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Selected Verse


ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE was born in London in 1837 to an aristocratic family. As an undergraduate in Oxford, he made the acquaintance of D. G. Rossetti, William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones, all of whom would influence his work. Returning to London without having completed his degree, he continued to associate with many leading figures of the Aesthetic Movement. The dramatic poem Atalanta in Calydon (1865) established his literary reputation, and he followed this success with a collection, Poems and Ballads (1866), which made him the most controversial English poet of the day. Many other volumes followed, including Songs Before Sunrise (1871), two more series of Poems and Ballads (1878 and 1889), the Arthurian epic Tristram of Lyonesse (1882), and several plays. Swinburne was also an important critic of modern and early-modern literature. During his two decades in London (1860-1879), his bohemian lifestyle was infamous, and the period was marred by ill-health and alcoholism. In 1879 his friend Theodore Watts-Dunton brought him to his own home in Putney, where he could be looked after. Here Swinburne remained, still writing, until his death in 1909.


ALEX WONG studied English literature at the University of Cambridge, completing his doctoral research on Renaissance ‘kissing poems’. He has published essays and articles on English and Latin poetry.




 


 


FyfieldBooks aim to make available some of the great classics of British and European literature in clear, affordable formats, and to restore often neglected writers to their place in literary tradition.


FyfieldBooks take their name from the Fyfield elm in Matthew Arnold’s ‘Scholar Gypsy’ and ‘Thyrsis’. The tree stood not far from the village where the series was originally devised in 1971.


Roam on! The light we sought is shining still.


Dost thou ask proof? Our tree yet crowns the hill,


Our Scholar travels yet the loved hill-side


from ‘Thyrsis’




A. C. Swinburne
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Introduction


ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE was one of the most important poets of the nineteenth century. This is a point against which it would be hard to argue. But as one of the foremost poets of his century, he was also one of the most important poets in the whole of English literature; and for much of the last hundred years this judgement—this valuation of Swinburne not only as a major figure in his time, but as a great author of lasting significance—has met with much less broad consent.


Swinburne’s significance is permanent. He had a remarkable ear for the subtleties of poetic sound, and a phenomenal facility in composition. His technical skill was kept in motion by an impulse to innovate and surprise, both in matter and in form. As one old friend of his youth said at the time of his death, ‘Song was his natural voice’.1 It did not take long for the literary world to recognise what is perhaps insufficiently minded now, that Swinburne was one of the greatest writers of lyric in the history of the language. He was also one of the most controversial authors of the Victorian age—and in that guise he has been better remembered.


His music was very much his own. Even in the wake of Tennyson, who was praised for the delicate musical judgement of his verse, Swinburne immediately stood out as a special case. Though just as discerning in matters of melody and euphony, his effects drew more attention to themselves; they were bold and often dramatic in their semblance of spontaneity. They were more exaggerated. As an experimenter with many metrical forms, he was rivalled in ambition by other poets of the age—Clough before him, for instance, and Meredith alongside him, not to mention Tennyson himself. And in its changeful fluency and songlike modulation, Swinburne’s versification was at times very close to that of another great writer of lyric, Christina Rossetti, his friend. But his most characteristic effects were, in combination and certainly in sum, different from those of his peers: novel, emphatic, and yet at the same time persuasively ‘natural’ in movement. This musicality is more than a matter of sound alone: it has to do with the organization of the meanings of words; so that in Swinburne, to read the verse as it is designed to be read is to understand musically as well as to hear musically—more so, perhaps, than in any other poet of his age.


But his versification was not the only thing that made Swinburne a special case in the 1860s, when he first achieved fame. Since the late 1850s he had been part of the circle of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, drawing inspiration from his association with the likes of William Morris, Edward Burne-Jones and George Meredith, as well as all three of the literary Rossettis. But he had also been reading a range of French authors, including not only Victor Hugo, his lifelong hero, but also the most decadent of the moderns—Gautier, and, above all, Baudelaire. The ‘divine’ Marquis de Sade, too, found a place in Swinburne’s personal canon, despite the disappointment and boredom of his initial reading. In the 1866 Poems and Ballads, Swinburne blended the late-Romantic, medievalist sensuousness of the Rossetti circle (which was itself already voluptuous) with the more explicitly sexual, sado-masochistic themes that he found in his French authors. And so he became, among other things, the most important early ‘Decadent’ poet in English.


Many of the pieces included in the first Poems and Ballads were genuinely startling in their subversions and perversions. Friends and acquaintances advised him against publication of the most extreme, but Swinburne was not persuaded. Even a few months before publication, Meredith wrote to him:




As to the Poems—if they are not yet in the Press, do be careful of getting your reputation firmly grounded; for I have heard ‘low mutterings’ already from the Lion of British prudery; and I, who love your verse, would play savagely with a knife among the proofs for the sake of your fame.





When the time came, the advice having gone unheeded, he wrote to another friend:




Swinburne’s poems are out. Oh, bawdry! Oh, nakedness! Oh, naughtiness.





As Meredith predicted, and Swinburne must have expected, the Lion did roar. In The Saturday Review on 4 August, John Morley’s unsigned notice declared Swinburne ‘the libidinous laureate of a pack of satyres’, and—half-quoting the poem ‘Faustine’—decried his ‘nameless shameless abominations’. He also found the volume ‘silly’. On the same day, The Athenaeum ran an anonymous review by Robert Buchanan, who glanced back at the ‘considerable brilliance’ of Swinburne’s previous book, Atalanta in Calydon, before denouncing the new volume. Swinburne, in his view, was ‘deliberately and impertinently insincere as an artist’; he was ‘unclean for the mere sake of uncleanness’. Moxon, the publisher, flew into a panic and withdrew the book. The rights were transferred almost at once to John Camden Hotten, who knew a succès de scandale when he saw one.2


The stir was justified, because Swinburne’s transgressions were something truly new in main-stream English poetry. Poems such as ‘Fragoletta’, with its ambiguous sexuality, and ‘In the Orchard’, with its rather less ambiguous eroticism, were not as disturbing as those which, to many, really sounded like statements of wicked intent. In ‘Anactoria’ Swinburne had adopted the voice of Sappho, addressing a female beloved in terms of the most ferocious sado-masochistic eroticism, with some overt blasphemy adding yet more offence to conventional proprieties. In ‘Faustine’, the poet’s savage beloved is addressed as a reincarnation of the Empress Faustina, whose perverse bloodthirstiness is celebrated in similarly flamboyant terms. Most notorious of all was ‘Dolores’, a still more blasphemous song of praise to ‘Our Lady of Pain’. Its celebration of erotic torment was continued in other pieces, such as ‘Satia Te Sanguine’, while the antipathy to Christianity was taken further in the ‘Hymn to Proserpine’, ‘A Lamentation’, ‘Félise’, and many other pieces.


Antitheistic sentiment had also occasioned controversy in Swinburne’s previous book (and first success), the dramatic poem Atalanta in Calydon (1865). But in Poems and Ballads it could not be so easily excused, and began to emerge clearly as one of the author’s personal preoccupations. Time and again, he juxtaposed ‘pale’ Christian morality with the vibrant sensualism and ‘sin’ of the pagan world, and in so doing he played a major part in the initiation of an artistic tendency that lasted well into the next century. Even so, there were other times when, taking what Rossetti would call an ‘inner standing-point’ in his poems, Swinburne was able to enter convincingly into Christian feeling and imagination. ‘St Dorothy’ is the prime, but not the sole example in the 1866 collection; and in many of the later works this Christian empathy could stand alongside blasphemy, atheism and a general hostility to ecclesial religion.


With the 1866 Poems and Ballads, Swinburne was establishing a deliberately inflammatory poetic persona, which teasingly underlay the many of his poems that haunted the boundary between authorial utterance and dramatic monologue. Not every poem was equally extreme in flouting the moral conventions, but most were challenging and provocative in some other way. Even when least flagrantly decadent, his early poems were laden with the kind of bold sensualism that would a few years later get Rossetti into hot water.


But Decadence, except in its very worst manifestations, is never without some element of irony, and Swinburne’s verse is sophisticated in its ironic range. When he is most shocking, he is also at his most humorous; and much of his best work is characterised by a deft balancing of world-weary melancholy with mischievous wit. The masochistic instincts that motivate ‘Dolores’ were sincere; they emerge from authentic experince; but the extravagant images, scandalous flourishes and absurd rhymes are meant to provoke a smile as well as a saucy frisson. Even in his private correspondence, Swinburne delights in baroque fantasies of perversion (his flagellation fetish was very real); but when indulging his reveries in this vein he always has his tongue in his cheek, and feels the need to inform his confidants when he is once again talking ‘in my own person’. This, it must be insisted, does not diminish the authenticity of the feeling: his irony is not an abdication of the genuine. Almost always in Swinburne, as in the ‘Pre-Raphaelite’ verse of his friends Rossetti and Morris, there is an element of pastiche or parody—but ‘serious parody’, as Jerome McGann perceptively notes.3


The English Decadence that reached its zenith in the ’nineties would, no doubt, have happened anyway, with or without Swinburne’s example. But Swinburne helped to determine its course, and exercised an inelusible influence on the later poets, many of whom adopted aspects of his classicism, his medievalism, and the prosodic mannerisms of his stanzaic verse, even if in most cases they were not more, but rather less inflammatory in their own work. The combination of his novel poetic persona, with all its dark ambiguities of tone, and his novelties of form, with all those captivating cadences and compelling rhythms, not only made Poems and Ballads an immediate cause célèbre in the 1860s; it made Swinburne what he is—a major poet, sui generis, of enduring importance.


