Digitized by GOOS[@






Digitized by GOOS[G






ESSAYS AND STUDIES.



- -

[Chiefly veprinted from the FORTNIGHTLY REVIEW.—Foy permission
to reprint the articles on BYRON and COLERIDGE, thanks are
due to Messrs. Moxon & Co., and Messrs. S. Low & Co.,
respectively.)



ESSAYS AND STUDIES.

BY

ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE.

Fonbon : Ui
CHATTO AND WINDUS, PIC ILLY.
1375.

277 . // 475.



LONDON : I'RINTED BY
SPOTTISWOODE AND CO., NEW-STREET SQUARE
AND PARLIAMENT STREET



TO MY FATHER.






PREFACE.

THEsE Essays, written at intervals during a space of seven
years, are now reissued with no change beyond the correc-
tion of an occasional error, the addition of an occasional
note, and the excision or modification of an pccasional
phrase or passage. To omit or to rewrite any part would
be to forfeit the one claim which I should care to put up on
their behalf ; that they give frank and full expression to
what were, at the time of writing, my sincere and deliberate
opinions.. Only where I have detected a positive error
or suspected a possible injustice have I changed or can-
celled a syllable. As I see no reason to suppress what I
have no desire to recant, I have not allowed myself to
strike out the rare allusions, which might otherwise have
been erased, to such obscure and ephemeral names or
matters as may be thought unworthy even of so slight a
record as the notice here conferred on them. The one
object which gives to this book whatever it may have of
unity is the study of art in its imaginative aspects. I have
desired above all things to avoid narrowness and dogma-
tism, and to say simply what I think or perceive to be
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the truth on such matters, and on such only, as I can
claim at least to have studied with the devotion of years
to the utmost of what ability was in me. The convictions
expressed are in any case my own, and due to the inspira-
tion of no party, no stranger, and no friend. My judg-
ment has been guided wholly by my sense of the service
or the disservice done to art by the works or the opinions
on which I have taken occasion to remark. Ihave spoken
but once or twice at the outside either of bad work
or bad criticism, of folly or of falsehood, of ineptitude or
of malignity ; my chief aim, as my chief pleasure, in all
such studies as these has been rather to acknowledge and
applaud what I found noble and precious than to scrutinize
or to stigmatize what I might perceive to be worthless and
base. It is not indeed always possible to show cause for
our admiration of great men and their great work, and not
seem in passing to stigmatize by implication the base work
or the baser comments on other men’s work of those who
hate and covet the greatness which they can neither injure
nor attain, the glory which they can neither diminish nor
endure ; to praise what is good in any kind is to dispraise
what is bad, and every honour done to men worthy of
honour is an insult to men who are powerless to confer it
and hopeless to receive.

To any who may think it presumptuous for a labourer
in one field of art to express his opinion on work done in
another field, for a student in one line of art to pass sen-
tence on a student or it may be on a master in a different
line, I can only say that I see no reason which should
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forbid such an one more than another to form or to utter
the opinion which men unpractised in any form of art
have an undisputed privilege to hold and to express. It
is certain that a man’s judgment may be shaped and
coloured by the lines of his own life and the laws of his
own labour; that a poet for example may be as bad a
judge of painting as a painter may be of poetry, each man
looking vainly in his neighbour’s work for the qualities
proper to his own ; but it does not follow that either must
of necessity be fool enough to mispraise or to dispraise a
poem or a picture for the presence or the absence of
qualities foreign to its aim. I would ask for either artist
no more than is conceded as an unquestionable right to
critics who are clear from any charge of good or bad work
done in any but the critical line of labour : I would submit
that there is really no evident or apparent reason why he
should be less competent than his fellows to appreciate
the merit or demerit of work which lies out of the way of
his own ambition or achievement. A lifelong delight in
the glories of an art which is not my own, quickened by
the intercourse of many years with eminent artists of
different and even of opposite schools, may have failed to
make me a good critic of their art, but can hardly have
left with me less right to judge or less faculty of judging
than every writer on the subject is permitted to claim for
himself. One thing at least the cultivation of this natural
instinct or impulse of enjoyment can hardly have failed
to ensure. A student from without who enjoys all forms
and phases of an alien art as he respects,all forms and
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phases of his own will be unlikely to make himself the
conscious or unconscious mouthpiece of a single school
or a select coterie. So much I think may justly be
claimed for this book ; that it is not a channel for the
transmission of other men’s views on art, a conduit for the
diffusion of praise or blame derived from foreign sources
or discoloured by personal feelings. Twice only have I
had occasion to review some part of the work of two
eminent poets whose friendship I had enjoyed from my
early youth : a fact which in the opinion of certain writers
is more than sufficient to disqualify me from passing any
sentence on their work that may be worthy of a moment’s
attention. The accident of personal intimacy, it should
seem, deprives you of all right to express admiration of
what you might allowably have found admirable in a
stranger. I know not whether we are to infer that the
one right which remains to a man in this sad case is the
right of backbiting and belying ; but it is certain that any
indiscreet attempt to vindicate his right of praising what
he finds to be praiseworthy will at once expose him to the
risk of being classed among the members of a shadowy
society which meets or does not meet for purposes of
reciprocal adulation. In the present instance the fact of
reciprocity might at first sight seem somewhat difficult to
establish ; considering that neither the one nor the other
of the poets whom, though my friends, I have allowed
myself to admire, and though their fellow-craftsman have
permitted myself to praise, has ever published one sen-
tence or one syllable of friendly or of adverse criticism



PREFACE. xi

on any work of mine. How then their opinion of it can
be matter of public knowledge, or on what ground the
damning charge of “ mutual admiration” can be sustained,
it passes the modest range of my weak imagination to
conceive. Nor can it figure to itself anything more pitiful
and despicable than a society of authors, artists, or critics
held tc;gether by a contract for the exchange of reciprocal
flattery, except a society of the same kind whose bond of
union should be a compact of detraction, a confederacy of
malignities, an alliance for the defamation of men more
honoured than its members. On the other hand, it may
be reasonably assumed, or at least it may plausibly be
alleged, that a writer whose interest or whose admiration
is confined to the works of a single school or the effects
of a particular style in art can claim no higher place or
worthier office than that of herald or interpreter to a special
community of workmen. If, however, my critical writing
should be found liable to this charge, it will at least be ad-
mitted that the circle which confines my interest and limits
my admiration is a tolerably wide one. I have not unfre-
quently found myself accused of lax and undiscriminating
indulgence in too catholic and uncritical a taste, too wide
and erratic a range of inconsistent sympathies, by men
whose ways of work lay so far apart that they seemed to
me as unable to estimate each other aright as I to with-
hold from the work of either the tribute of my thanks.
it is impossible, I have been told, that any man of fair
culture and intelligence can sincerely and equally admire
at the same time the leaders or the followers of such
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opposite schools in art or letters. That must in effect
be a somewhat clastic definition which should comprise
in one term all the subjects of my study or my praise, a
somewhat irrcgular process which should reduce them all
to one denomination, a somewhat vague watchword which
should marshal them all under one standard. I think
upon the whole that having now gathered together these
divers waifs of tentative criticism I may leave the babblers
and backbiters who prate of “mutual admiration ” and
the cant of a coterie absorbed in its own self-esteem and
fettered by its own passwords, to the ultimate proof or
disproof of simple et and plain evidence.  If I am in-
deed one of those unfortunates who can see nothing good
outside their own xeet of partisans, it will not be denied
that the sect to which | belong must be singularly com-
prehensive ; nor will it be questioned that I am singularly
fortunate in the variety and the eminence of my supposed
allies. I would not be betrayed into any show of egotism
or recrimination; but I thought it best not to let these
reprints go forth together fur the first time on their own
account without a word of remark on their object and
their scope.  ‘They are hete arranged according to scale
and subject, with the date appended when necessary ; and
have now but to show for themselves whether or not they
can pretend to any wore noticeable or more vital quality
than that of sincere denire and studious effort to see the
truth and speak it.
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VICTOR HUGO: LHOMME QUI RIT.

ONCE only in my life 1 have seen the likeness of Victor
Hugo’s genius. Crgssing over when, a boy from Ostend,
I had the fortune to be caught in midchannel by a
thundérstorm strong enough to delay the packet some
three good hours over the due time. About mid-

~ night the thundercloud wis right overhead, full of in-

cessant sound and fire, lightening and darkening so
rapidly that it seemed to have life, and a delight in its
life. At the same hour the sky was clear to the west, and
all along the sea:line there sprang and sank as to music a
restless dance or chase of summer lightnings across the
lower sky: a race and riot of lights, beautiful and rapid
as a course of shining Oceanides along the tremulous
floor of the sea. Eastward at the same moment the
space of clear sky was higher and wider, a splendid semi-
circle of too intense purity to be called Blue; it was of
no colour nameable by man ; and midway in it between
the storm and the sea hung the motionless full moon ;

Artemis watching with a serene splendour of scorn the
*
B
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battle of Titans and the revel of nymphs, from her.stain-
less and Olympian summit of divine indifferent light.
Undemeath and about us the sea was paved with flame ;
the whole water trembled and hissed with phosphoric
fire; even through the wind and thunder I could hear the
crackling and sputtering of the water-sparks. In the
same heaven and in the same hour there shone at once
the three contrasted glories, golden and fiery and white,
of moonlight and of the double lightnings, forked and

sheet ; and under all this miraculous heaven lay a Haming -

floor of water.

That, in a most close and exact symbol, is the best
possible definition I can give of Victor Hugo’s genius.
And the impression.of that hour wag upon me the im-
pression of his mind ; physical, as it touched the nerves
with a more vivid passion of pleasure than music or wine;
spiritual, as it exalted the spirit with the senses and
above them to the very summit of vision and delight.
It is no fantastic similitude, but an accurate likeness of
two causes working to the same effect. There is nothing
but that delight like the delight given by some of his
work. And it is because his recent book has not
seldom given it me again, that I have anything here to
say of it.

It is a book to be rightly read, not by the lamplight
of realism, but by the sunlight of his imagination reflected
upon ours. Omly so shall we see it as it is, much less
understand it. The beauty it has, and the meaning, are
ideal ; and therefore cannot be impaired by any want of
realism. Error and violation of likelihood or fact which
would damn a work of Betzac’s or of Thackeray’s cannot

A .
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even Jower or lessen the rank and value of a work like
this. To put it away because it has not the great and
precious qualities of their school, but those of a school
quite different, is just as wise asit would be on the other
hand to assault the fame of Bacon on the ground that he
has not written in the manner of Shakespeare; or
Newton’s, because he has not written like Milton. This
premised, I shall leave the dissection of names and the
anatomy of probabilities to the things of chatter and
chuckle so well and scientifically defined long since by
Mr. Charles Reade as “anonymuncules who go scribbling
- about ;” there is never any lack of them ; and it will not
greatly hurt the master poet of an age that they should
shriek and titter, cackle and hoot inaudibly behind his
heel. It is not every demigod who is vulnerable there.

Fhis book has in it, so to say, a certain elemental
quality. Tt is great because it deals greatly with great
emotions. Itis a play played out not by human characters
only ; wind and sea, thunder and moonlight, have their
parts too to fill. Nor is this all ; for itis itself a thing
like these things, living as it were an elemental life. It
pierces and shakes the very roots of passion. It catches
and bends the spirit as Pallas caught Achilles and bent
him by the hair. Were it not so, this would be no child
of the master’s ; but so, as always, itis. Here too the
birth-mark of the great race is visible.

It is not, whatever it may seem, a noyel or a study,
historical or social. What touches on life or manners
we see to be accidental byplay as soon as we see what the
book is indeed ; the story of the battle of a human spirit,
first with Fate, then with the old three subordinate

Y B2
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enemies : the World, the Flesh, and the Devi. And
here I will say where the flaw, as I think, lies; for,
like other great things, a great book may have a flaw.
The Flesh and the Devil, Josiane and Barkilphedro, are
perfect ; the World is drawn wrong. And the reason is
not far to seek. We all brush daily against the Flesh
and the Devil, we must all rub shoulders and shake
hands with them, and they are always much the same at
root, only stronger and weaker with this man than with
that ; therefore it needs only the hand of a great poet to
paint them greatly, after their true and very likeness.
But the World is multiform. To paint one aright of its
many faces, you must have come close enough on that side
to breathe the breath of its mouth and see by the light of
its eyes. Noaccumulation of fact upon fact gleaned and
laid up never so carefully will avail you instead. Titian
himself cannot paint without colours. Here we have
canvass and easel duly made ready, but the colours are
not to be had. In other words, here are many curious
and accurate details painfully studied and stored up for
use, but unhappily it is not seldom for misuse. Here are
many social facts rightly retailed and duly laid out side
by side, but no likeness of social life. Here are the
Mohocks of the day, for example, much as we find them
in Swift; here is often visible even a vexatious excess of
labour in the research of small things ; useless, because
the collector of them has never applied his spirit to the
spirit of the time in which these small things played in
passing their small parts. He cannot, because that time
has no attraction for him on any one side to temper the
repulsion he feels from another side of it. Pure hate and
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scorn of an age or a people destroy the faculty of obser-
vation, much more of description, even in the historic
mind ; what then will they do in the poetic? Doubtless
there has been, as doubtless there is now, much that is
hateful and contemptible in social matters, English or
other; much also, as certainly, that is admirable and
thankworthy. Doubtless too at one time and another
there has been more visible of evil and shameful than of
noble and good. But there can never have been a time
of unmixed good or evil ; and he only who has felt the
-pulse of an age can tell us how fast or slow its heart
really beat towards evil or towards good. A man who
writes of a nation or a time, however bad and base in
the main, without any love for it, cannot write of it well.
A great English poetess has admirably said that a poet’s
heart may be large enough to hold two nations.! Victor
Hugo’s, apart from its heroic love of man, a love match-
less except by Shelley’s, holds two nations especially
close, two of the greatest; it has often been said he is
French and Spanish ; thatis, he loves France aud Spain,
the spirit of them attracts his spirit ; but he does not love
England. There are great Englishmen whom no man

¥ T know not if it has been remarked how decisive a note of the
English spirit there is in Moliére, a Frenchman of the French : an
English current, as recognisable as indefinable, passing under and
through the tide-stream of his genius. There is a more northern
flavour mixed into his mind, a more northern tone interfused, than
into any other of the great French writers, Rabelais excepted.
Villon, for instance, in so many ways so like them both, is nothing
if not Parisian. And if I am not wrong no third great French-
man has ever found such acceptance and sympathy among English-
men unimbued with the French spirit as Rabelais and Moli¢re. For
them instinct breaks down the bar of ignorance.
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has praised more nobly than he : but the spirit of historic
England has no attraction for his. Hence, far more im-
portant than any passing errors of grotesque nomen-
clature or misplaced detail, the spiritual and ingrained
error of the book, seen only from its social or historic
side. We catch nowhere for a moment the note of
English life in the reign of Anne.! Those for whom I
write will know, and will see, that I do not write as a
special pleader for a country or a class, as one who will
see no spot in England or nobility. But indeed it is
an abuse of words to say that England is governed or
misgoverned by her aristocracy. A republican, studying
where to strike, should read better the blazon on his
enemy’s shield. “England,” I have heard it said, “is
not ‘a despotism tempered by epigrams,’ but a plutocracy
modified by accidents.”

Enough now of the flaws and failures in this work ;
“ enough, with over-measure.” We have yet before us
the splendour of its depths and heights. Entering the
depths first, we come upon the evil spirit of the place.
Barkilphedro, who plays here the part of devil, is a
bastard begotten by JTago upon his sister, Madame de
Merteuil : having something of both, but diminished and
degraded ; wanting, for instance, the deep demonic

_calm of their lifelong patience. He has too much in-

ward heat of discontent, too much fever and fire; to

! For one instance, if a court lady had indeed: insulted Swift,
she would certainly have had by way of answer something (in
De Quincey’s phrase) ‘‘too monstrously Swiftian for quotation ;”
somethipg so monstrous, that the Dean might thenceforth have held
the next place to Gwynplaine in her heart.



L'’HOMME QUI RIT. 7

know their perfect peace of spirit, the equable element of
thelr souls, the quiet of mind in which they live and
work out their work at leisure. He does not sin at rest:
there is somewhat of fume and fret in his wickedness.
Theirs is the peace of the devil, which passeth all under-
standing. He, though like them sinning for sin’s sake
and hating for the love of hatred, has yet a too distinct
and positive quality of definable evil. He is actually un-
gratefuly envious, false. Of them we cannot say that they
are thus or thus ; in them there is a purity and simplicity
of sin, which has no sensible components ; which cannot
be resolved by analysis into this evil quality and that.
Barkilphedro, as his maker says with profound humour,
“has his faults.” We fear that a sufficient bribe might
even tempt him into virtue for a moment, seduce him to
soil by a passing slip the virginity of vice. Nevertheless,
as the evil spirit of envy rather than the devil absolute,
he is a strong spirit and worth study. The few chapters,
full of fiery eloquence and a passion bitter as blood, in
which his evil soul is stripped and submitted to vivisec-
tion, contain, if read aright, the best commentary ever
written on Iago. We see now at last, what no scholiast
on Shakespeare could show us, how the seed may be
sown and watered which in season shall bring forth so
black a blossom, a poison so acrid and so sure.

In this poem as in the old pictures we see the sers
pent, writhing, not fangless, under the foot of an angel,
and in act to bruise as of old the heel that bruises his
head. Only this time it is hardly an angel of light.
Unconscious of her office as another St. Michael, the
Angel of the Flesh treads under the unconquerable Devil.
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Scen but once in full, the naked glory of the Titaness
irradiates all one side of the poem with excess *and
superflux of splendour.

Among the fields and gardens, the mountain heights
and hollows, of Victor Hugo’s vast poetic kingdom, there
are strange superb inmates, bird and beast of various fur
and feather ; but as yet there was nothing like this.
Balzac, working with other means, might have given us
by dint of anxious anatomy some picture of the virgin
harlot. A marvellous study we should have had, one to
burn into the brain and brand the memory for ever ;
but rather a thing to admire than desire. The magnetism
of beauty, the efluence of attraction, he would not have
plvonun.  But now we have her from the hands of a
poet ux well as student, new-blown and actual as a
kathered flower, in warm bloom of blood and breath,
clothed with  live colour, fair with significant flesh,
pamsionately palpable. This we see first and feel, and
ufter thin the spirit. It is a strange beast that hides in
thix den of roses.  Such have been however, and must be.
* Wo are all a little mad, beginning with Venus.” Her
muker'n definition is complete : “a possible Astarte
latent i anactual Diana.”  She is not merely spotless in
hody | whe ix perverse, not unclean ; there is nothing of
fonlners (i the mystic rage of her desire. She is indeed
" wialilenn wnd whamieless 3 to be unclean is common,
b her *divine depravity ® will touch nothing common
::‘M“:‘“":““":' "S:\\;‘ hax xeven devils in her, and upon her

[N WY N : .
e Towd o ‘\:‘:.“‘\bl\c !\as no more in common w.'xth
K% of the Laser school of realism
thai A cienture of the brothel and the street has in
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common with the Manads who rent in sunder the living
limbs of Orpheus. We seem to hear about her the beat
and clash of *the terrible timbrels, the music that
Aschylus set to verse, the music that made mad, the
upper notes of the psalm shrill and strong as a sea-wind,
the “bull-voiced” bellowing under-song of those dread
choristers from somewhere out of sight, the tempest of
tambourines giving back thunder to the thunder,! the
fury of 8ivine lust that thickened with human blood the
hill-streams of Cithaeron.

It is no vain vaunt of the modern master’s that he
has given us in another guise one of these Eschylean
women, a monstrous goddess, whose tone of voice “gave
a sort of Promethean grandeur to her furious and amorous
words,” who had in her the tragic and Titanic passion of the
women of the Eleusinian feasts ¢ seeking the satyrs under
the stars.” And with all this fierce excess of imaginative
colour and tragic intonation, the woman is modern and
possible ; she might be now alive, and maybe. Some of
her words have the light of an apocalypse, the tone of a
truth indubitable henceforth and sensible to all. “You
were not born with that horrible laugh on your face, were
you? no? It must be a penal mutilation. I do hope
you have committed some crime.—No one has touched
me, I give myself up to you as pure as burning fire, I see
you do not believe me, but if you only knew how little I
care —Despise me, you that people despise. Degrada-
tion below degradation, what a pleasure! the double
flower of ignominy! I am gathering it. Trample me
underfoot. You will like me all the better. /7 know

' Zsch. Fr. 54 (Hdwvol).
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that.—Oh ! I should like to be with you in the evening,
while they were playing music, each of us leaning back
against the same cushion, under the purple awning of a
golden galley, in the midst of the infinite sweetnesses of
the sea. Insultme. Beat me. Payme. Treatme like
a street-walker. I adore you.”

The naturalism of all that is absolute ; you hear the
words pant and ring. Some might doubt whether her
wild citations of old stories that matched her ¢ase, her
sudden fantastic allusions to these at the very height of
her frenzy, were as natural : I think they are. The great
poet had a right if it pleased him to give his modern
Mz=nad the thought and the tongue of a Sappho with the
place and the caprice of a Cleopatra. Such a pantheress
might be such a poetess ; then between fancy and fury
we should have our Bassarid complete, only with silk for
fox-skin. And this might be; for the type of spirit can
hardly be rare in any luxurious age.  Perversity is the
fruit of weariness as weariness is the fruit of pleasure.
Charles Baudelaire has often set that theme to mystic
music, but in a minor key : his sweet and subtle lyrics
were the prelude to this grand chorus of the master’s,

We have seen the soft fierce play of the incessant
summer lightnings, between the deep sky full of passing
lights and dreams, and the deep sea full of the salt seed
of life ; and among them Venus arising, the final and
fatal flower of the mystic heaven and the ravenous sea.
Looking now from west to east, we may see the moon
rise, a tender tear-blinded moon, worn thin and pure,
ardent and transparent.

