction of life, and prevented
him from working out the fine subjective and mystic
vein which his first natural intuitions had discovered
in such work as the Lady of Shalott and the Morte
d’Arthur; we have to be satisfied instead with the
Princess and Enoch Arden and the picturesque triviality
of the Idylls of the King which give us the impression
of gentlemen and ladies of Victorian drawing-rooms
masquerading as Celtic-mediaeval knights and
dames, with a meaning of some kind in it all that
does not come home to us because it is lost in a falsetto
mimicking of the external strains of life. Certainly,
it is useless to quarrel with national tendencies and
characteristics which must show themselves in poetry
as elsewhere; but English poetry had opened the
gates of other powers and if it could always have
lifted up the forms of external life by these powers,
the substance of its work might then have meant
much more to the world and the strength of its
vision of things might constantly have equalled the
power and beauty of its utterance. As it is, even
poets of great power are being constantly led away
by this tendency from the fulfilment of their movre
characteristic potentialities.

The new light and impulse that set free the silence
of the poetic spirit in England for its first abundant
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and sovereign utterance, came from the Renaissance
in France and Italy. The Renaissance meant many
things and it meant too different things in different
countries, but one thing above all everywhere, the
discovery of beauty and joy in every energy of life.
The Middle Ages had lived strongly and with a
sort of deep and sombre force, but, as it were, always
under the shadow of death and under the burden
of an obligation to aspire through suffering to a
beyond; their life is bordered on one side by the
cross and on the other by the sword. The Renais-
sance brings in the sense of a liberation from the
burden and the obligation; it looks at life and loves
it in excess; 1t is carried away by the beauty of the
body and the senses and the intellect, the beauty of
sensation and action and speech and thought,—
of thought hardly at all for its own sake, but thought
as a power of life. It is Hellenism returning with its
strong sense of humanity and things human, nihil
humani alienum,! but at first a barbarised Hellenism,
unbridled and extravagant, riotous in its vitalistic
energy, too much overjoyed for restraint and measure.

Elizabethan poetry is an expression of this energy,
passion and wonder of life, and it is much more
powerful, disorderly and unrestrained than the cor-
responding poetry in other countries, having neither
a past traditional culture nor an innate taste to res-
train its extravagances. It springs up in a chaos
of power and of beauty in which forms emerge and
shape themselves by a stress within it for which there

1 Nothing human is alien to me.
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is no clear guiding knowledge except such as the
instinctive genius of the age and the individual can
give. It is constantly shot through with brilliant
threads of intellectual energy, but is not at all in-
tellectual in its innate spirit and dominant character.
It is too vital for that, too much moved and excited;
for its mood is passionate, sensuous, loose of rein;
its speech sometimes liquid with sweetness, some-
times vehement and inordinate in pitch, enamoured
of the variety of its notes, revelling in image and
phrase, a tissue of sweet or violent colours, of many-
hued fire, of threads of golden and silver light.

It bestowed on the nation a new English speech,
rich in capacity, gifted with an extraordinary poetic
intensity and wealth and copiousness, but full also
of the disorder and excess of new formation. A drama
exultant in action and character, passion and inci-
dent and movement, a lyric and romantic poetry
of marvellous sweetness, richness and force are its
strong fruits. Here the two sides of the national
mind throw themselves out for the first time with a
full energy, but within the limits of a vital, sensuous
and imaginative mould, the one dominant in its
pure poetry, the other ordinarily in its drama, but
both in Shakespeare welded into a supreme phe-
nomenon of poetic and dramatic genius. It is on the
whole the greatest age of utterance,—though not of
highest spirit and aim,—of the genius of English
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BeauTIFUL as are many of its productions, powerful
as it is in the mass, if we look at it not in detail, not
merely revelling in beauty of line and phrase and
image, in snatches of song and outbursts of poetic
richness and power, but as a whole, as definite artistic
creation, this wealthiest age of English poetry bears
a certain stamp of defect and failure. It cannot be
placed for a moment as a supreme force of excellence
in literary culture by the side of the great ages of
Greek and Roman poetry, but, besides that, it falls
short too in aesthetic effect and virtue in compa-
rison with other poetic periods less essentially vigo-
rous than itself; it has an inferior burden of meaning
and, if a coursing of richer life-blood, no settled
fullness of spirit and a less adequate body of forms.
The great magician, Shakespeare, by his marvellous
poetic rendering of life and the spell his poetry casts
upon us, conceals this general inadequacy; the whole
age which he embodies is magnified by his presence
and the adjacent paler figures catch something of
the light and kinship of his glory and appear in it
more splendid than they are. Shakespeare is an
exception, a miracle of poetic force; he survives
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untouched all adverse criticism, not because there are
not plenty of fairly large spots in this sun, but because
in any complete view of him they disappear in the
greatness of his light. Spenser and Marlowe are poets
of a high order, great in spite of an eventual failure.
But the rest owe their stature to an uplifting power in
the age and not chiefly to their own intrinsic height of
genius; and that power had many vices, flaws and
serious limitations which their work exaggerates
wilfully rather than avoids. The gold of this golden
age of English poetry is often very beautifully and
richly wrought, but it is seldom worked into a perfect
artistic whole; it disappears continually in masses of
alloy, and there is on the whole more of a surface
gold-dust than of the deeper yield of the human spirit.

The defect of this Elizabethan work is most charac-
teristic and prominent in that part of it which has
been vaunted as its chief title to greatness, its drama.
Shakespeare and Marlowe may be considered sepa-
rately; but the rest of Elizabethan dramatic work is
powerful in effort rather than sound and noble in
performance. All its vigorous presentation of life has
not been able to keep it alive; it is dead or keeps only,
to use Mr. Cousins’ phrase, the dusty immortality of
the libraries, and this in spite of the attention drawn
to it in quite recent times by scholars and critics and
the hyperbolic eulogies two or three eminent writers
have bestowed on it. This is not to say that it has not
merits and, in a way, very striking merits. The
Elizabethan playwrights were men of a confident
robust talent, some of them of real genius; they had
the use of the language of an age in which the power
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of literary speech was a common possession and men
were using language as a quite new and rich instru-
ment, lavishly, curiously, exulting in its novel capa-
cities of expression; the first elements of the dramatic
form, the temper and some of the primary faculties
which go to make dramatic creation possible were
there in the literary spirit of the age, and all of
them in more or less degree possessed these things
and could use them. They have a certain force of
vital creation, the faculty of producing very freely a
mass of incident and movement, much power of exu-
berant dialogue, a knack of expression both in verse
and prose and of putting the language of the passions
into the mouth of cleverly constructed human figures
which walk actively about the stage, if not in quite a
natural manner, yet with enough of it to give for the
time the illusion of living creatures; and they had
eminently a vigorous turn for the half romantic, half
realistic reproduction of life and manners. Especially,
it was a time in which there was a fresh and vivid
interest in life and man and action, in the adventure
and wonder and appeal of the mere vital pheno-
menon of living and feeling and thinking, and their
work is full of this freshness and interest. All this, it
might be thought, is quite enough to create a great
dramatic poetry; and certainly if we require no more
than this we shall give a prominent place to the
Elizabethan drama, higher perhaps than to the Greek
or any other. But these things are enough only to
produce plays which will live their time on the stage
and in the library; they are not, by themselves,
sufficient for great dramatic creation. Something
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else is needed for that, which we get in Shakespeare,
in Racine, Corneille and Moliére, in Calderon, in the
great Greeks, in the Sanskrit dramatists; but these
other Elizabethans are rather powerful writers and
playwrights than inspired dramatic poets and
creators.

Dramatic poetry cannot live by the mere presenta-
tion of life and action and the passions, however
truly they may be portrayed or however vigorously
and abundantly. Its object is something greater and
its conditions of success much more onerous. It must
have, to begin with, as the fount of its creation or in
its heart an interpretative vision and in that vision
an explicit or implicit idea of life and the human
being; and the vital presentation which is its outward
instrument, must arise out of that harmoniously,
whether by a spontaneous creation, as in Shakespeare,
or by the compulsion of an intuitive artistic will, as
with the Greeks. This interpretative vision and idea
have in the presentation to seem to arise out of the
inner life of vital types of the human soul or individual
representatives of it through an evolution of speech
leading to an evolution of action,—speech being the
first important instrument, because through it the poet
reveals the action of the soul, and outward action and
event only the second, important, but less essential,
reducible even to a minimum, because by that he
makes visible and concrete to us the result of the inner
action. In all very great drama the true movement
and result is really psychological and the outward
action, even when it is considerable, and the consum-
mating event, even though loud and violent, are only
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either its symbol or else its condition of culmination.
Finally, all this has to be cast into a close dramatic
form, a successful weaving of interdependent rela-
tions, relations of soul to soul, of speech to speech, of
action to action, the more close and inevitable the
better, because so the truth of the whole evolution
comes home to us. And if it is asked what in a word
is the essential purpose of all this creation, I think we
might possibly say that drama is the poet’s vision of
some part of the world-act in the life of the human
soul, it is in a way his vision of Karma, in an extended
and very flexible sense of the word; and at its highest
point it becomes a poetic rendering or illustration of
the Aeschylean drasanti pathein, “‘the doer shall feel the
effect of his act,” in an inner as well as an outer, a
happy no less than an austere significance, whether
that effect be represented as psychological or vital,
whether it comes to its own through sorrow and
calamity, ends in a judgment by laughter or finds an
escape into beauty and joy, whether the presenta-
tion be tragic or comic or tragi-comic or idyllic. To
satisfy these conditions is extremely difficult and for
that reason the great dramatists are so few in their
number,—the entire literature of the world has hardly
given us more than a dozen. The difficult evolution of
dramatic poetry is always more hard to lead than the
lyric which is poetry’s native expression, or than the
narrative which is its simpler expansion.

The greatness of a period of dramatic poetry can be
measured by the extent to which these complex con-
ditions were understood in it or were intuitively
practised. But in the mass of the Elizabethan drama
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the understanding is quite absent and the practice
comes, if at all, only rarely, imperfectly and by a sort
of accident. Shakespeare himself seems to have
divined these conditions or contained them in the
shaping flame of his genius rather than perceived
them by the artistic intelligence. The rest have ordi-
narily no light of interpretative vision, no dramatic
idea. Their tragedy and comedy are both oppressively
external; this drama presents, but does not at all
interpret; it is an outward presentation of manners
and passions and lives by vigour of action and a quite
outward-going speech; it means absolutely nothing.
The tragedy is irrational, the comedy has neither
largeness nor subtlety of idea; they are mixed together
too without any artistic connection such as Shakes-
peare manages to give to them so as to justify tho-
roughly their coexistence. The characters are not
living beings working out their mutual Karma, but
external figures of humanity jostling each other on a
crowded stage, mere tossing drift of the waves of life.
The form of the drama too is little more than a suc-
cession of speech and incident,! as in a story, with a
culminating violent or happy ending, which comes not
because psychologically it must, but because a story
has to have a release of ending, or, if tragic, its point
of loud detonation. To make up for their essential
defects these poets have to heap up incident and
situation and assail us with vehement and often

1 Ben Jonson is an exception. He has the idea of construction,
but his execution is heavy and uninspired, the work of a robustly
conscientious craftsman rather than a creative artist,
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grossly exaggerated speech and passion, frequently
tearing the passion into glaringly coloured tatters,
almost always overstraining or in some way making
too much of it. They wish to pile on us the interest
of life in whose presentation their strength lies, to
accumulate in a mass, so as to carry us away, things
attracting, things amusing, things striking, things
horrible; they will get at us through the nerves and
the lower emotional being,—and in this they succeed
eminently,—since they cannot get at us through a
higher intellectual and imaginative appeal. The evo-
lution of the action is rather theatrically effective
than poetic, the spirit and the psychology melo-
dramatic rather than dramatic. Nor are these radical
dramatic defects atoned for by any great wealth of
poetry, for their verse has more often some formal
merit and a great air of poetry than its essence,—
though there are exceptions as in lines and passages
of Peele and Webster. The presentation of life with
some poetic touch but without any transforming
vision or strongly suffusing power in the poetic tem-
perament is the general character of their work.
It is necessary to emphasise these defects because
indiscriminate praise of these poets helps to falsify or
quite exclude the just artistic view of the aim of
sound dramatic creation, and imitation of the catching
falsities of this model has been the real root of the
inefficacy of subsequent attempts in the dramatic
form even by poets of great gifts. It explains the failure
of even a mind which had the true dramatic turn, a
creator like Browning, to achieve drama of the first
excellence,
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Marlowe alone of the lesser Elizabethan dramatists
stands apart from his fellows, not solely by his strong
and magnificent vein of poetry, but because he knows
what he is about; he alone has some clearly grasped
dramatic idea. And not only is he conscious of his
artistic aim, but it is a sound aim on the higher
levels of the dramatic art. He knows that the human
soul in action is his subject and Karma the power of
the theme, and he attempts to create a drama of the
human will throwing itself on life, the will egoistic
and Asuric, conquering only to succumb to the great
adversary Death or breaking itself against the forces
its violence has brought into hostile play. This is
certainly a high and fit subject for tragic creation and
his highly coloured and strongly cut style and rhythm
are well-suited for its expression. Unhappily, Marlowe
had the conception, but not any real power of drama-
tic execution. He is unable to give the Igst awakening
breath of life to his figures; in the external manner
so common in English poetry and fiction he rather
constructs than evolves, portrays than throws out
into life, paints up or sculptures from outside than
creates from within, which is yet the sole true method
of poetic or at least of dramatic creation. He has not,
either, the indispensable art of construction; only
in one of his tragedies does he vitally relate together
his characters and their action throughout, and
even that, though a strong work, falls far short of the
greatness of a masterpiece. He had too, writing for
the Elizabethan stage, to adopt a model which was
too complex for the strong simplicity of his theme and
the narrow intensity of his genius, and he had, working

7
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for that semi-barbarous public, to minister to tastes
which were quite incongruous with his purpose
and which he had not flexibility enough to bring
within its scope or to elevate towards its level. In
fact, Marlowe was not a born dramatist; his true
genius was lyrical, narrative and epic. Limited by his
inborn characteristics, he succeeds in bringing out
his poetic motive only in strong detached scenes and
passages or in great culminating moments in which
the lyrical cry and the epic touch break out through
the form of drama.