The press, of course, greeted the untoward matter of Swinburne’s most scandalous poems with general and strong disapprobation. But even some of the sternest critics were forced to concede that the young poet possessed a rare lyrical talent. Buchanan mounts his attack on the ‘prurient trash’ of Poems and Ballads in spite of ‘many pages of brilliant writing’; and Morley, who could find space in his review to talk of ‘sweet and picturesque lines’ and ‘passages of rare vigour’, was interested by ‘the music of his verse’, even though he found it immoderate and inconsistent with precise thinking. It says much that on 9 September 1866 John Ruskin, for all his moral sensitivity and gravity, wrote with confused feelings to Swinburne, who had sent him a copy of the volume,—




For the matter of it—I consent to much—I regret much—I blame or reject nothing. I should as soon think of finding fault with you as with a thundercloud or a nightshade blossom. All I can say of you, or them—is that God made you, and that you are very wonderful and beautiful.





Many friendly presences in Swinburne’s life felt, like Ruskin, that the power of his genius was great enough to pardon the vicious material, or at least to throw a veil of dumbstruck doubt over the whole matter. And like Ruskin, many felt that Swinburne’s genius ought to be turned to nobler ends; but not many of them saw any point in attempting to convince the poet himself.


After 1866, however, the nature of the shocks that Swinburne administered to the reading public was largely changed. Although the poet’s masochism continued to inform his poetry throughout his life, there would be no more poems like ‘Dolores’, ‘Faustine’ or ‘The Leper’. Poems of sexual perversion, calculated to astonish, gave way, on the whole, to poems of fiery, indignant republicanism and anti-clerical polemic. Even by 1871 (which saw the publication of Songs Before Sunrise, Swinburne’s first collection since 1866), the antitheistic vociferations of the earlier volume had been replaced by a more measured, considered, constructive metaphysical system, partly inspired by his studies of William Blake. ‘Hertha’ and ‘Genesis’, which are among the best poems of this period of Swinburne’s career, ceased to rail so noisily against the Christian God, and instead offered their own imaginative solutions; while the incendiary tirade ‘Before a Crucifix’, however deliberately offensive to Christian sensibilities, took its aim at the Church rather than the person of Christ himself. The Swinburnean sensuality remained, and continued to be richly provocative; but in later years—especially in the vivid erotic scenes in Tristram of Lyonesse—the frisson would come not so much from glaringly ‘strange’ sexualities and exquisite depravity, as simply from a commitment to be frank and graphic about sexual experience as, in his mind, it was or might be.


THE PERSONALITY


Almost everything about Swinburne encouraged people to treat him as an exception to the ordinary rules. Even his physical appearance was strange. Edmund Gosse describes it as ‘a kind of fairy look’.4 Others considered him variously boyish and girlish, and many found him ‘unearthly’. He was short, slight and pale, with sloping shoulders, delicate features and a weak chin. In youth, his large head was crowned by a luxuriant mass of long, dense, bright auburn hair. We read of his odd, ‘gliding’ walk; of how he had to cover one eye with his hand in order to read or write; of his amazing feats of memory, being able to recite interminably from the Greek dramas at the dinner table. Throughout his life, acquaintances remarked the incessant wavering and fluttering of his hands, and his legs seem to have jerked spasmodically when he was seated. In every way he seemed prodigious: he was the ideal genius. To some, he would become the paradigmatic degenerate artist.


Swinburne’s wild behaviour in the 1860s and 1870s was infamous. His life at this time took on a mythical quality for the gossips of literary London. Anecdotes collected around him, many of them canards. From 1862 to 1864 he shared with D. G. Rossetti the famous house at Cheyne Walk in Chelsea; William Michael Rossetti and George Meredith also had rooms, but were less often there. The goings-on at Cheyne Walk became legendary. The insomniac Rossetti stayed in bed till the afternoon, entertaining an array of artistic friends, and populating the premises with wombats, armadilloes and various other strange creatures—including several different kinds of owl, and a pomeranian. Some reports have Swinburne running around the house naked, and launching himself down the bannisters. At any rate, his drinking was getting out of hand. When sober, he was a model of formal politeness; when drunk, his comportment struck many as lunatic. Tempers at the Chelsea house seem to have been regularly lost: Meredith supposedly had milk thrown in his face by Rossetti when he called the latter a fool, and a poached egg pelted at him by Swinburne, in defence of Victor Hugo. Meredith voluntarily gave up his room, but in the end Rossetti had to ask Swinburne to leave.


The Cheyne Walk years thus came to an end in reality, though they would continue, ever after, to provide vivid matter for raconteurs, gossips and parodists. But Swinburne did not cease to give people things to talk about. His alcoholism became steadily worse, and fame after 1865 only fuelled his immoderate ways. Although there is probably some truth in Gosse’s claim (which at first sight seems incredible) that Swinburne ‘strove to avoid everything like affectation or eccentricity’,5 it seems clear that he enjoyed the notoriety; and he became, to some degree, a cultivator of canards.


        A whole flock of canards was unleashed in 1868, when Swinburne almost drowned off the coast of Normandy while indulging his lifelong passion for the sea. By pure chance, it appears, a young man who would soon become one of the most important writers in France just happened to be walking along the shore at the critical moment. Swinburne was rescued by a fishing boat, but not before an eighteen-year-old Guy de Maupassant had supposedly set off to offer his own assistance. To show his gratitude, Swinburne invited Maupassant to lunch the next day at the rented cottage he was sharing with George Powell, one of his closest friends of the time, and the one most dedicated to decadent living and flagellatory fantasies. They must have enjoyed the visit, because the invitation was twice repeated.


Maupassant’s recollections of these three memorable lunches are found in three places, and the accounts are somewhat contradictory. The first version was preserved in the Goncourt Journal, and is supposed to be a transcript of the account Maupassant gave over dinner one evening in 1875, as the guest of Flaubert. In 1882 he told the tale again, in an article in Le Gaulois under the title L’Anglais d’Étretat; and from this version he later produced another, included in his introduction to the 1891 French translation of Poems and Ballads. He tells of strong spirits, which nearly sent him into a swoon; of copious collections of German homosexual pornography; of the flayed, severed hand of a parricide, which Swinburne used as a paperweight; and of a monkey, kept as a pet, which harassed the nervous visitor. Maupassant gradually discovers that Swinburne and Powell are sodomising their domestics, boys around fourteen or fifteen years old, as well as the monkey. On a later visit, the monkey has been hanged by a jealous servant, who is later chased out of the house by Powell, and possibly shot with a revolver. Maupassant declares his suspicion that the meat he had been given to eat, which he had initially mistaken for some kind of curious fish, was in fact monkey. He is, nevertheless, impressed by Swinburne’s conversation, and proclaims him pre-eminently ‘artistic’.


Similar stories continued to circulate, and the Goncourts’ dinner parties were at the centre of them. On one such occasion, Turgenev was present to witness an excited debate about the veracity of a story told, at second-hand, by the author Ludovic Halévy (co-author of the libretto for Bizet’s Carmen and several operettas by Offenbach). Halévy spoke about a young man he had once met, who claimed to have had an experience markedly similar to that described by Maupassant—but this time in the Isle of Wight, not Normandy.6 Swinburne (so the story goes) is living on the beach, in a tent, with no company besides a monkey dressed as a woman. The monkey is both lover and servant. When the young man arrives, Swinburne attempts to seduce him, meanwhile whipping the monkey, who, in a fit of jealousy, attacks the visitor with murderous intent. On a subsequent visit, Swinburne—now waited on by an Irish butler—serves up the monkey to the young man for lunch. More likely it was canard à la presse, for the story sounds like the purest quintessence of canard. But one cannot dismiss the suspicion that Swinburne and Powell had deliberately set such stories in motion in the first place, by having given the young Maupassant a show to remember.


Swinburne’s sexuality was a subject of inexhaustible rumour, and remains a subject of speculation. His emotional life was indelibly marked by an intense early attachment to a cousin, Mary Gordon, whose marriage to another badly affected him. The failure of this love, which never seems to have been supplanted, is now generally thought to have been the inspiration for ‘The Triumph of Time’, and many other poems of romantic disappointment. His sexual instincts were closely involved with his obsession with flogging, an interest dating to his school days at Eton, and which continued to be homosocial in expression (verbally), if not necessarily in commission. He often liked to skirt around the topic of male homosexuality, and female homosexuality was a recurrent theme in his work; but there is no plain evidence of his engaging in homosexual encounters, and even the evidence for full heterosexual encounters is slight only. His professed horror of sodomy, and the ostensibly sincere distaste with which he reacted to the disgrace of his erstwhile friend, the painter Simeon Solomon, when the latter was convicted of such acts, might well seem to indicate that Swinburne was, at any rate, in no usual sense homosexual.