A great poet can perfect his picture with strangely few
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touches. We see Virgilia as clearly as Imogen ; we see
Dea as clearly as Esmeralda. Yet Imogen pervades the
action of “ Cymbeline,” Virgilia hardly speaks in crossing'
the stage of ¢ Coriolanus.” It is not easy to write at all
about the last chapters of the book ; something divine is
there, impalpable and indefinable. I must steal the word
I want; they are “ written as if in star-fire and immortal
tears.” Or, to take Shakespeare’s words after Carlyle’s,
they are “most dearly sweet and bitter.” The pathos of
ZEschylus is no more like Dante’s, Dante’s no more like
Shakespeare’s, than any of these is like Hugo’s. Every
master of pathos has a key of his own to unlock the
source of tears, or of that passionate and piteous pleasure
which lies above and under the region of tears. Some,
like Dante, condense the whole agony of a life into one
exquisite and bitter drop of distilled pain. Others, like
Shakespeare, translate it pang by pang into a complete
cadence and symphony of suffering. Between Lear and
Ugolino the balance can never be struck. Charles Lamb,
we may remember, spent hours on the debate with a
friend who upheld Dante’s way of work against Shake-
speare’s. On which side we are to range the greatest poet
of our own age, there can be no moment of question. I
am not sure that he has ever touched the keys of sorrow
with surer hand to deeper music than here. There is
nothing in his work of a more heavenly kind; yet,
or it may be because, every word has in it the vibra-
tion of earthly emotion ; but through it rather than
above, there grows and pierces a note of divine tender-
ness, the very passion of pity that before this has made
wise men mad. Evenmore than the pathos of this close,
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its purity and exaltation are to be noted ; nothing of
common is there, nothing of theatrical. And indeed it
meeded the supreme sweetness of Dea’s reappearance, a
figure translucent with divine death, a form of flesh that
the light of heaven shines through more and more as the
bodily veil wears thinner and consumes, to close with
music and the luminous vision of a last comfort a book
so full of the sound and shine of storm. With the
clamour and horror yet in our ears of that raging eloquence
in which the sufferer flings into the faces of prosperous
men the very flame and hell-fire of his suffering, it needed
no less than this to leave the mind exalted and reconciled.
But this dew of heaven is enough to quench or allay the
flames of any hell. There are words of a sweetness un-
surpassable, as these : “Tout cela s’en va, et il n’y aura
plus de chansons.” And upon all there dwells the
measureless and nameless peace of night upon a still sea.
To this quiet we have been led through all the thunder
and tumult of things fatal, from the tempestuous overture
of storm and whirlwind ; from sea again to sea. There
is a divine and terrible harmony in this chorus of the play,
secretly and strangely sustained, yet so that 6n a full
reading we feel it, though at first sight or hearing it must
be missed. '

Of the master’s unequalled power upon natural things,
upon the elements we call inanimate, knowing even less
the laws of their life than of ours, there is happily no need,
as surely there are no words, to speak. Part of this power

"we may recognise as due to the subtle and deep
admixture of moral emotion and of human sentiment with
the mysterious action and passion of nature. Thus in

%J* S o
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“Les Travailleurs de la Mer” the wind and the sea gain
strength and depth from the human figure set to fight
them ; from the depth and strength of the incarnate spirit
so doing and suffering. Thus in this book there is a new
sense and a new sublimity added to the tempest by the
remorse of men sinking at once under sin and storm,
drowned under a double weight of deeds and waves.

Not even in that other book is the supreme mastery
of nature, the lordship of the forces of things, more ad-
mirable and wonderful than throughout the first part of
this. He who could think to describe might think to
rival it. But of one point I cannot but take note ; there
is nothing, even at the height of tragic horror, repellent,
ugly, hateful. It has been said there is, and will be said
again ; for how should there not be distorted eyes and
envious tongues in the world? Indeed a pieuvre is no
pleasant playfellow, the ¢ tree of man’s making ” bears a
fearful fruit, the monstrous maidenhood of Josiane is no
sister to the starry virginity of Dea ; but how has the
great poet handled these things? The mutilation of a
child’s face is a thing unbearable for thought to rest on;
but have we not seen first the face of a heroic soul? Far
elsewhere than in the work of our sovereign poet must we
look for the horror which art will have none of, which
nature flings back with loathing in the bringer’s face. If
not, we of this time who love and serve his art should in-
deed be in a bad case. But upon this matter we cannot
permit the blind and nameless leaders of the nameless
blind to decide for us. Let the serious and candid
student look again for himself and see. That “fight of
the dead with the dark,” that swinging of carrion birds
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with the swing of the gibbeted carrion, might have been
so done into words as to beget in us mere loathing ; but
how is it done here? The mighty manner of Victor
Hugo has given to this ghastly matter something even of
a horrible charm, a shocking splendour of effect. The
rhythmic horror of the thing penetrates us not with loath-
ing, but with a tragic awe and terror as at a real piece of
the wind's work, an actual caprice of the night’s, a portion
of the tempest of things. So it is always ; handle what
he may, the touch of a great poet will leave upon it a spell
to consume and transmute whatever a weaker touch would
leave in it of repulsive.

Whether or not we are now speaking of a great poet,
of a name imperishable, is not a question which can be
gravely deliberated. I have only to record my own poor
conviction, based on some study and comparison of the
men, that precisely as we now think of those judges who
put Fletcher above Shakespeare, Cowley above Milton,
the paid poets of Richelieu beside Corneille, and I know
not whom beside Molitre, will the future think of those
judges who would place any poet of his age by the side
of Victor Hugo. Nor has his age proved poor—it has
rather been singularly rich—in men and in poets really
and greatly admirable. But even had another done as
well once and again as the master himself, who has done
so well as much? Had he done but half, had he done
but a tenth of his actual work, his supremacy, being less
incontestable, would no doubt have been less contested.
A parsimonious poet calculates well for his own time.
Had Victor Hugo granted us but one great play—say
“Marion de Lorme,” but one great lyric work—say

AN
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“Les Contemplations,” but one great tragic story—say
any one you please, the temptation to decry or denounce
him by comparison would have been less } for with the
tribe of Barkilphedro the strength of this temptation grows «
with the growth of the benefit conferred. And very
potent is that tribe in the world of men and of letters.

As for me, I am not careful to praise or dispraise by
comparison at all. I am not curious to enquire what of
apparent or of actual truth there may be in any charge
brought against the doer of the greatest things done, the
giver of the greatest gifts given among men in our times.
Goethe found his way of work mechanical and theatrical ;
Milton also lived to make oblique recantation of his early
praise of Shakespeare ; we may, and should, wish this
otherwise : yet none the less are they all great men. It
may be there is perceptible in Victor Hugo something too
much of positive intention, of prepense application, of
composition and forethought : what if there were? One
question stands forth first and last ; is the work done good
work and great, or not? A lesser question is this; these
that we find to be faults, are they qualities separable from
the man’s nature? could we have his work without them? -
If not, and if his work be great, what will it profit us to
blame them or to regret? First, at all events, let us have
the sense to enjoyit and the grace to give thanks. What !
for example if there be in this book we have spoken of i
errors of language, errors historical or social? Has it
not throughout a mighty hold upon men and things, the
godlike strength of grasp which only a great man can have
of them? And for quiet power of hand, for scornful
sureness of satiric truth, what can exceed his study of the



16 VICTOR . HUGO.

queen of Engla'nd (Anne)? Has it not been steeped in
the tears and the fire of live emotion? If the style be
overcharged atd overshining with bright sharp strokes and

- points, these are no fireworks ‘of any mechanic’s fashion :
these are the phosphoric flashes of the sea-fire moving on
the depth of the limitless and living sea.  Enough, that
the book is great and heroic, tender and strong ; full from
end to end ,of divine and passionate love, of holy and
ardent pity for men that suffer wrong at the hands of men ;
full, not less, of lyric loveliness and lyric force ; and I for
one am content to be simply glad and grateful : content
in that simplicity of spirit to accept it as one more benefit
at the hands of the supreme singer now living among us
the beautiful and lofty life of one loving the race of men
he serves, and of them in all time to be beloved.

1869.
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THE man who takes upon himself the task of commentary
on a book of this rank feels something of the same
hesitation and reluctance come upon him which fell upon
the writer at starting. He cannot at once be sure whether
he does right to go forward or not. Itis not that he
too feels the rising tide of the bitter waters of shame ; it
is not that he too sees a ¢ star grow lesser in heaven.” It
is, if I may take up the poet's metaphor, that he sees the
crowning star of a long night now dilated to a sun through
the thunderclouds of the morning. He knows that this
fire in heaven is indeed the fire of day ; but he finds no
fitting words of welcome or thanksgiving to salute so
terrible a sunrise. Once more we receive from the hands
of our supreme poet a book full of light and music ; but
a book written in tears and blood and characters of flame.
We cannot but rejoice that it has been written, and grieve
that ever it could have been. The child brought forth is
visibly of divine birth, and his blood of the immortals ;
but he was brought forth with heartbreak and the pangs
of “a terrible childbed.” The delight we take in the
majesty and beauty of this ‘“ mighty line ” has been dearly
purchased by the bitter occasion which evoked it. Yet
it cannot but be with delight that we receive so great a
gift as this from the chief poet of an age, and of an age
c
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so full of light and storm, of high action and high passion,
as is ours. For his hand has never been firmer, his note
more clear than now ;

¥r1 ydp 6eb0er xaraxveles
weildd poAxay
&Axg Eoupuros aldr:
and in these bitter and tragic pages there is a sweetness
surpassing that of love-songs or songs of wine, a sweetness
as of the roll of the book spread before Ezekiel, that was
written within and without, “and there was written there-
in lamentations, and mourning, and woe.—Then did I
eat it; and it was in my mouth as honey for sweetness.”
It would be well that all students of this book should
read together with it, as complement at once and com-
mentary, the memorable collection, “ Actes et Paroles,
1870—1871—1872.” By the light of that precious record,
and by this light alone, can it be properly read. There
*all who will may see by what right even beyond the right
of genius the greatest poet of his great nation speaks now
to us as a prophet to his people : by what right of labour,
by what right of sorrow, by what right of pity and of scorn,
by what right of indignation and of love. None of those
disciples who most honoured him in his time of banish-
ment could have anticipated for their master a higher
honour or a heavier suffering than those nineteen years of
exile ; but in his own country there was reserved for him
a brighter crown of honour, with a deeper draught of
suffering. To defend Paris against Versailles and against
itself, and to behold it wasted on the one hand with fire
which was quenched on the other hand in blood : to cast
from him the obloquy of men who refused to hear his

\
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defence of Garibaldi for the offence of coming to their
aid, and to pass at once from the clamour of the
Assembly to the silence of sudden death, beside the
corpse of a beloved -son ; to offer shelter to his enemies,
and to be hunted from that shelter himself : these were
things he had yet to do and to endure.

The poem opens with a prelude at once prophetic and
satiric, tender and wise and full of noble scorn and
nobler pity ; thé verse which sets a crown on the head
of the people and a brand on the face of the mob is such
as it is given but to one man in an age to write, and that
by no means in every age. Then, for the first and fatal
month of August 1870, we have a poem terrible as the
occasion which called it forth, fit alike to serve as pro-
logue to the poems of the months which follow or as an
epilogue to the “ Chitiments ” which went before. That
nothing after Sedan might be wanting to the fugitive
assassin once elect of the party of Barabbas, the scourge
of imperishable verse is added to the branding-iron of
historic fact. )

- The poems of the siege at once demand and defy
commentary ; they should be studied in their order as
parts of one tragic symphony. From the overture which
tells of the old glory of Germany before turning to France
with a cry of inarticulate love, to the sad majestic epi-
logue which seals up the sorrowful record of the days of
capitulation, the various and continuous harmony flows
forward through light and shadow, with bursts of thunder
and tempest and interludes of sunshine and sweet air.
In that last poem for February we see as it were the
agony of faith; before the sight of evil inseparable from'
c2
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good, of good inextricable from evil, the rallying cry of
hope seems for the moment, and only for the moment
seems, to falter even on the lips which uttered that
sovereign song of resurrection, great as the greatest old
Hebrew psalm, which crowns and closes the awful roll
of the “ Chitiments.” For that mighty hymn of a trans-
cendant faith in the final conscience of the world called ~
God, in the ultimate justice and universal vision of the
eye and heart of things, we have but the grand unanswer-
able question :—
¢¢ Qui donc mesurera 'ombre d’un bout & I'autre,
Et la vie et la tombe, espaces inouis
Oti le monceau des jours meurt sous I'amas des nuits,

Oti de vagues éclairs dans les ténébres glissent,
Ou les extrémités des lois s'évanouissent !”

In this tragic range of poems reaching from September
to March there is an echo of a!l emotions in turn that the
great spirit of a patriot and a poet could suffer and ex-
press by translation of suffering into song ; the bitter cry
of invective and satire, the clear trumpet-call to defence,
the triumphal wail for those who fell for France, the
passionate sob of a son on the stricken bosom of 2
mother, the deep note of thought that slowly opens into
flower of speech, and through all and after all the sweet
unspeakable music of natural and simple love. After the
voice which reproaches the priestlike soldier we hear the
voice which rebukes the militant priest : and a fire as
the fire of Juvenal is outshone by a light as the light of
Lucretius. In the verses addressed “to the Bishop who
calls me Atheist,” satire is dissolved in aspiration, and
the keenest edge of scorn is molten in the highest ardour
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of worship. The necessity of perfect disbelief in the
incredible and ignoble for every soul that would attain
to perfect belief in the noble and credible was never more
clearly expounded or more loftily proclaimed. The fiery
love and faith of the patriot find again and ever again
some fresh glory of speech, some new splendour of song,
in which to array themselves for everlasting ; words of
hatred and horror for the greed and ravin of the enemy
and his princes
¢ who feed on gold and blood

Till with the stain their inmost souls are dyed ;
words of wrath and scorn for the renegade friends who
had no word of comfort and no hand for help in the hour
of the passion of France crucified, but were seen with
hands outstretched from oversea

«¢ Shaking the bloody fingers of her foes”

in the presence (as they thought it) of her corpse ; words
of living fire and light for love of the mother-land
despised and rejected of men whose pity goes so far as
to compassionate her children for the blush of shame
to which their bitter fortune has condemned them, for
the disgrace of being compelled to confess her for their

mother :
“Ah ! je voudrais,
Je voudrais n’étre pas Frangais pour pouvoir dire
Que je te choisis, France, et que, dans ton martyre,
Je te proclame, toi que ronge le vautour,
Ma patrie et ma gloire et mon unique amour !”?

! 1T may cite here, as in echo of this cry, the noble words just
now addressed by the greatest of American voices to ¢ the star, the
ship of France, beat back and baffled long—dim, smitten star—star
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Others who will may have the honour of that privilege,
to cast the weight of their hearts upon the losing side, to
bring tribute of love and trust and reverence rather to
failure than to success, to a republic bound in chains
of iron than to an empire bound in chains of gold ; but
men who have the lineal pulse of French blood in their
veins and the traditional memories of French kindred
and alliance in their hearts, men to whose forefathers in
exile for their faith’s sake the mighty mother has once
and again opened her arms for shelter in past ages, and
fostered under her wings generation after generation as
her children, cannot well read such words as these with-
out a thrill of the blood and a kindling of the memory
which neither the native of France nor the kinless
foreigner can wholly share.

Side by side with the ardent denunciations of German

panting o'er a land of death—heroic land !’ This prophecy is from
the new song of Whitman :
¢ Sure, as the ship of all, the Earth itself,

Product of deathly fire and turbulent chaos,

Forth from its spasms of fury and its poisons,

Issuing at last in perfect power and beauty,

Onward, beneath the sun, following its course,

So thou, O ship of France ! ”
In the notes to his essay on ‘* Democratic Vistas > Whitman for one
expresses his recognition of Hugo living and Byron dead as ¢ de-
serving so well of America;” which may be set against the im-
pertinences of meaner American persons. It may likewise be
remarked and remembered with pleasure that among the last printed
words of Landor were two little stanzas of tributary verse in honour
of the younger poet’s exile. Amid the countless calumn’es and
insults cast upon that exile by French and English writers of the
reptile kind, it is a relief to recall the greeting sent to it by a great
English republican from the extreme verge of life, and from the
shore of the new world by the first poet of American democracy.
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rapine and spoliation, of the hands found equally ready
to seize a province or a purse, the purblind and devout
incompetence of the defender who “ would rather go with
sir priest than sir knight,” the soldier who for all his
personal courage was ‘‘inclined to charge the saints in
heaven with the task of keeping off the danger,” is twice
and thrice chastised with bitter and burning words of
remonstrance. The keenest sarcasm however was in
store for June, when an impertinence of this man’s drew
down a memorable retort on the general whose sallies
were reserved for the writer ; he was somewhat chary of
them during the time of the siege ; a general who might
as well have taken the offensive against the enemy
instead.

In sharp and sweet contrast to these stand the poems
of a finer excellence, such as the letter of January 1oth
sent by balloon from the besieged city with its bright
brave message of affection and confidence, full of the
clear light laughter of French heroism not less than of its
high and fiery faith. But for perfect delight and strong
charm of loveliness we return at each reading to the
domestic poems as to the crowning splendour and wonder
of this great book. All students have always known
Victor Hugo for the supreme singer of childhood ; of its
works and ways, its gladness and sadness, its earthly weak-
ness and heavenly beauty, its indefinable attraction lying
deeper than all reason can sound or all analysis resolve.
Even after Shakespeare’s portrait of Mamillius, and the
divine cradle-songs of Blake, we are compelled to
recognise in the living master the most perfect poet of
little children. Circumstances have given to these present
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poems a colour and a ‘pathos, a gentle glory and a
luminous tendemess, which only such a framework of
time and place could give. Out of the strong has come
forth such sweetness, out of the lion’s mouth such honey,
as no smaller or weaker thing can breed. Assuredly,
as the Master has said himself in that majestic prose
poem inscribed with the name of Shakespeare, the
mightiest mountains can outmatch even for flowers the
valleys whose whole business is to rear them ; their
blossoming ravines and hollows full of April can beat the
meadows at their own trade; the strongest of singers
are the sweetest, and no poet of the idyllic or elegiac
kind can rival even on his own peculiar ground, for
tender grace and delicacy of beauty, the most potent
poets of a higher order, sovereigns of lyric and of tragic
song. It is Aschylus, and not Euripides, who fills the
bitter air of the Scythian ravine with music of wings and
words more sweet than sleep to the weary, with notes of
heavenly pity and love unsubduable by fear ; who shows
us with one touch of terrible tenderness the maiden
agony of Iphigenia, smiting with the piteous dart of her
eye each one of the ministers. of sacrifice, in dumb
show as of a picture striving to speak to them ; who
throws upon the most fearful scene in all tragedy a flash
of pathos unspeakable, when Clytemnestra bares before
the sword of her son the bosom that suckled him as he
slept. What Euripidean overflow of tears and words can
be matched for its own special and much vaunted quality
of tender and pathetic sweetness against such instances
as these of the awful sweetness and intensity of the pathos
of Aschylus? what wailing outcry “in the measures of
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a hired Cissian mourner” can be likened to these brief
words that sting like tears of fire? what milder note of
the lesser gods of song has in it such penetrative and
piercing gentleness as the softened speech of the thunder-
bearer? Where, among the poets who have never gone
up to the prophetic heights or down to the tragic depths
of thought and passion, is there one who can put forth
when he will verse of such sweet and simple perfection
as the great tragic and prophetic poet.of our own age?
These are some of the first verses inscribed to the baby
grandchild whose pretty presence is ever and anon re-
called to our mind’s eye between the dark acts of the
year-long tragedy. .
¢¢ Vous efites donc hier un an, ma bien-aimée.

Contente, vous jasez, comme, sous la ramée,

Au fond du nid plus tiéde ouvrant de vagues yeux,

Les oiseaux nouveau-nés gazouillent, tout joyeux

De sentir qu’il commence & leur pousser des plumes.

Jeanne, ta bouche est rose ; et dans les gros volumes

Dont les images font ta joie, et que je dois,

Pour te plaire, laisser chiffonner par tes doigts,

On trouve de beaux vers, mais pas un qui te vaille

Quand tout ton petit corps en me voyant tressaille ;

Les plus fameux auteurs n’ont rien écrit de mieux

Que la pensée éclose & demi dans tes yeux,

Et que ta réverie obscure, éparse, étrange,
Regardant 'homme avec I'ignorance de I'ange.”

As in the look and action of a little child, so in this
verse itself there is something of dim and divine pathos,
sensible in the very joy of its beauty ; something which
touches men not too much used to the melting mood
with a smiling sense of tears, an inner pang of delight
made up of compassion and adoration before that divine
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weakness. In the next month’s verses addressed to the
child in a time of sickness the pathos is more direct and
tangible ; more tender and exquisite than this it could
not be. Again, in January, we have a glimpse ¢ between
two bombardments ” of the growing and changing charm
of the newly weaned angel, now ambitious to feel its feet
on earth instead of the wings it left in heaven ; on terms
of household intimacy with an actual kitten, and old
enough to laugh at angels yet unweaned.
¢« A chaque pas qu'il fait, Penfant derritre lui
Laisse plusieurs petits fantdmes de lui-méme.

. On se souvient de tous, on les pleure, on les a‘me,
Et ce seraient des morts s'il n’était vivant, lui."”

With the one eternal exception of Shakespeare, what other
poet has ever strewn the intervals of tragedy with blossoms
of such breath and colour? The very verse seems a
thing of flowerlike and childlike growth, the very body of
the song a piece of living nature like any bud that bursts
or young life that comes forth in spring. We are re-
minded of the interlude in Macbeth made by the prattle
of Macduff’s child between the scenes of incantation and
of murder. Beside these the student will set in the high
places of remembrance the lines on a shell falling where
once were the Feuillantines — that garden of now
immortal blossom, of unwithering flower and fruit un-
decaying, where the grey-haired Master was once a fair-
haired child, and watched beyond the flight of doves at
sunrise the opening in heaven of the chaliced flower of
dawn—in the same heaven where now blazes over his
head the horrible efflorescence of the bursting shell.
“Here his soul flew forth singing; here before his
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dreamy eyes sprang flowers that seemed everlasting.
Here life was one thing with light; here, under the
thickening foliage in April, walked his mother, whom he
held by the skirt of her gown.” Here the crowding
flowers “seemed to laugh as they warmed themselves
in the sun, and himself also was a flower, being a child.”

After five months of siege comes a month of mourn-
ing, and after the general agony an individual anguish.
Before this we are silent ; only there rises once more in
our ears the unfprgotten music of the fourth book of the
“Contemplations,” and holds us dumb in reverence before
the renewal of that august and awful sorrow.