Shakespeare stands out alone, both in his own age
when so many were drawn to the form and circum-
stances were favourable to this kind of genius, and in
all English literature, as the one great and genuine
dramatic poet but this one is indeed equal to a host.
He stands out too as quite unique in his spirit, method
and quality., For his contemporaries resemble him
only in externals; they have the same outward form
and crude materials, but not the inner dramatic
method by which he transformed and gave them a
quite other meaning and value; and later romantic
drama, though it has tried hard to imitate the Shakes-
pearian motive and touch, has been governed by
another kind of poetic mind and its intrinsic as
distinguished from its external method has been really
different. It takes hold of life, strings together its
unusual effects and labours to make it out of the
way, brilliant, coloured, conspicuous. Shakespeare
does not do that, except rarely, in early imitative
work or when he is uninspired. He does not need
to lay violent hands on life and turn it into romantic
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pyrotechnics; for life itself has taken hold of him in
order to recreate itself in his image, and he sits within
himself at its heart and pours out from its impulse
a throng of beings, as real in the world he creates as
men are in this other world from which he takes
his hints, a multitude, a riot of living images carried
on a many-coloured sea of revealing speech and a
never failing surge of movement. His dramatic
method seems indeed to have usually no other intellec~
tual purpose, aesthetic motive or spiritual secret:
ordinarily it labours simply for the joy of a multiple
poetic vision of life and vital creation with no centre
except the life-power itself, no coordination except
that thrown out spontaneously by the unseizable
workings of its energy, no unity but the one unity of
man and the life-spirit in Nature working in him
and before his eyes. It is this sheer creative Ananda
of the life-spirit which is Shakespeare; abroad every-
where in that age it incarnates itself in him for the
pleasure of poetic self-vision.

All Shakespeare’s powers and limitations,—for
it is now permissible to speak of his limitations,—arise
from this character of the force that moved him to
poetic utterance. He is not primarily an artist, a
poetical thinker or anything else of the kind, but a
great vital creator and intensely, though within
marked limits, a seer of life. His art itself is life arrang-
ing its forms in its own surge and excitement, not in
any kind of symmetry,—for symmetry here there is
none,—nor in fine harmonies, but still in its own
way supremely and with a certain intimately metric
arrangement of its many loose movements, in mobile
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perspectives, a succession of crowded but successful
and satisfying vistas. While he has given a wonderful
language to poetic thought, he yet does not think for
the sake of thought, but for the sake of life; his way
indeed is not so much the poet himself thinking about
life, as life thinking itself out in him through many
mouths, in many moods and moments, with a rich
throng of fine thought-effects, but not for any clear
sum of intellectual vision or to any high power of either
ideal or spiritual result. His development of human
character has a sovereign force within its bounds,
but it is the soul of the human being as seen through
outward character, passion, action, the life-soul,
and not either the thought-soul or the deeper psychic
being or the profounder truth of the human spirit.
Something of these things we may get, but only in
shadow or as a partial reflection in a coloured glass,
not in their own action. In his vision and therefore
in his poetic motive Shakespeare never really either
rises up above life or gets behind it; he neither sees
what it reaches out to nor the great unseen powers
that are active within it. At one time, in two or three
of his tragedies, he seems to have been striving to do
this. but all that he does see then is the action of
certain tremendous life-forces which he either sets
in a living symbol or indicates behind the human
action, as in Macbeth, or embodies, as in King Lear,
in a tragically uncontrollable possession of his human
characters. Nevertheless, his is not a drama of mere
externalised action, for it lives from within and more
deeply than our external life. This is not Virat, the
seer and creator of gross forms, but Hiranyagarbha,
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the luminous mind of dreams, looking through those
forms to see his own images behind them. More
than any other poet Shakespeare has accomplished
mentally the legendary feat of the impetuous sage
Viswamitra; his power of vision has created a Shakes-
pearean world of his own, and it is, in spite of its
realistic elements, a romantic world in a very true
sense of the word, a world of the wonder and free
power of life and not of its mere external realities
where what is here dulled and hampered finds a
greater enlarged and intense breath of living,
an ultra-natural play of beauty, curiosity and
amplitude.

It is needful in any view of the evolution of poetry
to note the limits within which Shakespeare did his
work, so that we may fix the point reached; but still
within the work itself his limitations do not matter.
And even his positive defects and lapses cannot lower
him, because there is an unfailing divinity of power
in his touch which makes them negligible. He has,
however much toned down, his share of the Eli-
zabethan crudities, violences, extravagances, but
they are upborne on a stream of power and end by
falling in into the general greatness of his scheme.
He has deviations into stretches of half prosaic verse
and vagaries of tortured and bad poetic expression,
sometimes atrociously bad; but they are yet always
very evidently not failures of power, but the wilful
errors of a great poet, more careful of dramatic truth
and carried on by his force of expression than bound
to verbal perfection. We feel obliged to accept his
defects, which in another poet our critical sense
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would be swift to condemn or reject, because they
are part of his force, just as we accept the vigorous
errors of a great personality. His limitations are
very largely the condition of his powers. Certainly,
he is no universal revealer, as his idolators would
have him be,—for even in the life-soul of man there
are things beyond him,—but to have given a form
so wonderful, so varied, so immortally alive, in so
great a surge of the intensest poetical expression, to
a life-vision of this kind and this power, is a unique
achievement of poetical genius. The future may
find for us a higher and profounder, even a more
deeply and finely vital aim for the dramatic form
than any Shakespeare ever conceived, but until
that has been done with an equal power, grasp and
fullness of vision and an equal intensity of revealing
speech, he keeps his sovereign station. The claim
made for him that he is the greatest of poets may
very well be challenged,—he is not quite that,—but
that he is first among dramatic poets cannot well
be questioned.

So far then the English poetic spirit had got in the
drama, and it has never got any farther. And this
is principally because it has allowed itself to be
obsessed by the Elizabethan formula; for it has clung
not merely to the Shakespearian form,—which might
after due modification still be used for certain pur-
poses, especially for a deeper life-thought expressing
itself through the strong colours of a romantic inter-
pretation,—but to the whole crude inartistic error
of that age. Great poets, poets of noble subjective
power, delicate artists, fine thinkers and singers, all
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directly they turn to the dramatic form, begin to
externalise fatally; they become violent, they gesti-
culate, they press to the action and forget to have
an informing thought, hold themselves bound to the
idea of drama as a robust presentation of life and
incident and passion. And because this is not a
true idea and, in any case, it is quite inconsistent with
the turn of their own genius, they fail inevitably.
Dryden stumbling heavily through his rhymed plays,
Wordsworth of all people, the least Elizabethan of
poets, penning with a conscientious dullness his
Borderers, Byron diffusing his elemental energy in bad
blank verse and worse dramatic construction, Keats
turning from his unfinished Hyperion to wild school-boy
imitations of the worst Elizabethan type, Shelley
even, forgetting his discovery of a new and fine
literary form for dramatic poetry to give us the
Elizabethan violences of the Cenci, Tennyson, Swin-
burne, even after Atalanta, following the same ignis
fatuus, a very flame of fatuity and futility, are all
victims of the same hypnotism. Recently a new turn
is visible; but as yet it is doubtful whether the right
conditions for a renovation of the dramatic form
and a true use of the dramatic motive have all come
into being. At any rate the predestined creator, if
he is to come, is not yet among us.
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Tae Elizabethan drama is an expression of the stir
of the life-spirit; at its best it is a great or strong,
buoyant or rich or beautiful, passionately excessive
or gloomily tenebrous force of vital poetry. The
rest of the utterance of the time is full of the lyric joy,
sweetness or emotion or moved and coloured self-
description of the same spirit. There is much in it
of curious and delighted thinking, but little of a high
and firm intellectual value. Culture is still in its
imaginative childhood and the thinking mind rather
works for the curiosity and beauty of thought and even
more for the curiosity and beauty of the mere expres-
sion of thought than for its light and its vision. The
poetry which comes out of this mood is likely to have
great charm and imaginative, emotional or descrip-
tive appeal, but may very well miss that depth of
profounder substance and that self-possessing pleni-
tude of form which are the other characteristics of a
rounded artistic creation. Beauty of poetical expres-
sion abounds in an unstinted measure, but for the
music of a deeper spirit or higher significance we have
to wait; the attempt at it we get, but not often all the
success of its presence.
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Spenser, the poet of second magnitude of the
time, gives us in his work this beauty in its fullest
abundance but also the limited measure of this deeper
but not quite successful endeavour. The Faerie
Queene is indeed a poem of unfailing imaginative charm
and its two opening cantos are exquisite in execution;
a stream of liquid harmony, of curiously opulent,
yet finely tempered description, of fluid poetical
phrase and minutely seen image,—for these are
Spenser’s constant gifts, the native form of his genius
which displays more of descriptive vision than of the
larger creative power or narrative force,—they work
out an inspired idea, a little too much lost in detail
and in the diffusion of a wealthy prolixity but still
holding well together its rather difficult and entangling
burden of symbols and forms and achieving in the
end some accomplished totality of fine poetic effect.
But if we look at the poem as a whole, the effect
intended fails, not because it happened to be left
unfinished, nor even because the power in it is not
equally sustained and is too evidently running thinner
and thinner as it proceeds, but because it could not
have come to a successful completion. Kalidasa’s
Birth of the War-God was left unfinished, or finished
by a very inferior hand, yet even in the fragment
there is already a masterly totality of effect; there is
the sense of a great and admirable design. Virgil’s
Aeneid, though in a way finished, did not receive
those last touches which sometimes make all the differ-
ence between perfection and the approach to it, and
we feel too, not a failure of art,—for that is a defect
which could never be alleged against Virgil,—but
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a relative thinning of the supporting power and
inspiration. Still the consummate artistic intelli-
gence of the poet has been so steadily at work, so
complete from the very inception, it has so thought
out and harmonised its idea from the beginning
that a fine and firm total effect is still given. But
here there is a defect of the artistic intellect, a vice
or insufficiency in its original power of harmonising
construction, characteristic of the Elizabethan, almost
of the English mind.

Spenser’s intention seems to have been to combine
in his own way the success of Ariosto with the success
of Dante. His work was to have been a rich and
beautiful romance and at the same time a great
interpretation by image and symbol, not here of
the spiritual but of the ethical meaning of
human life. A faery-tale and an ethical symbol
in one is his conception of his artistic task. That is a
kind of combination difficult enough to execute, but
capable of a great and beautiful effect in a master
hand; it had been achieved with supreme success by
Homer and Valmiki. But the Elizabethan intellectual
direction runs always towards conceit and curious
complication and it is unable to follow an idea for the
sake of what is essential in it, but tangles it up in all
sorts of turns and accessories; seizing on all manner of
disparates it tends to throw them together without
any real fusion. Spenser in his idea and its execution
fell a victim to all these defects of the intelligence. He
has taken his intellectual scheme from his Hellenism,
the virtues to be figured in typical human beings, but
dressed it up with the obvious mediaeval ingenuity of
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the allegory. Nor is he satisfied with a simple combi-
nation; the turn of the allegory must be at once ethical,
ecclesiastical and political in one fell complexity, his
witch of Faery-land represents Falsehood, the Roman
Catholic Church and Mary Queen of Scots in an
irritating jumble. The subject of a poem of this kind
has to be the struggle of the powers of good and evil,
but the human figures through whom it works out to
its issues, cannot be merely the good or the evil, this
or that virtue or vice, but must stand for them as
their expressive opportunity of life, not as their alle-
gorical body. That is how Homer and Valmiki work
out their idea. Spenser, a great poet, is not blind to
this elementary condition, but his tangled skein of
allegory continually hampers the sounder conception
and the interpretative narration works itself through
the maze of its distractions which we are obliged to
accept, not for their own interest or living force and
appeal, but for the beauty of the poetic expression
and description to which they give occasion.