Perhaps he was not anything in the ‘usual’ sense. In the 1860s and early 1870s he regularly visited a specialist brothel in St John’s Wood where he was whipped by a couple of young ladies. It seems that the flagellation was not reciprocated, and it is not quite clear whether Swinburne also indulged in the activities for which ordinary brothels are chiefly used. His only known love-affair was a six-month fling with the controversial American actress and amateur poet Adah Menken, in 1867–68; and it was said that Swinburne’s friends (variously Rossetti, Richard Burton and, oddest of all, the Italian Risorgimento activist Giuseppe Mazzini) had set up the whole business, worried that Swinburne needed a woman’s influence, or that the thirty-year-old poet, in spite of his dealings with the whipping-girls, was inexperienced. But all of these biographical anecdotes tell us less—and less important things—than the poems themselves. What is important is that we should remember that Swinburne’s sexual interests were no merely fashionable caprices, but profoundly involved with the whole of his emotional life; and these erotic emotions can only have been very imperfectly answered in St John’s Wood. Above all, they were also involved with the other great focus of his thought and feeling, the realm of poetry; and they found their answers, their correlatives, it would seem, in an intense fusion with the aesthetic.


It is usual to think of Swinburne’s biography as a story in two volumes. The person who exercised the most profound and lasting influence over the later period of his life was the author of Aylwin, Theodore Watts-Dunton. ‘Watts’ appeared in Swinburne’s life in 1872. E. F. Benson tells an amusing anecdote of that first appearance, typical of the kind of thing that was often said about meetings with the poet. Watts had been given by his friend Rossetti a letter of introduction, and went to see Swinburne at home. He knocked to no avail, and let himself into an empty living room. Hearing noise from another room, he knocked again without success, and opened the door;—




He found Swinburne stark naked with his aureole of red hair flying round his head, performing a Dionysiac dance, all by himself in front of a large looking glass. Swinburne perceived the intruder, he rushed at him, and before Mr. Watts-Dunton could offer any explanation or deliver his letter of introduction, he was flying in panic helter-skelter down the stairs …7





Unfortunately, there is no reason to believe a word of Benson’s delightful relation; but tales of Swinburne’s startling nudity were not uncommon, and perhaps there is no smoke without fire. George Moore claimed to have visited Swinburne in the 1870s, with a letter of introduction from W. M. Rossetti. Mounting to the first floor of the building in which the poet was resident, he opened a door which did not seem likely to lead directly to private lodgings, and found an empty room containing only a truckle bed:




Outside the sheets lay a naked man, a strange impish little body it was […]. How I knew it to be Swinburne I cannot tell. I felt that there could be nobody but Swinburne who would look like that.8





The young Moore was shocked, made excuses, and left. Perhaps neither story is true; it is unlikely that Moore could be have been ignorant of Swinburne’s personal appearance at that time.


Moore, in any case, never encountered Swinburne again, but Watts became a fast friend. At the end of the decade he would become a guardian as well as a friend, and under his care scenes of this nature would be far less likely.


In the year following the publication of a second series of Poems and Ballads (1878), a collection that included such important poems as ‘Ave atque Vale’ and ‘A Forsaken Garden’, Swinburne’s fragile health became worse than ever before. His alcoholism and erratic lifestyle were almost certainly to blame. Only in his early forties, he was effectively an invalid, almost completely deaf, bedridden and unable to work. Watts was alarmed, and took Swinburne in a cab from his lodgings in Guildford Street to an address in Putney, on the outskirts of London, where Watts lived with a sister. A recovery followed, and after a brief stay with his family at Holmwood, Henley-on-Thames, Swinburne agreed to move in with Watts on a more permanent basis. So began the years at number 2, The Pines, Putney, where Swinburne lived under the solicitous care of Watts for the rest of his life—thirty years, from 1879 to 1909.


In his first few years at The Pines, Swinburne completed and published his Arthurian epyllion Tristram of Lyonesse, which is among his most significant literary achievements. But as the years passed, though still prolific, Swinburne produced less and less good poetry. There is plenty of it, certainly, and the best—some of it truly remarkable—is included in this selection. It was outweighed, however, by reams of verse praising canonical English authors, or (unlikely as it may seem) celebrating the loveliness of babies. His Sonnets on English Dramatic Poets are almost as dull as they sound; but the bland, sincere sentimentality of the baby poems, though pleasingly humane at root, is ghastly to anyone who cares about Swinburne’s poetic genius. It was an emotion which, however deeply felt, he was not able to convert into art objects worthy of himself.


‘Next to love of his friends came Swinburne’s love of the sea’, wrote Clara Watts-Dunton—Theodore’s widow—in a cosy book called The Home Life of Algernon Charles Swinburne. ‘And next to his love of the sea ranked his love of babies’.9 Swinburne spent mornings, in these later years, walking in Putney and Wimbledon, and he earned a reputation for admiring infants in passing perambulators. One of these was a very small Robert Graves, who later, in the second paragraph of Goodbye to All That (London, 1929), called Swinburne ‘an inveterate pram-stopper and patter and kisser’. Graves claimed to remember him, presumably from days long after the pram had been left behind, as a botherer of mothers and children: ‘I did not know that Swinburne was a poet, but I knew that he was a public menace’. To go by more reliable accounts, however, the Bard was positively encouraged in this peculiar devotion by ‘fond parents’, who, in Clara Watts-Dunton’s words, ‘literally pelted the poet with photographs of their respective offspring’.10


Now bearded and bald, and somewhat more stocky, Swinburne had achieved (or arrived at) a kind of respectability. The change from bohemian hell-raiser to the doddering suburban ward of Watts struck many as humorous, while for others it was a cautionary tale, and cause for regret. ‘In my youth’, wrote Max Beerbohm after Swinburne’s death, ‘the suburbs were rather looked down on—I never quite knew why. It was held anomalous, and a matter for merriment, that Swinburne lived in one of them’.11 Even in suburban Putney, he continued to be a mythical figure, an old institution in the literary world, paid visits by younger writers. There was a general feeling that Watts was too controlling of the great poet, too jealous a keeper; and this side of the story was given greater emphasis after both men were in their graves. Clara Watts-Dunton, years later, addressed such grumblings and sniggers:




I have never understood, and never expect to understand, the motive actuating those persons who, after the deaths of Swinburne and Watts-Dunton, began to belittle the famous friends. To me their intimacy is simple and beautiful.





Her defence is quite moving, both rationally and emotionally. To her, ‘the Author of “Atalanta” was just a human being who wanted to be loved and taken care of’.12


But the domestic situation was bound to seem odd, and a little ridiculous. Watts had almost certainly saved the life of his celebrated friend, but he had also captured and domesticated a Wild Poet. ‘In the suburbs’, G. K. Chesterton remembered, ‘Swinburne was established as Sultan and Prophet of Putney, with Watts-Dunton as a Grand Vizier’.13 George Moore, even in the poet’s lifetime, pointedly remarked that Swinburne—




when he dodged around London, a lively young dog, wrote ‘Poems and Ballads’ and ‘Chastelard’; since he has gone to live at Putney, he has contributed to the Nineteenth Century and published an interesting little volume entitled, ‘A Century of Roundels’, in which he continued his plaint about his mother the sea.14





For Moore, Swinburne’s art had been spoiled by his suburban neutralization, but for others the decadence of the earlier Swinburne was still a danger, even though the poet himself was living in calm retirement. As late as 1895, the protagonist of Marie Corelli’s best-selling novel The Sorrows of Satan can be heard vehemently decrying the viciousness of Swinburne’s work of two or three decades earlier:




At first I read the poems quickly, with a certain pleasure in the mere swing and jangle of rhythm, and without paying much attention to the subject-matter of the verse, but presently, as though a lurid blaze of lightning had stripped a fair tree of its adoring leaves, my senses suddenly perceived the cruelty and fiendish sensuality concealed under the ornate language and persuasive rhymes […]. I concluded that Swinburne must, after all, be right in his opinions, and I followed the lazy and unthinking course of social movement, spending my days with such literature as stored my brain with a complete knowledge of things evil and pernicious.15





In one sense, Swinburne would forever be the poet he had been in the ’sixties and ’seventies. In another, his later work and his more mature existence would always be held up against the lingering myth of those earlier days. To Beerbohm, who must have spoken for many, ‘the essential Swinburne was still the earliest. He was and would always be the flammiferous boy of the dim past’.16



THE PROSODIC GENIUS


No introduction to Swinburne, however brief, could do without an appreciation of his formal achievements. In all poetry, form is vital; but this is rarely, if ever, more true than it is in Swinburne. It is not that the form is everything and the content nothing, but rather that in Swinburne this troublesome but indispensible division is especially hard to make. Accounts of Swinburne that stress merely the scandalous subjects of the famous poems are always unsatisfactory, because to be scandalous is a pretty facile thing, and Swinburne is rarely facile. Similarly, the kind of critique that happily dismisses the subject and, however admiringly, looks at Swinburne as a musical arranger of words and nothing more, is just as regrettable. There is real thought, feeling and drama, real structure and subtlety in Swinburne’s ‘matter’, so to speak. It cannot be stressed enough: the subject is therefore far from nothing. But it would be close to nothing without the form, if such a thing could be imagined. Swinburne does not translate well.


To sympathetic readers of his own age, Swinburne was above all a versifier of peculiar technical power—which meant, for the reader, aesthetic power. To say he was a brilliant or consummate prosodist is not enough, because it does not sufficiently convey this peculiarity. The following observations are intended to introduce a few aspects of Swinburne’s prosodic style, and to communicate as well as I am able something of the pleasure of his effects.