Then come the two most terrible months of the whole
hideous year ; the strange vision of that Commune in
which heroes were jostled by ruffians, and martyrs fell
side by side with murderers ; the monstrous figure of that
Assembly on whose head lies all the weight of the blood
shed on either side, within the city as without; the
spectral unspeakable aspect of that fratricidal agony, as of
some Dantesque wrestle between devils and lost souls in
hell. Against the madness of the besieged as against the
atrocity of the besiegers the voice of the greatest among
Frenchmen was lifted up in vain. In vain he prophesied,
when first a threat of murder was put forth against
the hostages, of the murderous reprisals which a crime
so senseless and so shameless must assuredly provoke.
In vain he reclaimed for Paris, in the face of Versailles,
the right of municipal self-government by her own
council ; in vain rebuked the untimely and inopportune
haste of Paris to revindicate this right for herself in a
season of such unexampled calamity and peril. On the
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23rd of April he wrote from Brussels, where the care of
his fatherless grandchildren for the time detained him,a
letter to the Rappel, suppressed in their deaf and bliad
insanity by men who would not hear and could not see ;
in this letter he traced with the keen fidelity of science
the disease to its head, and with the direct intelligence, of
simple reason tracKed the torrent of civil war to its source ;
to the action of the majority, inspired by the terror and
ignorance which ere long were to impel them to the con-
ception and perpetration of even greater crimes than they
had already provoked from the ignorance and passion of
their antagonists. Above all, his faithful and fearless
voice was raised before both parties alike against the
accursed principle of reprisals. Now as of old, as ever
throughout his life of glory and of good, he called upon
justice by her other name of mercy ; he claimed for all
alike the equity of compassion ; he stood up to plead for
all his enemies, for all the enemies of his cause—to re-
pudiate for himself and his fellow-sufferers of past time
the use of such means as had been used against them-
selves—of banishment, imprisonment,. lifelong proscrip-
tion, murder in the mass or in detail. But the plague was
not so to be stayed ; and when the restored government
had set itself steadily to outdo in cold blood the crimes of
the conquered populace in its agony, the mighty voice
which had appealed in vain against the assassins and in-
cendiaries whose deeds had covered with just or unjust
dishonour the name of the fallen party, who had confused
in the sight of Europe their own evil works with the
noble dreams and deeds of better men, and sullied with
the fumes of blood and fire the once sublime and stainless
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name of “commune "—this same voice was heard to
intercede for the outcasts of that party, to offer a refuge
to fugitives from the grasp of a government yet guiltier of
blood than theirs. This infamous crime had not long to
wait for its reward ; a night attack on the house of the
criminal with paving-stones and levers and threats of
instant death. The year before, in answer to his appeal
against invasion, certain bloodhounds of the press in
Germany had raised such another yell as these curs in
Belgium, bidding “hang the poet at the mast-head ;”
this time the cry was “ 4 /a lanterne!”  Never was the
sanguinary frenzy of the men of revolution, as exemplified
in Victor Hugo, set off in stronger relief by the mild
wisdom and moderation of the men of order, as exem-
plified in his assailants. Moved by this consideration,
the Belgian government naturally proceeded to expel the
offender ; but witha remarkable want of logic omitted to
offer the slightest reward to the brave men who had
vindicated law and order by leading a forlorn hope
against a fortress garrisoned by an old man, four women,
and two children, one twenty months of age, one two years
and a half. It is almost incredible that some months
later the son of a minister, who had taken a leading part
in this heroic work, was condemned to a fine of not less
than four pounds sterling. Considering that once at
least he or another of the crew did very nearly succeed
in beating out the brains of the child in arms with a well-
aimed flint, it is simply inexplicable that no mark of
honour should have been conferred by royal or national
gratitude on so daring a champion of law, so devoted a
defender of social order against the horrors of imminent
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anarchy. In a case of this pressing danger, this mortal
peril, it is not every man who would have put himself
forward at such risk to protect against a force so formid-
able the threatened safety of society ; not even the native
land of thése lion-hearted men can hope always to repro-
duce a breed of patriots ready to incur such hazards
and undertake such feats as this in the sacred cause of
their country. France has her Bayards and her Dantons,
England her Sidneys and her Nelsons ; these are but
common heroes, fit only to be classed with the heroes
and patriots of old time, and such as their native soil
might haply rear again at need ; but the most ardent and
sanguine lover of his country in all Belgium can hardly
hope that his fatherland will ever again bring forth a
race of men worthy to be called the seed of such fathers
as these; men capable of exploits unexampled in the
annals of vulgar patriotism, and from which the bravest
of those above cited would assuredly have drawn back.
It is hard to imagine those heroes of other countries
inspired with the courage requisite to make war upon
such enemies and under such conditions as could not
suffice to daunt or divert from their purpose the heroes
of Brussels.

Thus, as once before from Jersey, was Victor Hugo
now driven from Belgium by a government which in the
year of general shame contrived to attain the supreme
crown of disgrace, to gather the final flower of ignominy ;
a distinction not easy to win from so many rivals in
the infamous race ; but theft and murder, under their
magnified and multiplied forms of national robbery and
civic massacre, are too common among a certain sort of

~
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conquerors to be marked out for such especial notice as an
act of this singular and admirable baseness. From all
unclean things, from the mouths of the pi-iesthood and
the press, from the tongues that lap blood and the throats
that vomit falsehood, rose the cry of mockery and hatred ;
if the preacher of peace and righteousness, the counsellor
of justice and of mercy, were not a madman, he would
be a ruffian ; but the punctilious equity of episcopal
journals gave him the benefit of the doubt. Yet for all
this, as the poet found on leaving Brussels, it is not
everybody who can impose the doom of exile; to ex-
pulsion the foreigner may condemn you, to exile he
cannot. Exile is from the fatherland alone; a man’s
own country is the only one terrible to him who is cast out
from it. In words full of the beauty of a divine sorrow
_the exile of many years has set down the difference.

From Vianden as from Brussels he continued to
fulfil the duty of intercessor; to plead for the incendiary
who could not read, for the terrible and pitiable woman
dragged in triumph through the laughing and raging
throngs of Versailles, dumb and bleeding, with foam-
flecked lips fast locked in bitterness of silence, in savage
deafness that nothing can move or shake, with the look
as of one “aweary of the sun,” with a kind of fierce
affright in her eyes. For all such his appeal is made to
their slayers on the old sacred plea, “ Forgive them ; for
they know not what they do.” Their wretchedness and
their ignorance, their great want and their little knowledge,
left them conscious of-all that they suffered, unconscious
of all that they did.

Out of the darkness of these most tragic poems of all,
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one stands up with the light of a great deed on it, relieved
against the rest in a glory as of sunrise. It is the poem
which places on everlasting record the heroism of a child
of twelve, condemned to be shot after all his companions,
who asked leave to go first and take his watch home to
his mother, promising to come back in time to die in his
turn. They let him go, laughing at the infantine shallow-
ness of the pretence ; the little blackguard was afraid ;
off with you! He went, and returned. Even the
soldiers of Thiers and Galifet could not slaughter that
boy ; the officer in command gave him his life, and the
master-poet of his nation has given him immortality.
The verses in which the greater of these two gifts is
bestowed come like a draught of wine to the lips of one
sick and faint amid all the pitiful and fearful record of

\ evil inflicted and endured; they refresh, rekindle, re-
iluminate the sunken spirit with a flush and thril of
high delight.

But it is pessible to meet death with another kind of
fearlessness than this, a quality which is not of the light
but of the darkness ; not with divine defiance as a hero,
but with desperate indifference as a slave: nor is any
society sound or any state secure which has found out
no way to cure this dismal readiness to be killed off, this
grim facility in dying. Upon all these to whom we have
made life so hard that old men and children alike are
ready to leave it without a word or tear, in tragic disdain,
as of men strangers to their own death, whose grave was
long since ready dug in their heart; upon all to whom
we have refused the right of the body to its meat and the
right of the spirit to its food, to whom we have given
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neither bread nor light, corporeal nurture nor intellectual;
upon the slaughtered and the banished, the hideous pits
of quicklime into which the yet warm corpses of men and
women were huddled, and the more hideous ships of
transport between whose decks were huddled the living
agonies of those condemned to the sufferings over which
in the first years of the fallen empire men shuddered or
wept, thinking of the innocent as well as the guilty lives
crushed and worn out in that penal passage, killed by
cold and heat and foul wretchedness—stifled in dens too
low to stand upright in, with the sense overhead of the
moving mass of the huge hurrying ship on its intolerable
way ; upon all these multitudinous miseries of all who do
and suffer wrong, the single voice of charity and of reason
invokes the equal dole and due of pity. At Vianden,
amid all the sounds and shows of summer, the banished
poet broods on the bloody problem that is not to be
solved by file-firing and massacre at haphazard ; all the
light of the June dafs is reflected in his verse, but in
his soul there is no reflection but of graves dug in the
street for men shot down without trial, of murder feeling
its way in the dark at random, and victims dispatched
by chance instead of choice. With the intense and
subtle beauty of this June landscape, where the witness
could see no sympathy with the human trouble of the
time, we may compare that former picture of the grim
glory of a November sky after sunset, seen from the
invested walls of Paris, when heaven did seem in harmony
with the time, and the watcher saw there a reflection of
war and mourning, from the west as white as a shroud
to the east as black as a pall and alon the line of
D
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horizon the likeness of a blood-red sword let fall from the
hand of a god after some battle with a giant of equal
stature.

For all this, notwithstanding, the watchword of the
poem is hope, and not despair. “ All this horror has
hope in it; the ice-cold morning chills the sky-line as
with fear ; at times the day begins with such a shudder
that the rising sun seems a masked attack.—The coming
wave of the unknown has but a dull and livid trans-
parence, into which the light comes but by degrees;
what it shows us, seems to float and drift in folds im-
measurable. The expansion of form and number appals
us, and it is horrible to see to-day in the darkness what
ought only to be seen to-morrow.” By the parable of the
robin’s nest found in the hollow of the brazen mouth of
the Waterloo lion, we are bidden see and hear the future
in the womb of the present, hope in the jaws of despair,
the song of peace in the very throat of war. Thus itis
but natural that the poet should hearken rather to the
higher voice than to the voice of expediency, to the
counsellor whose name is Reason, whose forename is
Interest ; to the friendly admonition which reminds him
that truth which is over true is all but falsehood ; that in
seeking the ideal you find the visionary, and become a
dreamer through being too much a thinker ; that the wise
man does not wish to be unjust, but fears on the other
hand to be too just, and seeks a middle course between
falsehood, which is the first danger, and truth, which is
the second; that Right in the rough is merely the ore
from which in its crude state we have to extract the pure
gold of Law ; that too much light is as sure to blind you
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as too much darkness, and if necessary you should not
open the shutter more than halfway ; that war and the
scaffold are detestable in theory, and practically service-
able: that the shop must be set up against the temple,
though the money-changers were once on a time driven
out of it—for the fault of Jesus was to be something too
much a God ; that in all things wisdom is moderation,
and from its quiet corner can remark and reprehend the
flaws and excesses of the universe; as for instance that
though the sun be splendid and the spring be sweet, the
one has too many beams and the other has too many roses ;
this is the inconvenience of all things of the kind, and
God is by no means free from exaggeration ; to imitate
him is to fall into perfection—a grave risk ; all work is
done better after a lesser model, and God does not always
set the best example to follow. What is the use of being
inaccessible? Jesus goes too far in declining to take the
offer of Beelzebub into consideration ; not that I say he
"ought to close with it ; but itis stupid for God to be rude
when the devil is civil ; it would have been better to say,
“T'll think it over, my good friend.” After all, man is
man ; heis not wicked, and he is not good ; by no means
white as snow, but by no means black as coal ; black and
white, piebald, striped, dubious, sceptical. Seeing that
men are small and their conscience dwarfish, the states-
man takes their measure before he ventures anything : he
astonishes them, but without any thunderclaps of genius or
daring which might make their heads giddy; he gets
them up prodigies proportioned to their size. The voice
of wisdom then proceeds to recapitulate all the troubles

which a contrary line of conduct has brought on the
D2



36 " VICTOR HUGO:

scorner who still turns a deaf ear to her counsel : he has
got himself stoned out of Brussels; the rattlesnakes of
the press shake their rattles at him, the clerical and im-
perial gazettes have brought to light all his secret sins,
drunkenness, theft, avarice, inhospitality, the bad wine
and lenten fare set before his guests, and so forth; M.
Veuillot is so witty as to call him pumpkin-head ; it is all
his own fault ; to resist evilis doubtless a good thing, but
it is a bad thing to stand alone ; to rate and rebuke suc-
cess, to be rough with those who have the upper hand, is
really a blockhead’s trick ; all conquerors are in the right,
and all that glitters is gold : the god of the winds is God,
and the weathercock is the symbol of his worship.—And
then there is always some little admixture of positive right
in actual fact, some little residue of good discoverable in
all evil, which it should be your business to seek out. If
Torquemada is in power you warm yourself at the stake.—
It is better to look for the real than for the true ; the
reality will help you to live, the truth will be the ruin of
you ; the reality is afraid of the truth.—A man’s duty is
just to make use of facts; you (says the voice of good
counsel) have read it wrong: you are like a man who
should take a star out of heaven to light him when a
candle would serve better to see the way by. To this
sound advice we see too plainly that the hearer on whom
it is wasted prefers the dictation of the voice which speaks
in answer, admitting that this low sort of light may have
its partisans, may be found excellent and may really be
useful to avoid a shock, ward off a projectile, walk well-
nigh straight by in the dark cross-roads, and find your
whereabouts among small duties ; it serves publicans very
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well as a lamp for their counters; it has on its side, very
naturally, the purblind, the clever, the cunning, the
prudent, the discreet, those who can only see things close,
those who scrutinize a spider’s web. But there must be
somebody on the side of the stars ! somebody to stand
up for brotherhood, for mercy, for honour, for right, for
freedom, and for the solemn splendour of absolute truth.
With all their sublimity and serenity, flowers as they are
of summer everlasting, the shining coustellations have
need that the world they guide should bear them witness
that they shine, and some man’s voice be raised in every
age to reassure his brothers by such cry of testimony
uttered across the night ; for nothing would be so terrible
as an ultimate equality of good and evil, of light and
darkness, in the sight of the supreme and infinite un-
known world ; nothing would bring so heavy an indict-
ment against God as the mad and senseless waste of
light unprofitably lost and scattered about the hollow deep
of heaven without the direction of a will. This absence
of will, this want of conscience in the world, the prophet
of belief refuses to accept as possible. In the last poem
of the book he rejects the conception of evil as triumphant
in the end, of nature as a cheat so ghastly and so base
that God ought to hide himself for shame, of a heaven
which shelters from sight a divine malefactor, of some one
hiding behind the starry veil of the abyss who pre-
meditates a crime, of man as having given all, the days
of his life, the tears of his eyes, the blood of his heart,
only to be made the august plaything of treacherous
omnipotence : it would not be worth while for the. winds
to stir the stormy tide of our lives, for the morning to
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come forth of the sea and dazzle the blinded flowers with
broadcast seed of diamond, for the bird to sing, or for
the world to be, if fate were but a hunter on the trail of
his prey, if all man’s efforts brought forth but vanity, if
the darkness were his child and his mother were the dust,
if he rowed on night and day, putting forth his will,
pouring out his blood, discovering and creating, to no
end but a frightful arrival nowhither ; then might man,
nothing as he is, rise up in judgment against God and
take to witness the skies and stars on his behalf. But it
is not so ; whence morning rises, the future shall surely
rise; the dawn is a plighted word of everlasting en-
gagement ; the visible firmament is as it were a divine
promise to pay ; and the eternal and infinite God is not
bankrupt.

In the strength of this faith a man may well despise
all insult and all falsehood thrown up at him, all railing
and mockery of his country or his creed from the unclean
lips of church pamphleteers and other such creatures of
the darkness and the dirt as in all lands alike are bred
from the obscurer and obscener parts of literature. These
are to him no more than the foul bog-water at its foot is
to the oak whose boughs are the whole forest’s dome ;
than the unlovely insects of the dust that creep beneath
it are to the marble giant, august in its mutilation—to the
colossal Sphinx of rose-tinged granite, grim and great,
that sits with hands on knees all through the night wherein
the shaken palm-trees shiver, waiting for its moment to
speak to the sunrise, and unconscious if any reptile be-
slaver.lts: base. The god has never known that a toad
was sturing ; while a worm slides over him, he keeps in
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silence his awtul mystery of hidden sound and utterance
withheld ; and the swarming of centipedes without num-
ber cannot take from Memnon, suddenly struck radiant,
the great and terrible voice that makes answer to the
sun. Those minute and multitudinous creatures who re-
vile and defame the great—and thereby, says Blake,
‘ blaspheme God, for there is no othey God ”—have no
more power to disturb the man defamed than the judges
who try the Revolution at their bar and give sentence
against it have power to undo its work ; their wrath and
their mourning are in vain; the lomg festival of the
ravenous night is over, the world of darkness is in the
throes of death; the dreadful daylight has come; the
flitter-mouse is blind, the polecat strays about squealing,
the glowworm has lost his glory, the fox, alas, sheds tears ;
the beasts that used to go out hunting in the evening at
the time when little birds go to sleep are at their last
gasp ; the desolation ofthe wolves fills the woods full of
howling ; the persecuted spectres know not what to do;
if this goes on, if this light persists in dazzling and dis-
maying the night-hawk and the raven, the vampire will
die of hunger in the grave ; the pitiless sunbeam catches
and consumes the dark.—1It is to judge the crimes of the
sunrise that these judges sit in session.

Meantime, amid all the alternations of troubled hope
with horror and the travail of an age in labour that has
not strength to bring forth, there are present things of
conifort and reassurance. “ The children we have al-
ways with us ;” they are no more troubled about what we
do than the bird that twitters beneath the hornbeam, or
the star that breaks into flower of light on the black sky-
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line; theyask God for 'nothing but his sun ; it is enough
for little Jeanue that the sky should be blue. Over his
son’s and their father’s grave the poet sees two little
figures darkened by the dim shadow and gilded by the
vague light of the dead. He speaks to them sweet and
sublime words of blessing and of prophecy ; of the glad
heavenly ignorance that is theirs now, of the sad great
knowledge that must be one day theirs. With the last
and loftiest notes of that high soft music in our ears, we
will leave off our labour of citation and exposition.
“ They will live to-know,” he says, “ how man must live
with his fate at the mercy of chance, in such fashion that
he may find hereafter the truth of things conform to his
vision of them here.”

¢¢ Moi-méme un jour, aprés la mort, je connaitrai
Mon destin que j’ignore,
Et je me pencherai sur vous, tout pénétré

, De mystere et d’aurore.

Je saurai le secret de l'exil, du linceul
Jeté sur votre enfance,

Et pourquoi la justice et la douceur d’un seul
Semble & tous une offense.

Je comprendrai pourquoi, tandis que vous chantiez,
Dans mes branches fupébres,

Moi qui pour tous les maux veux toutes les pitiés,
Javais tant de ténebres.

Je saurai pourquoi 'ombre implacable est sur moi,
Pourquoi tant d’hécatombes,

Pourquoi I'hiver sans fin m’enveloppe, pourquoi
Je m’accrois sur des tombes ;

Pourquoi tant de combats, de larmes, de regrets,
Et tant de tristes choses;

Et pourquoi Dieu voulut que je fusse un cyprés
Quand vous étiez des roses.”
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A poem having in it any element of greatness is likely

to arouse many questions with regard to the poetic art
o in general, and certain in that case to illustrate them with
fresh lights of its own. This of Victor Hugo’s at once
suggests two points of frequent and fruitless debate
‘ between critics of the higher kind. The first, whether
poetry and politics are irreconcilable or not; the second,
whether art should prefer to deal with things immediate
or with things remote. Upon both sides of either question
it seems to me that even wise men have ere now been
led from errors of theory to errors of decision. The well-
known formula of art for art’s sake, opposed as it has
ever been to the practice of the poet who was so long
credited with its authorship, has like other doctrines a
true side to it and an untrue. Taken as an affirmative,
it is a precious and everlasting truth. No work of art -
has any worth or life in it that is not done on the abso-
lute terms of art ; that is fiot before all things and above
all things a work of positive excellence as judged by the
laws of the special art to whose laws it is amenable. If
the rules and conditions of that art be not observed, or
if the work done be not great and perfect enough to rank
among its triumphs, the poem, picture, statue, is a failure
irredeemable and inexcusable by any show or any proof
of high purpose and noble meaning. The rule of art is
not the rule of morals ; in morals the action is judged by
the intention, the doer is applauded, excused, or con-
demned, according to the motive which induced his deed ;
in art, the one question is not what you mean but what
you do. Therefore, as I have said elsewhere, the one
primary requisite of art is artistic worth ; “art for art's
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sake first, and then all things shall be added to her—or
if not, it is a matter of quite secondary importance ; but
from him that has not this one indispensable quality of
the artist, shall be taken away even that which he has;
whatever merit of aspiration, sentiment, sincerity, he may
naturally possess, admirable and serviceable as in other
lines of work it might have been and yet may be, is here
unprofitable and unpraiseworthy.” Thus far we are at
one with the preachers of “art for art;” we prefer for
example Goethe to Korner and Sappho to Tyrtzus ; we
would give many patriots for one artist, considering that
civic virtue is more easily to be had than lyric genius,
and that the hoarse monotony of verse lowered to the
level of a Spartan understanding, however commendable
such verse may be for the doctrine delivered and the duty
inculcated upon all good citizens, is of less than no value
to art, while there is a value beyond price and beyond
thought. in the Lesbian musi¢ which spends itself upon
the record of fleshly fever and amorous malady. We
admit then that the worth of a poem has properly nothing
to do with its moral meaning or design ; that the praise
of a Cesar as sung by Virgil, of a Stuart as sung by
Dryden, is preferable to the most magnanimous invective
against tyranny which love of country and of liberty
could wring from a Bavius or a Settle;; but on the other
hand we refuse to admit that art of the highest kind may
not ally itself with moral or religious passion, with the
ethics or the politics of a nation or an age. It does not
detract from the poetic supremacy of Aschylus and of
Dante, of Milton and of Shelley, that they should have
been pleased to put their art to such use ; nor does it de-
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tract from the sovereign greatness of other poets that they
should have had no note of song for any such theme. In
a word, the doctrine of art for art is true in the positive
sense, false in the negative; sound as an affirmation, un-
sound as a prohibition. If it be not true that the only
absolute duty of art is the duty she owes to herself, then
must art be dependent on the alien conditions of subject
and of aim ; whereas she is dependent on herself alone,
and on nothing above her or beneath ; by her own law
she must stand or fall, and to that alone she is respon-
sible ; by no other law can any work of art be condemned,
by no other plea can it be saved. But while we refuse
to any artist on any plea the license to infringe in the
least article the letter of this law, to overlook or overpass
it in the pursuit of any foreign purpose, we do not refuse
to him the liberty of bringing within the range of it any
subject that under these conditions may be so brought
and included within his proper scope of work. This
liberty the men who take ‘“art for art” as their motto,
using the words in an exclusive sense, would refuse to
concede; they see with perfect clearness and accuracy
that art can never be a “handmaid” of any “lord,” as
the moralist, pietist, or politician would fain have her be;
and therefore they will not allow that she can properly be
even so much as an ally of anything else. So on the one
side we have the judges who judge of art by her capacity
to serve some other good end than the production of
good work ; these would leave us for instance King John,
but would assuredly deprive us of As You Like It; the
national devotion and patriotic fire of King Henry V.
would suffice in their estimation to set it far above the
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sceptic and inconclusive meditations of Hamlet, the point-
less and aimless beauty of A Midsummer Night's Dream.
On the other side we have the judges who would ostracise
every artist found guilty of a moral sense, of the political
faith or the religious emotion of patriots and heroes;
whose theory would raze the Perse from the scroll of
Zschylus, and leave us nothing of Dante but the Vita
Nuova, of Milton but the Allegro and Penseroso, of
Shelley but the Skylark and the Cloud. In consistency
the one order of fanatics would expel from the poetic
commonwealth such citizens as Coleridge and Keats, the
other would disfranchise such as Burns and Byron. The
simple truth is that the question at issue between them is
that illustrated by the old child’s parable of the gold and
silver shield. Art is one, but the service of art is diverse.
It is equally foolish to demand of a Goethe, a Keats, or
a Coleridge, the proper and natural work of a Dante, 2
Milton, or a Shelley, as to invert the demand ; to arraign
the Divina Commedia in the name of Faust, the Sonnet
on the Massacres in Piedmont in the name of the Ode
on a Grecian Um, or the Ode to Liberty in the name of
Kubla Khan. I know nothing stranger in the history of
criticism than the perversity even of eminent and ex-
quisite critics in persistent condemnation of one great
artist for his deficiency in the qualities of another. Tt is
not that critics of the higher kind expect to gather grapes
of thorns or figs of thistles ; but they are too frequently
surprised and indignant that they cannot find grapes on
a fig-tree or figs on a vine. M. Auguste Vacquerie has
remarked before me on this unreasonable expectation and
consequent irritation of the critical mind, with his usual
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bright and swift sense of the truth—a quality which
we are sure to find when a good artist has occasion to
speak of his own art and the theories current with respect
to it. In this matter proscription and prescription are
alike unavailing; it is equally futile to bid an artist forego
the natural bent of his genius or to bid him assume the
natural office of another. -If the spirit or genius proper
to himself move him for instance to write political poetry,
he will write it; if it bid him abstain from any such theme
and write only on personal or ideal subjects, then also
he will obey ; or if ever he attempt to force his genius
into unnatural service, constrain it to some alien duty,
the most praiseworthy purpose imaginable will not suffice
to put life or worth into the work so done. Art knows
‘nothing of choice between the two kinds or preference of
the one to the other; she asks only that the artist shall
“follow his star” with the faith and the fervour of Dante,
whether it lead him on a_path like or unlike the way of
Dante’s work ; the ministers of either tribe, the savours
of either sacrifice, are equally excellent in her sight.