Besides this fault of the initial conception, there are
defects in the execution. After a time at least the
virtues and vices altogether lose their way in faery-
land or they become mistily vague and negligible
which is, but considering the idea of the poem ought
not to be, a great relief to the reader. We are content
to read the poem or, still better, each canto apart as a
romance and leave the meaning to take care of itself,
—what was intended as a great ethical interpretative
poem of the human soul, as a series of romantic des-
criptions and incidents. We see where the defect is
when we make a comparison with the two other
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greater poems which had a similar intention. The
Odyssey is a battle of human will and character sup-
ported by divine power against evil men and wrathful
gods and adverse circumstance and the deaf opposi-
tion of the elements, whose scenes move with an easy
inevitability between the lands of romance and the
romance of actual human life, losing nowhere in the
wealth of incident and description either the harmoni-
sing aesthetic colour or the simple central idea. The
Ramayana too is made up of first materials which
belong to the world of faery romance, but, trans-
formed into an epic greatness, they support easily a
grandiose picture of the struggle of incarnate God and
Titan, of a human culture expressing the highest order
and range of ethical values with a reign of embattled
anarchic force, egoistic violence and domination and
lawless self-assertion. The whole is of a piece and
even in its enormous length and protracted detail
there is a victorious simplicity, largeness and unity.
The English poet loses himself in the outward, in
romantic incident and description pursued by his
imagination for their own sake. His idea is often too
much and too visibly expressed, yet in the end finds
no successful expression. Instead of relying upon the
force of his deeper poetic idea to sustain him, he
depends on intellectual device and parades his machi-
nery. The thread of connection is wandering and
confused. He achieves a diffuse and richly confused
perplexity, not a unity.

These are the natural limitations of the Elizabethan
age, and we have to note them with what may seem
at first a disproportionate emphasis, because they are
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the key to the immediately following reaction of
English poetry with its turn in Milton towards a severe
and serious intellectual effort and discipline and its
fall in Dryden and Pope to a manner which got away
from the most prominent defects of the Elizabethan
mind at the price of a loss of all its great powers.
English poetry before Milton had not passed through
any training of the poetic and artistic intelligence; it
had abounding energy and power, but no self-
discipline of the idea. Except in Shakespeare it fails to
construct; it at once loses and finds itself in a luxu-
rious indulgence of its power, follows with a loose
sweetness or a vehement buoyancy all its impulses
good, had or indifferent. Still what it does achieve,
is unique and often superlative in its kind. It achieves
an unsurpassed splendour of imaginative vitality,
vision of the life spirit, and also an unsurpassed in-
tensity of poetical expression, life venting itself in
speech, pouring its lyric emotion, its intimate and
intuitive description of itself in passionate detail,
thinking aloud in a native utterance of poetry packed
with expressive image or felicitous in directness.
There is no other poetry which has in at all the same
degree this achievement.

This poetry is then great in achievement within
the limits of its method and substance; but that
substance and method belong to the second step of the
psychological gradations by which poetry becomes a
more and more profound and subtle instrument of
the self-expression of the spirit in man. English
poetry, I have remarked, follows the grades of this
ascension with a singular fidelity of sequence. At
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first it was satisfied with only a primary superficial
response to the most external appearances of life, its
visible figures, incidents, primary feelings and charac-
teristics; to mirror these things clearly, justly, with
a certain harmony of selection and a just sufficient
transmutation in the personality and aesthetic tempe-
rament is enough for this earlier type of poetry, all
the more easily satisfied because everything is fresh,
interesting, stimulating, and the liveliness of the poetic
impression replaces the necessity of subtlety or depth.
Great poetry can be written in early times with this
as its substantial method, but not afterwards when
the race mind has begun to make an intenser and more
inward response to life. It then becomes the resort of
a secondary inspiration which is unable to rise to the
full heights of poetic possibility; or else, this external
method still persists as part of the outward manner of
a more subjective creation, but with a demand for
more heightened effects and a more penetrating
expression.

This is what has happened in the Elizabethan age.
The external tendency still persists, but it is no longer
sufficient. Where it is most preserved, it still demands
a more vehement response, strong colours, violent
passions, exaggerated figures, out-of-the-way or crowd-
ing events. Life is still the Muse of its poetry, but
it is a Life which demands to feel itself more and
is knocking at the gates of the deeper subjective being.
And in all the best work of the time it has already got
there, not very deep, but still enough to be initially
subjective. Whatever Shakespeare may suggest,—a
poet’s critical theories are not always a just clue to his
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inspiration,—it is not the holding up of a mirror to life
and Nature, but a moved and excited reception and
evocation. Life throws its impressions, but what
seizes upon them is a greater and deeper life-power
in the poet which is not satisfied with mirroring or just
beautifully responding, but begins to throw up at
once around them its own rich matter of being and so
creates something new, more personal, intimate,
fuller of an inner vision, emotion, passion of self-
expression. This is the source of the new intensity;
it is this impulse towards an utterance of the creative
life-power within which drives towards the dramatic
form and acts with such unexampled power in Shakes-
peare; at another extremity of the Elizabethan mind,
in Spenser, it gets farther away from the actuality of
life and takes its impressions as hints only for a purely
imaginative creation which has an aim at things
symbolic, otherwise revelatory, deeper down in the
soul itself, and shadows them out through the magic
of romance if it cannot yet intimately seize and
express them. Still even there the method of the
utterance, if not altogether its aim, is the voice of Life
lifting itself out into waves of word and colour and
image and sheer beauty of sound. Imagination,
thought, vision work with the emotional life-mind
as their instrument or rather in it as a medium,
accepted as the form and force of their being.
Great poetry is the result, but there are other powers
of the human mind which have not yet been mastered,
and to get at these is the next immediate step of
English poetry. The way it follows is to bring forward
the intellect as its chief instrument, the thought-mind
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no longer carried along in the wave of life, but
detaching itself from it to observe and reflect upon it.
We have at first an intermediate manner, that of
Milton’s early work and of the Carolean poets, in
which the Elizabethan impulse prolongs itself but is
fading away under the stress of an increasing intellec-
tuality. This rises on one side into the ripened classical
perfection of Milton, falls away on the other through
Waller into the reaction in Dryden and Pope.



CHAPTER XII

THE COURSE OF ENGLISH POETRY

(4)

In the work of the intellectual and classical age of
English poetry, one is again struck by the same
phenomenon that we meet throughout, of a great
power of achievement limited by a characteristic
defect which turns to failure, wastes the power spent
and makes the total result much inferior to what it
should have been with so much nerve of energy to
speed it or so broad a wing of genius to raise it into
the highest heights of the empyrean. The mind of
this age went for its sustaining influence and its
suggestive models to Greece, Rome and France.
That was inevitable; for these have been the three
intellectual nations, their literatures have achieved,
each following its own different way and spirit, the
best in form and substance that that kind of inspi-
ration can produce, and not having the root of the
matter in itself, the inborn intellectual depth and
subtlety, the fine classical lucidity and aesthetic taste,
if the attempt was to be made at all, it was here
that the English mind must turn. Steeping itself in
these sources, it might have blended with the classical
clarity and form its own masculine force and stre-
nuousness, its strong imagination, its deeper colour
8
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and profounder intuitive suggestiveness and arrived
at something new and great to which the world
could have turned as another supreme element of
its aesthetic culture. But the effect did not answer
to the possibility. To have arrived at it, it was essen-
tial to keep, transmuted, all that was best in the
Elizabethan spirit and to colour, enrich and sweeten
with its touch the classical form and the intellectual
motive. There was instead a breaking away, a
decisive rejection, an entirely new attempt with no
roots in the past. In the end not only was the pre-
ceding structure of poetry abolished, but all its
Muses were expelled; a stucco imitation classical
temple, very eclegant, very cold and very empty,
was erected and the gods of satire and didactic
commonplace set up in a shrine which was built more
like a coffee-house than a sanctuary. A sterile
brilliance, a set polished rhetoric was the poor final
outcome.

The age set out with a promise of better things;
for a time it seemed almost on the right path.
Milton’s early poetry is the fruit of a strong classical
intellectuality still touched with the glow and
beauty of a receding romantic colour, emotion
and vital intuition. Many softer influences have
woven themselves together into his high language
and rhythm and been fused in his personality into
something wonderfully strong and rich and beautiful.
Suggestions and secrets have been caught from Chau-
cer, Peele, Spenser, Shakespeare, and their hints
have given a strange grace to a style whose austerity
of power has been nourished by great classical influ-
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ences; Virgilian beauty and majesty, Lucretian gran-
deur and Aeschylean sublimity coloured or mellowed
by the romantic elements and toned into each
other under the stress of an original personality make
the early Miltonic manner which maintains a peculiar
blending of greatness and beauty not elsewhere found
in English verse. The substance is often slight, for
it is as yet Milton’s imagination rather than his soul
or his whole mind that is using the poetic form,
though the form itself is of a faultless beauty. But
still here we already have the coming change, the
turning of the intelligence upon life to view it from
its own intellectual centre of vision. Some of the
Elizabethans had attempted it, but with no great
poetical success; when they wrote their best, then even
though they tried to think closely and strongly, life
took possession of the thought or rather itself quivered
out into thought-expression. Here, on the contrary,
even in the two poems that are avowedly expressions
of vital moods, it is yet the intellect and its imagina-
tions that are making the mood a material for reflec-
tive brooding, not the life-mood itself chanting its
own sight and emotion. In the minor Carolean poets
too we have some lingering of the colours of the
Elizabethan sunset, something of the life-sense and
emotional value, but, much thinned and diluted,
finally they die away into trivialities of the intelli-
gence playing insincerely with the objects of the
emotional being. For here too the idea already
predominates, is already rather looking at the thing
felt than taken up in the feeling. Some of this work
is even mystical, but that too suffers from the same
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characteristic; the opening of an age of intellect
was not the time when a great mystical poetry could
be created.

In the end we find the change complete; colour has
gone, sweetness has vanished, song has fallen into
a dead hush: for a whole long century the lyrical
faculty disappears from the English tongue, to
reawaken again first in the Celtic north. Only the
grandiose epic chant of Milton breaks the complete
silence of genuine poetry; but it is a Milton who has
turned away from the richer beauty and promise of
his youth, lost the Virgillian accent, put away from
him all delicacies of colour and grace and sweetness
to express only in fit greatness of speech and form the
conception of Heaven and Hell and man and the uni-
verse which his imagination had constructed out of
his intellectual beliefs and reviewed in the vision of
his soul. One might speculate on what we might have
had if, instead of writing after the long silence during
which he was absorbed in political controversy
until public and private calamities compelled him to
go back into himself, he had written his master work
in a continuity of ripening from his earlier style
and vision. Nothing quite so great perhaps, but surely
something more opulent and otherwise perfect. As
it is, it is by Paradise Lost that he occupies his high
rank among the poets; that is the one supreme
fruit of the attempt of English poetry to seize the
classical manner, to achieve a poetical expression
disciplined by a high intellectual severity and to
forge a complete balance and measured perfection
of form,
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Paradise Lost is assuredly a great poem, one of the
five great epical poems of European literature, and in
certain qualities it reaches heights which no other
of them had attained, even though as a whole it
comes a long way behind them. Rhythm and speech
have never attained to a mightier amplitude of epic
expression and movement, seldom to an equal sub-
limity. And to a great extent Milton has done in
this respect what he had set out to do; he has given
English poetic speech a language of intellectual
thought which is of itself highly poetic without
depending in the least on any of the formal aids of
poetic expression except those which are always
essential and indispensable, a speech which is in its
very grain poetry and in its very grain intellectual
thought-utterance. This is always the aim of the
classical poet in his style and movement, and Milton
has fulfilled it, adding at the same time that peculiar
grandeur in both the soul and manner of the utter-
ance and in both the soul and the gait of the rhythm
which belongs to him alone of poets. These qualities
are, besides, easily sustained throughout, because
with him they are less an art, great artist though he
is, than the natural language of his spirit and the
natural sound of its motion. His aim too is high,
his subject loftier than that of any one of his pre-
decessors except Dante; there is nowhere any more
magnificently successful opening than the concep-
tion and execution of his Satan and Hell, the living
spirit of egoistic revolt fallen to its natural element
of darkness and pain, yet preserving still the great-
ness of the divine principle from which he was born.
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If the rest had been equal to the opening, there would
have been no greater poem, few as great in literature.