Swinburne distinguished himself partly by the freedom with which he made prosodic substitutions, allowing the rhythms to alter and slide and trip, without violating the sense of the metrical limits or the repeating structures which, in him, they always entail. He was a master of many kinds of modern English metre, an experimenter with classical metres, and the inventor of stanzas and cadences that lingered in the minds of poets and readers for decades, and perhaps still do. He became known for his habitual use of careering anapaests—both in long lines and in well-tempered stanzas—and for the mixed metres and metrical inversions that give the sense of the galloping anapaest even where scansion reveals only disyllabic feet. Much of his most characteristic verse has a compelling rhythmic sweep, a sense of fluency enlivened by irregularities. The ‘Hymn to Proserpine’ illustrates his early use of long lines with a strongly anapaestic rhythm:




All delicate days and pleasant, all spirits and sorrows are cast


Far out with the foam of the present that sweeps to the surf of the past:


Where beyond the extreme sea-wall, and between the remote sea-gates,


Waste water washes, and tall ships founder, and deep death waits.





The melodic motions are produced by careful co-ordination of the internal rhymes, the caesurae, the surges of the rhythm and the lavish alliterations,—all working together and pulling against each other. His control of the rhythm is sure, and the principle is musical variety, achieved through enjambment and the manipulation of syntax. In the second of these two couplets, for instance, he deftly interrupts the more ordinary movement of the foregoing: first, by over-emphasising the caesura (line 3); and then by compensating for this in the next line with a strongly tripartite division of the syntax, which effectively overrides the central pause (line 4). Swinburne continued throughout his life to experiment with expansive anapaestic lines, and the habit culminated in his last great poem, ‘The Lake of Gaube’.


Even more sophisticated results were attained in stanzas where the feet are mixed, apparently in caprice—but where the caprice is really an unfailing intuition for the music of the whole strophic arrangement. As in the final line of the passage quoted above, Swinburne often made skillful use of clustered stresses:




Waste water washes, and tall ships founder, and deep death waits.





Although not all are of equal weight, there are, from a strictly metrical point of view, far too many stresses called for in this line. It is fundamentally a line of six feet, or six beats; but any sensitive reading will register more stresses than six. One has to place stress on ‘waste’, ‘ships’ and ‘death’. It does little good to talk of spondees; these effects are not usefully described in terms of ‘feet’, for they are really just instinctive substitutions of emphasis which pile up over the top of the established metrical structures. This technique of clustering stresses was brilliantly incorporated into the stanzas of some of Swinburne’s most famous poems, including ‘A Forsaken Garden’ (included here); but the first and best example of the particular stanzaic choreography of these effects was one of his very greatest poems, ‘The Triumph of Time’:


Before our lives divide for ever,


While time is with us and hands are free,


(Time, swift to fasten and swift to sever


Hand from hand, as we stand by the sea)


I will say no word that a man might say


Whose whole life’s love goes down in a day;


For this could never have been; and never,


Though the gods and the years relent, shall be.


Is it worth a tear, is it worth an hour,


To think of things that are well outworn?


Of fruitless husk and fugitive flower,


The dream foregone and the deed forborne?


Though joy be done with and grief be vain,


Time shall not sever us wholly in twain;


Earth is not spoilt for a single shower;


But the rain has ruined the ungrown corn.


The ponderous accumulation of stresses—not a clotting but rather a kind of throbbing or thudding—occurs at moments of emotional intensity, and these are musically orchestrated. You need at least four strong stresses in the phrase ‘Whose whole life’s love goes down’, though ordinarily there would only be three, which is the number of metrical beats in the phrase; and it is hard to avoid stress (or prosodic ‘length’) in the second syllable of the word ‘ungrown’, while the metre calls for an accent upon the first. The stanza pads sadly to a halt in that slow, bitter, heavy phrase with its internal half-rhymes: ‘the úngrówn córn’. Meanwhile, the shifts between basically iambic and basically anapaestic rhythms are beautifully combined with the shifts in the feeling and with the adjustments of all the variables, including the assonance which is so pronounced here. The speed of recital, too, is directed with wonderful sensitivity, and prosodic awkwardness is brilliantly used: look at the poignant rubato effect called for at the start of the third line. The essential style of this versification is based on inconsistency, the variations of slowing and quickening, taken just as far as they can go within the elastic bounds of a regularity of melody which is aesthetically unmissable and unloseable. Each stanza of the poem is a slightly different variation on the same melodic shape, plain enough to govern even the pitch and modulation of the voice. Swinburne believed that ‘genuine lyric verse’ determined for the reader its own proper ‘singing notes’.17


Almost all of these idiosyncrasies were present also in Swinburne’s heroic couplets, which were deliberately unconventional in motion and texture. Tristram of Lyonesse was his greatest work in this form, and contains passages of a lyrical velocity unmatched in kind by the same metre in any other hands. He made enjambment a matter of the utmost drama and suspense, driving forward the long climactic periods through ever-changing cadences:


And as the august great blossom of the dawn


Burst, and the full sun scarce from sea withdrawn


Seemed on the fiery water a flower afloat,


So as a fire the mighty morning smote


Throughout her, and incensed with the influent hour


Her whole soul’s one great mystical red flower


Burst, and the bud of her sweet spirit broke


Rose-fashion, and the strong spring at a stroke


Thrilled, and was cloven, and from the full sheath came


The whole rose of the woman red as flame …


The emphasis here is mine. A series of small, connected peaks of sensuous emotion is built by the boldness with which the poet tips the most thrilling verbs—each one monosyllabic and long—over the line-break: ‘burst’ and ‘thrilled’. Counterpoint is provided by the answering verbs, also monosyllabic, which reside in the normal seat of semantic emphasis, the end of the line: ‘smote’, ‘broke’, ‘came’. And in this passage is found possibly the most extreme example of Swinburne’s accentual agglomerations: ‘Her whole soul’s one great mystical red flower’. It is amazing that a line which conveys a sense of such powerful momentum should be so very impossible to read at speed.


The lilting lyrics in slenderer stanzas, typified by ‘The Garden of Proserpine’, ‘Ilicet’, ‘Before Dawn’ and ‘A Match’, are another thing again. Metres of this kind were among those most widely and successfully imitated by the lyrical poets of the 1880s and 1890s. In was in such poems that Swinburne, whose tendency was always toward song, was closest to the traditional forms of song; and his prosodic debt in this regard to Christina Rossetti—with whom, despite significant variance of temperament and opinion, he had a warm friendship—is not often enough acknowledged.18 Both were among the poets of the 1860s most smooth and melodic in lyrical versification. In general, Swinburne’s songlike stanzaic poems show the influence of Tennyson, as well as Shelley, his natural predecessor in this respect. But the languid evolutions and repetitions of the syntax; the lavish investment in pattern and melody, and local sense even at the expense, sometimes, of total sense—building up meaning by variation as much as by successive argument: these characteristics made Swinburne’s poems something new.


Yet Swinburne’s best verse is not always so fluid in motion. Some of his greatest poems, especially in the first collection of Poems and Ballads (1866)—poems such as ‘Laus Veneris’, ‘The Leper’, ‘Faustine’ and ‘After Death’—are characterised by a quite different prosodic manner, just as musical, if less obviously songlike. In such poems, Swinburne adapted the Pre-Raphaelite style of D. G. Rossetti’s earlier poems and William Morris’s Defence of Guenevere: a style in which certain kinds of awkwardness—in syntax, metre and rhyme—were deliberately cultivated, and integrated with a highly stylized archaism. The broken, spoken rhythms of Robert Browning were combined with a lyrical primitivism, always in search of the little touches that made old verse so pleasingly strange to modern ears. Swinburne took this approach from Rossetti and Morris, together with their Keatsian sumptuousness, and added to it the stamps of his own poetic voice. One of the most obvious features of this manner, a feature shared particularly with Rossetti, is the unnatural tilting of the spoken emphasis in rhyme-words. The example which comes to mind is the first stanza of ‘The Leper’, which asks us to rhyme ‘her’ with ‘well-water’. This is not a half-rhyme, of the kind we are used to from twentieth-century poets: it actually wrests the accent—not wholly, but appreciably—towards the second syllable of ‘water’, giving an effect that delights through calculated archaistic gawkiness. Even to the deliberately crabbed or angular metres of poems such as these, where ‘natural’ fluency is stemmed and redirected in various ways, Swinburne brings a continually varying music, shot through with the weird pungency of tactfully twisted syntax, the excitement of alterations in the regulated pacing, and the sharpness of his ‘alliterative thunderbolts’.19



SWINBURNE’S LEGACY


Swinburne was a poet who needed to be dealt with. Watts-Dunton had to take him in hand for his own well-being; but the reading public and the literary world, too, had just as much trouble in responding to Swinburne’s marvellous precedents—taking him to task, assimilating him, trying to place him suitably within the culture of the age. The succeeding age—the time of ascendant Modernism and the ‘New Criticism’—was forced to deal with him over again, and did so with such efficacy that his reputation at large has never quite recovered. Critics are still trying to deal with him, and his challenge remains vigorous and vital. But the challenge does not arise merely from his being shocking, in any common sense. It comes, most of all, from his being so aesthetically compelling in a manner so different from any other poet—even his own imitators.


Admirers of Swinburne’s poetry know that its pleasures are extraordinary. But Swinburne today does not have as many admirers as he deserves. Part of the problem is that what his admirers take for his most essential merits, detractors have found grotesque or annoying. He is an extreme case. Not every reader can enjoy Swinburne, but it is necessary to acknowledge the fact that, in reality, the very same characteristics that seem irresistibly appealing to some are those that are dismissed as repugnant or ridiculous by those who do, intuitively, resist; and that, as literary history has transpired over the past century, it is the latter class of reader which has had the more decisive and enduring impact upon Swinburne’s critical fortunes.