The question whether past or present afford the
highest matter for high poetry and offer the noblest re-
ward to the noble workman has been as loudly and as
long debated, but is really less debateable on any rational
ground than the question of the end and aim of art. It
is but lost labour that the champions on one side summon
us to renounce the present and all its works, and return
to bathe our spirits in the purer air and living springs of
the past; it is but waste of breath for the champions of
the other party to bid us break the yoke and cast oft the
bondage of that past, leave the dead to bury their dead,
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and turn from the dust and rottenness of old-world themes,
epic or romantic, classical or feudal, to face the age where-
in we live and move and have our being, to send forth
our souls and songs in search of the wonderful and
doubtful future. Art knows nothing of time; for her
there is but one tense, and all ages in her sight are alike
present ; there is nothing old in her sight, and nothing
new. It is true, as the one side urges, that she fears not
to face the actual aspect of the hour, to handle if it please
her the immediate matters of the day; itis true, as the
other side insists, that she is free to go back when she
will to the very beginnings of tradition and fetch her
subject from the furthest of ancient days ; she cannot be
vulgarised by the touch of the present or deadened by
the contact of the past. In vain, for instance, do the first
poetess of England and the first poet of America agree
to urge upon their fellows or their followers the duty of
confronting and expressing the spirit and the secret of
their own time, its meaning and its need ; such work is
worthy of a poet, but no worthier than any other work
that has in it the principle of life. And a poem of the past,
if otherwise as good, has in it as much of this principle as
a poem of the present. If a poem cast in the mould of
classic or feudal times, of Greek drama or medizval
romance, be lifeless and worthless, it is not because the
subject or the form was ancient, but because the poet
was inadequate to his task, incompetent to do better than
a flat and feeble imitation ; had he been able to fill the
old types of art with new blood and breath, the remote-
ness of subject and the antiquity of form would in no
wise have impaired the worth and reality of his work ; he
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would have brought close to us the far-off loveliness and
renewed for us the ancient life of his models, not by
mechanical and servile transcript as of a copying clerk,
but by loving and reverent emulation as of an original
fellow-craftsman. No form is obsolete, no subject out of
date, if the right man be there to rehandle it. To the
question “Can these bones live?” there is but one
answer ; if the spirit and breath of art be breathed upon
them indeed, and the voice prophesying upon them be
indeed the voice of 2 prophet, then assuredly will the
bones “cdme together, bone to his bone;” and the
sinews and the flesh will come up upon them, and the
skin cover them above, and the breath come into them,
and they will live. For art is very life itself, and knows
nothing of death; she is absolute truth, and takes no
care of fact; she sees that Achilles and Ulysses are even
now more actual by far than Wellington and Talleyrand ;
not merely more noble and more interesting as types and
figures, but more positive and real ; and thus it is (as
Victor Hugo has himself so finely instanced it) that
Trimalchio is alive, while the late M. Romiew is dead.”
Vain as is the warning of certain critics t0 beware of the
present and abstain from its immediate vulgarities and
realities, not less vain, however nobly nfleant or nobly
worded, is the counter admonition to ¢ mistrst the poet”
who “trundles back his soul” some centuries to sing of
chiefs and ladies “as dead as must be, for the greater
part, the poems made on their heroic bones ;" for if he
be a poet indeed, these will at once be reclothed with
instant flesh and reinspired with immediate breath, as pre-
sent and as true, as palpable and as precious, as any-
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thing most near and real ; and if the heroic bones be still
fleshless and the heroic poems lifeless, the fault is not in
the bones but in the poems, not in the theme but in the
singer. As vain it is, not indeed to invite the muse to
new spheres and fresher fields whither also she will surely
and gladly come, but to bid her “migrate from Greece
and Ionia, cross out those immensely overpaid accounts,
that matter of Troy, and Achilles’ wrath, and Zneas’,
Odysseus’ wanderings ;” forsake her temples and castles
of old for the new quarters which doubtless also suit her
well and make her welcome ; for neither epic nor romance
of chivalrous quest or classic war is obsolete yet, or ever
can be ; there is nothing in the past extinct; no scroll is
“closed for ever,” no legend or vision of Hellenic or
feudal faith ‘““dissolved utterly like an exhalation:” all
that ever had life in it has life in it for ever ; those themes
only are dead which never were other than dead. ¢ She
has left them all, and is here ;” so the prophet of the new
world vaunts himself in vain ; she is there indeed, as he
says, “ by thud of machinery and shrill steam-whistle un-
dismayedﬁ'smiling and pleased, with palpable intent to
stay ;" but she” has not needed for that to leave her old
abodes ; she is not a dependent creature of time or place,
“servile to all the skiey influences ;” she need not climb
mountains of cross seas to bestow on all nations at once
the light of her countenance ; she is omnipresent and
eternal, and forsakes neither Athens nor Jerusalem,
Camelot nor Troy, Argonaut nor Crusader, to dwell as
she does with equal good-will among modern appliances
in London and New York. All times and all places are
one to her; the stuff she deals with is eternal, and eter-
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wally the same; no time or theme is inapt for her, no
past or present preferable.

We do not therefore rate this present book higher or
lower because it deals with actual politics and matter of
the immediate day. Itis true that to all who put their
faith and hope in the republican principle it must bring
comfort and encouragement, a sense of strength and a
specialty of pleasure, quite apart from the delight in its
beauty and power; but it is not on this ground that
we would base its claim to the reverent study and thank-
ful admiration of men. The first and last thing to be
noted in it is the fact of its artistic price and poetic
greatness. Those who share the faith and the devotion
of the writer have of course good reason to rejoice that
the first poet of a great age, the foremost voice of a great
nation, should speak for them in the ears of the world ;
that the highest poetry of their time should take up the
cause they have at heart, and set their belief to music.
To have with us Victor Hugo in the present as we have
Milton and Shelley in the past is not a matter to be
lightly prized. Whether or not we may be at one with
the master-singer on all points is a matter of less weight ;
whether we have learnt to look to Rome or to Paris,
regenerate and redeemed from imperial or sacerdotal
damnation, for the future light and model of republican
Europe, we can receive with equal sympathy the heroic
utterance of the greatest Frenchman’s trust in the country
and the city of the Revolution. Not now, after so many
days of darkness, after so many stages of terror and pity,
can any lover of France be inclined to cavil at the utmost
expression of loyalty, the utmost passion of worship,

E
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which the first of her sons may offer in the time of her
sore need. All men’s mouths were opened against the
sins and shames of Paris; stricken of her enemies,
forsaken of her yends, the great city was naked to all
assault of hostile hands or tongues ; she was denied and
renounced of Europe ; it was time for the poet to take
her part. We need not recall, though we cannot but
remember, the source of all her ills; the first and foulest
crime of a fruitful and baneful series, the murder of the
Roman republic by the hands of French republicans ; a
crime which naturally and perforce brought forth at once
its counterpart and its retribution in the minor though.
monstrous crime of December ; which overthrew the
triumvirate in Rome, and founded the empire in Paris.
For that infamous expedition against right and freedom
the nation which perpetrated and the nations which
permitted it have since had heavily to pay. Not from.
the chief criminal alone, but from all accomplices who
stood silent by to watch with folded hands the violation
of all international conscience and the consummation of
all international tréason, has time exacted the full price
of blood in blood and gold and shame. For the com-
mission by France and the condonation by Europe of
the crime which reinthralled a people and reinstalled a
priesthood, even the infliction of the second empire was
not found too costly an atonement to be exacted by the
terrible equity of fate. But that the scourge fell first and
heaviest on those Frenchmen who had protested and
struggled with all the strength of their conscience and
their soul against the sin and the shame of their country,
men might have watched almost “ with a bitter and severe
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delight ” the assassination in its turn of republican France
while yet red-handed from the blood of republican Rome.
But it was not for the greatest of those among her sons
who had resisted that execrable wrong, and being inno-
cent of bloodguiltiness had suffered in expiation of it for
nineteen years of exile—it was not for Hugo, and it is
not for us, to cast in her teeth the reproach of her sin
now that it has been atoned for by a heroic agony. Yet
in reading these ardent and profuse invocations of France
as prophetess and benefactress, fountain of light and
symbol of right, we must feel now and then that some
recognition of past wrong-doing, some acknowledgment
of treason and violence done against the right and the
light of the world, would have added weight and force to
the expression of a patriotism which in default of it may
be open to the enemy’s charge of vulgar and uncandid
partisanship, of blind and one-sided provinciality. From
these as from all other charges of narrowness or shallow-
ness, want of culture, of judgment, and of temperance,
we would fain see the noble ardour and loving passion of
his faith as demonstrably clear in all men’s eyes as in the
main it is at bottom to those who can read jt aright.” To
have admitted that the empire was not simply a crime
and a shame imposed on France as though by accident,
but an inevitable indemnity demanded for her sin against
her own high mission and honour, for the indulgence of
greed and envy, of the lust after mean renown and un-
righteous power which is the deformed and vicious
parody of that virtue of patriotism whose name it takes
in vain to make it hateful, of the arrogant and rancorous
jealousy which impelled her baser politicians to play the
E2
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game of the Catholic faction and let loose upon free Italy
the soldiers of the Republic as the bloodhounds of the
Church—to have avowed and noted this as the first and
strongest link in the fatal chain of cause and effect wound
up from Mentana to Sedan, could but have given fresh
point and fresh profit to the fiery proclamation of France
rearisen and redeemed. Then the philosophy and
patriotism of the poet would not have been liable to the
imputation of men who are now led to confound them
with the common cries and conceits of that national
egotism which has led to destruction the purblind and
rapacious policy of sword-play and tongue-play. As it
is, if ever tempted to find fault with the violence of de-
votion which insists on exalting above all names the name
of Paris—Paris entire, and Paris alone—without alloy or
reserve of blame or regret for its follies and falsities,
its windy vanities and rootless restless mobility of mind,
to qualify the praise of its faith and ardour in pursuit of
the light, we may do well to consider that this hymn of
worship is raised rather to the ideal city, the archetypal
nation, the symbolic people, of which he has prophesied
in that noble dithyrambic poem in prose prefixed
originally to the book called * Paris Guide.” Whether or
not that prophecy be accepted as a prediction, the
speaker cannot fairly be accused of making his voice the
nicre echo of the blatant ignorance and strident self-
assertion of the platform. Not but that some sharper
word of warning or even of rebuke might perhaps have
profitably tempered the warmth of his loyal and filial ac-
clamation.  With this, and with some implied admission
of those good as well as evil elements in the composition
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of the German empire and army which gave his enemies
their strength, the intellectual and historical aspect of the
poem would be complete and unassailable. From all
other points of view it stands out in perfect unity of re-
lief, as an absolute type of what poetry can do with a
tragic or epic subject of the poet's own time. For a
continuous epic or tragedy he gives us in appearance a
series of lyric episodes which once completed and
harmonized are seen to fulfil the conditions and compose
the structure of a great and single work of art. Thus
only can such a work be done in simple and sensible
accordance with that unwritten law of right which is to
the artist as a natural and physical instinct.

We accept then without reserve this great gift, fot
which the student can pay but thanks to the master
whose payment from the world is the hatred of base men
and the love of noble. In the mighty roll of his works
we recognise at once that it must hold a high place for
ever. That intense moral passion which may elsewhere
have overflowed the bounds and “o’er-informed the
tenement ” of drama or romance has here a full vent in
its proper sphere. This sovereign quality of the pro-
phet is a glorious and dangerous quality fora poet. The
burning impulse and masterful attraction of the soul
towards ideas of justice and mercy, which make a man
dedicate his genius to the immediate office of consolation
and the immediate service of right, must be liable at times
to divert the course of his work and impair the pro-
cess of his art. To those who accused him of not
imitating in his plays the method of that supreme
dramatist in whom he professed his faith, Victor Hugo
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has well answered that it was not his part to imitate
Shakespeare or any man ; that the proof of vitality and
value in the modern drama was that it had a life and a
form, a body and a soul of its own. Nevertheless we may
notice, with all reverence for the glorious dramatic work
and fame of the first poet of our age, that on one point
he might in some men’s judgment have done well to
follow as far as was possible to his own proper genius the
method of Shakespeare. 'The ideal dramatist, an arche-
type once incarnate and made actual in the greatest of
all poets, has no visible preferences ; in his capacity of
artist he is incapable of personal indignation or pre-
dilection ; as Keats with subtle truth and sovereign
insight has remarked, he “has as much delight in con-
ceiving an Iago as an Imogen.” ! For the time being,
throughout the limits of his design, he maintains in awful
equanimity of apparent abstraction the high indifference
of nature or of God. Evil and good, and things and men,
are in his hands as clay in the potter’s, and he moulds
them to the use and purpose of his art alone. What
men are, and what their doings and their sufferings, he
shows you face to face, and not as ina glass darkly ; to
you he leaves it to comment on the action and passion
set before you, to love or hate, applaud or condemn, the
agents and the patients of his mundane scheme, wide as
time and space, hell-deep and heaven-high. It is for you,
if you please, to take part with Imogen or Desdemona
against Iago or Iachimo, with Arthur or Cordelia against
Goneril or King John; he is for all men, inasmuch as
all are creatures and parcels of himself as artist, and of

V' Life and Letters of Fokn Keats, vol. i. p. 221, ed. 1848.
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that art which “itself is nature;” he is not more for
Brutys than for Antony, for Portia or Volumnia than for
Cleopatra. This supreme office, it is evident, can
scarcely be fulfilled by a poet of whom it is possible for
his most loving disciple and the son of his adoption to
say, as Auguste Vacquerie has said of Victor Hugo, that
all his works are acts pf public virtue and charity, that his:
books are consecrated to the study and the relief of all
sufferings, that his plays are dedicated to all the outcast
and disinherited of the world. It is the general presence
and predominance of this predeterminate and prepense
design which has exposed his marvellous work to the
charge of too deliberate and mecharical preparation, too
studious premeditation of effect, too careful preoccupa-
tion of result. This in fact is the sum and sense of those
imputations of calculated extravagance or preconcerted
pathos and puppetry of passion done to order, outer heat
of artificial fire with inner frost of spiritual cold, cast
upon him by the only two famous men, among many
infamous and obscure, who have attempted to impugn
his greatness. But the most devout believer in Goethe’s
or in Heine’s judgment, if not blind as well as devout,
‘must allow that the edge of their criticism is somewhat
blunted by the fact that in the same breath they decry
with loud and acrid violence of accent the man generally
acknowledged as chief poet of his age and country, and
extol in his place the names of such other Frenchmen as
no countryman of their own outside their private social
- set or literary party could hear cited as his rivals without
a smile. If fault be found in our hearing by any critic
of general note and repute with some alleged short-
coming in the genius or defect in the workmanship of
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fhakespeare, of Michel Angelo, or of Handel, the force
A the objection will be somewhat taken off when we find
that the eminent fault-inder proposes to exalt in their
stead as preferable objects of worship the works of
Racine, of Guido, or of Rossini ; and in like manner we
are constrained to think less of the objections taken to
Hugo by the Jupiter of Weimar and the Aristophanes of
Gemmany, when we find that Goethe offers us as a substi-
wute for his Titanic sculptures the exquisite jewellery and
faultless carvings of Prosper Mérimée ; as though one
should offer to' supplant the statuary “in that small
«hapel of the dim St. Laurence,” not by that of the Pan-
athenaic series, but by the white marblg shrine of Orcagna
in which the whole legend of the life of Mary is so
tenderly and wonderfully wrought in little ; while Hefne
would give us, for the sun of that most active and pas-
sionate genius, its solar strength and heat, its lightning
and its light, the intermittent twinkle of a planet now
fiery as a shooting star, now watery as a waning moon—
sweet indeed and bright for the space of its hour, and
anon fallen as an exhalation in some barren and quaking
hog ; would leave to France, in lieu of the divine and
human harmony and glory of Hugo’s mighty line, the
fantastic tenderness and ardent languor, the vacuous
monotonous desire and discontent, the fitful and febrile
lwauty of Alfred de Musset.

$5ut whether or not there be reason in the ob_)ectlon
that even such great works as “ Marion de Lorme ” and
# Ruy Blas” are comparatively discoloured by this moral
cunestness and strenuous preference of good to evil, or
1}t hesides this alleged distortion and diversion of art
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from its proper line of work, too much has been sacrificed
or at least subordinated to the study of staga surprises
conveyed in a constant succession of galvanic shocks, as
though to atone for neglect or violatipn of dramatic duty
and the inner law of artjstic growth and poetic propriety
by excess of outward and theatrical observance of effect ;
whether or not these and such-like deductions may be
made from the fame of this great poet as dramatist or as
novelist, in sucha book as that now before us this quality
is glorious only and dangerous no more. The partisanship
which is the imperfection of a play is the perfection of a
war-song or other national lyric, be it of lamentation, of
exhortation, or of triumph. This book of song takes its
place beyond question beside the greatest on that lyrig
list which reaches from the “ Odes et Ballades” to the
“Chansons des Rues et des Bois ;” such a list of labours
and triumphs as what other lyrist can show? First come
the clear boyish notes of prelude, songs of earliest faith
and fancy, royalist and romantic ; then the brilliant vivid
ballads, full already of supple harmonies and potent mas-
teries of music, of passion and sentiment, force and grace ;
then the auroral resonance and radiance of the luminous
“Orientales,” the high and tender cadences of the
“ Feuilles d’Automne,” the floating and changing melodies
of the “Chants du Crépuscule,” the fervent and intimate
echoes of the “ Voix Intérieures,” the ardent and subtle
refractions of “ Les Rayons et les Ombres ;” each in es-
pecial of these two latter books of song crowned by one
of the most perfect lyrics in all the world of art for sweet-
ness and sublimity—the former by those stanzas on the
sound of the unseen sea by night, which have in them
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- the very heart and mystery of darkness, the very music
and the very passion of wave and wind ; the other by
that most wonderful and adorable poem in which all the
sweet and bitter madness of love strong as death is dis-
tilled into deathless speech, the little lyric tragedy of
Gastibelza : next, after many silent or at least songless
years, the pealing thunders and blasting sunbeams of the
“ChAitiments :” then a work yet wider and higher and
deeper than all these, the marvellous roll of the “ Con-
templations,” having in it all the stored and secret
.treasures of youth and age, of thought and faith, of love
and sorrow, of life and death ; with the mystery of the
stars and the sepulchres above them and beneath : then
the terrible and splendid chronicle of human evil and
good, the epic and lyric ““Légende des Siecles,” with its
infinite variety of action and passion infernal and divine :
‘then the subtle and full-throated carols of vigorous and
various fancy built up in symmetrical modulation of
elaborate symphonies by vision or by memory among the
woods and streets: and now the sorrowful and stormy
notes of the giant organ whose keys are the months of
this “ Année Terrible.” And all these make up but one
division of the work of one man’s life: and we know that
in the yet unsounded depth of his fathomless genius, as
in the sunless treasure-houses of the sea, there are still
jewels of what price we know not that must in their turn
see light and give light. For these we have a prayer to
put up that the gift of them may not be long delayed.
There are few delights in any life so high and rare as the
subtle and strong delight of sovereign art and poetry ;
there are none more pure and more sublime. To have
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read the greatest works of any great poet, to have be-
held or heard the greatest works of any great painter or
musician, is a possession added to the best things of life.
As we pity ourselves for the loss of poems and pictures
which have perished, and left of Sappho but a fragment
and of Zeuxis but a name, so are we inclined to pity the
dead who died too soon to enjoy the great works that we
have enjoyed. At each new glory that “swims into our
" ken” we surely feel that it is something to have lived to
see this too rise. Those who might have had such an addi-
tion to the good thimgs of their life, and were defrauded
of it by delay, have reason to utter from the shades their
ghostly complaint and reproach against the giver who
withheld his gift from the world till they had passed out
of it, and so made their lives less by one good thing, and
that good thing a pleasure of great price. We know that
our greatest poet living has kept back for many years
some samples of his work ; and much as he has given,
we are but the more impelled by consideration of that
imperial munificence to desire and demand its perfect
consummation. Let us not have to wait longer than must
needs be for the gift of our promised treasures ; for the
completion of that social and historic trilogy which has
yet two parts to accomplish ; for the plays whose names
are now to us as the names of the lost plays of Aschylus,
for the poems which are as the lost poems of Pindar ;
for the light and sustenance, the glory and the joy, which
the world has yet to expect at the hands of Victor
Hugo.
1872,
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THE POEMS OF DANTE GABRIEL
ROSSETTI.