Here, too, the performance failed the promise.
Paradise Lost commands admiration, but as a whole,
apart from its opening, it has failed either to go home
to the heart of the world and lodge itself in its imagi-
nation or to enrich sovereignly what we may des-
cribe as the acquired stock of its more intimate
poctical thought and experience. But the poem
that does neither of these things, however fine its
powers of language and rhythm, has missed its best
aim. The reason is not to be found in the disparity
between Milton’s professed aim, which was to justify
the ways of God to man, and his intellectual means
for fulfilling it. The theology of the Puritan religion
was a poor enough aid for so ambitious a purpose,
but the Scriptural legend treated was still quite
sufficient poetically if only it had received throughout
a deeper interpretation. Dante’s theology, though it
has the advantage of the greater richness of import
and spiritual experience of mediaeval Catholicism,
is still intellectually insufficient, but through his
primitive symbols Dante has seen and has revealed
things which make his work poetically great and
sufficient. It is here that Milton has failed. Nor is
the failure mainly intellectual. It is true that he had
not an original intellectuality, his mind was rather
scholastic and traditional, but he had an original
soul and personality and the vision of a poet. To justify
the ways of God to man intellectually is not the
province of poetry; what it can do, is to reveal them.
Yet just here is the point of failure. Milton has seen
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Satan and Death and Sin and Hell and Chaos;
there is a Scriptural greatness in his account of these
things: he has not so seen God and heaven and
man or the soul of humanity at once divine and
fallen, subject to evil and striving for redemption;
here there is no inner greatness in the poetic inter-
pretation of his materials. In other words, he has
ended by stumbling over the rock of offence that
always awaits poetry m which the intellectual element
becomes too predominant, the fatal danger of a failure
of vision.

This failure extends itself to all the elements of his
later poetry; it is definitive and he never, except in
passages, recovered from it. His language and
rhythm remain unfalteringly great to the end, but
they are only a splendid robe and the body they
clothe is a nobly carved but lifeless image. His
architectural structure is always greatly and classically
proportioned; but structure has two elements or,
perhaps we should say, two methods, that which
is thought out and that which grows from an inward
artistic and poetic vision. Milton’s structures are
thought out; they have not been seen, much less
been lived out into their inevitable measures and
free inspired lines of perfection. The difference be-
comes evident by a simple comparison with Homer
and Dante or even with the structural power, much
less inspired and vital than theirs, but always finely
aesthetic and artistic, of Virgil. Poetry may be
intellectual, but only in the sense of having a strong
intellectual strain in it and of putting forward as its
aim the play of imaginative thought in the service
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of the poetical intelligence; but that must be sup-
ported very strongly by the emotion or sentiment or
by the imaginative vision to which the idea opens.
Milton’s earlier work is suffused by his power of
imaginative vision, the opening books of Paradise
Lost are upborne by the greatness of the soul that
finds expression in its harmonies of speech and sound
and the greatness of its sight. But in the later books
and still more in the Samson Agonistes and the Paradise
Regained this flame sinks; the sight, the thought be-
come intellectually externalised. Milton writing
poetry could never fail in a certain greatness and
power, nor could he descend, as did Wordsworth
and others, below his well-attained poetical level, but
the supreme vitalising fire has sunk; the method and
idea retain sublimity, the deeper spirit has departed.

Much greater, initial and essential was the defect
in the poetry that followed. Here all is unredeemed
intellectuality and even the very first elements of
the genuine poetic inspiration are for the most part,
one might almost say, entirely absent. Pope and
Dryden and their school, except now and then,—
Dryden especially has lines sometimes in which
he suddenly rises above his method,—are busy only
with one aim, with thinking in verse, thinking with
a 'clear force, energy and point or with a certain
rhetorical pomp and effectiveness, in a well-turned
and well-polished metrical system. That seems to
have been their sole idea of “numbers,” of poetry,
and it is an idea of unexampled falsity. No doubt
this was a necessary phase, and perhaps, the English
mind being what it then was, being always so much
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addicted in its poetry to quite the reverse method,
it had to go to an extreme, to sacrifice even for a
time many of its native powers in order to learn as
best it could how to arrive at the clear and straight-
forward expression of thought with a just, harmo-
nious and lucid turn; an inborn gift in all the Latin
tongues, in a half-Teutonic speech attacked by the
Celtic richness of imagination it had to be acquired.
But the sacrifice made was great and cost much
effort of recovery to the later development of the
language. These writers got rid of the Elizabethan
confusions, the involved expression, the lapses into
trailing and awkward syntax, the perplexed turn
in which ideas and images jostle and stumble together,
fall into each other’s arms and strain and burden the
expression in a way which is sometimes stimulating
and exhilarating, but sometimes merely awkward
and embarrassing; they got rid too of the crudeness
and extravagance; but also of all the rich imagina-
tion and vision, the sweetness, lyrism, grace and
colour. They replaced it with mere point and false
glitter. They got rid too of Milton’s Latinisms and
poetic inversions,—though they replaced them by
some merely rhetorical artifices of their own,—
dismissed his great and packed turns of speech and
replaced his grandeurs by what they thought to be
a noble style, though it was no more than a spurious
rhetorical pomp. Still the work they had to do they
did effectively, with talent, energy, even a certain
kind of genius.

Therefore, if the substance of this poetry had
been of real worth, it would have been less open to
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depreciation and need not have excited so vehement
a reaction or fallen so low from its exaggerated pride
of place. But the substance was on a par with, often
below the method. It took for its models the Augustan
poets of Rome, but it substituted for the strength
and weight of the Latin manner an exceeding super-
ficiality and triviality. It followed more really con-
temporary French models, but missed their best
ordinary qualities, their culture, taste, tact of expres-
sion, and missed too the greater gifts of the classical
French poetry, which though it may suffer by its
excessive cult of reason and taste or its rhetorical
tendency, may run often in too thin a stream, has yet
ideas, power, a strong nobility of character in Cor-
neille, a fine grace of poetic sentiment in Racine.
But this poetry cares nothing for such gifts: it is
occupied with expressing thought, but its thought is
of little or no value; for the most part it is brilliant
commonplace, and even ideas which have depths
behind them become shallow and external by the way
of their expression. The thought of these writers
has no real eye on life, except when it turns to satire.
Therefore that is the part of their work which is
still most alive; for here the Anglo-Saxon spirit gets
back to itself, leaves the attempt at a Gallicised refine-
ment, finds its own robust vigour and arrives at a
brutal, but still genuine and sometime really poetic
vigour and truth of expression. Energy, driving force
is, however, a general merit of the verse of Pope and
Dryden and in this one respect they excel their nearest
French exemplars. Their expression is striking in
its precision, each couplet rings out with a remarkable
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force of finality and much coin of their minting has
passed into common speech and citation: it is not gold
of poetry for all that, but it is well-gilt copper coin of a
good currency. But all turns to a monotonous brilli-
ance of language, a monotonous decisiveness and point
of rhythm. It has to be read by couplets and passages,
for each poem is only a long string of these and
except in one instance the true classical gift, the
power of structure is quite wanting. The larger
thought-power which is necessary for structure, was
absent. This intellectual age of English poetry did
its work, but, as must happen when there is in art a
departure from what is best in the national mind,
ended in a failure and for a time even a death of the
true poetic faculty.



CHAPTER XII1

THE COURSE OF ENGLISH POETRY

(3)

A power of poetry in a highly evolved language
which describes so low a downward curve as to reach
this dry and brazen intellectualism, must either perish
by a dull slow decay of its creative force and live
flexibilities of expression,—that has happened more
than once in literary history,—or else be saved by a
violent revulsion. But this saving revulsion, if it comes,
is likely, if bold enough, to compensate for the past
prone descent by an equally steep ascension to an
undreamed-of novelty of illumined motive and reveal-
ing spirit. This is the economy of Nature’s lapses
in the things of the mind no less than in the move-
ments of life: these falls are,—when the needed
energy is within,—an obscure condition of unpre-
cedented elevations. In the recoil, in the rush or
upwinging to the opposite extreme, some discovery is
made which would otherwise have been long post-
poned or not at all have arrived, doors are burst
open which would have been passed by unseen or
resisted any less vehement or rapidly illumined
effort to unlock them. On the other hand, it is a con-
stant disadvantage of these revolutions—which are
in fact forced rapidities of* evolution—that they carry
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in them a premature light and an element of quick
unripeness by which a subsequent reaction and
return to lower levels becomes inevitable, because
the contemporary mind is not really ready and what
is accomplished is itself rather an intuitive anticipa-
tion than a firmly based knowledge and execution
of the thing seen. All these familiar phenomena are
visible in the new turn, a swift and far-reaching
upward curve, which carries English poetry from
the hard and glittering, well-turned and well-rhymed
intellectual superficialities of a thin pseudo-classicism
to its second luminous outbreak of sight and
inspiration.

Intellect, reason, a clarity of the understanding
and arranging intelligence is not the highest power
of our being. If it were our summit, many things
which have now a great or a supreme importance
for human culture, religion, art, poetry, would either
be a lure or graceful play of the imagination and
emotions, or though admissible and useful for certain
human ends, would still be deprived of the truth of
their own highest indications. Poetry, even when
it is dominated by intellectual tendency and motive,
cannot really live and work by intellect alone; it is
not created nor wholly shaped by reason and judg-
ment, but is an intuitive seeing and an inspired
hearing. But intuition and inspiration are not only
spiritual in their essence, they are the characteristic
means of all spiritual vision and utterance; they
are rays from a greater and intenser Light than the
tempered clarity of our intellectual understanding.
They may be turned fruitfully to a use which is not
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their last or most intrinsic purpose,—used, in poetry,
to give a deeper and more luminous force and a
heightened beauty to the perceptions of outward life
or to the inner but still surface movements of emotion
and passion or the power of thought to perceive
certain individual and universal truths which en-
lighten or which raise to a greater meaning the
sensible appearances of the inner and outer life of
Nature and man. But every power in the end finds
itself drawn towards its own proper home and own
highest capacity, and the spiritual faculties of hearing
and seeing must climb at last to the expression of
things spiritual and eternal and their power and
working in temporal things and must find in that
interpretation their own richest account, largest and
most satisfied action, purest acme of native capacity.
An ideal and spiritual poetry revealing the spirit in
itself and in things, the unseen in the seen or above
and behind it, unveiling ranges of existence which
the physical mind ignores, pointing man himself to
capacities of godhead in being, truth, beauty, power,
joy which are beyond the highest of his common or
his yet realised values of existence, is the last poten-
tiality of this creative, interpretative power of the
human mind. When the eye of the poet has seen life
externally or with a more vital inwardness, has risen
to the clarities and widenesses of a thought which
intimately perceives and understands it, when his
word has caught some revealing speech and rhythm
of what he has seen, much has been seized, but not
the whole possible field of vision ; this other and greater
realm still remains open for a last transcendence,
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In this fourth turn of the evolution of English
poetry we get, for the first time in occidental litera-
ture, some falling of this higher light upon the poetic
mind,—except in so far as the ancient poets had
received it through myth and symbol or a religious
mystic here and there attempted to give his expe-
rience rhythmic and imaginative form. But here
there is the first poetic attempt of the intellectual
faculty striving at the height of its own development
to look beyond its own level directly into the unseen
and the unknown and to unveil the ideal truth of its
own highest universal conceptions. This was not an
inevitable outcome of the age that preceded Words-
worth, Blake and Shelley. For the intellectual en-
deavour had been in Milton inadequate in range,
subtlety and depth, in those who followed paltry,
narrow and elegantly null; a new larger endeavour
in the same field might have been expected which
would have set before it the aim of a richer, deeper,
wider, more curious intellectual humanism, poetic,
artistic, many-sided, sounding by the poetic reason
the ascertainable truth of God and man and Nature.
To that eventually, following the main stream of
European thought and culture, English poetry turned
for a time in the intellectual fullness of the nine-
teenth century; that too was more indistinctly the
half-conscious drift of the slow transitional move-
ment which intervenes between Pope and Words-
worth. But this movement was obscure, faltering
and poor in its achievement; when the greater force
came in, the influences that were abroad were those
which elsewhere found expression in the revolutionary
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idealism of the French Revolution and in German
transcendentalism and romanticism. Intellectual in
their idea and substance, they were in the mind of
five or six English poets, each of them a remarkable
individuality, carried beyond themselves by the
sudden emergence of some half-mystical Celtic turn
of the national mind into supra-intellectual sources
of inspiration. Insufficiently supported by any ade-
quate spiritual knowledge, unable to find securely
the right and native word of their own meaning, these
greater tendencies faded away or were lost by the
premature end of the poets who might, had they
lived, have given them a supreme utterance. But
still theirs was the dawn of whose light we shall find
the noon in the age now opening before us if it ful-
fils all its intimations. Blake, Shelley, Wordsworth
were first explorers of a new world of poetry other
than that of the ancients or of the intermediate poets,
which may be the familiar realm of the aesthetic
faculty in the future, must be in fact if we are not
continually to describe the circle of efflorescence,
culmination and decay within the old hardly changing
circle.