Swinburne has never really gone away; he is certainly not forgotten, and the controversy he occasioned in the ’sixties and ’seventies has kept him firmly in the background (at least) of Victorian culture, as an anecdotal presence. But some canonical authors can be little read—and even less frequently read for pleasure—without being in danger of losing canonical status. Swinburne is one of these. Among those who know something about him, the majority know Swinburne either as a decadent curiosity or as a scapegoat of the Modernists and New Critics—an emblem of the type of thing that the generation of Eliot and Pound supposedly disliked. It was entirely necessary for that generation to confront and overcome, for their own practice, the legacy of Swinburne; and it was right for them to do so. In truth, however, both Eliot and Pound were more moderate in their criticisms than many of their followers in the later twentieth century have been inclined to believe; and, in any case, we should no longer feel bound to observe the sides taken in a debate that is now so distant.


The younger Pound, like Yeats, was much influenced by the late-Victorian aestheticism in which Swinburne had taken a major role, and throughout his career Pound retained his interest in the literary scene on the other side of the fin de siècle. Swinburne turns up all over his work, a personality taken for granted, thriving in the Poundian world of cultural anecdotalism. Pound took palpable pleasure, for example, in repeating the story of George Moore’s supposed encounter. But the poetry, too, is taken for granted. ‘To quote his magnificant passages is but to point out familiar things in our landscape’. This is Pound in 1918, writing in defence of Swinburne against the banality (as he saw it) of Gosse’s recently published biography. There remains a persistent idea that Pound hated all things Victorian, which is nonsense; and he had a place for Swinburne, so long as it was not the anodyne, respectable place being carved out for him by Victorian survivors like Gosse. Pound could not stomach the notion of a Swinburne ‘coated with veneer of British officialdom and decked out for a psalm-singing audience’.20


Among the mixed praise and blame of that essay, Pound in 1918 remarked that ‘Swinburne’s art is out of fashion’.21 It was Eliot who intervened most decisively in the history of Swinburne’s reputation when, two years later, he published the essay ‘Swinburne as Poet’;22 and even Eliot is suitably respectful to Swinburne’s ‘genius’. He takes the work seriously, and judges it not to be ‘fraudulent’. But he feels able to say with confidence, entering the third decade of the twentieth century: ‘we do not greatly enjoy Swinburne’.


One of the most important things to note about this statement is that it is firmly rooted in a specific moment. For although Eliot expects his reader to agree that ‘we do not greatly enjoy Swinburne’, it is also agreed that ‘at one period in our lives we did enjoy him and now no longer enjoy him’. He talks of Swinburne as he talks of Rossetti elsewhere: a case of ‘rapture’ followed by ‘revolt’.23 Both poets are relegated to the realm of adolescent thrills, soon outgrown; but it is also a matter of literary history and the supposed shift in sensibility experienced by the whole generation.


Eliot’s main objection is that Swinburne is ‘diffuse’, though he sensibly points out the difficulty of criticism in this matter, when he acknowledges that Swinburne’s diffuseness ‘is one of his glories’. It is clear to Eliot that the debate is to be between those who enjoy Swinburne’s characteristics and those who do not; that the characteristics are the same whether taken for merits or faults. Swinburne is ‘diffuse’ because he is ‘general’ where, in Eliot’s view, he ought to be specific, concrete. The essay relies on a basic distinction between words and objects, and an assumption about their ideal relationship in poetry. For Eliot, words are there to point to meanings in the world of objects, and should be identified as fully as possible with those objects. In Swinburne, he says, ‘the object has ceased to exist’. The word becomes divorced from the world, even from the world of interior feeling;—‘It is, in fact, the word that gives him the thrill’. This seems to him insufficient, or at least a mistake of priorities.


A third element in poetic language is music, or sound; but owing to the peculiar way in which Eliot chooses to use the word ‘music’, he is able to declare, against tradition, that Swinburne is not in fact really musical at all: ‘the beauty or effect of sound is neither that of music nor of poetry which can be set to music’. He is probably right on the latter count, though it is not clear why this should be relevant. In Campion, by contrast (and presumably Campion is chosen as an example precisely because he was a musical setter of his own lyrics), ‘musical value’ and ‘meaning’ are two distinct things, put together; but in Swinburne ‘the meaning and the sound are one thing’, and the result is just a muddle. Eliot appears to regard the ‘music’ of verse, which he considers an essential component, as something more or less extrinsic to both the ‘images’ and the ‘ideas’; the more closely all these things are fused at their birth, the less happy he is. It is important to realise that Eliot’s presuppositions in this matter are rather unusual, and there is no good reason why we should continue to apply them to Swinburne, whose stylistic achievement is much better construed by reference to the famous pronouncement of his contemporary, Walter Pater, that ‘All art constantly aspires to the condition of music’:—




lyrical poetry, precisely because in it we are least able to detach the matter from the form, without a deduction of something from that matter itself, is, at least artistically, the highest and most complete form of poetry.


[T]he ideal examples of poetry [are] those in which […] form and matter, in their union or identity, present one single effect to the ‘imaginative reason’.24





Pater shows us not only how Eliot’s analysis might be countered by the use of a different, more appropriate conceptual frame, but also what Eliot himself was strenuously reacting against. He is in no way blameable in this, but it is unfortunate that his judgement has caused so much hindrance to the appreciation of Swinburne over the past hundred years.


Looking at the matter very rationally (which may be, in some ways, inappropriate), it is less than entirely clear why Eliot should object so strongly in Swinburne to the dissociation of ‘words’ from ‘life’, when elsewhere he expresses the conviction that poetry is a medium ‘in which impressions and experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected ways’, and that the poet should, by mingling and manipulating the emotions of real life, ‘express feelings which are not in actual emotions at all’.25 That seems a pretty fair description of what Swinburne does, in the poems to which people most often object. He creates a wholly peculiar literary experience, with its own literary emotions—related to ‘actual’ experience and emotions, certainly (if not always to ‘reality’ in the mundane sense, then to the reality of fantasy); but nevertheless created. That world is persuasively consistent, and quite unique; the feelings it describes are closely identified with the aesthetic feelings they call out and, in turn, rely upon for conveyance. If one kind of experience, ‘real life’, seems less than usually solid in his work, it is because the work itself is its own experience, just as the literary works which inspired Swinburne count as ‘experience’ every bit as much as any other part of his life.


‘Only a man of genius’, Eliot does not grudge to admit (and without undue excess of irony), ‘could dwell so exclusively and consistently among words as Swinburne’. It would be hard to disagree. Eliot did not set out to demolish Swinburne, whom he regarded as ‘indestructible’, and his condemnation is both measured and frankly grounded on taste. In the 1970s, the poet Veronica Forrest-Thomson wrote a detailed refutation, carefully scrutinizing Swinburne’s putative ‘diffuseness’, and using the observations in Eliot’s essay as starting points for ‘a positive analysis’.26 But it seems that she is in rather a small minority of readers since 1920 who are willing to see in Eliot the foundation for an appreciative response to Swinburne.


Forrest-Thomson’s championship betokens a larger tendency. Insipid as it may be to say so, Swinburne is something of a ‘poet’s poet’, as well as a poet’s bête noire. For those invested in matters of poetic form, style, technique, he is the kind of figure who rouses strong feelings one way or the other. If you want to see clearly the traces of Swinburne in the work of appreciative modern poets, Wallace Stevens is a good place to begin, or George Barker. For example, read Barker’s poem ‘At Thurgarton Church’ (1971) after Swinburne’s ‘By the North Sea’: the mood and manner are strikingly alike, though the measure is different; and some stanzas could almost be Swinburne, though Barker deliberately roughens, sharpens and interrupts the familiar cadences he evokes. As for Stevens, his poem ‘To the One of Fictive Music’, from Harmonium (1923), may well be the most Swinburnean thing in the whole Modernist repertoire.27 Or else, after immersion in Swinburne’s ‘Faustine’, ‘Félise’ and ‘Before the Mirror’, look at another poem from Harmonium, the ‘Apostrophe to Vincentine’, and it seems almost a pastiche—the regular rhythms and rhymes, which recall the Swinburnean style, broken into irregular lines, and then playfully varied in a way suggesting the bobbed final lines of the ‘Dolores’ stanza. It is not even that the underlying rhythms are intrinsically or specifically Swinburnean: it is a matter of the sensuous particularities of the words themselves in their repetitions and echoes and aesthetic evocations, the diction and its sounds married to the rhythm, and to the subject, in this particular way. And it is a matter of tone, an essential part of this ‘working’ of words. Modernistic as it is, the ludic, half-parodic ‘Apostrophe to Vincentine’ is closer to Swinburne, in a profounder way, than any of Stevens’ more overtly Victorian juvenilia.


These poems by Barker and Stevens are offered simply as obvious examples, where the presence is palpable, and probably meant to be. But in each of these poets and many more, a less easily identifiable legacy of Swinburne’s formal experimentation surely takes some part, even if only in the most abstract, or theoretical, or wholly unconscious way. And the surface features of his poetry, its texture, which had such an impact on the verse of the last three decades of the nineteenth century—including that of Hardy and Yeats, who mediated the influence for later poets,—lingered, sure enough, among even the most reluctant of inheritors. It has often been argued that Eliot’s poetry bears Swinburnean impressions, presumably despite the author’s intentions. This is the price he pays for protestation.