WHEN fate has allowed to any man more than one great
gift, accident or necessity seems usually to contrive that
one shall encumber and impede the other. It has beer
thought, rightly or wrongly, that even the work done by
such supreme men as Michel Angelo and Leonardo was
impaired on this hand or on that by the various and eager
impatience of genius which impelled them akternately
along diverging lines of life and labour. Be that as it
may, there is no room to doubt that such a double-
natured genius as was theirs lies open to a double kind
of attack from the rancorous tribe of weaklings and
dullards. The haters of either light or of any may say
that there cannot be sunlight and moonlight in the same
sky ; that a double-gifted nature must be powerless to
beget as to bear, sterile by excess of organs as by defect,
“like that sweet marble monster of both sexes” beloved
of Shelley as of Gautier: that the time and ardour of
spirit and of hand spent on this way of work must be so
much lost to that other way ; that on neither course can
the runner of a double race attain the goal, but must
needs in both races alike be caught up and resign his
torch to a runner with a single aim. Candid envy and
judicious ignorance will mutually concede something ;
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the one, that he might have won the foot-race had he let
the horse-race be ; the other, that he might have ridden
in first had he never tried his luck afoot. That assurance
refreshes with the restorative of a false consolation the
runners who fell impotent at starting or dropped lame at
the turning-point. Hateful as the winner of a single prize
must be to them, how can they bear—if shutting their
eyes will save them the sight—to behold the coronation
of the conqueror in all five heats? Nevertheless they
have now and then to bear it as they may : though some
take side with them who should know better, having won
each a single crown in his own field, and being loth to
admit that in that field at least they can be distanced by
the best man in another.

In every generation that takes any heed of the art,
the phrase of “greatest living poet ” or (with a difference
of reservation) “first of his age and country” is flung
about freely and foolishly enough : but if more than mere
caprice—be it caprice of culture or caprice of ignorance—
is to go to the making up of the definition, we must de-
cide what qualities are of first necessity for the best poet,
and proceed to try how far the claimant can be surely
said to possess them. Variety is a rare and high quality,
but poets of the first order have had little or none of it;
witness Keats and Coleridge ; men otherwise greater than
these have had much, and yet have fallen far short of the
final place among poets held by these ; witness Byron
and Scott. But in all great poets there must be an ardent
harmony, a heat of spiritual life guiding without con-
straining the bodily grace of motion, which shall give
charm and power to their least work ; sweetness that
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cannot be weak and force that will not be rough. There
must be an instinct and a resolution of excellence which
will allow no shortcoming or malformation of thought or
word : there must also be so natural a sense of right as to
make any such deformity or defect impossible, and leave
upon the work done no trace of any effort to avoid or to
achieve. It must be serious, simple, perfect; and it
must be thus by evident and native impulse. The mark
of painstaking as surely lowers the level of style as any
sign of negligence ; in the best work there must be no
trace of a laborious or a languid hand.

In all these points the style of Mr. Rossetti excels
that of any English poet of our day. It has the fullest
fervour and fluency of impulse, and the impulse is always
towards harmony and perfection. It has the inimitable
note of instinct, and the instinct is always high and right.
It carries weight enough to overbear the style of a weaker
man, but no weight of thought can break it, no subtlety
of emotion attenuate, no ardour of passion deface. It
can breathe unvexed in the finest air and pass unsinged
through the keenest fire ; it has all the grace of perfect
force and all the force of perfect grace. It is sinuous as
water or as light, flexible and penetrative, delicate and
rapid ; it works on its way without halt or jar or collapse.
And in plain strength and weight of sense and sound these
faultless verses exceed those of faultier workmen who
earn their effects by their defects ; who attain at times and
by fits to some memorable impression of thought upon
speech and speech upon memory, at the cost generally
of inharmonious and insufficient work. No such coarse
er cheap stuff is here used as a ground to set off the rich
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surprises of casual ornament and intermittent embroidery.
The woof of each poem is perfect, and the flowers that
flash out from this side or from that seem not so much
interwoven with the thread of it or set in the soil, as
grown and sprung by mere nature from the ground, under
inevitable rains and sunbeams of the atmosphere which
bred them,

It is said sometimes that a man may have a strong
and perfect style who has nothing to convey worth con-
veyance under cover of it. This is indeed a favourite
saying of men who have no words in which to convey the
thoughts which they have not ; of men born dumb who
express by grunts and chokes the inexpressible eloquence
which is not in them, and would fain seem to labour in
miscarriage of ideas which they have never conceived.
But it remains for them to prove as well as assert that
beauty and power of expression can accord with empti-
ness or sterility of matter, or that impotence of articulation
must imply depth and wealth of thought. This flattering
unction the very foolishest of malignants will hardly in
this case be able to lay upon the corrosive sore which he
calls his soul: the ulcer of ill-will must rot unrelieved
by the rancid ointment of such fiction. Hardly could a
fool here or a knave there fail to see or hope to deny the
fullness of living thought and subtle strength of nature
underlying this veil of radiant and harmonious words.

It is on the other side that attack might be looked
for from the more ingenious enemies of good work: and
of these there was never any lack. Much of Mr. Rossetti’s
work is so intense in aim, so delicate and deep in signi-
ficance, so exuberant in offshoot and undergrowth of
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sentiment and thought, that even the sweet lucidity and
steady current of his style may not suffice to save it from
the charges of darkness and difficulty. He is too great a
master of speech to incur the blame of hard or tortuous
expression ; and his thought is too sound and pure to be
otherwise dark than as a deep well-spring at noon may.
be even where the sun is strongest and the water brightest.
In its furthest depth there is nothing of weed or of mud ;
whatever of haze may seem to quiver there is a weft of
the sun’s spinning, a web not of woven darkness but of
molten light. But such work as this can be neither un-
woven nor recast by any process of analysis. The infinite
depth and wealth of life which breathes and plays among
these songs and sonnets cannot be parcelled and portioned
out for praise or comment. This “ House of Life” has
in it so many mansions, so many halls of state and bowers
of music, chapels for worship and chambers for festival,
that no guest can declare on a first entrance the secret of
its scheme. Spirit and sense together, eyesight and
hearing and thought, are absorbed in splendour of sounds
and glory of colours distinguishable only by delight, But
the scheme is solid and harmonious ; there is no waste in
this luxury of genius: the whole is lovelier than its
loveliest part. Again and again may one turn the leaves
in search of some one poem or some two which may be
chosen for sample and thanksgiving ; but there is no
choice to be made. Sonnet is poured upon sonnet, and
song hands on the torch to song; and each in turn (as
another poet has said of the lark’s note falling from the
height of dawn)

““ Rings like a golden jewel down a golden stair.”
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There are no poems of the class in English—1I doubt if
there be any even in Dante’s Italian—so rich at once
and pure. Their golden affluence of images and jewel-
coloured words never once disguises the firm outline, the
justice and chastity of form. No nakedness could be
more harmonious, more consummate in its fleshly sculp-
ture, than the imperial array and ornament of this august
poetry. Mailed in gold as of the morning and girdled
with gems of strange water, the beautiful body as of a
carven goddess gleams through them tangible and taint-
less, without spot or default. There is not a jewel here
but it fits, not a beauty but it subserves an end. There
seems no story in this sequence of sonnets, yet they hold
in them all the action and passion of a spiritual ‘history
with tragic stages and elegiac pauses and lyric motions of
the living soul. Their earnest subtleties and exquisite
ardours recall to mind the sonnets of Shakespeare;
poems in their way unapproachable, and here in no wise
imitated. Shakespeare’s have at times a far more
passionate and instant force, a sharper note of delight or
agony or mystery, fear or desire or remorse—a keener
truth and more pungent simpleness of sudden phrase,
with touches of sound and flashes of light beyond all
reach ; Mr. Rossetti’s have a nobler fullness of form, a
more stately and shapely beauty of build: they are of a
purer and less turbid water than the others are at times,
. and not less fervent when more serene than they; the
subject-matter of them is sweet throughout, natural always
and clear, however intense and fine in remote and delicate
intricacy of spiritual stuff. There is nothing here which
may not be felt by any student who can grasp the subtle
F
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sense of it in full, as a just thing and admirable, fit for
the fellowship of men’s feelings; if men indeed have in
them enough of noble fervour and loving delicacy, enough
of truth and warmth in the blood and breath of their souls,
enough of brain and heart for such fellow-feeling. For
something of these they must have to bring with them
who would follow the radiant track of this verse through
brakes of flowers and solitudes of sunlight, past fountains
hidden under green bloom of leaves, beneath roof-work
of moving boughs where song and silence are one music.
All passion and regret and strenuous hope and fiery con-
templation, all beauty and glory of thought and wision,
are built into this golden house where the lLife that reigns
is love; the very face of sorrow is not cold or withered,
but has the breath of heaven between its fresh live lips
and the light of pure sweet blood in its cheeks; there is
2 glow of summer on the red leaves of its regrets and the
starry frost-flakes of its tears Resignation and fraion,
forethought and afterthought, have cone veice to sing with
in many keys of spirit A more bitter sweetness of sin-
cerity was never pressed nto verse than beats and burns
bere under the vell and girdle of gloroas words; there
are ng paems znywhere of maore passionate meditation or
¥ision more intense than those on * Lost Days,” “Vain
Virtees” * The Sun's Shame;” mone of more godlike
grace and sovereign charm than those beaded “ New-bom
Desth, ” <+ A Saperscripaca.” ~ A Durk Duy,” “ Known
w Van” “The Oue Hope” And of all splendid and
profound lowe-poetry, what @ there meore lumnous or
mere deep m sense and spot han the mervellous openmg
oxddie of twentweiie sonness whady embrace and express
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all sorrow and all joy of passion in union, of outer love
and inner, triumphant or dejected or piteous or at peace ?
No one till he has read these knows all of majesty
and melody, all of energy and emotion, all of supple
and significant loveliness, all of -tender cunning and
exquisite strength, which-our language can show at need
in proof of its powers and uses. The birth of love,
his eucharistic presence, his supreme vision, his utter
union in flesh and spirit, the secret of the sanctuary of
his heart, his louder music and his lower, his graver and
his lighter seasons; all work of love and all play, all
dreams and devices of his memory and his belief, all
fuller and emptier hours from the first which longs for
him to the last which loses, all change of lights from his
midday to his moonrise, all his foreknowledge of evil
things and good, all glad and sad hours of his night-
watches, all the fear and ardour which feels and fights
against the advent of his difference and dawn of his
division, all agonies and consolations that embitter and
allay the wounds of his mortal hour; the pains of
breach and death, the songs and visions of the wilderness
of his penance, the wood of desolation made beautiful and
bitter by the same remembrance, haunted by shadows of
the same hours for sorrow and for solace, and beyond all
the light of the unaccomplished hour which missed its
chance in one life to meet it in another where the sun-
dered spirits revive into reunion; all these things are here
done into words and sung into hearing of men as they
never were till now. With a most noble and tender power
all forms and colours of the world without are touched
and drawn into service of the spirit; and this with no
F2
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ingenious abuse of imagery or misuse of figures, but with
such gracious force of imagination that they seem to offer
voluntary service. What interlude more radiant than that
of the “Portrait,” more gracious and joyous than the
¢ Love-Letter,” more tender than the remembered * Birth-
Bond,” more fervent than the memorial “ Day of Love,”
more delicate than the significance of “Love’s Baubles,”
more deep and full than the bitter-sweet “ Life-in-Love,”
more soft in spiritual shade of changeful colour than ¢ The
Love-Moon,” more subtly solemn in tragic and triumphant
foresight than “The Morrow’s Message,” more ardent
with finer fires and more tremulous with keener senses
than the sonnets of parting, than “ Broken Music” or
¢ Death-in-Love,” ever varied the high delight of verse,
the sublime sustention of choral poetry through the length
of an imperial work? In the sonnet called “Love-
Sweetness ” there is the very honey of pure passion, the
expression and essence of its highest thought and wis-
dom ; and in that called “ He and I,” the whole pain and
mystery of growing change. Even Shelley never expressed
the inmost sense and mighty heart of music as this poet
has done in"*“The Monochord.” There are no lyrics in
our lyrical English tongue of sweeter power than the least
of these which follow the sonnets. The “Song of the
Bower” is sublime by sheer force of mere beauty; the
sonorous fluctuation of its measure, a full tide under a
full moon, of passion lit and led by memory to and fro
beneath fiery and showery skies of past and future, has
such depth and weight in its moving music that the echo
of it is as a sea.shell in the mind's ear for ever. Observe
the glorious change of note from the delicate colour of

~
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the second stanza to the passionate colour of the third ;
the passage from soft bright symbols to the actual fire of
vision and burning remembrance; from the shelter of
soul under soul and the mirror of tears wherein heart
sees heart, to the grasp and glow of '

¢¢ Large lovely arms and a neck like a tower ”

growing incarnate upon the sight of memory; and again
to the deep dim witness and warning, the foresight and
regret which lighten and darken the ways of coming life.
This is perhaps, for style at once ample and simple, the
noblest song of all; yet it is but one of many noble.
Among these others I find none which clings by itself so
long and close to the mind as one outside their circle—
the song of the sea-beach, called “ Even So;” it dies out
with a suppressed sigh like the last breath or heartbeat of
a yearning weak-winged wind. “A Little While” is
heavy with all the honey of foretasted sorrow, sweeter in
its aftertaste than the joy resigned, with a murmur beyond
music in its speech. The perfect pity of the two last lines
has the touch on it of plain truth and patience;
¢¢ I'l1 tell thee when the end is come
How we may best forget.”

In “Plighted Promise ” and “ Love-Lily ” the white flame
of delight breathes and trembles in a subtler air, with a
sure and faultless charm of motion. I like the first stanza
of “Sudden Light” better than the second and third,
admirably as they are fashioned and set to the music of
the thought : they have less seeming effusion of an instant
insuppressible sense of memory ; and the touches of colour
and odour and sound in it are almost too fine in their
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harmony to be matched with any later. There is not a
more delicate note of magic nature in these poems. The
tremulous ardour of “Penumbra” is another witness to
the artist's mastery of hand; the finest nerves of life are
finely touched ; the quiver and ache of soul and senses
to which all things are kindled and discoloured by half*
morbid lights of emotion give a burning pulse of melody
to the verses. The same fear or doubt which here is
attired in fancies of feverish beauty finds gentler utterance,
again outside this circle, in “ A New Year’s Burden ;” the
tone and colour have always a fresh and sure harmony.
Four poems in a different key from such songs are “The
Sea-Limits,” “ A Young Fir-Wood,” ¢ The Honeysuckle,”
“The Woodspurge ; ” not songs, but studies of spirit and
thought, concrete and perfect. The first of these has the
solemn weight and depth in it of living water, and a
sound like the speech of the sea when the wind is silent.
The very note of that world-old harmony is caught and
cast into words.
¢¢ Consider the sea’s listless chime :
Time’s self it is, made audible :
The murmur of the earth’s own shell.”
This little verse also has the
‘¢ Secret continuance sublime”
which “is the sea’s end ;” it too is a living thing with an
echo beyond reach of the sense, its chord of sound one
part of the multiform unity of mutual inclusion in which
all things rest and mix ; like the sigh of the shaken shell,
it utters “ the same desire and mystery ” as earth through
its woods, and water through its waves, and man through
his multitudes ; it too has in it a breath of the life im-
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measurable and imf)erisha.ble. The other three of these
- studies have something of the same air and flavour:
their keen truthfulness and subtle sincerity touch the
same springs and kindle the same pulses of thought.
The passionate accuracy of sense half blunted and
half whetted by obsession and possession of pain is given
in “The Woodspurge” with a bitterly beautiful exac-
titude.

In all the glorious poem built up of all these poems
there is no great quality more notable than the sweet and
sovereign unity of perfect spirit and sense, of fleshly form
and intellectual fire. This Muse is as the woman praised
in the divine words of the poet himself,

¢ Whose speech Truth knows not from her thought
Nor Love her body from her soul.”

And if not love, how then should judgment? forlove and
judgment must be one in those who would look into such
high and lovely things. No scrutiny can distinguish nor
sentence divorce the solid spiritual truth from the bodily
beauty of the poem, the very and visible soul from the
dazzling veil and vesture of fair limbs and features.
There has been no work of the same pitch attempted
since Dante sealed up his youth in the sacred leaves of
the “Vita Nuova ;” and this poem of his namechild and
translator is a more various and mature work of kindred
genius and spirit.

Other parts of his work done here have upon them
the more instant sign of that sponsor and master of his
mind ; there is a special and delicate savour of personal
interest in the sonnet on the ¢ darkness” of Dante,



72 . THE POEMS OF

sacred to the fame of a father made again illustrious in
his children, which will be cherished with a warm
reverence by all heedful students. The poem of * Dante
at Verona ” stands apart among the rest with a crown on
it of the like consecration, as perhaps the loftiest monu-
ment of all raised by the devotion of a race of genius for
two generations of noble work and love. All incidents
and traditions of the great poet’s exile are welded together
in fusion of ardent verse to forge a memorial as of carven
gold. The pure plain ease and force of narrative style
melt now and then into the fire of a sad rapture, a glory
of tragedy lighting the whole vision as with a funereal
and triumphal torch. Even the words of that letter in
which Dante put away from him the base conditions of
return—words matchless among all that ever a poet found
to speak for himself, except only by those few supreme
words in which Milton replied to the mockers of his
blindness—even these are worthily recast in the mould
of English verse by the might and cunning of this work-
man’s hand. Witness the original set against his
version.

¢ Non est hac via redeundi ad patriam, Pater mi; sed si alia
per vos aut deinde per alios invenietur, qua fama Dantis atque
honori non deroget, illam non lentis passibus acceptabo. Quod si
per nullam-talem Florentia introitur, nunquam Florentiam introibo.
Quidni? nonne solis astrorumque specula ubique conspiciam ?
Nonne dulcissimas veritates potero speculari ubique sub ccelo, ni
prius inglorium, immo ignominiosum, populo Florentinzeque civitati
me reddam ?—Quippe nec panis deficiet.” -

So wrote Dante in 1316 ; now partly rendered into
English to this effect :—
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‘¢ That since no gate led, by God’s will,
To Florence, but the one whereat
The priests and money-changers sat,

He still would wander : for that still,
Even through the body’s prison-bars,
His soul possessed the sun and stars.”

These and the majestic lines which follow them as
comment have the heart of that letter in them; the letter
which we living now cannot read without the sense of a
double bitterness and sweetness in its sacred speech, so
lamentably and so gloriously applicable to the loftiest
heir of Dante’s faith and place ; of his faith as patriot, of
his place as exile. It seems that the same price is still
fixed for them to pay who have to buy with it the in-
heritance of sun and stars and the sweetest truths, and all
generations of time, and the love and thanks and
passionate remembrance of all faithful men for ever.

This poem is sustained throughout at the fit height
with the due dignity ; nothing feeble or jarring dis-
turbs its equality of exultation. The few verses of bitter
ardour which brand as a prostitute the commonweal
which has become a common wrong, the common
goddess deformed into a common harlot, show a
force of indignant imagination worthy of a great poetic
satirist, of Byron and Hugo in their worst wrath. The
brief pictures of the courtly life at Verona between
women and rhymesters, jester and priests, have a living
outline and colour ; and the last words have the weight
in them of time’s own sentence.

¢ Eat and wash hands, Can Grande ;—scarce

We know their deeds now : hands which fed
Our Dante with that bitter bread ;
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And thou the watch-dog of those stairs
Which, of all paths his feet knew well,
Were steeper found than Heaven or Hell.”

No words could more fitly wind up the perfect weft
of a poem throughout which the golden thread of
Dante’s own thought, the hidden light of his solitude at
intervals between court-play and justice-work, gleams
now and again at each turn of the warp till we feel as
though a new remnant of that great spirit’s leaving had
been vouchsafed us.

Another poem bearing the national mark upon it may
be properly named with this ; the ““ Last Confession.” Its
tragic hold of truth and grasp of passion make it worthy
to bear witness to the writer's inheritance of patriotic
blood and spirit. Its literal dramatic power of detail and
composition is a distinctive test of his various wealth and
energy of genius. This great gift of positive reality, here
above all things requisite, was less requisite elsewhere,
and could not have been shown to exist by any proof
derivable from his other poems ; though to any student
of his designs and pictures the admirable union of this
inventive fidelity to whatever of fact is serviceable to
the truth of art with the infinite afluence and gracious
abundance of imagination must be familiar enough ; the
subtle simplicity of perception which keeps sight always
of ideal likelihood and poetical reason is as evident in
his most lyrical and fanciful paintings as in Giorgione’s
or- Carpaccio’s.  Without the high instinct and fine
culture of this quality such a poem as we now have in
sight could not have been attempted. The plain heroismy
of noble naked nature and coherent life is manifest from
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the first delicate detail to the last. The simple agony of
memory inflames every line with native colour. A boyish
patriot in hiding from the government finds a child for-
saken in time of famine by her parents, saves and
supports her, sets his heart towards hers more and more
with the growth of years, to find at last the taint upon
her of a dawning shame, of indifference and impurity—
the hard laugh of a harlot on her lips, and in her bearing
the dull contempt of a harlot for love and memory.
Stabbed and stung through by this sudden show of the
snake’s fang as it turns upon the hand which cherished
it, he slays her; and even in his hour of martyrdom,
dying of wounds taken in a last fight for Italy, is haunted
by the lovely face and unlovely laugh of the girl he had
put out of reach of shame. But the tender truth and
grace, the living heat and movement of the tragedy
through every detail, the noble choice and use of inci-
dent, make out of this plain story a poem beyond price.
Upon each line of drawing there has been laid the strong
and loving hand of a great artist—and specially a supreme
painter of fair women. In the study of the growing girl
the glories of sculpture and painting are melted into one,
and every touch does divine service ;

¢ The underlip
Sucked in as if it strove to kiss itself ;"

the face, pale “as when one stoops over wan water ;"
the ‘“deep-serried locks,” the rounded clinging finger-
tips, and great eyes faint with passion or quivering with
hidden springs of mirth,
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‘¢ As when a bird flies low
Between the water and the willow-leaves,
And the shade quivers till he wins the light.”