Certain motives which led up to this new poetry
are already visible in the work of the middle eigh-
teenth century. There is, first, a visible attempt to
break quite away from the prison of the formal
metrical mould, rhetorical style, limited subject-
matter, absence of imagination and vision imposed
by the high pontiffs of the pseudo-classical cult.
Poets like Gray, Collins, Thomson, Chatterton,
Cowper seek liberation by a return to Miltonic
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blank verse and manner, to the Spenserian form,—
an influence which prolonged itself in Byron, Keats
and Shelley,—to lyrical movements, but more pro-
minently the classical ode form, or to freer and
richer moulds of verse. Some pale effort is made to
recover something of the Shakespearian wealth of
language or of the softer, more pregnant colour of
the pre-Restoration diction and to modify it to suit
the intellectualised treatment of thought and life
which was now an indispensable element; for the
old rich vital utterance was no longer possible, an
intellectualised speech had become a fixed and a
well-acquired need of a more developed mentality.
Romanticism of the modern type now makes its
first appearance in the choice of the subjects of
poetic interest and here and there in the treatment,
though not yet quite in the grain and the spirit.
Especially, there is the beginning of a direct gaze
of the poetic intelligence and imagination upon life
and Nature and of another and a new power in Eng-
lish speech, the poetry of sentiment as distinguished
from the inspired voice of sheer feeling or passion.
But all these newer motives are only incipient and
unable fo get free expression because there is still
a heavy weight of the past intellectual tradition.
Rb-toric yet loads the style or, when it is avoided,
still the purer tensity of poetic emotion is not alto-
gether found. Verse form tends to be still rather hard
and external or else ineffective in its movement; the
native lyric note has not yet returned, but only the
rhetorical stateliness of the ode, not lyricised as in
Keats and Shelley, or else lyrical forms managed
9
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with only an outward technique but without any
cry in them. Romanticism is still rather of the
intellect than in the temperament, sentiment runs
thinly and feebly and is weighted with heavy intel-
lectual turns. Nature and life and things are seen
accurately as objects and forms, but not with any
vision, emotion or penetration into the spirit behind
them. Many of the currents which go to make up
the great stream of modern poetry are beginning to
run in thin tricklings, but still in a hard and narrow
bed. There is no sign of the sudden uplifting that
after a few decades was to come as if upon the
sudden wings of a splendid moment.

In Burns these new-born imprisoned spirits break
out from their bounds and get into a free air of
natural, direct and living reality, find a straight-
forward speech and a varied running or bounding
movement of freedom. This is the importance of
this solitary voice from the north in the evolution,
apart from the intrinsic mertis of his poetry. His
work has its limitations; the language is often too
intellectualised to give the lyrical emotion, though it
comes from the frank, unartificial and sturdy in-
tellect of a son of the soil; the view on life is close,
almost too close to give the deeper poetic or artistic
effect, but it deals much with outsides and surfaces
and the commonnesses and realisms of action,
sometimes only does it suggest to us the subtler
something which gives lyrical poetry not only its
form and lilt and its power to stir,—all these he has,
—but its more moving inmost appeal. Nevertheless,
Burns has in him the things which are most native
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to the poetry of our modern times; he brings in the
new naturalness, the nearness of the fuller poetic
mind, intellectualised, informed with the power of
clear reflective thought, to life and nature, the closely
observing eye, the stirring force of great general ideas,
the spirit of revolt and self-assertion, the power of
personality and the free play of-individuality, the
poignant sentiment, sometimes even a touch of the
psychological subtlety. These things are in him
fresh, strong, initial as in a forerunner impelled by
the first breath of the coming air, but not in that
finished possession of the new motives which is to be
the greatness of the future master-singers. That we
begin to get first in Wordsworth. His was the
privilege of the earliest initiation.

This new poetry has six great voices who fall
naturally in spite of their pronounced differences
into pairs, Wordsworth and Byron, Blake and Cole-
ridge, Shelley and Keats. Byron sets out with a
strangely transformed echo of the past intellectualism,
is carried beyond it by the elemental force of his
personality, has even one foot across the borders of
the spiritual, but never quite enters into that king-
dom. Wordsworth breaks away with deliberate pur-
pose from the past, forces his way into this new
realm, but finally sinks under the weight of the
narrower intellectual tendencies which he carries
with him into its amplitudes. Blake and Coleridge
open magical gates, pass by flowering side lanes with
hedges laden with supernatural blooms into a middle
world whence their voices come to us ringing with
an unearthly melody. In Shelley the idealism and
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spiritual impulse rise to almost giddy heights in a
luminous ether and are lost there, unintelligible to
contemporary humanity, only now beginning to
return to us with their message. Keats, the youngest
and in many directions the most gifted of these
initiators, enters the secret temple of ideal Beauty,
but has not time to find his way into the deepest
mystic sanctuary. In him the spiritual seeking stops
abruptly short and prepares to fall away down a
rich sensuous incline to a subsequent poetry which
turns from it to seek poetic Truth or pleasure through
the senses and an artistic or curiously observing or
finely psychologizing intellectualism. This dawn has
no noon, hardly even a morning.



CHAPTER XIV

THE MOVEMENT OF MODERN
LITERATURE

. (1

PoETRY as the fullness of imaginative self-expression
of the entirely modernised mind begins with the
writers of the later eighteenth and the early nine-
teenth century. They are the free, impetuous but
often narrow sources of these wider flowings. We
see the initial tendencies which undergo a rapid
growth of meaning and changes of form in the
subsequent decades, until now all their sense and
seeking have reached in the early twentieth a subtle
intensity, refinement and variety of motives, -a tense
straining on many lines to find some last truth and
utterance which must end either in a lingering de-
cadence or in a luminous and satisfied self-exceeding.
From the beginning this modern movement, in litera-
ture as in thought, takes the form of an ever widening
and deepening intellectual and imaginative curiosity,
a passion for knowledge, a passion for finding, an
eye of intelligence awakened to all the multiform
possibilities of new truth and discovery. The Re-
nascence was an awakening of the life spirit to wonder
and curiosity and reflection and the stirred dis-
covery of the things of the life and the mind; but



134 THE FUTURE POETRY

the fullness of the modern age has been a much
larger comprehensive awakening of the informed and
clarified intellect to a wider curiosity, a much more
extensive adventure of discovery and an insistent
need to know and possess the truth of Nature
and man and the universe and whatever may lie
hidden behind their first appearances and sugges-
tions. A long intellectual search for truth that goes
probing always deeper into the physical, the vital
and subjective, the action of body and life, mind and
emotion and sensation and thought is now beginning
to reach beyond these things or rather through their
subtlest and strongest intensities of sight and feeling
towards the truths of the Spirit. The soul of the
Renascence was a lover of life and an amateur of
knowledge; the modern spirit is drawn by the cult of
a clear, broad and minute intellectual and practical
Truth; knowledge and a power of life founded on the
power of knowledge are the dominating necessities
of its being. Poetry in this age has followed intellec-
tually and imaginatively the curve of this great
impulse.

Continental literature displays the mass of this
movement with a much more central completeness
and in a stronger and more consistent body and outline
than English poetry. In the Teutonic countries the
intellectual and romantic literature of the Germans
at the beginning with its background of transcendental
philosophy, at the end the work of the Scandinavian
and Belgian writers with their only apparently oppo-
site sides of an intellectual or a sensuous realism and
a sentimental or a psychological mysticism, the two
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strands sometimes separate, sometimes mingled,
among the Latins the like commencement in the
work of Rousseau, Chateaubriand, Chénier, Hugo,
the intermediate artistic development of most of the
main influences by the Parnassians, the like later turn
towards the poetry of Mallarmé, Verlaine, D’Annun-
zio, stigmatised by some as the beginning of a deca-
dence, give us a distinct view of the curve. In English
poetry the threads are more confused, the work has
on the whole a less clear and definite inspiration and
there is in spite of the greatness of individual poets an
inferior total effectivity; but at the beginning and the
end it has one higher note, a lifting of sight beyond
the stress of the intellect and the senses, which is
reached either not at all or much less directly realised
with a less pure vision in the more artistically sound
and sufficient poetry of the Continent. Still the prin-
cipal identical elements are distinguishable, sometimes
very strongly pronounced and helped to some fullest
expression by the great individual energy of imagi-
nation and force of character which are the most
distinct powers of the English poetic mind. Often
they thus stand out all the more remarkable by the
magnificent narrowness of their self-concentrated
isolation.

Earliest among these many new forces to emerge
with distinctness is an awakening of the eye to a
changed vision of Nature, of the imagination to a more
perfect and intimate visualisation, of the soul to a
closer spiritual communion. An imaginative, scruti-
nising, artistic or sympathetic dwelling on the details
of Nature, her sights, sounds, objects, sensible impres-
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sions is a persistent characteristic of modern art and
poetry; it is the poetic side of the same tendency
which upon the intellectual has led to the immeasur-
able development of the observing and analysing
eye of Science. The older poetry directed an occa-
sional objective eye on Nature, turning a side glance
from life or thought to get some colouring or decora-
tive effect or a natural border or background for life
or something that illustrated, ministered to or
enriched the human thought or mood of the moment,
at most for a casual indulgence of the imagination
and senses in natural beauty. But the intimate sub-
jective treatment of Nature, the penetrated human
response to her is mostly absent or comes only in rare
and brief touches. On the larger scale her subjective
life is realised not with an immediate communion,
but through myth and the image of divine personal-
ities that govern her powers. In all these directions
modern poetry represents a great change of our men-
tality and a swift and vast extension of our imagina-
tive experience. Nature now lives for the poet as an
independent presence, a greater or equal power dwell-
ing side by side with him or embracing and domina-
ting his existence. Even the objective vision and
interpretation of her has developed, where it con-
tinues at all the older poetic method, a much more
minute and delicate eye and touch in place of the
large, strong and simply beautiful or telling effects
which satisfied an earlier imagination. But where it
goes beyond that fine outwardness, it has brought
us a whole world of new vision; working sometimes
by a vividly suggestive presentation, sometimes by
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a separation of effects and an imaginative recon-
struction which reveals aspects the first outward view
had hidden in, sometimes by a penetrating im-
pressionism which in its finest subtleties seems to be
coming back by a detour to a sensuously mystical
treatment, it goes within through the outward and
now not so much presents as recreates physical
Nature for us through the imaginative vision.! By
that new creation it penetrates through the form
nearer to the inner truth of her being.

But the direct subjective approach to Nature is
the most distinctly striking characteristic turn of
the modern mentality. The approach proceeds from
two sides which constantly meet each other and create
between them a nexus of experience between man
and Nature which is the modern way of responding
to the universal Spirit. On one side there is the
subjective sense of Nature herself as a great life, a
being, a Presence, with impressions, moods, emotions
of her own expressed in her many symbols of life
and stressing her objective manifestations. In the
poets in whom this turn first disengages itself, that is
a living conscious view of her to which they are
constantly striving to give expression whether in
a large sense of her presence or in a rendering of its
particular impressions. On the other side there is a
sensitive human response, moved in emotion or
thrilling in sensation or stirred by sheer beauty or

1 T am speaking here of Western literature. Oriental art and
poetry at any rate in the far East had already in a different
way anticipated this more intimate and imaginative seeing.
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responsive in mood, a response of satisfaction and
possession or of dissatisfied yearning and seeking, in
the whole an attempt to relate or harmonise the soul
and mind and sensational and vital being of the
human individual with the soul and mind and life
and body of the visible and sensible universe. Ordi-
narily it is through the imagination and the intellect
and the soul of sensibility that this approach is made;
but there is also a certain endeavour to get through
these instruments to a closer spiritual relation and,
if not yet to embrace Nature by the Spirit in man,
to harmonise and unite the spiritual soul of man with
the spiritual Presence in Nature.