Many other major critics have been inclined to take a view similar to that articulated by Eliot. Leavis thought that Swinburne demanded ‘a suspension, in the reader, of the critical intelligence’. The very inevitability of Swinburne’s prosody, its ‘tripping onrush’, simply ‘rushes us by all questions’, but closer examination reveals imprecision of thought and illogicality of image.28 And Leavis is partly right; Swinburne does sue for a peculiar kind of reading, a certain kind of surrender to the pleasures of being led by musical progression, and allowing words to suggest words and so pilot the thought—even while he is completely alive to the semantic subtleties of word-meaning and word-history. Hardly anyone complains of this in Hopkins, possibly because he is more stylistically forthright about that function, and because his readers often seem conscious of a very deliberate intellectual or moral intention behind his eccentricities of language. But Swinburne, despite superficial appearances, is perhaps more extreme—not least because his form is so much smoother, so much more lulling. While Hopkins draws our aesthetic attentions to the curious ways in which his words are generated, Swinburne gives them to you as though they were somehow natural or inevitable. Hence the suspicion of critics who feel they are being ‘rushed by’ the words themselves, as though the sound alone mattered and the semantic idiosyncrasies were more or less accidental.


But this is a large part of Swinburne’s legacy to the twentieth century, even if, at the most abstract levels, it is not easy to distinguish from the legacy of Hopkins. The Swinburnean strand can be seen to advantage in Stevens especially, for what I have just been describing is almost exactly what the ‘Apostrophe to Vincentine’ takes further, resetting the process in a more modern form but not giving up on the idea of rhythmic smoothness. Edith Sitwell (who published her own selection of Swinburne’s poems) might be another place to look; or Dylan Thomas; and in these one would find only the most obvious affinities, not necessarily the most sophisticated or significant. It follows that readers today—those who are not immediately charmed—ought to be able to get comfortable with Swinburne’s manner, at least in theory. If some of his later poems, such as ‘By the North Sea’, seem bafflingly close to nonsense, we should turn for explanation to some of the earlier poems, such as ‘A Match’ and ‘Rococo’, which make a virtue of the practice of letting the sensuous sense lead the rational sense. They almost go out of their way to resemble mere exercises, but they show in the most conspicuous way what Swinburne is doing with language elsewhere.


On the other hand, Swinburne is never as careless or vacuous as Leavis implies, and however slight the logical premises of a given poem might be, the thoughts and images are always well considered, the syntax scrupulously correct, and the ‘meaning’ important. Empson was more comfortable with Swinburne’s methods, and could see more clearly the ‘subdued conceits and ambiguities’ by which his poems build up meaning. ‘People are oddly determined to regard Swinburne as an exponent of Pure Sound with no intellectual content’, he wrote. They are. But there is an intellectual content in Swinburne, an analytic mind at work beneath the overwhelming aesthetic impressions, and the sensitive reader feels the effect of the metaphorical logic even if he or she does not necessarily reconstruct it consciously. ‘When Swinburne comes off he is a very full and direct writer; it is no use saying these verses show interest in mere sound, or pattern of verbal cadence’.29 Perhaps, however, it would also be well to entertain the possibility of aesthetic meanings that might be carried by the form itself, ‘subdued’ even further than Empson’s semantic relationships, and less capable of articulation.


Empson was certainly correct to see Swinburne as much more than a prosodic virtuoso. Take for example a poem, like ‘The Sundew’, in which no extravagant rhythmical ‘onrush’ can be claimed as a distraction, and one can see how clever his poetic thinking was. It is a kind of cleverness that does not advertise its presence, or necessitate interpretative strain: it holds the poem together at each level of attention, and rewards closer enquiry. The sundew at first seems a mere symbol in the usual sense, emblematic in function and significantly anthropomorphic. Its metaphorical content becomes the more mysterious as it is extended, thought by thought. The tension builds, the mood uncertain, the flower’s relevance less and less clear, as the startling, vivid images accumulate. Suddenly in the final stanza, a change of tense, lasting only two lines; and with that lightest of touches, the relevance of the whole poem, the explanation of its nervous emotion, flashes upon the reader: a specific memory, a charged moment, glints for a moment on the present. Only a great poet could do this.


And the idea that Swinburne had no talent for visual evocation is a fallacy. Ezra Pound even went as far as to say that ‘A Ballad of Life’, ‘A Ballad of Death’ and ‘The Triumph of Time’ were ‘full of sheer imagism’:30 a forceful reminder that not every high Modernist associated Swinburne primarily with qualities of sound. He could thrust upon the reader’s mind the most unexpected images, in an unexpectedly conrete way;—


Red mouths of maidens and red feet of doves


(‘A Ballad of Death’)


The red feet may come from Keats, but here they seem to come out of nowhere, a weird detail, almost grotesque. And even where the images are somewhat less than concrete—even deliberately elusive—the word-music is coloured often by word-painting of extraordinary delicacy:


Fleet butterflies, each like a dead flower’s ghost,


White, blue, and sere leaf-coloured; but the most


White as the sparkle of snow-flowers in the sun


(Tristram, 2)


At other times he could appeal to all five senses at once, in a way which is not at all (as Eliot would have it) divorced from the world of objects:


The warm smell of the fruit was good


To feed on, and the split green wood,


With all its bearded lips and stains


Of mosses in the cloven veins,


Most pleasant, if one lay or stood


In sunshine or in happy rains.


(‘August’)


This is certainly not ‘Pure Sound’. Nor could it be called ‘morbid’ or ‘diffuse’.


The heyday of the public literary arbiter seems to be over, and sympathetic critical work on Swinburne is now more than ever confined to the pale of scholarship. It has, consequently, relatively little effect on the reading and reputation of Swinburne generally. Neither has a clear positive advance been stimulated by the recent vogue for Pre-Raphaelitism in the media and popular culture. No doubt there are several reasons why it is easier to look at a picture by Millais than to read a poem by Swinburne; but he should not be solely an academic interest.


Why should Swinburne be read? Not only because of his eminence and influence in the history of English literature, though that is reason enough; but, more importantly, because he did such unexampled things with the music of English poetic metre just at the point when the empire of strict metre was beginning to subside—and because those things are so wonderful for their own sake. Even that is saying too little, because the music is not only a matter of sound. Swinburne evoked a lyrical world and created an aesthetic experience that was authentically his own, and we should read him for the pleasure of being compelled by that experience. In this sense, Swinburne was surely the most ‘Aesthetic’ of all the poets of the so-called ‘Aesthetic Movement’. At least, his powerful idiosyncrasies of style seem the ultimate provision, from the world of poetry, to the aesthetic critic who is always asking: ‘What is the peculiar sensation, what is the peculiar quality of pleasure, which his work has the property of exciting in us, and which we cannot get elsewhere?’31 To such questioning, his work holds promise of implicit answers seemingly limitless in number (because endlessly refinable, divisible); and the force of the effects presses the reader to grasp at those answers.


And yet there is a danger in setting Swinburne too far apart from his peers; and even some of his most sophisticated critical champions in recent decades may have unwittingly contributed to his neglect by attending so enthusiastically to his uniqueness. It is a difficult problem. Academic criticism has kept Swinburne in sight, and there seems to be considerable interest in him at present; but a language of exceptionalism has grown up around Swinburne, which has not necessarily been helpful, since it has tended to imply that there is something peculiarly difficult about him, some complicated puzzle for which the usual critical approaches are ill-equipped. Sometimes it is even suggested that an understanding of Swinburne is reliant upon an especially large and specific arsenal of knowledge, theoretical, literary and historical. It seems to me that Swinburne, difficult though he sometimes can be, demands this kind of background no more, and perhaps even less, than many of his contemporaries. If literary scholarship at present is not so much in the habit of attending to the qualities of versification that in Swinburne call for special attention, it does not mean that those qualities are inherently problematic, or that readers cannot respond to them. Speaking in such terms may present the poetry as an exciting challenge inside the academy, but both within and without the universities it also has the undesirable effect of making Swinburne seem esoteric.


To make Swinburne esoteric on these grounds can only obscure the pleasure of reading him. The qualities that we enjoy in Swinburne are the same qualities that are, in this view, ‘difficult’; but in almost no case does the sense of difficulty play any considerable part in the aesthetic enjoyment of those qualities. Swinburne is unique, but there is nothing arcane about his charms: they are fantastically obvious, and that is their function. His form is always lucid. The traditional complaints against Swinburne over the course of the twentieth century have usually had to do with the feeling that his intended charms, his formal blandishments, are only too obvious. It may be that there are now a larger number of readers and students of poetry who are not used to hearing the kinds of metrical effect that Swinburne emphasises. But Swinburne can be, in this respect, a partial solution to that problem—and thus to the problem of his own unpopularity among readers for whom the chief obstacle is form, rather than a more general distaste. A course of Swinburne would probably give a better feeling for prosody than almost any primer, because his rhythms are so hard to miss, so memorable, and so varied. However hard it may be to theorize, his form is easy to hear, and the question then is how to respond: with derision and scepticism, or with excitement and delight.