In what poet’s work shall we find a touch of more
heavenly beauty, a nobler union of truth and charm?
and in what painter’s a statelier and sweeter mastery of
nature than here ?

¢ Her body bore her neck as the tree’s stem
Bears the top branch : and as the branch sustains
The flower of the year’s pride, her high neck bore
‘Her face made wonderful with night and day.”

The purest pathos of all is in the little episode of the
broken figure of Love, given to the child by her pre-
server, and the wound of its dart on her hand ; nothing
in conception or in application could be tenderer or
truer ; nothing more glorious in its horror than the fancy
of heaven changing at its height before the very face of a
spirit in paradise, with no reflection of him left on it :

¢¢ Like a pool that once gave back
Your image, but now drowns it and is clear
Again,—or like a sun bewitched, that burns
Your shadow from you, and still shines in sight.”
Admirable as it is throughout for natural and moral
colour, the poem is completed and crowned for eternity
by the song set on the front of it as a wreath on a bride’s
hair, of which I can hardly say whether the Italian or the
English form be the more divine. The miraculous faculty
of transfusion which enables the cupbearer to pour this
wine of verse from the golden into the silver cup without
spilling was never before given to man. All Mr.
Rossetti’s translations bear the same evidence of a power
not merely beyond reach but beyond attempt of other
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* artists in language. Wonderful as is the proof of it shown
by his versions of Dante and his fellows, of Villon's and
other ballad-songs of old France, the capacity of recast-
ing in English an Italian poem of his own seems to me
more wonderful ; and what a rare and subtle piece of
work has been done here they only can appreciate who
have tried carefully and failed utterly to refashion in-one
language a song thrown off in another. This is the kind
of test which stamps the supremacy of an artist, answer-
ing in poetry to the subtlest successes of the same hand
in painting. Whether or not there be now living a
master in colours who can match the peculiar triumphs
of its touch, there is assuredly no master in words. The
melodies of these in their Italian form can never die out
of the ear and heart they have once pierced with their
keen and sovereign sweetness. This song would suffice
to redeem the whole story from the province of pain,
even though the poet had not left upon us the natural
charm of that hope which comes in with death, that the
woman grown hard and bad was indeed no less a lie, an
error, a spectral show, than the laughing ghost of her
forged by bodily pain and recollection.

By this poem we may set for contrast, in witness of
the artist’s clear wide scope of work and power, the
¢ Burden of Nineveh;” a study of pure thought and high
meditation, perhaps for sovereignty of language and strong
grasp of spirit the greatest of his poems. The contem-
plation that brings forth such fruit should be a cherub
indeed, having wings and eyes as an eagle’s. The solemn
and splendid metre, if I mistake not, is a new instrument
of music for English hands. In those of its fashioner it
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makes harmonies majestic as any note of the heights or
depths of natural sound. No highest verse can excel the
mighty flow and chiming force of its continuous modu-
lation, bearing on foamless waves of profound song its
flock of winged thoughts and embodied visions. We hear
in it as it were for once the sound of time’s soundless
feet, feel for once the beat of his unfelt wings in their
passage through unknown places, and centuries without
form and void. Echoes and gleams come with it from
“the dark backward and abysm” of dateless days; a
sighing sound from the graves of gods, a wind through
the doors of death which opened on the early world. The
surviving shadow of the Bull-God is as the shadow of
death on past and passing ages, visible and recognis-
able by the afterlight of thought. Of the harmonious
might and majesty of imagination which sustains the
“speculative and active instrument” of song, we might
take as separate samples the verses on its old days of
worship from kings and queens, of light from lamps of
prayer or fires of ruin ; on the elder and later gods con-
fused with its confusion,  all relics here together ;” on the
cities that rose and fell before the city of its worshippers ;
of their desolation and its own in the days of Christ. The
stanza on the vision of the temptation has a glory on it as
of Milton’s work.

¢ The day when he, Pride’s lord and man’s,
Shewed all earth’s kingdows at a glance
To Him before whose countenance
The years recede. the years advance,
And said, ¢ Fall down and worship me :’—
’Mid all the pomp beneath his look
Then stirred there, haply, some rebuke
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Where to the wind the salt pools shook,
And in those tracts, of life forsook,
That knew thee not, O Nineveh !’

And what more august and strenuous passion of thought
was ever clothed in purple of more imperial speech than
consummates and concludes the poem ? as, dreaming of a
chance by which in the far future this God, found again
a relic in a long ruined city, might be taken for the God
of its inhabitants, the thinker comes to find in it indeed
“the God of this world ” and no dead idol, but a living
deity and very present strength ; having wings, but not to
fly with ; and eyes, but not to look up with ; bearing a
written witness and a message engraved of which he knows
not, and cannot read it; crowned, but not for honour ;
brow-bound with a royal sign, of oppression only and
contraction ; firm of foot, but resting the weight of its
trust on clay :—

¢ O Nineveh, was this thy God,
Thine also, mighty Nineveh ?”’

A certain section of Mr. Rossetti’s work as poet and as
painter may be classed under the head of sacred art : and
this section comprises much of his most exquisite and
especial work. Its religious quality is singular and per-
sonal in kind ; we cannot properly bracket it with any
other workman’s. The fire of feeling and imagination
which feeds it is essentially Christian, and is therefore
formally and spiritually Catholic. It has nothing of re-
bellious Protestant personality, nothing of the popular
compromise of sentiment which in the hybrid jargon of
a school of hybrids we may call liberalized Christianism.
The influence which plainly has passed over the writer'’s
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mind, attracting it as by charm of sound or vision, by
spell of colour or of dream, towards the Christian forms
and images, is in the main an influence from the mytho-
logic side of the creed. It is from the sandbanks of
tradition and poetry that the sacred sirens have sung to
this seafarer. This divides him at once from the passion-
ate evangelists of positive belief and from the artists upon
whom no such influence has fallen in any comparable
degree. There are two living and leading writers of high
and diverse genius whom any student of their work—
utterly apart as their ways of work lie—may and must,
without prejudice or presumption, assume to hold fast,
with a force of personal passion, the radical tenet of
Christian faith. It is as difficult for a reasonable reader
to doubt the actual and positive adherence to Christian
doctrine of the Protestant thinker as of the Catholic
priest ; to doubt that faith in Christ as God—a tough,
hard, vital faith which can bear at need hard stress of
weather and hard thought—dictated “ A Death in the
Desert” or “ Christmas Eve and Easter Day,” as to doubt
that it dictated the “ Apologia” or * Dream of Gerontius:”
though neither in the personal creed set forth by Mr.
Browning nor in the clerical creed delivered by Dr.
Newman do we find apparent or flagrant—however they
may lurk, tacit and latent, in the last logical expression
of either man’s theories—the viler forms and more
hideous outcomes of Christianity, its more brutal aspects
and deadlier consequences ; a happy default due rather
to nobility of instinct than to ingenuity of evasion. Now
the sacred art of Mr. Rossetti, for all its Christian colour-
ing, has acttially no more in common with the spirit of

Y
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either than it has with the semi-Christianity of “ In
Memoriam” or the demi-semi-Christianity of “Dipsychus.”
It has no trace, on the other hand, of the fretful and
fruitless prurience of soul which would fain grasp and
embrace and enjoy a creed beyond its power of posses- °
sion ; no letch after Gods dead or unborn, such as vexes
the weaker nerves of barren brains, and makes pathetic
the vocal lips of sorrowing scepticism and “ doubt that
deserves to believe.”  As little can it be likened to an-
other form of bastard belief, another cross-breed between
faith and unfaith, which has been fostered in ages of
doubt; a ghost raised rather by fear than love; by fear
of a dead God as judge, than by love of a dead God as
comforter. The hankering and restless habit of half
fearful retrospect towards the unburied corpses of old
creeds which, as we need not Shelley’s evidence to know,
infected the spiritual life and disturbed the intellectual
force of Byron, is a mirage without attraction for this
traveller ; that spiritual calenture of Christianity is a sick-
ness unknown to his soul ; nor has he ever suffered from
the distemper of minds fretted and worried by gnatstings
and fleabites of belief and unbelief till the whole lifeblood
of the intellect is enfeebled and inflamed. Ina later poet,
whose name as yet is far enough from inscription on the
canonical roll of converts, there was some trace of a
seeming recrudescence of faith not unlike yet not like
Byron’s. The intermittent Christian reaction apparently
perceptible in Baudelaire was more than half of it mere
repulsion from the philanthropic optimism of sciolists ih
whose eyes the whole aim or mission of things is to make
the human spirit finally comfortable. Contempt of such
G
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facile free-thinking, still more easy than free, took in him
at times the form of apparent reversion to cast creeds ;
as though the spirit should seek a fiery refuge in the good
old hell of the faithful from the watery new paradise of
~liberal theosophy and ultimate amiability of all things.!
Alone among the higher artists of his age, Mr. Rossetti
has feltand given the mere physical charm of Christianity,
* with no admixture of doctrine or of doubt. Here as in
other things he belongs, if to any school at all, to that of
the great Venetians. He takes the matter in hand with
the thorough comprehension of Tintoretto or Veronese,
with their thorough subjection of creed and history to the
primary purpose of art and proper bearing of a picture.
He works after the manner of Titian painting his
Assumption with an equal hand whether the girl exalted
into goddess be Mary or Ariadne : but his instinct is too
masterly for any confusion or discord of colours; and
hence comes the spiritual charm and satisfaction of his
sacred art. In this class of his poems the first place and
the fairest palm belong to the “ Blessed Damozel.” This
paradisal poem, ¢ sweeter than honey or the honeycomb,”
has found a somewhat further echo than any of its early
fellows, and is perhaps known where little else is known
of its author’s. The sweet intense impression of it must
rest for life upon all spirits that ever once received it

! It is remarkable that Baudelaire always kept in mind that
Christianity, like other religions which have a broad principle of
popular life in them, was not and could not be a creature of philan-
thropy or philotheism, but of church and creed ; and this gives its
peculiar savour and significance to the Christian infusion in some of
his poems ; for such recollection is too rare in an age and country
where semi-Christian sentiment runs loose and babbles aloud.
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. into their depths, and hold it yet as a thing too dear and
fair for praise or price. Itself the flower of a splendid
youth, it has the special charm for youth of fresh first
work and opening love ; “ the dew of its birth is of the
womb of the morning ;” it has the odour and colour of
cloudless air, the splendour of an hour without spot.

_The divine admixtures of earth which humanize its
heavenly passion have the flavour and bloom upon them
of a maiden beauty, the fine force of a pure first sunrise.
No poem shows more plainly the strength and wealth of
the workman’s lavish yet studious hand. One sample in
witness of this wealth, and in evidence of the power of
choice and persistent search after perfection which
enhance its price, may be cited ; though no petal should
be plucked out of this mystic rose for proof of its fragrance.
The two final lines of the stanza describing the secret
shrine of God have been reformed ; and the form first
given to the world is too fair to be wholly forgotten : —

¢ Whose lﬁmps tremble continually
With prayer sent up to God,
And where each need, revealed, expects
Its patient period.”

Wonderful though the beauty may be of the new ima-
gination, that the spirits standing there at length will see
their “old prayers, granted, melt each like a little cloud,”
there is so sweet a force in the cancelled phrase that some
students might grudge the loss, and feel that, though a
diamond may have supplanted it, a ruby has been plucked
out of the golden ring. Nevertheless, the complete
circlet shines now with a more solid and flawless excel-

lence of jewels and of setting. The sweetness and pathos
G2
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and gracious radiance of the poem have been praised by
those who have not known or noted all the noble care
spent on it in rejection and rearrangement of whatever
was crude or lax in the first cast ; but the breadth and
sublimity which ennoble its brightness and beauty of
fancies are yet worthier of note than these. What higher
imagination can be found in modern verse than this?

‘¢ From the fixed place of heaven she saw
Time like a pulse shake fierce
Through all the worlds.”

This grandeur of scale and sweep of spirit give great-
ness of style to poetry, as well as sweetness and bright-
ness. These qualities, together with the charm of fluent
force and facile power, are apparent in all Mr. Rossetti’s
work ; but its height of pitch and width of scope give
them weight and price beyond their own.

Another poem, based like this on the Christian senti-
ment of woman-worship, is worthy of a place next it. In
the hymn headed “ Ave ” the finest passage is that on the
life of the Virgin after the death of Christ; a subject
handled by the painter as well as by the poet. Indeed,
of the two versions, that in colour is even the lovelier and
more memorable to all who may have seen it for gentle
glory of treatment—for the divine worn face of the
Mother, seen piteously sacred in the light struck by the
beloved disciple, as the thick purple twilight steeping the
city roofs and the bare hill-side which saw the stations of
the cross fills with pale coloured shadows the still small
chamber where she sits at work for her Son’s poor. The
soft fervour and faultless keeping of the poem give it that
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final grace of a complete unity of spirit and style which
is the seal of sacred art at its highest.

No choicer sample of Mr. Rossetti’s delicate mastery
of language—of his exquisite manner of speech, subtle
and powerful and pliant to all necessities of thought—
can be found than the verses invoking Love as the god
, of sleep to guide the shadow of the lover who invokes
him to the dreams of the woman beloved. The grace of
symbol and type in this poem has something of the
passionate refinement of Shelley’s. There are many
several lines and turns of phrase in this brief space of
which any least one would suffice to decide the rank of a
poet: and the fine purity of its passion gives just colour
enough to the clouds and music enough to the murmurs
of the deep dreamland in which it moves.

With this poem we may class one sadder and as
sweet, “ The Stream’s Secret ;” the thread of thought is
so fine, yet woven into so full a web of golden fancies
and glowing dreams, that few will follow it at first sight ;
but when once unwound and rewoven by the reader’s
study of it, he will see the whole force and beauty of all
its many byway beauties and forces.

The highest form of ballad requires from a poet at
once narrative power, lyrical, and dramatic ; it must hold
in fusion these three faculties at once, or fail of its mark:
it must condense the large loose fluency of romantic tale-
telling into tight and intense brevity ; it must give as in
summary the result and extract of events and emotions,
without the exhibition of their gradual change and growth
which a romance of the older type or the newer must lay
open to us in order; it must be swifter of step and
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sharper of stroke than any other form of poetry. The
writer of a first-rate tragic ballad must be yet more select
in his matter and terse in his treatment of what he selects
from the heap of possible incident, than Chaucer in the
compilation of his “Knight's Tale ” from the epic romance
of Boccaccio, or Morris in the sculpture of his noble
master-poem, “ The Lovers of Gudrun,” from the unhewn
rock of a halfformed history or a half-grown legend.
Ballads have been cut out of such poems as these, even
as they were carven out of shapeless chronicles. There
can be no pause in a ballad, and no excess ; nothing that
flags, nothing that overflows; there must be no waste of
a word or a minute in the course of its rapid and fiery
motion. Even in our affluent ballad literature there is
no more triumphant sample of the greatness that may be
won by a poem on these conditions than we find in the
ballad of ¢ Sister Helen.” The tragic music of its measure,
the swift yet solemn harmonies of dialogue and burden,
hold in extract the very heart of a tragedy, the burning
cssence distilled from ¢ Hate born of Love, and blind as
he.” Higher effect was never wrought out of the old
traditions of witchcraft ; though the manner of sorcery
here treated be one so well known as the form of de-
stroying a man by melting a waxen effigy of him before a
continuous flame for the space of three days and nights,
after which the dissolution of the fleshly body keeps time
to a minute with that of the waxen. A girl forsaken by
her high-born lover turns to sorcery for help in her re-
venge on him ; and with the end of the third day come
three suppliants, the father and the brothers of the be-
trayer, to whom he has shown the secret of his wasting
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agony, if haply they may bring him back not life but
forgiveness at her hands. Dying herself of anguish with
him and with the molten figure of her making, she will
remit nothing of her great revenge ; body and soul of both
shall perish in one fourfold death : and her answers pass,
ever more and more bitter and ardent, through the harrm-
less mouthpiece of a child. How the tragic effect is en-
forced and thrown out into fiery relief by this intervention
of the boy-brother it needs no words, where none would be
adequate, to say. I account this one of the artist’s very
highest reaches of triumphant poetry ; he has but once in
this book matched it for pathos, and but once for passion :
for pathos in ¢ Jenny,” for passion in “ Eden Bower.” It
is out of all sight or thought of comparison the greatest
ballad in modern English ; and perhaps not very far
below it, and certainly in a high place among the attempts
in that way of living Englishmen, we might class Mr.
George . Meredith’s pathetic and splendid poem of
¢ Margaret’s Bridal-Eve.”

There is exquisite grace of colour and sweetness in
“ The Staff and Scrip,” with passages that search and
sound pure depths of. sentiment, and with interludes of
perfect drawing ; witness the sweet short study of the
Queen sitting by her loom: but the air of the poem is
too remote and refined for any passionate interest.

The landscape of “Stratton Water” is as vivid and
thorough as any ballad can show ; but some may wish
it had been more or less of a compromise in style between
old and new : itis now a study after the old manner too
close to be no closer. It is not meant for a perfect and
absolute piece of work in the old Border fashion, such as
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were those glorious rescripts, full of the fiery ease which is
the life of such poetry, which Surtees of Mainsforth passed
off even upon Scott as genuine; and yetit is so fara
copy that it seems hardly well to have gone so far and no
further. On this ground Mr. Morris has a firmer tread
than the great artist by the light of whose genius and
kindly guidance he put forth the firstfruits of his work, as
I did afterwards. In his first book the ballad of ¢ Welland
River,” the Christmas carol in “The Land East of the
Sun and West of the Moon,” and that other, his most
beautiful carol, printed with music in a volume of sacred
verse, are examples of flawless work in the pure early
manner. Any less absolute and decisive revival of
medizval form by inspiration of returning lifeblood and

measured breath of life into the exact type and mould of . -

ancient art rouses some sense of failure by excess or de-
fault of resemblance. This positive note of the past is
not quite caught here, and the note struck is too like it to
take its place without discord.

There is a singular force and weight of impression in
the ¢ Card-Dealer ” which give it a distinct and eminent

place among these lesser poems. The sharpness of -

symbol and solidity of incarnation with which the idea
is invested bring it so close to us that the mere type itself
assumes as it were a bodily interest over and above its
spirit and significance ; and the tragic colour and mystic
movement of the poem are fitted to the dim splendour
and vague ardour of life in it; whether the dealer be
fortune or passion or ambition, pleasure or fame or any
desire of man’s, we see her mistress of the game in that
world of shadows and echoes which is hers if ours.
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Without the date appended, we might have guessed that
the little cabinet poem called ¢ My Sister’s Sleep ” was an
early study. It has the freshness and clearness of first
youth, with something of the hardness of growing out-
lines ; the bodily form of verse has not yet learnt to melt
and flow by instinct into the right way; yet with this
slight sharpness and crudity there is a grace of keen
sincerity and direct force which gives proof of no student’s
hand, but a workman’s recognisable as born into the
guild of masters. The fourth and three following stanzas
have a brightness and intensity of truth, a fine and tender
vigour of sentiment, admirable at any age ; and the last
have an instant weight of pathos and clear accuracy of
beauty, full of prophecy and promises. In the same
short-lived magazine into which the first flowerage of
many eminent men’s work was cast with such liberal and
fruitful hands, there was another early poem of this their
leader's and best man which he might as well have
gathered into his harvest ; a delicate and subtle study of
religious passion, with the colour and perfume in it of the
choral air of a cathedral, lit with latticed glories of saints,
.and tremulous with low music of burning prayers; the
mystery of sense and ardour of soul in an hour made
drunken with the wine of worship were wrought into ex-
pression of bright and sensitive words, full of the fiery
peace of prayer and sightless vision of faith. This little
sacred picture of the Father Hilary should have been
here reframed, if only for the fine touches of outer things
passing by as a wind upon the fervent spirit in its dream.
Besides, it has its place and significance among the
author’s studies in the Christian style, near somg of those
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earlier works, so full of his special grace and spiritual
charm, which belong to the same period, if not beside the
highest of his sacred designs, such as the Passover and
Magdalene here as it were engraved and put forth in
print among the sonnets for pictures. All these are most
noble, and give once more a magnificent proof of his
power to bend and mould, to inflame and invigorate, to
carve and colour the dead forms of words with a shaping
and animating life. Among them all the most utterly
delightful to me is that on Giorgione’s divine and trans-
cendant pastoral in the Louvre : which actually attains
to the transfusion of a spirit that seemed incommunicable
from one master’s hand even to another’s. In the verse
as on the canvass there is the breathless breath of over-
much delight, the passion of overrunning pleasure which
quivers and aches on the very edge of heavenly tears—
‘“tears of perfect moan” for excess of unfathomable
pleasure and burden of inexpressible things only to be
borne by Gods in heaven; the sweet and sovereign op-
pression of absolute beauty and the nakedness of burning
life ; the supreme pause of soul and sense at the climax
of their consummate noon and high tide of being; glad
and sad and sacred, unsearchable and natural and strange.
Of the sonnets on the writer’s own pictures and designs
I think that on Pandora to be the most perfect and ex-
alted, as the design is among his mightiest in its godlike
terror and imperial trouble of beauty, shadowed by the
smoke and fiery vapour of winged and fleshless passions
crowding from the casket in spires of flame-lit and curling
cloud round her fatal face and mourning veil of hair. The
sonnets op Cassandra translate with apt and passionate
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thoice of words the scheme of his greatest tragic design,
his fullest and most various in vital incident and high
truth of heroic life. The grand sonnet “on refusal of
aid between nations ” shows yet a fresh side and a most
noble aspect of his great and manifold genius; its severe
emotion and grave loveliness of ardent anger set a mark
on it as of Dante’s justice and judgment. “Autumn
Idleness ” is a splendid study of landscape, for breadth of
colour and solemn brightness of vision worthy to stand
by those great symbolic landscapes seen in the “ House
of Life,” such as “Barren Spring” and “The Hill
Summit ;” and in “Beauty and the Bird” we have a
sample of the painter’s gladdest colour and sweetest tone
of light. His full command of that lyric sentiment and
power which give to medizval poetry its clear particular
charm is plain alike from the ending given to the “old
song” of Ophelia and from the marvellous versions of
Villon’s and other French songs. The three sweetest of
that great poet’s who was the third singer of the Middle
Ages and first vocal tongue of the dumb painful people
in its agony and mirth and shame and strength of heart,
are here recast in English gold of equal weight. The
very cadence of Villon’s matchless ballad of the ladies of
old time is caught and returned. The same exquisite
exactitude of translation is notable in ¢ John of Tours "—
the old provincial song long passed from mouth to mouth
and at last preserved with all its breaks and lapses of
‘sweet rough metre by Gérard de Nerval. His version of
Dante’s divinest episode, that of Francesca, I take to be
the supreme triumph of translation possible ; fcr what,
after so many failures,—Byron’s the dismallest, failure of
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all, and worst imaginable instance of perversion—could
be hoped of any new attempt? But here the divine verse
seems actually to fall of itself into a new mould, the
exact shape and size of the first—to be poured from one
cup into another without spilling one drop of nectar.
Nay, so far beyond other men’s is this poet’s power of
transfusion that as though to confute the Italian proverb
against the treasons of translators he has wellnigh
achieved the glory of reproducing a few lines even of
Sappho, by welding two fragments into one song, melting
two notes into one chord of verse. But though the
sweet life and colour be saved and renewed, no man can
give again in full that ineffable glory and grace as of
present godhead, that subtle breath and bloom of very
heaven itself, that dignity of divinity which informs the
most passionate and piteous notes of the unapproachable
poetess with such grandeur as would seem impossible to
such passion. Here is a delicious and living music, but
here is not—what can nowhere be—the echo of that un-
imaginable song, with its pauses and redoubled notes and
returns and falls of sound, as of honey dropping from
heaven—as of tears, and fire, apnd seed of life—which
though but run over and repeated in thought pervades
the spirit with “a sweet possessive pang.” That apple
‘““atop on the topmost twig” of the tree of life and song
remains unreachable by any second hand, untastable
by any later lip for ever ; never out of sight of men’s
memory, never within grasp of man’s desire ; the apple
which not Paris but Apollo gave to her whose glory has
outlived her goddess, and whose name has been set above
hers:—
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‘¢ La mile Sapho, I'amante et le poéte,
Plus belle que Vénus par ses mornes péleurs, —
Plus belle que Vénus se dressant sur le monde !