Another widening of experience which modern
poetry renders much more universally and with a
constant power and insistence is a greater awakening
of man to himself, to man in this ‘warp and weft
of Space and Time and in the stress of the universe,
to all that 1s meant by his present, his past and his
tuture. Here too we have a parallel imaginative
movement in poetry to the intellectual movement of
thought and science with its large and its minute
enquiry into the origins and antiquity and history
of the race, into the sources of its prescnt develop-
ment, into all its physical, psychological, sociological
being and the many ideal speculations and practical
aspirations of its future which have arisen from this
new knowledge of the human being and his possibi-
lities. Formerly, the human mind in its generality
did not go very far in these directions. Its philosophy
was speculative and metaphysical, but with little
actuality except for the intellectual and spiritual life
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of the individual, its science explorative of superficial
phenomenon rather than opulent both in detail and
fruitful generalisation; its view of the past was
mythological, traditional and national, not universal
and embracing, its view of the present limited in
objective scope and, with certain exceptions, of no
very great subjective profundity; an outlook on the
future was remarkable by its absence. The constant
self-expansion of the modern mind has broken down
many limiting barriers; a vast objective knowledge,
an increasingly subtle subjectivity, a vivid living in
the past, present and future, a universal view of man
ag of Nature are its strong innovations. This change
has found inevitably its vivid reflections in the wider
many-sided interests, the delicate refinements, fine
searchings, large and varied outlook and profound
inlook of modern poetry.

The first widening breadth of this universal interest
in man, not solely the man of today and our own
country and type or of the past tradition of our own
culture, but man in himself in all his ever-changing
history and variety, came in the form of an eager
poetic and romantic valuing of all that had been
ignored and put aside as uncouth and barbarous by
the older classical or otherwise limited type of menta-
lity. It sought out rather all that was unfamiliar and
attractive by its unlikeness to the present, the pri-
mitive, the savage, mediaeval man and his vivid
life and brilliant setting, the Orient very artificially
seen through a heavily coloured glamour, the ruins
of the past, the life of the peasant or the solitary,
the outlaw, man near to Nature undisguised by con-
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ventions and uncorrupted by an artificial culture
or man in revolt against conventions, a willed pre-
ference for these strange and interesting aspects of
humanity, as in Nature for her wild and grand, savage
and lonely scenes or her rich and tropical haunts
or her retired spots of self-communion. On one side
a sentimental or a philosophic naturalism, on the
other a flamboyant or many-hued romanticism, super-
ficial mediaevalism, romanticised Hellenism, an
interest in the fantastic and the super-natural, ten-
dencies of an intellectual or an ideal transcendenta-
lism, are the salient constituting characters. They
make up that brilliant and confusedly complex, but
often crude and unfinished literature, stretching from
Rousseau and Chateaubriand to Hugo and taking
on its way Goethe, Schiller and Heine, Wordsworth,
Byron, Keats and Shelley, which forms a hasty tran-
sition from the Renascence and its after-fruits to the
modernism of today which is already becoming the
modernism of yesterday. Much of it we can now see
to have been ill-grasped, superficial and tentative;
much, as in Chateaubriand and in Byron, was arti-
ficial, a poise and affectation; much, as in the French
Romanticists, merely bizarre, overstrained and over-
coloured; a later criticism condemned in it a ten-
dency to inartistic excitement, looseness of form, an
unintellectual shallowness or emptiness, an ill-
balanced imagination. It laid itself open certainly in
some of its more exaggerated turns to the reproach,
—not justly to be alleged against the true romantic
element in poetry,—that the stumbling-block of
romanticism is falsity. Nevertheless, behind this often
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defective frontage was the activity of a considerable
force of new truth and power, much exceedingly
great work was done, the view of the imagination
was immensely widened and an extraordinary number
of new motives brought in which the later nineteenth
century developed with a greater care and finish
and conscientious accuracy, but with crudities of its
own and perhaps with a less fine gust of self-confident
genius and large inspiration.

The recoil from these primary tendencies took at
first the aspect of a stress upon artistic execution, on
form, on balance and design, on meticulous beauty of
language and a minute care and finished invention
in rhythm. An unimpassioned or only artistically
impassioned portraiture and sculpture of scene and
object and idea and feeling, man and Nature was
the idea that governed this artistic and intellectual
offort. A wide, calm and impartial interest in all
subjects for the sake of art and a poetically intellec-
tual satisfaction,—this poise had already been anti-
sipated by Goethe,—is the atmosphere which it
attempts to create around it. There is here a certain
maginative reflection of the contemporary scientific,
nistoric and critical interest in man, in his past and
oresent, his creations and surroundings, a cognate
:ffort to be unimpassioned, impersonal, scrupulous,
sceptically interested and reflective, though in poetry
t loses the cold accuracy of the critical intellect and
issumes the artistic colour, emphasis, warmth of the
“onstructive imagination. There is amidst a wide
atmosphere of sceptical or positive thinking an attempt
lo enter into the psychology of barbaric and civilised,
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antique, mediaeval and modern, occidental and
oriental humanity, to reproduce in artistic form the
spirit of the inner truth and outer form of its religions,
philosophic notions, societies, arts, monuments, con-
structions, to reflect its past inner and outer history
and present frames and mentalities. This movement
too was brief in duration and soon passed away into
other forms which arose out of it, though they seemed
a revolt against its principles. This apparent para-
dox of a development draped in the colours of revolt
is a constant psychological feature of all human
evolution.

In this turn we are struck by its most glaring
feature, the vehement waving of the revolutionary
red flag of realism. Realism is in its essence an attempt
to see man and his world as they really are without
veils and pretences; it is imagination turning upon
itself and trying to get rid of its native tendency to
give a personal turn or an enhanced colouring to the
object, art trying to figure as a selective process of
scientific observation and synthetised analysis. Neces-
sarily, whenever it is art at all, it betrays itself in the
process. Its natural movement is away from the
vistas of the past to a pre-occupation with the imme-
diate present, although it began with a double effort,
to represent the past with a certain vividness of hard
and often brutal truth, not in the colours in which
the ideally constructive imagination sees it through
the haze of distance, and to represent the present too
with the same harsh and violent actuality. But suc-
cess in this kind of representation of the past is
impossible; it carries in it always a sense of artificiality
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and willed construction. Realism tends naturally
to take the present as its field; for that alone can be
brought under an accurate because an immediate
observation. Scientific in its inspiration, it subjects
man’s life and psychology to the scalpel and the
microscope, exaggerates all that strikes the first out-
ward view of him, his littlenesses, imperfections,
uglinesses, morbidities, and comes easily to regard
these things as the whole or the greater part of him
and to treat life as if it were a psychological and
physiological disease, a fungoid growth upon material
Nature: it ends, indeed almost begins, by an exaggera-
tion and overstressing which betrays its true character,
the posthumous child of romanticism perverted by a
pseudo-scientific preoccupation. Romanticism also
laid a constant stress on the grotesque, diseased,
abnormal, but for the sake of artistic effect, to add
another tone to its other glaring colours. Realism
professes to render the same facts in the proportions
of truth and science, but being art and not science,
it inevitably seeks for pronounced effects by an evo-
cative stress which falsifies the dispositions and shades
of natural truth in order to arrive at a conspicuous
vividness. In the same movement it falsifies the true
measure of the ideal, which is a part of the totality
of human life and nature, by bringing the idealism
in man down to the level of his normal daily little-
nesses; in attempting to show it as one strand in his
average humanity, it reduces it to a pretension and
figment, ignoring the justification of the idealistic
element in art which is that the truth of the ideal
consists essentially in its aspiration beyond the limita-
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tions of immediate actuality, in what our strain to-
wards self-exceeding figures and not in the moment’s
failure to accomplish. Realism on both those sides,
in what it ignores and what it attempts, lies open to
the reproach aimed at romanticism; its stumbling-
block is a falsity which pursues both its idea and its
method. Nevertheless this movement too behind its
crudities has brought in new elements and motives.
It has done very considerable work in fiction and
prose drama; in poetry, even, it has brought in some
new strains amid the greater powers, but here it could
not dominate,—for that would have meant the
death of the very spirit of poetry whose breath of life
is the exceeding of outward reality. Realism is still
with us, but has already evolved out of itself another
creative power whose advent announces its own

passing.



CHAPTER XV

THE MOVEMENT OF MODERN
LITERATURE

(2)

Ovur of the period of dominant objective realism what
emerges with the strongest force is a movement to
quite an opposite principle of creation, a literature of
pronounced and conscious subjectivity. There is
throughout the nineteenth century an apparent
contradiction between its professed literary aim and
theory and the fundamental unavoidable character
of much of its inspiration. In aim throughout,—
though there are notable exceptions,—it professes a
strong objectivity. The temper of the age has been
an earnest critical and scientific curiosity, a desire
to see, know and understand the world as it is: that
requires a strong and clear eye turned on the object
and it would seem to require also as far as possible
an elimination of one’s own personality; a strongly
personal view of things would appear to be the very
contrary of an accurate observation, for the first
constructs and colours the object from within, the
second would allow it to impress its own colour and
shape on the mind,—we have to suppose, of course,
that, as the modern intellect has generally held,
objects exist in themselves and not in our own
10

v
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consciousness of them. Goethe definitely framed this
theory of literary creation when he laid it down that
the ideal of art and poetry was to be beautifully
objective. With the exception of some of the first
initiators and until yesterday, modern creation has
followed more or less this line: it has tried to give
either a striking, moving and exciting or an aestheti-
cally sound or a realistically powerful presentation,—
all three methods often intermingling or coalescing,—
rather than a subjective interpretation; thought,
feeling, aesthetic treatment of the object are supposed
to intervene upon and arise from a clear or strong
objective observation.

But, on the other hand, an equally strong charac-
teristic of the modern mind is its growing subjectivity,
an intense consciousness of the I, the soul or the self]
not in any mystic withdrawal within or inward
meditation, or not in that pre-eminently, but in
relation to the whole of life and Nature. This
characteristic distinguishes modern subjectivism from
the natural subjectivity of former times, which either
tended towards an intense solitary inwardness or was
superficial and confined to a few common though
often strongly emphasised notes. Ancient or mediae-
val individuality might return more self-assertive or
violent responses to life, but the modern kind is more
subtly and pervasively self-conscious and the stronger
in thought and feeling to throw its own image on
things, because it is more precluded from throwing
itself out freely in action and living. This turn was in
fact an inevitable result of an increasing force of
intellectualism; for great intensity of thought, when
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it does not isolate itself from emotion, reactive sensa-
tion and aesthetic response, as ‘in science and in
certain kinds of philosophy, must be attended by a
quickening and intensity of these other parts of our
mentality. In science and critical thought, where
this isolation is possible, the objective turn prevailed,
—though much that we call critical thought is after
all a personal construction, a use of the reason and
the observation of things for a view of what is around
us which, far from being really disinterested and
impersonal, is a creation of our own temperament
and a satisfaction of our intellectualised individuality.
But in artistic creation where the isolation is not
possible, we find quite an opposite phenomenon, the
subjective personality of the poet asserting itself to
a far greater extent than in former ages of humanity.

Goethe himself, in spite of his theory, could not
escape from this tendency; his work, as he himself
recognised, is always an act of reflection of the
subjective changes of his personality, a history of
the development of his own soul in the guise of
objective creation. From the work of a poet like
Leconte de Lisle who attempted with the most
deliberate conscientiousness a perfect fidelity to the
ideal of an impersonal artistic objectiveness, there
disengages itself in the mass an almost poignant
impression of the strong subjective personality shaping
everything into a mask-reflection of its own charac-
teristic moods; the attempt to live in the thoughts
and feelings of other men, other civilisations be-
trays itself as only the multiple imaginative and
sympathetic extension of the poet’s own psychology.



148 THE FUTURE POETRY

This peculiarity of the age is noticeable even in
many creators whose aim is deliberately realistic or
their method founded upon a minute psychological
observation, Ibsen or Tolstoi and the Russian
novelists. The self of the creator very visibly over-
shadows the work, is seen everywhere like the con-
scious self of Vedanta both containing and inhabiting
all his creations. Shakespeare succeeds, as far as a
poet can, in veiling himself behind his creatures;
he gives us at least the illusion of mirroring the world
around him, a world universally represented rather
than personally and individually thought and imaged,
and at any rate the Life-spirit sees and creates in
him through a faithful reflecting instrument, quite
sufficiently universal and impersonal for its dramatic
purpose even in his personality. Browning, the Eng-
lish poet who best represented the spirit of the age
in its temperament of curious observation and its
aim at a certain force of large and yet minute reality,
who was eminently a poet of life observed and
understood and of thought playing around the
observation, as Shakespeare was the poet of life seen
through an identity of feeling with it and of thought
arising up out of the surge of life,—Browning, though
he seems to have considered this self-concealment
especially admirable and the essence of the Shakes-
pearian method of creation, fails himself to achieve
it in anything like the same measure. The self-
conscious thinking of the modern mind which brings
into prominent relief the rest of the mental personality
and stamps the whole work with it, gets into his way;
cverywhere we feel the presence of the creator
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bringing forward his living puppets, analysing, com-
menting, thinking about them or else about life
through a variation of many voices so that they
become as much his masks as his creations.