ABOUT THIS EDITION


‘Almost no one, to-day’, Eliot wrote, ‘will wish to read the whole of Swinburne’. If it was true then, it is likely still to be true now, although almost no one does not mean no one at all. For those who want the complete poems, they are easily obtainable in old copies, not much in demand. The purpose of this volume is to give readers and students of poetry a considerable anthology of only the best of Swinburne, and only the verse. There have been many earlier selections of this kind, beginning with Swinburne’s own compilation of 1887. The present edition has been compiled according to the belief that it is the poetry that is of first importance, and that the prime desideratum is to get as much as possible of the good verse back into print in an accessible way, leaving out the prose and in some cases disregarding the claims of literary and critical history as criteria for inclusion. This is, therefore, a ‘critical’ edition in the sense that it has been assembled according to avowedly and exclusively critical principles for inclusion and omission, however subjective those principles may be. It is not a critical edition in the scholarly sense, and the notes have been limited to explication; but the text is reliable, and the contents sufficiently comprehensive to be useful to most students.


The present selection may well have struck Eliot as too generous in its amplitude, and that is as it should be; but he ought to have approved the aim, which is to give the reader a correct dose of Swinburne. One or two famous pieces are consequently missing, but they are easily found elsewhere. There has not been space to give Atalanta whole. Tristram and the two better Stuart plays have also been represented by extracts, for the same reason. All of these longer works are worth reading entire, and to that extent the present dose may need to be supplemented. But this being an edition of Selected Verse, rather than Selected Poems, I have thought it more vital to put together in one place all of the most brilliant passages of Swinburne, specimens of his highest attainments in various forms and moods, than to take a holistic attitude to the more voluminous works.


Under ‘verse’ I am including the verse dramas Chastelard and Bothwell. These have traditionally been classed, along with several others, as ‘plays’. As an unfortunate consequence, they have been too often ignored in the anthologies, even though they contain some of Swinburne’s very finest work. Swinburne’s own collected edition of his Poems, issued in six volumes in 1904, includes the two ‘Greek’ plays, Atalanta in Calydon and Erechtheus, but all the rest of the dramatic work is lacking. Certainly the Greek plays are more like Shelleyan ‘dramatic poems’ than the Stuart plays, with their strong Jacobean inspiration; but the 1904 edition also neglects other dramatic poems, such as Locrine, which is entirely stanzaic. Subsequent editors have apparently tended to follow Swinburne’s own divisions, and Atalanta (which is much superior to Erechtheus in most respects) has kept its status as a ‘poem’, often reprinted, while the other ‘tragedies’ have lapsed into obscurity. Indeed, copies of the collected plays are hard to find, and although early editions of the individual texts pop up here and there in shops, it must be fair to say that Swinburne’s dramatic work, Atalanta excluded, is almost never read except by scholars.


About the longer works some notes have been provided, in an appendix, which should help to contextualise the extracts by which they are represented in the following pages, and which are meant also to explain the selection of those extracts. As for the rest of the poems, only a few omissions are likely to be regretted by more than a few readers. In general, the political and polemical poems have been left out. There has recently been some scholarly interest in these, but their interest is not likely to extend far beyond the academy, and so they belong in a different kind of edition.


Some readers may in fact find the inclusions more surprising than the omissions. The selections from the 1866 Poems and Ballads may appear disproportionately liberal, to some. Again, every poem is present on account of its merits. It is not only a matter of the apparently minor lyrics, such as ‘A Ballad of Burdens’, ‘Before Dawn’, ‘Before Parting’ and ‘August’, which are among Swinburne’s best, although their attainments may seem modest beside the ‘great’ poems.32 Longer poems such as the Landorian-Ten nysonian monologue ‘At Eleusis’, and the pesudo-Chaucerian narratives of ‘St Dorothy’ and ‘The Two Dreams’, none of which anyone ever seems to talk about, contain such startling and beautiful passages that they ought not to be shuffled out of the picture through the injection, for decorum’s sake, of too many less commendable pieces from later years. If the quality of Swinburne’s poetry generally declined over the course of his career, we no longer need to feel bad about it. The astonishing Tristram of Lyonesse, and the best of the late poems—such as ‘A Nympholept’ and ‘The Lake of Gaube’—more than adequately make up for the unnevenness of his other work after the ’seventies, and the quantity of his verse still worth reading is very considerable.


There is, therefore, no reason to be uncomfortable with the preponderance here of work from the 1860s, and especially from the first Poems and Ballads. It was a book which deserved its celebrity at the time of publication, and still deserves it. In his elegy for Swinburne, ‘A Singer Asleep’, Thomas Hardy remembered the excitement of ‘that far morning of a summer day’ on which he first read those early poems—dropped, as though from nowhere, into the midst of ‘Victoria’s formal middle time’. More than a century and a half later, they are just as exciting. It is to promote such thrills, and to do justice to the pleasures of Swinburne, regardless of the established repertoire, that so many of the less familiar titles have been reproduced from his greatest book.
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Swinburne




Selected Verse







From ATALANTA IN CALYDON (1865)


The First Choral Song






	

When the hounds of spring are on winter’s traces,
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The mother of months in meadow or plain




	

 









	

Fills the shadows and windy places




	

 









	

With lisp of leaves and ripple of rain;




	

 









	

And the brown bright nightingale amorous




	

 









	

Is half assuaged for Itylus,
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For the Thracian ships and the foreign faces,




	

 









	

The tongueless vigil, and all the pain.




	

 









	

Come with bows bent and with emptying of quivers,




	

 









	

Maiden most perfect, lady of light,




	

 









	

With a noise of winds and many rivers,
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With a clamour of waters, and with might;




	

 









	

Bind on thy sandals, O thou most fleet,




	

 









	

Over the splendour and speed of thy feet;




	

 









	

For the faint east quickens, the wan west shivers,




	

 









	

Round the feet of the day and the feet of the night.
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Where shall we find her, how shall we sing to her,




	

 









	

Fold our hands round her knees, and cling?




	

 









	

O that man’s heart were as fire and could spring to her,




	

 









	

Fire, or the strength of the streams that spring!




	

 









	

For the stars and the winds are unto her
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As raiment, as songs of the harp-player;




	

 









	

For the risen stars and the fallen cling to her,




	

 









	

And the southwest-wind and the west-wind sing.




	

 









	

For winter’s rains and ruins are over,




	

 









	

And all the season of snows, and sins;
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The days dividing lover and lover,




	

 









	

The light that loses, the night that wins;




	

 









	

And time remembered is grief forgotten,




	

 









	

And frosts are slain and flowers begotten,




	

 









	

And in green underwood and cover
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Blossom by blossom the spring begins.




	

 









	

The full streams feed on flower of rushes,




	

 









	

Ripe grasses trammel a travelling foot,




	

 









	

The faint fresh flame of the young year flushes




	

 









	

From leaf to flower and flower to fruit,
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And fruit and leaf are as gold and fire,




	

 









	

And the oat is heard above the lyre,




	

 









	

And the hoofèd heel of a satyr crushes




	

 









	

The chestnut-husk at the chestnut-root.




	

 









	

And Pan by noon and Bacchus by night,
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Fleeter of foot than the fleet-foot kid,




	

 









	

Follows with dancing and fills with delight




	

 









	

The Maenad and the Bassarid;




	

 









	

And soft as lips that laugh and hide




	

 









	

The laughing leaves of the trees divide,
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And screen from seeing and leave in sight




	

 









	

The god pursuing, the maiden hid.




	

 









	

The ivy falls with the Bacchanal’s hair




	

 









	

Over her eyebrows hiding her eyes;




	

 









	

The wild vine slipping down leaves bare
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Her bright breast shortening into sighs;




	

 









	

The wild vine slips with the weight of its leaves,




	

 









	

But the berried ivy catches and cleaves




	

 









	

To the limbs that glitter, the feet that scare




	

 









	

The wolf that follows, the fawn that flies.
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Althaea’s Scorn of Prayer






	

Night, a black hound, follows the white fawn day,
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Swifter than dreams the white flown feet of sleep;




	

 









	

Will ye pray back the night with any prayers?




	

 









	

And though the spring put back a little while




	

 









	

Winter, and snows that plague all men for sin,




	

 









	

And the iron time of cursing, yet I know
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Spring shall be ruined with the rain, and storm




	

 









	

Eat up like fire the ashen autumn days.




	

 









	

I marvel what men do with prayers awake




	

 









	

Who dream and die with dreaming; any god,




	

 









	

Yea the least god of all things called divine,




	

135









	

Is more than sleep and waking; yet we say,




	

 









	

Perchance by praying a man shall match his god.




	

 









	

For if sleep have no mercy, and man’s dreams




	

 









	

Bite to the blood and burn into the bone,




	

 









	

What shall this man do waking? By the gods,
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He shall not pray to dream sweet things to-night,




	

 









	

Having dreamt once more bitter things than death.




	

 













 


The Second Choral Song






	

Before the beginning of years




	

 









	

There came to the making of man
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Time, with a gift of tears,




	

 









	

Grief, with a glass that ran;




	

 









	

Pleasure, with pain for leaven;




	

 









	

Summer, with flowers that fell;




	

 









	

Remembrance fallen from heaven,
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And madness risen from hell;




	

 









	

Strength without hands to smite,




	

 









	

Love that endures for a breath,




	

 









	

Night, the shadow of light,




	

 









	

And life, the shadow of death.
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And the high gods took in hand




	

 









	

Fire, and the falling of tears,




	

 









	

And a measure of sliding sand




	

 









	

From under the feet of the years,




	

 









	

And froth and drift of the sea;
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And dust of the labouring earth;




	

 









	

And bodies of things to be




	

 









	

In the houses of death and of birth;




	

 









	

And wrought with weeping and laughter,




	

 









	

And fashioned with loathing and love,
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With life before and after




	

 









	

And death beneath and above,




	

 









	

For a day and a night and a morrow,




	

 









	

That his strength might endure for a span




	

 









	

With travail and heavy sorrow,




	

340









	

The holy spirit of man.