Among the lesser poems of this volume *“The Portrait”
holds a place of honour in right of its earnest beauty of
thought and rich simplicity of noble images. Above them
all in reach and scope of power stands the poem of
“Jenny ;” great among the few greatest works of the artist.
Its plain truth and masculine tenderness are invested with
a natural array of thought and imagination which doubles
their worth and force. Without a taint on it of anything
coarse or trivial, without shadow or suspicion of any facile
or vulgar aim at pathetic effect of a tragical or moral kind,
it cleaves to absolute fact and reality closer than any
common preacher or realist could come ; no side of the
study is thrown out or thrown back into false light or
furtive shadow ; but the purity and nobility of its high
and ardent pathos are qualities of a moral weight and
beauty beyond reach of any rivalry. A divine pity fills
it, or a pity something better than divine ; the more just
and deeper compassion of human fellowship and fleshly
brotherhood. = Here is nothing of sickly fiction or
theatrical violence of tofe. No spiritual- station of com-
mand is assumed, no vantage-ground of outlook from
hills of holiness or heights of moral indifference or
barriers of hard contempt; no unction of facile tears is
poured out upon this fallen golden head of a common

‘woman ; no loose-tongued effusion of slippery sympathy,
to wash out shame with sentiment. And therefore is
“the pity of it” a noble pity, and worth the paying; a
genuine sin-offering for intercession, pleading with fate



94 THE POEMS OF

for mercy without thought or purpose of pleading. The
man whose thought is thus gloriously done into words is
as other men are, only with a better brain and heart than
the common, with more of mind and compassion, with
better eye to see and quicker pulse to beat, with a more
generous intellect and a finer taste of things; and his
chance companion of a night is no ruined angel or self-

* immolated sacrifice, but a girl who plies her trade like
any other trade, without show or sense of reluctance or
repulsion ; there is no hint that she was first made to fit
better into a smoother groove of life, to run more easily
on a higher line of being; that anything seen in prospect
or retrospect rebukes or recalls her. fancy into any fairer
field than she may reach by her present road. All the
open sources of pathetic effusion to which a common
shepherd of souls would have led the flock of his readers
to drink and weep and be refreshed, and leave the medi-
cinal wellspring of sentiment warmer and fuller from
their easy tears, are here dried up. This poor hireling of
the streets and casinos is professionally pitiable; the
world’s contempt of her fellow tradeswomen is not in
itself groundless or unrighteous; there is no need to raise
any mirage about her as of a fallén star, a glorious wreck ;
but not in that bitterest cry of Othello’s own agony—“a
sufferance panging as soul and body’s severing”—was
there a more divine heat of burning compassion than the
high heart of a man may naturally lavish, as in this poem,
upon such an one as she is. Iago indeed could not
share it, nor Roderigo ; the naked understanding cannot
feel this, nor the mere fool of flesh apprehend it; but
only in one or the other of these can all sense be dead of
“the pity of it.”

N
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v
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Every touch of real detail and minute colour in the
study serves to heighten and complete the finished picture
which remains burnt in upon the eyes of our memory
when ‘the work is done. The clock ticking, the bird
waking, the scratched pier-glass, the shaded lamp, give
new relief as of very light and present sound to the
spiritual side of the poem. How great and profound is
the scope and power of the work on that side, I can offer
no better proof than a reference to the whole; for no
sample of this can be torn off or cut out. Of the might
of handiwork and simple sovereignty of manner which
make it so triumphant a witness 6f what English speech
can do, this one excerpt may stand in evidence :—

¢¢ Except when there may rise unsought
Haply at times a passing thought
Of the old days which seem to be
Much older than any history
That is written in any book ;
‘When she would lie in fields and look
Along the ground through the blown grass,
And wonder where the city was,

Far out of sight, whose broil and bale
They told her then for a child’s tale.

¢¢Jenny, you know the city now.
A child can tell the tale there, how
Some things, which are not yet enrolled
In market-lists, are bought and sold
Even till the early Sunday light,
‘When Saturday night is market-night
Everywhere, be it dry or wet,

+ And market-night in the Haymarket.”

The simple sudden sound of that plain line is as great
and rare a thing in the way of verse, as final and superb
a proof of absolute poetic power upon words, as any
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man’s work can show. As an imaginative instance of
positive and perfect nature, the whole train of thought
evolved in the man’s mind as he watches the head asleep
on his knee is equal and incomparable ; the thought of
a pure honest girl, in whom the same natural loves and
likings shall run straight and bear fruit to honour, that in
this girl have all run to seed of shame; the possible
changes of chance that in their time shall bring fresh
proof of the sad equality of nature and tragic identity of
birthmark as of birthright in all souls born, the remote
conceivable justice and restitution that may some day
strike the balance between varying lots and lives; the
delicately beautiful and pitiful fancy of the rose pressed
in between the pages of an impure book; and the
mightier fancy so grandly cast in words, of lust, alone,
aloof, immortal, immovable, outside of death in the dark
of things everlasting; self-secluded in absorption of its
own desire, and walled up from love or light as a toad
in its stone wrapping ; and last, with the grey penetration
of London dawn, the awakening of mind into live day-
light of work, and farewell taken of the night and its
follies, not without pity or thought of them.

The whole work is worthy to fill its place for ever as
one of the most perfect and memorable poems of an age
or generation. It deals with deep and common things ;
with the present hour, and with all time ; with that which
is of the instant among us, and that which has a message
for all souls of men ; with the outward and immediate
matter of the day, and with the inner and immutable
ground of human nature. Its plainness of speech and
subject gives it power to touch the heights and sound the
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depths of tragic thought without losing the force of its
hold and grasp upon the palpable truths which men often
seek and cry out for in poetry, without knowing that these
are only good when greatly treated, and that to artists who
can treat them greatly all times and all truths are equal,
and the present, though assuredly no worse, yet assuredly
no better topic than the past. All the ineffably foolish
jargon and jangle of criticasters about classic subjects
and romantic, remote or immediate interests, duties of
the poet to face and handle this thing instead of that or
his own age instead of another, can only serve to darken
counsel by words without knowledge : a poet of the first
order raises all subjects to the first rank, and puts the
life-blood of an equal interest into Hebrew forms or
Greek, medieval or modern, yesterday or yesterage.
Thus there is here just the same life-blood and breath of
poetic interest in this episode of a London street and
lodging as in the song of “Troy Town” and the song of
“ Eden Bower;” just as much, and no jot more. These
two songs are the masterpieces of Mr. Rossetti’s magni-
ficent lyric faculty. Full of fire and music and move-
ment, delicate as moonlight and passionate as sunlight,
fresh as dawn and fine as air, sonorous as the motion of
deep waters, the infallible verse bears up the spirit safe
and joyous on its wide clear way. There is a strength
and breadth of style about these poems also which en-
nobles their sweetness and brightness, giving them a per-
fume that savours of no hotbed, but of hill-flowers that
face the sea and the sunrise; a colour that grows in no
greenhouse, but such as comes with morning. upon the
mountains. They are good certainly, but they are also
H
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great; great as no other man’s work of the same age and
country. Out of the beautiful old tradition of Helen,
which tells of her offering on a shrine at Sparta of a cup
modelled upon the mould of her own breast, the poet has
carved a graven image of song as tangible and lovely as
the oblation itself; and this cup he has filled with the
wine of love and fire of destruction, so that in the Spartan
temple we feel a forecast of light and heat from the future
Trojan flame. These two poems have the fiery concen-
tration and condensation of the ballad; but they have a
higher rapture of imagination, a more ardent affluence of
colour and strenuous dilation of spirit, than a ballad can
properly contain ; their wings of words beat and burn at
fuller expansion through a keenerair. The song of Lilith
has all the beauty and glory and force in it of the splendid
creature so long worshipped of men as god or dreaded
as devil; the voluptuous swiftness and strength, the
supreme luxury of liberty in its measured grace and lithe
melodious motion of rapid and revolving harmony ; the
subtle action and majestic recoil, the mysterious charm
as of soundless music that hangs about a serpent as it
stirs or springs. Never was nobler blood infused into the
veins of an old legend than into this of the first wife of
Adam, changing shapes with the snake her lover, that in
his likeness she may tempt the mother of men. The
passion of the cast-off temptress, in whose nets of woven
bair all the souls are entangled of her rival’s sons through
all their generations, has such actual and instant flame of
wrath and brilliance of blood and fragrance of breath in
it, that we feel face to face the very vision of the old tale,
and no symbol or shadow, but a bodily shape and a
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fleshly charm, dominant in ear and eye. The tragic
might of the myth, its fierce and keen significance, strikes
through us sharpest at the end, as with the supreme
sting of triumph and final fang of the transfigured
serpent.
Had I time and room and skill, to whom all these
are wanting, I would here at length try to say some
passing word illustrative of the more obvious and the
more intimate relations of this artist’s work in verse and
his work in painting ; between the poem of *Jenny”
and the design called “ Found,” where at early dawn the
driver of a country cart finds crouching in London streets
the figure of a girl once his betrothed, and stoops to lift
with tender strength of love, and surprise of simple pity
startled into freshness of pain, the shuddering abased
head with the golden ruin of its rich soiled hair, which
cowers against a graveyard wall away from the light that
rises beyond the paling lamps on bridge and river; be-
tween the song of “Troy Town” and the picture of
Helen, with Parian face and mouth of ardent blossom, a
keen red flower-bud of fire, framed in broad gold of wide-
spread locks, the sweet sharp smile of power set fast on
her clear curved lips, and far behind her the dull lame of
burning towers and light from reddened heaven on dark
sails of lurid ships ; between the early sacred poems and
the early sacred designs of the author’s Christian era, as
for instance the “ Ave ” and the “ Girlhood of the Virgin,”
with its young grace and sincere splendour of spirit, the
“«“Staff and Scrip” and the design of “Fra Pace,” the
“ Blessed Damozel” and the “Dream of Dante,” all

clothed in colours of heaven, with raiment dyed and
Hz
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spun in the paradise of trust and thought; between the
romantic poems and the romantic designs, as for example
“ Sister Helen” and the “ Tune of ‘Seven Towers, ”
which have the same tone and type of tragic romance in
their medizval touches and notes of passionate fancy ;
between the poems of richer thought and the designs of
riper form, works of larger insight and more strong de-
cision, fruits of the mind at its fullest and the hand at its
mightiest, as the “ Burden of Nineveh” and the “Sybil ”
or “Pandora.” The passage from a heaven of mere
angels and virgins to the stronger vision of Venus Verti-
cordia, of Helen é\érroic, of Lilith and Cassandra, is a
type of the growth of mind and hand to the perfect power
of mastery over the truth and depth of nature, the large
laws of spirit and body, the mysteries and the majesties
of very life ; whither the soul that has attained perceives,
though it need reject no first faith and forsake.no first
love, though rather it include in a larger comprehension
of embrace those old with these new graces, those creeds
with this belief, that any garden of paradise on earth or
above earth is but a little part of a great world, as every
fancy of man’s faith is a segment of the truth of his nature,
a splintered fragment of universal life and spirit of thought
everlasting ; since what can he conceive or believe but
it must have this of truth in it, that it is a veritable pro-
duct of his own brain and outcome for the time of his
actual being, with a place and a reason of its own for
root and support to it through its due periods of life and
change and death? But to trace the passage from light
into light and strength into strength, the march from work
on to work and triumph on to triumph, of a genius so full
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of life and growth and harmonious exuberance of expan-
sion, so loyal to rule of instinct and that natural order of
art and thought whose service is perfect freedom ; to lay
out a chart of its progress and mark down the lines of
its advance ; this, high as the office would be and worthy
the ambition, is not a possible task for criticism ; though
what manner of rank a man may hold and what manner
of work he may have to do in that rank, it is the business
of criticism to see and say.

In every age there is some question raised as to its
wants and powers, its strength and weakness, its great or
small worth and work ; and in every age that question is
waste of time and speech—of thought usually there is no
waste, for the questioners have none to expend. There
has never been an age that was not degenerate in the eyes
of its own fools; the yelp of curtailed foxes in every
generation is the same. To a small soul the age which
has borne it can appear only as an age of small souls;
the pigmy brain and emasculate spirit can perceive in its
own time nothing but dwarfishness and emasculation.
That the world has ever seen spirits of another sort, the
poor heart of such creatures would fain deny and dares
not ; butto allow that the world does now is insufferable ;
atleast they can “swagger themselves out of their owneyes”
into the fond belief that they are but samples of their
puny time, overtopped in spiritual stature by the spirits
of times past alone. But not by blustering denial or
blustering assertion of an age’s greatness will the question
be decided whether the age be great or not. Each century
has seemed to some of its children an epoch of decadence
and decline in national life and spiritual, in moral or
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material glory ; each alike has heard the cry of degeneracy
raised against it, the wail of emulous impotence set up
against the weakness of the age ; Dante’s generation and
Shakespeare’s, Milton’s and Shelley’s, have all been ages
of poetic decay in their turn, as the age of Hugo is now ;
there as here no great man was to be seen, no great
work was to be done, no great cry was to be heard, no
great impulse was to be felt, by those who could feel
nothing, hear nothing, do nothing, and see nothing. To
them the poor present has always been pitiable or damn-
able, the past which bore it divine. And other men than
these have swelled the common cry of curs : Byron, him-
self in his better moments a witness against his own
words, helped the fools of his hour to decry their betters
and his own, by a pretence of wailing over the Augustan
age of Anne, when “it was all Horace with us; it is all
Claudian now.” His now has become our #%en, and the
same whine is raised in its honour ; for the cant of irrita-
tion and insincerity, hungry vanity and starving spite, can
always be caught up and inherited by those who can in-
herit nothing of a strong man’s but his weakness, of a
wise man’s but his folly ; who can gather at a great man’s
board no sustenance from the meats and wines, but are
proud to pilfer the soiled napkins and cracked platters
from under his side-table. Whether there be any great
work doing in our time, or any great man living, it is not
worth while to debate ; but if there be not, it is certain
that no man living can know it ; for to pass judgment
worth heeding on any age and give sentence that shall
last on any generation, 2 man must himself be great ; and
if no man on earth be great in our day, who on earth can
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be great enough to know and let us know it on better
authority than a pigmy’s? Such champions as please may
fight out on either side their battle of the sandbags and
windbags between this hour and the next; I am content
to assume, and am not careful to dispute in defence of
the assumption, that the qualities which make men great
and the work of men famous are now what they were, and
will be what they are : that there is no progress and no
degeneracy traceable from Aschylus to Shakespeare, from
Athenian sculptors to Venetian painters ; that the gifts of
genius are diverse, but the quality is one ; and—though
this be a paradox—that this quﬁlity does not wait till a
man be dead to descend on him and belong to him;
that his special working power does not of necessity
begin with the cessation of it, and that the dawn of his
faculty cannot reasonably be dated from the hour of its
extinction. If this paradox- be not utterly untenable, it
follows that dead men of genius had genius even when
yet alive, and did not begin to be great men by ceasing
to be men at all ; and that so far we have no cause to
distrust the evidence of reason which proves us the great-
ness of men past when it proves to us by the same pro-
cess of testimony the greatness of men present.

Here for example in the work of Mr. Rossetti,
besides that - particular colour and flavour which distin-
guishes each master’s work from that of all other masters,
and by want of which you may tell merely good work
from wholly great work, the general qualities of all great
poetry are separately visible and divisible ; strength,
sweetness, affluence, simplicity, depth, light, harmony,
variety, bodily grace and range of mind and force of soul
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and ease of flight, the scope and sweep of wing to impel
the might and weight of thought through the air and light
of speech with a motion as of mere musical impulse ; and
not less the live bloom of perfect words, warm as breath
and fine as flower-dust, which lies light as air upon the
parting of lyric leaves that open into song ; the rare and
ineffable mark of a supreme sirging power, an element
too subtle for solution in any crucible of analysis, though
its presence or absence be patent at a first trial to all who
have a sense of taste. All these this poet has, and the
mastery over all these which melts and fuses all into form
and use ; the cunning to turn his own gifts to service which
is the last great apanage of great workmen. Colour and
sound are servants of his thought, and his thought is ser-
vant of his will ; in him the will and the instinct are not
two forces, but one strength ; are not two leaders, but one
guide ; there is no shortcoming, no pain or compulsion
in the homage of hand to soul. The subject-matter of
his work is always great and fit ; nothing trivial, nothing
illicit, nothing unworthy the workmanship of a master-
hand, is to be swept up from any corner of the floor;
there is no misuse or waste of good work on stuff too
light or hard to take the impression of his noble style.
He builds up no statues of snow at the bidding of any
fool, with the hand that can carve itself a godlike model
in ivory or gold ; not though all the fools of the place
and hour should recommend snow as the best material,
for its softness and purity. Time and work and art are
too precious to him and too serious to be spent on any-
thing less than the best. An artist worthy of the highest
work will make his least work worthy of himself. In
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each line of labour which his spirit may strike into he will
make his mark, and set his stamp on any metal he may
take in hand to forge ; for he can strike into no wrong
line, and take in hand no base metal. So equal a
balance of two great gifts as we find in the genius of this
artist is perhaps the greatest gift of all, as it is certainly
the most singular. We cannot tell what jewels were lost
to the treasure-house of time in that century of sonnets
which held ¢ the bosom-beats of Raffael ;” we can but
guess that they had somewhat, and doubt how nearly they
had all, of his perfect grace and godhead of heavenly
humanity. Even of the giant-god his rival we cannot be
sure that his divine faculties never clashed or crossed
each other to their mutual hindrance.

But here, where both the sister powers serve in the
temple of one mind and impel the work of one hand,
their manner of service is smooth, harmonious, perfect ;
the splendid quality of painting and the subtle faculty of
verse gain glory from each other without taking, reign
side by side with no division of empire, yet with no con-
fusion of claims, with no invasion of rights. No tongue-
less painter or handless poet could be safer from the
perils of mixed art ; his poems are not over pictorial or
his pictures over poetical ; his poetry has not the less
depth and reach and force and height of spirit proper to
poetry, his painting has not the less might and skill, the
less excellence of form and colour or masterdom of design
and handiwork proper to painting, for the double glory of
his genius. Which of the two great men in him, the painter
or the poet, be the greater, only another artist equal to
him on either hand and taintless of jealousy or misconceit
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could say with authority worth a hearing ; and such a
judge he is not likely to find. But what is his relative
rank among other men it needs no such rare union of
faculties to perceive. His place among the painters of his
century may be elsewhere debated and determined ; but
here and now the materials lie before us for decision as
to his place among its poets. Of these there is but one
alive whose name is already unamenable to any judg-
ment of the hour’s; whose supremacy, whether it be or
be not a matter of question between insular and pro-
vincial circles of parasites or sectarians, is no more de-
bateable before any graver tribunal than the motion of
the earth round the sun. Upon him, as upon two or
three other of the leaders of men in time past, the verdict
of time has been given before his death. In our com-
parison of men with men for worse or better we do not
now take into reckoning the name of Victor Hugo. The
small gatherings or swollen assemblies of important
ephemerals who met to dispute the respective claims and
merits of Shakespeare and Jonson, Milton and Waller,
Shelley and Byron, have on the whole fallen duly dumb :
the one supreme figure of each time is as generally and
openly acknowledged by all capable articulate creatures
as need be desired. To sit in the seat of such disputants
can be no present man’s ambition. It ought to be, if it
be not, superfluous to set down in words the assurance that
we claim for no living poet a place beside the Master ;
that we know there is no lyrist alive but one who could
have sung for us the cradle-song of death, the love-song
of madness, the sea-song of exile, the hunting-song of
revolution ; that since the songs of Gretchen in “ Faust”

\\
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and Beatrice in the ¢ Cenci,” there have been no such
songs heard among men as the least of these first four
among all his lyrics that rise to recollection at the moment.
Fantine’s song or Gastibelza’s, the “ Adieu, patrie !” or
the “Chasseur Noir,” any one of these by itself would
suffice to establish, beyond debate and beyond accla-
mation, the absolute sovereignty of the great poet whose
glory could dispense even with any of these.