Thus both the subjective personality of the man
and the artistic personality of the creator tend to
count for much more in modern work than at any
previous time; the poet is a much greater part of
his work. It is doubtful whether we have not
altogether lost the old faculty of impersonal self-efface-
ment in the creation which was so common in the
ancient and mediaeval ages when many men working
in one spirit could build great universal works of
combined architecture, painting and sculpture or
in literature the epic or romantic cycles or lyric
cycles like the Vedic Mandalas or the mass of Vaish-
nava poetry. Even when there are definite schools
marked by a common method, we do not find, as
in the old French romance writers or the Elizabethan
dramatists or the poets of the eighteenth century,
a spiritual resemblance which overshadows indivi-
dual differences; in the moderns the technical
method may have in all similar motives, but difference
of subjective treatment so stresses its values as to
prevent all spiritual unity. There is here a gain
which more than compensates any loss; but we have
to note the cause, a growth of subjectivism, an
enhanced force, enrichment and insistence of the
inner personality.

This trend, though for some time held back from its
full development by the aim at the objective method,
betrays itself in that love of close and minute psycho-
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logical observation which pervades the work of
the time. There, too, the modern mind has left far
behind all the preceding ages. Although most pro-
minent in fiction and drama, the characteristic has
laid some hold too on poectry. Compared with its
work all previous creation seems psychologically
poor both in richness of material and in subtlety
and the depth of its vision; half the work of Shakes-
peare in spite of its larger and greater treatment
hardly contains as much on this side as a single
volume of Browning. Realism has carried this new
trend to the farthest limit possible to a professedly
objective method, stressing minute distinctions,
forcing the emphasis of extreme notes, but in so doing
it has opened to the creative mind of the age a door
of escape from realism. For, in the first place, while
in the representation of outward objects, of action, of
character and temperament thrown out in self-
expressive movement we may with success affect the
method of a purely objective observation, from the
moment we begin to psychologise deeply, we are at
once preparing to go back into ourselves. For it is
only through our own psychology, through its power
of response to and of identification with the mind
and soul in others that we can know their inner psy-
chology; for the most part our psychological account
of others is only an account of the psychological
impressions of them they produce in our own menta-
lity. This we see even in the realistic writers in the
strongly personal and limited way in which they
render the psychology of their creatures in one or
two always recurring main notes upon which they
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ring minute variations. In the end the creative mind
could not fail to become conscious of this self within
which was really doing the whole work and to turn
to it for a theme or for the mould of its psychological
creations, to a conscious intimate subjectivism. Again,
the emphasising of extreme notes brings us to a
point where to go farther we have to go within
and to make ourselves a sort of laboratory of new
psychological experiment and discovery.

This is the turn we get in the poetry of Verlaine
which is throughout a straining after an intimate
and subtle experience of the senses, vital sensations,
emotions pushed beyond ordinary limits into a
certain vivid and revealing abnormality, in the
earlier work of Maeterlinck which is not so much
an action of personalities as the drama of a child-
like desire-soul uttering, half inarticulate cries of
love and longing, terror and distress and emotion,
in the work of Mallarmé where there is a constant
seeking for subjective symbols which will reveal to
our own soul the soul of the things that we see. The
rediscovery of the soul is the last stage of the round
described by this age of the intellect and reason.
It is at first mainly the perceptions of a desire-soul,
a soul of sense and sensation and emotion, and an
arriving through them at a sort of psychological
mysticism, a psychism which is not yet true mysti-
cism, much less spirituality, but is still a movement
of the lower self in that direction. The movement
could not stop here: the emergence of the higher
perceptions of a larger and purer psychical and
intuitive entity in direct contact with the Spirit
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could not but come, and this greater impulse is
represented by the work of the Irish poets. It is the
sign of the end, now in sight, of a purely intellectual
modernism and the coming of a new age of creation,
intellectualism fulfilled ceasing by a self-exceeding
in a greater motive of intuitive art and poetry.
Thus this wide movement of interests, so many-
sided and universal, in man past and present after
embracing all that attracts the observing eye in
his life and history and apparent nature comes
back to a profounder interest in the movements
of his deeper self which reveals itself to an extended
psychological experience and an intuitive sense.
But an insistent interest in future man has been
the most novel, the most fruitfully distinguishing
characteristic of the modern mind. Once limited
to the far-off dream of religions or the distant
speculation of isolated thinkers, the attempt to cast
a seeing eye as well as a shaping will on the future is
now an essential side of the human outlook. For-
merly the human mentality of the present lived in
the great shadow thrown on it by its past, nowadays,
on the contrary, it turns more to some image of
coming possibility. The colour of this futurism has
changed with the changes of modern intellectualism.
At first it came in on the wave of a partly naturalistic,
partly transcendentalist idealism, a reverie of the
perfected individual and the perfected society, and
was commonly associated with the passion for civic
or the idea of a spiritual and personal liberty. A
more sober colouring intervened, the intellectual con-
structions of positivism, liberalism, utilitarian thought
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which were soon in their turn followed by broader
democratic and socialistic utopias. Touched some-
times with an aesthetic and idealistic colouring, they
have grown for a time more scientific, economic,
practical with the advance of realism and rationalism.
But the new force of subjectivism will have probably
the effect of rehabilitating the religious and spiri-
tually idealistic element in our vision of the future
of the race. Poetry which has been less able to follow
this stream of thought than prose literature, will find
its account in the change; for it will be the natural
interpreter of this more inner and intuitive vision.
The futurist outlook has never been more pronounced
than at the present day; on all sides, in thought, in
life, in the motives and forms of literary and artistic
creation, we are swinging violently away from the
past into an unprecedented adventure of new teeming
possibilities. Never has the past counted so little
for its own sake,—its tradition is still effectual only
when it can be made a power or an inspiration for
the future, never has the present looked so persistently
and creatively forward.

But Nature and man in his active, intellectual and
emotional life and physical environment are not the
whole subject of man’s thought or of his creative
presentment of his mind’s seeings and imaginings.
He has been even more passionately occupied by
the idea of things beyond, other worlds and an
after life, symbols and powers of that which exceeds
him or of his own self-exceeding, the cult of gods of
nature and supernature, the belief in or the seeking
after God. On this side of the human mind modern
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literature, though not a blank, has been during the
greater part of the nineteenth century inferior in its
matter and in its power, because it has been an age
of scepticism and of denial or else of a doubtful and
tormented, a merely intellectual or a conventional
clinging to the residuum of past beliefs. They have
not formed a real and vital part of its inner life and
what is not real or vital to thought, imagination and
feeling cannot be powerfully creative. At first this
ebb of positive faith was to some extent compensated
for by the ideal element of a philosophic transcen-
dentalism, vague and indefinite but with its own
large light and force of inspiration. As scepticism
became more positive, this light fades, the most
poetic notes of the age which deal with the founda-
tions of life are either the poignant expression of a
regretful scepticism, or a defiant atheism exulting in
the revolt of the great denial, the hymn of the Void,
an eternal Nihil which has taken the place of God,
or else the large idea of Nature as a universal entity,
the Mother of our being. To Science this is only an
inconscient Force; the poetic mind with its natural
turn for finding a reality even behind what are to
the intellect abstract conceptions, has passed through
this conception to a new living sense of the universal,
the infinite. It has even evolved from it now and
then, a vivid pantheism. The difficult self-defence
or reaction of the old faiths against the prevalent
scepticism and intellectualism has given too some
minor notes; but these are the greater voices of nega-
tion and affirmation in this sphere of poetic thought
and creation which have added some novel and
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powerful strains to poetry. With the return to sub-
jective intuition and a fresh adventuring of knowledge
and imagination into the beyond modern poetry,
freed from the sceptical attitude, is beginning in this
field too to turn the balance in its favour as against
the old classical and mediaeval literature. The vision
of the worlds beyond which it is gaining is nearer,
less grossly human, more supernatural to physical
Nature; the symbols it is beginning to create and its
reinterpretation of the old symbols are more adequate
and more revealing; rid of the old insufficient forms
and limiting creeds, it is admitting a near, direct
and fearless seeing and experience of God in Nature,
God in man, God in the universal and the eternal.
From faith it has advanced through the valley of
doubt to the heights of a more luminous knowledge.
These are the main movements of the modern mind
constituting the turns of a psychological evolution of
the most rapid and remarkable kind which have
dominated the literature of Europe, now more than
ever before growing into a single though varied whole.
We have to see how they have worked themselves
out in English poetry during this period. We shall
then be able to form a clearer idea of the dominant
possibilities of the future: for though it has been a
side stream and not the central current, yet in the
end the highest and most significant, though not
yet the strongest forces of the future poetry have
converged here and given their first clearest and most
distinct sounds. The continent is still overshadowed
by the crepuscule of the intellectual age sick unto
death but unable to die. Here there are some clear
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morning voices, English precursors, the revived light
of Celtic spirituality, not least significant the one or
two accents of a more self-assured message which
have broken across the mental barrier between
East and West from resurgent India.



CHAPTER XVI

THE POETS OF THE DAWN

(1)

TuE superiority of the English poets who lead the
way into the modern age is that sudden almost
unaccountable spiritual impulse, insistent but vague
in some, strong but limited in one or two, splendid
and supreme in its rare moments of vision and
clarity, which breaks out from their normal poetic
mentality and strives constantly to lift their thought
and imagination to its own heights, a spirit or
Daemon who does not seem to trouble at all with
his voice or his oestrus the contemporary poets of
continental Europe. But they have no clearly seen
or no firmly based constant idea of the greater work
which this spirit demands from them; they get at its
best only in an inspiration over which they have not
artistic control, and they have only an occasional or
uncertain glimpse of its self motives. Thus they give
to it oftcn a form of speech and movement which is
borrowed from their intellect, normal temperament
or culture rather than wells up as the native voice
and rhythm of the spirit within, and they fall away
easily to a lower kind of work. They have a greater
thing to reveal than the Elizabethan poets, but
they do not express it with that constant fullness of
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native utterance or that more perfect correspondence
between substance and form which is the greatness
of Shakespeare and Spenser.

This failure to grasp the conditions of a perfect
intuitive and spiritual poetry has not yet been noted,
because the attempt itself has not been understood
by the critical mind of the nineteenth century. That
mind was heavily intellectualised, sometimes lucid,
reasonable and acute, sometimes cloudily or fierily
romantic, sometimes scientific, minutely delving,
analytic, psychological, but in none of these moods
and from none of these outlooks capable of under-
standing the tones of this light which for a moment
flushed the dawning skies of its own age or tracing it
to the deep and luminous fountains from which it
welled. Taine’s grotesquely misproportioned appre-
ciation in which Byron figures as the colossus and
Titan of the age while the greater and more significant
work of Wordsworth and Shelley is dismissed as an
ineffective attempt to poetise a Germanic transcen-
dentalism, Carlyle’s ill-tempered and dyspeptic
depreciation of Keats, Arnold’s inability to see in
Shelley anything but an unsubstantially beautiful
poet of cloud and dawn and sunset, a born musician
who had made a mistake in taking hold of the word as
his instrument, are extreme, but still characteristic
misunderstandings. In our own day we see the singers
who lead the van of the future entering with a
nearer intimacy into the domains of which these
earlier poets only just crossed the threshold, but the
right art and technique of this poetry have been
rather found by the intuitive sense of their creators
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than yet intellectually understood so as to disengage
their form from the obstruction of old-world ideas and
standards of appreciation.