The claims to precedence of other men who stand in
the vanguard of their time are open matters for the discus-
sion of judgments to adjust or readjust. Among English-
speaking poets of his age I know of none who can
reasonably be said to have given higher proof of the
highest qualities than Mr. Rossetti; if the qualities we
rate highest in poetry be imagination, passion, thought,
harmony and variety of singing power. Each man who
has anything has his own circle of work and realm of
iule, his own field to till and to reign in; no rival can
overmatch for firm completion of lyric line, for pathos
made perfect and careful melody of high or of intimate
emotion, “ New-Year's Eve ” or ¢ The Grandmother,”
“(Enone” or “Boadicea,” the majestic hymn or the rich
lament for love won and lost in “Maud ;” none can
emulate the fiery subtlety and sinuous ardour of spirit which
penetrates and lights up all secret gulfs and glimmering
heights of human evil and good in “ The Ring and the
Book,” making the work done live because “ the soul of
man is precious to man:” none can “blow in power”
again through the notched reed of Pan by the river, to
detain the sun on the hills with music; none can outrun
that smooth speed of gracious strength which touched its
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Grecian goal in ¢ Thyrsis” and the “ Harp-player ;” none
can light as with fires or lull as with flutes of magic the
reaches of so full a stream of story as flows round the
“ Earthly Paradise” with ships of heroes afloat on it
But for height and range and depth, for diversity and
perfection of powers, Mr. Rossetti is abreast of elder poets
not less surely than of younger. Again I take to witness
four singled poems ; “ The Burden of Nineveh,” “Sister
Helen,” “Jenny,” and *“ Eden Bower.” Though there
were not others as great as these to cite at need, we might
be content to pass judgment on the strength of these
only; but others as great there are. If he have not the
full effluence of romance or the keen passion of human
science that give power on this hand to Morris and on
that to Browning, his work has form and voice, shapeli-
ness and sweetness, unknown to the great analyst ; it has
weight and heat, gravity and intensity, wanting to the less
serious and ardent work of the latest master of romance.
Neither by any defect of form nor by any default of force
does he ever fall short of either mark or fight with either
hand “as one that beateth the air.” In sureness of
choice and scope of interest, in solidity of subject and
sublimity of object, the general worth of his work excels
the rate of other men’s ; he wastes no breath and mis-
takes no distance, sets his genius to no tasks unfit for it,
and spends his strength in the culture of no fruitless fields.
What he would do is always what a poet should, and what
he would do is always done. Born a light-bearer and
leader of men, he has always fulfilled his office with readi-
ness and done his work with might. Help and strength
and delight and fresh life have long been gifts of his
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giving, and freely given as only great gifts can be. And now
that at length we receive from hands yet young and strong
this treasure of many years, the gathered flower of youth
and ripe firstlings of manhood, a fruit of the topmost branch
“ more golden than gold,” all men may witness and assure
themselves what manner of harvest the life of this man
was to bear; all may see that although, in the perfect
phrase of his own sonnet, the last birth of life be death,
as her three first-born were love and art and song, yet
two of these which she has borne to him, art namely and
song, cannot now be made subject to that last ; that life
and love with it may pass away, but very surely no death
that ever may be born shall have power upon these for
ever.

1870.
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THE hardest work and the highest that can be done by a
critic studious of the rightis first to discern what is good,
and then to discover how and in what way it is so. To
do this office for any man during his life is a task always
essentially difficult, sometimes seemingly ungracious. We
demand of the student who stands up as a judge to show us
as he best may how and why this man excels that, what
are the stronger and what the weaker sides of his
attempted or achieved work when set fairly by the work
of others. For if in some one point at least it does not
exceed theirs, it is not work of a high kind, and worthy of
enduring study. Who is to say this, who is to prove it,
we have first to find out ; and found out it must be, if
criticism is to be held of more account than the ephemeral
cackle of casual praisers and blamers; if it is to be
thoughtful and truthful, worthy the name of an art, hand-
maid of higher arts. Now, as a rule, men are mistrustful
of one who takes leave to judge the work of a fellow-
workman. And not without reason or show of reason ;
for no verdicts more foolish or more false have been
delivered than some of those passed by poet upon poet,
by painter upon painter. Nor need this be taken as
proof of anything base or partial or jealous in the
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speaker’s mind. It is not easy to see at once widely and
well.  For example, could Byron and Wordsworth have
judged better of each other's work, each might have lost
something of fitness for his own. It is a hard law, but a
law it is. Against this, however, a counter truth not less
grave than this must be weighed. We do not appeal to
men ignorant of politics for a verdict on affairs of state,
to men unskilled in science on a scientific question. And
,no matter of science or of state is more abstruse and
hard to settle than a question of art; nor is any more
needful to have settled for us in good time, if only
lest accident or neglect, ignorance or violence, rob us
unaware of some precious and irrecoverable thing, not
known of or esteemed while safely with us. Consider
what all men have lost already and for ever, merely by
such base means as these ; how much of classic work and
medieval, how much of Greece, of Italy, of England, has
gone from us that we might have kept. For this and
other reasons it may be permissible, or pardonable at
least, for a student of art to speak now and then on art ;
so long only as he shall speak honestly and carefully,
without overmuch of assumption or deprecation.

Over the first fortunes of a newly-born work of art -
accident must usually preside for evil or for good. Over
the earliest work of the artist whom we are here to take
note of, that purblind leader of the blind presided on the
whole for evil. Here and there it met with eager recog-
nition and earnest applause ; nowhere, if I err not, with
just praise or blame worth heeding. It seems to have
been now lauded and now decried as the result and ex-
pression of a school rather than a man, of a theory or
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tradition rather than a poet or student. Those who so
judged were blind guides of the parblind ; reversing thus
the undivine office of their god Accident. Such things
as were in this book are taught and learnt in no school
but that of instinct. Upon no piece of work in the world
was the impress of native character ever more distinctly
stamped, more deeply branded. It needed no excep-
tional acuteness of ear or eye to see or hear that this poet
held of none, stole from none, clung to none, as tenant,
or as beggar or as thief. Not as yet a master, he was
assuredly no longer a pupil.

A little later than this one appeared another volume
of poems, not dissimilar in general choice of stories and
subjects, perfect where this was imperfect, strong where
this was weak ; but strong and perfect on that side alone.
All that was wanting here was there supplied, but all that
was here supplied was wanting there. In form, in struc-
ture, in composition, few poems can be more faultless
than those of Mr. Tennyson, few faultier than those of
Mr. Morris, which deal with the legend of Arthur and
Guenevere. I do not speak here of form in the abstract
and absolute sense ; for where this is wanting, all is
wanting ; without this there can be no work of art at all.
I speak of that secondary excellence always necessary to
the perfection, but not always indispensable to the exist-
ence of art. These first poems of Mr. Morris were not
malformed ; a misshapen poem is no pogm; as well
might one talk of unnatural nature or superhuman man-
hood ; but they are not well clad ; their attire now and
then has been huddled on ; they have need sometimes
of combing and trimming. Take that one for example
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called “King Arthur's Tomb.” It has not been con-
- structed at all ; the parts hardly hold together; it has
need of joists and, screws, props and rafters. Many able
writers of verse whom no miracle could endow with com-
petence to do such work would have missed the faults as
surely as the merits ; would have done something where
the poet has cared to do nothing.. There is scarcely
connection here, and scarcely composition. There is
hardly a trace of narrative power or mechanical arrange-
ment. There is a perceptible want of tact and practice,
which leaves the poem in parts indecorous and chaotic.
But where among other ang older poets of his time and
country is one comparable for perception and expression
of tragic truth, of subtle and noble, terrible and piteous
things ? where a touch of passion at once so broad and
so sure? The figures here given have the blood and
breath, the shape and step of life ; they can move and
suffer ; their repentance is as real as their desire; their
shame lies as deep as their love. They are at once
remorseful for the sin and regretful of the pleasure that is
past. The retrospective vision of Launcelot and of
Guenevere is as passionate and profound as life. Riding
towards her without hope, in the darkness and the heat of
the way, he can but divert and sustain his spirit by recollec-
tion of her loveliness and her love, seen long since asleep
and waking, in another place than this, on a distant
night.
¢ Pale in the green sky were the stars, I ween,
Because the moon shone like a tear she shed

When she dwelt up in heaven a while ago
And ruled all things but God.”

1
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Retrospect and vision, natural memories and spiritual,
here coalesce ; and how exquisite is the retrospect, and
how passionate the vision, of past light and colour in the
sky, past emotion and conception in the soul! Not in
the idyllic school is a chord ever struck, a note ever
sounded, so tender and subtle as this. Again, when
Guenevere has maddened herself and him with wild
words of reproach and remorse, abhorrence and at-
traction, her sharp and sudden memory of old sights and
sounds and splendid irrevocable days finds word and
form not less noble and faithful to fact and life. The
first words of Arthur bidding her cherish the knight
“ whom all theland called his banner, sword, and shield;”
the long first pressure of Launcelot’s lips on her hand ; the
passionate and piteous course of love here ended (if ended
at all) above the kinq’s grave dug in part and unwittingly
by their wrong-doing ; the solitary sound of birds singing
in her gardens, while in the lists the noise went on of
spears and shouts telling which knight of them all rode
here or there ; the crying of ladies’ names as men and
horses clashed one against another, names that bit like
the steel they impelled to its mark ; the agony of anger
and horror which gives edge and venom to her
memory—
¢‘ Banner of Arthur—with black-bended shield

¢¢ Sinister-wise across the fair gold ground !
Here let me tell you what a knight you are,
O sword and shield of Arthur ! you are found
A crooked sword, I think, that leaves a scar

¢¢ On the bearer’s arm so be he thinks it straight—
Twisted Malay’s crease, beautiful blue-grey,
Poisoned with sweet fruit—as he found too late,
My husband Arthur, on some bitter day !
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¢¢ O sickle cutting harvest all day long,
That the husbandman across his shoulder hangs,

And going homeward about evensong,
- Dies the next morning, struck through by the fangs ! !

—all these points and phases of passion are alike truly
and nobly rendered. I have not read the poem for
years, I have not the book.at hand, and I cite from
memory ; but I think it would be safe to swear to the
accuracy of my citation. Such verses are not forgetable.
They are not, indeed,—as are the “Idylls of the King”
—the work of a dexterous craftsman in full practlce
Little beyond dexterity, a rare eloquence, and 3 laborious
patience of hand, has been given to the one or denied to
the other? These are good gifts and great ; but it is
better to want clothes than limbs.

The shortcomings of this first book are nowhere
traceable in the second now lying before us. A nine

! Perhaps in all this noble passage of poetry there is nothing
nobler than this bitter impulse of irony, this fiery shame apd rage
of repentance, which here impels Guenevere to humiliate herself
through her lover, and thus consummate the agony of abasement.
‘¢ False and fatal as banner, or shield, or sword, wherein is he better
than a peasant’s dangerous and vulgar implement, as fatal to him
it may be, by carelessness or chance, as a king’s weapon to the
king if handled amiss?” And yet for all this she cannot but cleave
to him ; through her lover she scourges herself ; it is suicide in her
to slay hlm but even so his soul must needs be saved—*¢ so as by
fire.” No poet about to start on his course ever saw for himself or
showed to others a thing more tragic and more true than this study
of noble female passion, half selfless and half personal, half mad
and half sane.

* The comparison here made is rather between book and book
thap between man and man. Both poets have done better else-
where, each after his kind ; and except by his best work no work-
man can be fairly judged. A critic who should underrate either

would be condemnable on both hands.
12
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years’ space does not lie between them in vain ; enough
has been learned and unlearned, rejected and attained.
Here indeed there is not the stormy variety, the lyric
ardour of the first book ; there is not the passion of the
ballads, the change of note and diversity of power, all
that fills with life and invigorates with colour the artist’s
earlier designs; far not all of this is here needed. Of
passion and humour, of impulse and instinct, he had
given noble and sufficient proof in manifold ways. But
this “Jason” is a lar at poem, completed as
conceived ; the style n a level with the in-
wention. In direct nurrauve power, in clear forthright
manner of procedure, not seemingly troubled to select, to
pick and sift and wignow, yet never superfluous or
verbosé, never straggling or jarring; in these high
gualities it resembles the work of Chaucer. Even against
the great master his pupil may fairly be matched for
simple sense of right, for grace and speed of step, for
purity and justice of colour. In all the noble roll of our
poets there has been since Chaucer no second teller of
tales, no second rhapsode comparable to the first, till the
advent of this one, As with the Greeks, so with us ; we
have had in lieu of these a lyric and a tragic school ; we
have also had the subordinate schools, gnomic and
idyllic, domestic and didactic. But the old story-singers,
the old “Saga-men,” we have no more heard of. As
soon might we have looked for a fresh Odyssey from
southward, a fresh Njala from northward. And yet no
higher school has brought forth rarer poets than this.
“ But,” it is said, “ this sort of poetry is a March flower,
a child of the first winds and suns of a nation; in May



DEATH OF FASON. D ¢ § N

even, much more in August, you cannot have it except by

forcing ; and forcing it will pot bear. A late romance is '
a hothouse daffodil.” And so indeed it must usually be.
But so it is not here; and the proof is the poem. It could
not be done, no doubt, only it has been. Here is &
poem sown of itself, sprung from no alien seed, cast after
no alien model ; fresh as wind, bright as light, full of the
spring and the sun. It shares of coyrse the conditions
of its kind ; it has no time,for the subtleties jnd hardly
room for the ardours of tragic poegry. Passxon in ro- |
mance is of its nature subordinate to action ; *he flowing
stream of story hushes and lulls the noise of its gurgling
and refluent eddies with a still predominante of sound:
To me it seems that there hashere been’ilmpst too,‘-
much of this. Only by rare and brief jets does the’ poet
let out the fire of a potent passion which not many others
can kindle and direct. For the most part, the river of
romance flows on at full, but keeping well to its channel,
unvexed by rains and undisturbed by whirlpools. In a
word, through great part of this poem there is no higher
excellence attempted than that of adventurous or ro-
mantic narrative eouched in the simplest and fittest
forms of poetry. This abstinence is certainly not due to
impotence, possibly not to intention, more probably to
distaste. Mr. Morris has an English respect for tem-
perance and reserve ; good things as drags, but not as
clogs. He is not afraid to tackle a passion, but he will
not move an inch from his way to tackle it. Tragedy
can never be more than the episode of a romance, and
romance is rather to his taste than naked tragedy. He
reminds us of the knight in Chaucer cutting sharply short
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the monk’s tragic histories as too piteous for recital, or
the very monk himself breaking off the detail of Ugolino’s
agony with a reference to Dante for those who can en-
dure it.

The descriptive and decorative beauties of this romance.
of “Jason” are excellent ‘above all in this, that number-
less though they be they are always just and fit. Nota
tone of colour, not a note of form, is misplaced or dis-
pensable. The pictures are clear and chaste, sweet and
lucid, as early Italian wark. There are crowds and pro-
cessions, battle-pieces and merry-makings, worthy of
Benozzo or Carpaccio ; single figures or groups of lovers
in flowery watery land, worthy of Sandro or Filippo. The
sea-pieces are like the younger Lippi's ; the best possible
to paint from shore. They do not taste salt or sound
wide; but they have all the beauty of the beach. The
romance poets have never loved the sea as have the
tragic poets; Chaucer simply ignores it with a shiver;
even Homer's men are glad to be well clear of it. Ulysses
has no sea-king’s impulse ; he fights and beats it, and is
glad, and there an end; necessity alone ever drives him
off shore. But Aschylus loves the Oceanides; and
Shakespeare, landsman though he were, rejoices in the
roll and clash of breakers.

For examples of the excellences we have noted—the
chastity of colour and noble justice of composition, the
fruitful and faithful touches of landscape incident—almost
any page of the poem might be turned up. Compare the
Hesperian with the Circean garden, the nameless northern
desert lands with the wood of Medea’s transformation, or
the seaward bent where Jason “died strangely.” No



DEATH OF FASON. 119 -

flower of the landscape is slurred, but no flower is obtru-
sive ; the painting is broad and minute.at once, large and
sure by dint of accuracy. And there are wonderful
touches on it of fairy mystery ; weird lights pass over it
and wafts of mystical wind ; as here :—
¢ There comes a murmur from the shore,
And in the place two fair streams are, '
Drawn from the purple hills afar,
Drawn down unto the restlesssea,
The hills whose flowers né'er fed the bee,
The shore no ship has ever seen, '
Still beaten by the billows green,
Whose murmug cormes unceasingly
Unto the place for which I cry.”

All this song of a nymph to Hylas is full of the melody
which involves colour and odout, but the two lines marked
have in them the marvel and the music of a dream. Nor
is any passage in the poem pitched in a higher and clearer
key than the first hymn of Orpheus as Argo takes the
sea. As noble is the song of triumph at p. 217, which
should be set by the side of this, to which it is in some
sort antiphonal.

But the root of the romance lies of course in the cha-
racter of Medea ; and here, where it was needfullest to do
well, the poet has done best. At her first entrance the
poem takes new life and rises out of the atmosphere of
mere adventure and incident. The subdued and delicate
ardour of the scene in Jason’s chamber, following as it
does on the ghastly beauty of that in the wood of the
Three-formed, is proof enough and at once with how
strong and soft a touch the picture will be completed.
Her incantations, and her flight with Jason, have no less
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of fanciful and tender power. The fifteenth book, where
she beguiles Pelias to death at the hands of his daughters,
is a sample of flawless verse and noble imagination un-
surpassed by any here. For dramatic invention and
vivid realism of the impossible, which”turns to fair and
sensible truth the wildest dreams of legend, there has
been no poet for centuries comparable. But the very
flower and crest of this noble poem is the final tragedy at
Corinth, Queen, sorceress, saviour, she has sunk or
risen to mere woman ; and not in vain before entering
the tragic lists has the poet called on that great poet’s
memory who has dealt with the terrible and pitiful passion
of women like few but Shakespeare since.

Worthy, indeed, even of the master-hand is all that
follows. Let the student weigh well the slight but great
touches in which the fitful fury and pity and regret of the
sufferer are given ; so delicate and accurate that only by
the entire and majestic harmony of tragedy will he discern
the excellence and justice of every component note. To
come upon this part of the poem is as the change from
river to sea (Book XII.), when wind and water had a
larger savour in lip and nostril of the Argonauts. Note
well the new and piteous beauty of this :—

¢ Kindly I deal with thee, mine enemy ;

Since swift forgetfulness to thee I send.

But thou shalt die—his eyes shall see thine end—
Ah! if thy death alone could end it all !

¢ But ye—shall I bekold you when leaves fall,
In some sad ing of the auts tide ?
Or shall I have you sitting by my side
Amidst the feast, so that folk stare and say,
¢ Sure the grey wolf has seen the queen to-day’?
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What ! when I kneel in temples of the Gods
Must I bethink me of the upturned sods,

And hear a voice say : ¢ Mother, wilt thou come
And see us resting in our new-made honie,
Since thou wert used to make us lie full soft, .
Smoothing oftr pillows many a time and oft ?

O mother, now no dainty food we need,
‘Whereof of old thou usedst to have such heed:
O mother, now we need no gown of gold,

Nor in the winter time do we grow. cold ;

Thy hands would bathe us when we were thine owii,
Now doth the rain wash evety shihing bone.

No pedagogue we need, for surely heaven

Lies spread above us, with the planets seven,

To teach us all its lore.””

Rarely but in the ballad and romance periods has
such poetry been written, so broad and sad and simple,
so full of deep and direct fire, certain of its aim, without
finish, without fault. The passion from henee fills and
burns to a close ; the verse for a little is as the garment
of Medea steeped in strange moisture as of tears and
liquid flame to be kindled by the sun.

¢ O sons, with what sweet counsels and what tears
‘Would I have hearkened to the hopes and fears
Of your first loves : what rapture had it been
Your dear returning footsteps to have seen
Amidst the happy warriors of the land ;
But now—but now—this is a little hand,
Too often kissed since love did first begin
To win such curses as it yet shall win,
When after all bad deeds there comes a worse ;
Praise to the Gods! ye know not kow to curse.”’

It should now be clear, or never, that in this poem a
new thing of great price has been cast into the English
treasure-house. Nor is the cutting or, the setting of the
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jewel unworthy of it; art and instinct have wrought
hand in hand to its perfection. Other and various fields
await the workman who has here approved himself a
master, acceptable into the guild of great poets on a
footing of his own to be shared or disputed by no
other. Strained clear and guided straight as now, his
lofty lyrical power must keep all its promise to us. Dif-
fusion is in the nature of a romance, and it cannot be
said that here the stream has ever overflowed ‘into marsh-
land or stagnated in lock or pool. Therefore we do not
blame the length and fullness of so fair a river ; but some-
thing of barrier or dam may serve to concentrate and con-
dense the next. Also, if we mustnote the slightest ripples
of the water-flies that wrinkle it, let us set down in
passing that there are certain slight laxities or perversities
of metre which fret the ear and perplex the eye, noticeable
only as the least shortcoming is noticeable in great work.
Elision, for example, is a necessity, not a luxury, of metre.
This law Chaucer, a most loyal versifier, never allows
himself to slight after the fashion of his follower. But
into these straits of technical art we need not now steer.
So much remains unremarked, so much unsaid ; so much
of beauty slighted, of uncommended excellence ; that I
close these inadequate and hurried notes with a sense of
grave injustice done. To the third book of Mr. Morris
we look now, not for the seal of our present judgment,
but for the accomplishment of our highest hopes ; for a
fresh honour done to English art, a fresh delight to us,
and a fresh memory for the future.

1867.
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MATTHEW ARNOLD’S NEW POEMS.
(1867.)

THERE are two things which most men begin by hating
until they have won their way, and which when combined
are more than doubly hateful to all in whose eyes they
are not doubly admirable : perfection of work, and
personality in the workman. As to perfection, it must be
seen to be loved, and few have eyes to see it. To none
but these few can it be acceptable at first ; and only because
these few are the final legislators of opinion, the tacit and
patient lawgivers of time, does it ever win acceptance.
A strong personal tone of character stamped and in-
grained into a man’s work, if more offensive at first to the
mass, is likelier to find favour before long in the sight of
some small body or sect of students. If not repulsive, it
must be attractive and impressive ; and there are always
mental cripples in plenty to catch at a strong man’s staff
and cut it down into a crutch for themselves. But the
more love a man has for perfection, the more faith in
form, the more instinct for art, the fewer will these early
believers be, and the better worth having ; the process of
winning their suffrages will be slower, and surer the hold
of them when won.

For some years the immediate fame of Mr. Matthew
Arnold has been almost exclusively the fame of a prose
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writer. Those students could hardly find hearing—they
have nowhere of late found expression that I know of—
who, with all esteem and enjoyment of his essays, of their
clearness, candour, beauty of sentiment apd style, retained
the opinion that if justly judged he must be judged by his
verse and not by his prose; certainly not by this alone;
that future students would cleave to that with more of
care and of love ; that the most memorable quality about
him was the quality of a poet. Not that they liked the
prose less, but that they liked the verse more. His best
essays ought to live longer than most