Each essential motive of poetry must find its own
characteristic speech, its own law of rhythms,—even
though metrically the mould may appear to be the
same,—its own structure and development in the
lyric, dramatic, narrative and, if that can still be used,
the epic form and medium. The objective poetry of
external life, the vital poetry of the life-spirit, the
poetry of the intellect or the inspired reason, each has
its own spirit and, since the form and word are the
measure, rhythm, body of the spirit, must each deve-
lop its own body. There may be a hundred variations
within the type which spring from national difference,
the past of the civilisation, the cultural atmosphere,
the individual idiosyncrasy, but some fundamental
likeness of spirit will emerge. Elizabethan poetry
was the work of the life-spirit in a new, raw and vigo-
rous people not yet tamed by a restraining and forma-
tive culture, a people with the crude tendencies of the
occidental mind rioting almost in the exuberance of
a state of nature. The poetry of the classical Sanskrit
writers was the work of Asiatic minds, scholars,
court-pocts in an age of immensc intellectual
development and an excessive, almost over-cultivated
refinement, but still that too was a poetry of the
life-spirit. In spite of a broad gulf of difference we yet
find an extraordinary basic kinship between these
too very widely separated great ages of poetry, though
there was never any possibility of contact between
that earlier oriental and this later occidental work,
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—the dramas of Kalidasa and some of the dramatic
romances of Shakespeare, plays like the Sanskrit
Seal of Rakshasa and Toy-Cart and Elizabethan historic
and melodramatic pieces, the poetry of the Cloud-
Messenger and erotic Elizabethan poetry, the roman-
tically vivid and descriptive narrative method of
Spenser’s Faerie Queene and the more intellectually
romantic vividness and descriptive elaborateness of
the Line of Raghu and the Birth of the War-God. This
kinship arises from the likeness of essential motive
and psychological basic type and emerges and asserts
itself in spite of the enormous cultural division. A
poetry of spiritual vision and the sense of things
behind life and above the intellect must similarly
develop from its essence a characteristic voice, cry,
mould of speech, natural way of development,
habits of structure.

The great poets of this earlier endeavour had all to
deal with the same central problem of creation and
were embarrassed by the same difficulty of a time
which was not ready for work of this kind, not pre-
pared for it by any past development, not fitted for it
by anything in the common atmosphere of the age.
They breathed the rarity of heights lifted far
beyond the level of the contemporary surrounding
temperament, intellect and life. But each besides had
an immense development of that force of separate
personality which is in art at least the characteristic
of our later humanity. Each followed his own way, was
very little influenced by the others, was impelled by a
quite distinct spiritual idea, worked it out in a quite
individual method and, when he fell away from it or
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short of it, failed in his own way and by shortcomings
peculiar to his own nature. There is nothing of that
common aim and manner which brings into one
category the Elizabethan dramatists or the contem-
poraries of Pope and Dryden. We have to cast an
eye upon them successively at their separate work
and see how far they carried their achievement and
where they stopped short or else deviated from the
path indicated by their own highest genius.

11



CHAPTER XVII

THE POETS OF THE DAWN

(2)

A POETRY whose task is to render truth of the Spirit
by passing behind the appearances of the sense and
the intellect to their spiritual reality, is in fact
attempting a work for which no characteristic
power of language has been discovered,—except the
symbolic, but the old once established symbols will no
longer entirely serve, and the method itself is not now
sufficient for the need,—no traditional form of pre-
sentation native to the substance, no recognised
method of treatment or approach, or none at once
sufficiently wide and subtle, personal and universal
for the modern mind. In the past indeed there have
been hieratic and religious ways of approaching the
truths of spirit which have produced some remarkable
forms in art and literature. Sufi poetry, Vaishnava
poetry are of this order, in more ancient times the
symbolic and mystic way of the Vedic singers, while
the unique revelatory utterance of the Upanishads
stands by itself as a form of inspired thought which
penetrates either direct or through strong unveiling
images to the highest truths of self and soul and the
largest seeing of the Eternal. One or two modern
poets have attempted to use in a new way the almost
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unworked wealth of poetical suggestion in Catholic
Christianity. But the drift of the modern mind in this
direction is too large in its aim and varied in its
approach to be satisfied by any definite or any fixed
symbolic or hieratic method, it cannot rest within
the special experience and figures of a given religion.
There has been too universal a departure from all
specialised forms and too general a breaking down of
the old cut channels; in place of their intensive nar-
rowness we have a straining through all that has been
experienced by an age of wide intellectual curiosity
to the ultimate sense of that experience. The truth
behind man and Nature and things, behind intellec-
tual and emotional and vital perception is sought to
be seized by a pressure upon these things themselves,
and the highly intellectualised language and way of
seeing developed by this age is either used as it is with
more meaning or strained or moulded anew or given
some turn or transformation which will bring in the
intensity of the deeper truth and vision. An intel-
lectualism which takes this turn can choose one of
three methods. It may prolong the language and
forms it already possesses and trust to the weight of
the thing it has to say and the power of its vision to
inform this vehicle with another spirit. It may strain,
heighten, transfigure the language and forms into a
more intensive force of image, mould and expression.
Or it may strive for some new and direct tone, some
sheer cry of intuitive speech and sound born from
the spirit itself and coming near to its native harmo-
nies. The moulds too may either be the established
moulds turned or modified to a greater and subtler
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use or else strange unprecedented frames, magical
products of a spiritual inspiration. On any of these
lines the poetry of the future may arrive at its objec-
tive and cross the borders of a greater kingdom of
experience and expression.

But these earlier poets came in an age of imperfect,
unenriched and uncompleted intellectuality. The
language which they inherited was admirable for
clear and balanced prose speech, but in poetry had
been used only for adequate or vigorous statement,
rhetorical reasoning, superficial sentimentalising or
ornate thought, narrative, description in the manner
of a concentrated, elevated and eloquent prose. The
forms and rhythmical movements were unsuitable for
any imaginative, flexible or subtly feeling poetry.
Their dealing with these forms was clear and
decisive; they were thrown aside and new forms were
sought for or old ones taken from the earlier masters
or from song and ballad moulds and modified or deve-
loped to serve a more fluid and intellectualised mind
and imagination. But the language was a more
difficult problem and could not be entirely solved by
such short cuts as Wordsworth’s recipe of a resort to
the straight-forward force of the simplest speech
dependent on the weight of the substance and thought
for its one sufficient source of power. We find the
tongue of this period floating between various possi-
bilities. On its lower levels it is weighted down by
some remnant of the character of the eighteenth
century and proceeds by a stream of eloquence, no
longer artificial, but facile, fluid, helped by a greater
force of thought and imagination. This turn sometimes
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rises to a higher level of inspired and imaginative poetic
eloquence. But beyond this pitch we have a fuller and
richer style packed with thought and imaginative sub-
stance, the substitute of this new intellectualised poetic
mind for the more spontaneous Elizabethan richness
and curiosity; but imaginative thought is the secret
of its power, no longer the exuberance of the life-soul
in its vision. On the other side we have a quite differ-
ent note, a sheer poetical directness, which some-
times sinks below itself to poverty and insufficiency
or at least to thinness, as in much of the work of
Wordsworth and Byron, but, when better supported
and rhythmed, rises to quite new authenticities of
great or perfect utterance, and out of this there comes
in some absolute moments a native voice of the spirit,
in Wordsworth’s revelations of the spiritual presence
in Nature and its scenes and peoples, in Byron’s
rare forceful sincerities, in the luminous simplicities
of Blake, in the faery melodies of Coleridge, most of
all perhaps in the lyrical cry and ethereal light of
Shelley. But these are comparatively rare moments,
the mass of their work is less certain and unequal
in expression and significance. Finally we get in
Keats a turning away to a rich, artistic and sensuous
poetical speech which prepares us for the lower
fullnesses of the intellectual and aesthetic epoch that
had to intervene. The greatest intuitive and
revealing poetry has yet to come.

Byron and Wordsworth are the two poets who are
the most hampered by this difficulty of finding and
keeping to the native speech of their greater self,
most often depressed in their elevation, because they
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are both drawn by a strong side of their nature, the
one to a forceful, the other to a weighty intellectualised
expression; neither of them are born singers or artists
of word and sound, neither of them poets in the whole
grain of their mind and temperament, not, that is
to say, always dominated by the aesthetic, imagina-
tive or inspired strain in their being, but doubled
here by a man of action and passion, there by a
moralist and preacher, in each too a would-be
“critic of life,” who gets into the way of the poet
and makes upon him illegitimate demands; there-
fore they are readily prone to fall away to what is,
however interesting it may otherwise be, a lower,
a not genuinely poetic range of substance and specch.
But both in the deepest centre or on the highest peak
of their inspiration are moved by powers for which
their heavily or forcibly intellectualised language
of poetry was no adequate means. It is only when
they escape from it that they do their rare highest
work. Byron, no artist, intellectually shallow and
hurried, a poet by compulsion of personality rather
than in the native colour of his mind, inferior in all
these respects to the finer strain of his great con-
temporaries, but in compensation a more powerful
elemental force than any of them and more in touch
with all that had begun to stir in the mind of the
time,—always an advantage, if he knows how to
make use of it, for a poet’s largeness and ease of
execution, succeeds more amply on the inferior
levels of his genius, but fails in giving any adequate
voice to his highest possibility. Wordsworth, medi-
tative, inward, concentrated in his thought, is more
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often able by force of brooding to bring out that
voice of his greater self, but flags constantly, brings
in a heavier music surrounding his few great clear
tones, drowns his genius at last in a desolate sea of
platitude. Neither airives at that amplitude of
achievement which might have been theirs in a
more fortunate time, if ready forms had been given
to them, or if they had lived in the stimulating
atmosphere of a contemporary culture harmonious
with their personality.

Byron’s prodigious reputation, greater and more
prolonged on the continent than in his own country,
led perhaps to too severely critical an undervaluing
when his defects became nakedly patent in the fading
away of the helpful glamour of contemporary sym-
pathies. That is the penalty of an exaggerated fame
lifted too high on the wings or the winds of the
moment. But his fame was no accident or caprice of
fortune; it was his due from the Time-Spirit. His
hasty vehement personality caught up and crowded
into its work in a strong though intellectually crude
expression an extraordinary number of the powers
and motives of the modern age. The passion for
liberty found in him its voice of Tyrrhenian bronze.
The revolt and self-assertion of the individual against
the falsities and stifling conventions of society, denial,
unbelief, the scorn of the sceptic for established
things, the romance of the past, the restlessness of the
present, the groping towards the future, the sensuous,
glittering, artificial romance of the pseudo-East, the
romance of the solitary, the rebel, the individual
exaggerated to himself by loneliness, the immoral or
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amoral superman, all that flawed romanticism,
passionate sentimentalism, insatiable satiety of sen-
sualism, cynicism, realism which are the chaotic
fermentation of an old world dying and a new
world in process of becoming,—a century and a
half’s still unfinished process,—caught hold of his
mood and unrolled itself before the dazzled, aston-
ished and delighted eyes of his contemporaries in
the rapid succession of forcibly ill-hewn works
impatiently cut out or fierily molten from his single
personality in a few crowded years from its first
rhetorical and struggling outburst in Childe Harold
to the accomplished ease of its finale in Don Fuan.
Less than this apparent plenitude would have been
enough to create the rumour that rose around the
outbreak of this singular and rapid energy. No
doubt, his intellectual understanding of these things
was thin and poverty-stricken in the extreme, his
poetic vision of the powers that moved him had
plenty of force, but wanted depth and form and
greatness. But he brought to his work what no other
poet could give and what the mentality of the time,
moved itself by things which it had not sufficient
intellectual preparation to grasp, was fitted to
appreciate, the native elemental force, the personality,
the strength of nervous and vital feeling of them
which they just then needed and which took the
place of understanding and vision. To this per-
vading power, to this lava flood of passion and
personality, were added certain pre-eminent gifts,
a language at first of considerable rhetorical weight
and drive, afterwards of great nervous strength,
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directness, precision, force of movement, a power
of narrative and of vivid presentation, and always,
whatever else might lack, an unfailing energy. It
was enough for the immediate thing he had to do,
though not at all enough for the highest assured
immortality.

These things which Byron more or less adequately
expressed, were the ferment of the mind of humanity
in its first crude attempt to shake off the conventions
of the past and struggle towards a direct feeling of
itself and its surrounding world in their immediate
reality. But behind it there is something else which
seems sometimes about to emerge vaguely, an cle-
ment which may be called spiritual, a feeling of the
greatness of man the individual spirit commensurate
with Nature and his world, man in communion with
the greatness of Nature, man able to stand in the
world in his own strength and puissance, man
affirming his liberty, the claim to freedom of a force
as great within as the forces which surround and
seem to overwhelm him. It is a Titanism, the spirit
in man scen through the soul of desire, in revolt,
not in self-possession, man the fallen archangel, not
man returning to godhead: but it reposes on, it is
the obscure side of a spiritual reality. He could not
break through the obstructions of his lower persona-
lity and express this thing that he felt in its native
tones of largeness and power. If he could have done
so, his work would have been of a lasting greatness.
But he never found the right form, never achieved
the liberation into right thought and speech of the
Daemon within him. The language and movement
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he started from were an intellectual and sentimental
rhetoric, the speech of the eighteenth century broken
down, melted and beaten into new shape for stronger
uses; he went on to a 