	

 









	

From the winds of the north and the south




	

 









	

They gathered as unto strife;




	

 









	

They breathed upon his mouth,




	

 









	

They filled his body with life;
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Eyesight and speech they wrought




	

 









	

For the veils of the soul therein,




	

 









	

A time for labour and thought,




	

 









	

A time to serve and to sin;




	

 









	

They gave him light in his ways,
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And love, and a space for delight,




	

 









	

And beauty and length of days,




	

 









	

And night, and sleep in the night.




	

 









	

His speech is a burning fire;




	

 









	

With his lips he travaileth,
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In his heart is a blind desire,




	

 









	

In his eyes foreknowledge of death;




	

 









	

He weaves, and is clothed with derision;




	

 









	

Sows, and he shall not reap,




	

 









	

His life is a watch or a vision




	

360









	

Between a sleep and a sleep.




	

 













 


Meleager rejects his Mother’s Counsel concerning Atalanta






	

O mother, I am not fain to strive in speech




	

 









	

Nor set my mouth against thee, who art wise




	

 









	

Even as they say and full of sacred words.




	

 









	

But one thing I know surely, and cleave to this;




	

 









	

That though I be not subtle of wit as thou
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Nor womanlike to weave sweet words, and melt




	

 









	

Mutable minds of wise men as with fire,




	

 









	

I too, doing justly and reverencing the gods,




	

 









	

Shall not want wit to see what things be right.




	

 









	

For whom they love and whom reject, being gods,
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There is no man but seeth, and in good time




	

 









	

Submits himself, refraining all his heart.




	

 









	

And I too as thou sayest have seen great things;




	

 









	

Seen otherwhere, but chiefly when the sail




	

 









	

First caught between stretched ropes the roaring west,
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And all our oars smote eastward, and the wind




	

 









	

First flung round faces of seafaring men




	

 









	

White splendid snow-flakes of the sundering foam,




	

 









	

And the first furrow in virginal green sea




	

 









	

Followed the plunging ploughshare of hewn pine,
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And closed, as when deep sleep subdues man’s breath




	

 









	

Lips close and heart subsides; and closing, shone




	

 









	

Sunlike with many a Nereid’s hair, and moved




	

 









	

Round many a trembling mouth of doubtful gods,




	

 









	

Risen out of sunless and sonorous gulfs




	

595









	

Through waning water and into shallow light,




	

 









	

That watched us; and when flying the dove was snared




	

 









	

As with men’s hands, but we shot after and sped




	

 









	

Clear through the irremeable Symplegades;




	

 









	

And chiefliest when hoar beach and herbless cliff
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Stood out ahead from Colchis, and we heard




	

 









	

Clefts hoarse with wind, and saw through narrowing reefs




	

 









	

The lightning of the intolerable wave




	

 









	

Flash, and the white wet flame of breakers burn




	

 









	

Far under a kindling south-wind, as a lamp
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Burns and bends all its blowing flame one way;




	

 









	

Wild heights untravelled of the wind, and vales




	

 









	

Cloven seaward by their violent streams, and white




	

 









	

With bitter flowers and bright salt scurf of brine;




	

 









	

Heard sweep their sharp swift gales, and bowing bird-wise
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Shriek with birds’ voices, and with furious feet




	

 









	

Tread loose the long skirts of a storm; and saw




	

 









	

The whole white Euxine clash together and fall




	

 









	

Full-mouthed, and thunderous from a thousand throats;




	

 









	

Yet we drew thither and won the fleece and won
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Medea, deadlier than the sea; but there




	

 









	

Seeing many a wonder and fearful things to men




	

 









	

I saw not one thing like this one seen here,




	

 









	

Most fair and fearful, feminine, a god,




	

 









	

Faultless; whom I that love not, being unlike,
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Fear, and give honour, and choose from all the gods.




	

 













 


The Fourth Choral Song






	

Who hath given man speech? or who hath set therein




	

 









	

A thorn for peril and a snare for sin?




	

 









	

For in the word his life is and his breath,
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And in the word his death,




	

 









	

That madness and the infatuate heart may breed




	

 









	

From the word’s womb the deed




	

 









	

And life bring one thing forth ere all pass by,




	

 









	

Even one thing which is ours yet cannot die—
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Death. Hast thou seen him ever anywhere,




	

 









	

Time’s twin-born brother, imperishable as he




	

 









	

Is perishable and plaintive, clothed with care




	

 









	

And mutable as sand,




	

 









	

But death is strong and full of blood and fair
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And perdurable and like a lord of land?




	

 









	

Nay, time thou seest not, death thou wilt not see




	

 









	

Till life’s right hand be loosened from thine hand




	

 









	

And thy life-days from thee.




	

 









	

For the gods very subtly fashion




	

1055









	

Madness with sadness upon earth:




	

 









	

Not knowing in any wise compassion,




	

 









	

Nor holding pity of any worth;




	

 









	

And many things they have given and taken,




	

 









	

And wrought and ruined many things;
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The firm land have they loosed and shaken,




	

 









	

And sealed the sea with all her springs;




	

 









	

They have wearied time with heavy burdens




	

 









	

And vexed the lips of life with breath:




	

 









	

Set men to labour and given them guerdons,
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Death, and great darkness after death:




	

 









	

Put moans into the bridal measure




	

 









	

And on the bridal wools a stain,




	

 









	

And circled pain about with pleasure,




	

 









	

And girdled pleasure about with pain;
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And strewed one marriage-bed with tears and fire




	

 









	

For extreme loathing and supreme desire.




	

 









	

What shall be done with all these tears of ours?




	

 









	

Shall they make watersprings in the fair heaven




	

 









	

To bathe the brows of morning? or like flowers




	

1075









	

Be shed and shine before the starriest hours,




	

 









	

Or made the raiment of the weeping Seven?




	

 









	

Or rather, O our masters, shall they be




	

 









	

Food for the famine of the grievous sea,




	

 









	

A great well-head of lamentation
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Satiating the sad gods? or fall and flow




	

 









	

Among the years and seasons to and fro,




	

 









	

And wash their feet with tribulation




	

 









	

And fill them full with grieving ere they go?




	

 









	

Alas, our lords, and yet alas again,
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Seeing all your iron heaven is gilt as gold




	

 









	

But all we smite thereat in vain,




	

 









	

Smite the gates barred with groanings manifold,




	

 









	

But all the floors are paven with our pain.




	

 









	

Yea, and with weariness of lips and eyes,
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With breaking of the bosom, and with sighs,




	

 









	

We labour, and are clad and fed with grief




	

 









	

And filled with days we would not fain behold




	

 









	

And nights we would not hear of, we wax old,




	

 









	

All we wax old and wither like a leaf.
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We are outcast, strayed between bright sun and moon;




	

 









	

Our light and darkness are as leaves of flowers,




	

 









	

Black flowers and white, that perish; and the noon




	

 









	

As midnight, and the night as daylight hours.




	

 









	

A little fruit a little while is ours,
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      And the worm finds it soon.




	

 









	

But up in heaven the high gods one by one




	

 









	

Lay hands upon the draught that quickeneth,




	

 









	

Fulfilled with all tears shed and all things done,




	

 









	

And stir with soft imperishable breath
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The bubbling bitterness of life and death,




	

 









	

And hold it to our lips and laugh; but they




	

 









	

Preserve their lips from tasting night or day,




	

 









	

Lest they too change and sleep, the fates that spun,




	

 









	

The lips that made us and the hands that slay;
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Lest all these change, and heaven bow down to none,




	

 









	

Change and be subject to the secular sway




	

 









	

And terrene revolution of the sun.




	

 









	

Therefore they thrust it from them, putting time away.




	

 









	

I would the wine of time, made sharp and sweet
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With multitudinous days and nights and tears




	

 









	

And many mixing savours of strange years,




	

 









	

Were no more trodden of them under feet,




	

 









	

Cast out and spilt about their holy places:




	

 









	

That life were given them as a fruit to eat
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And death to drink as water; that the light




	

 









	

Might ebb, drawn backward from their eyes, and night




	

 









	

Hide for one hour the imperishable faces.




	

 









	

That they might rise up sad in heaven, and know




	

 









	

Sorrow and sleep, one paler than young snow,
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One cold as blight of dew and ruinous rain;




	

 









	

Rise up and rest and suffer a little, and be




	

 









	

Awhile as all things born with us and we,




	

 









	

And grieve as men, and like slain men be slain.




	

 









	

For now we know not of them; but one saith
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The gods are gracious, praising God; and one,




	

 









	

When hast thou seen? or hast thou felt his breath




	

 









	

Touch, nor consume thine eyelids as the sun,




	

 









	

Nor fill thee to the lips with fiery death?




	

 









	

None hath beheld him, none
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Seen above other gods and shapes of things,




	

 









	

Swift without feet and flying without wings,




	

 









	

Intolerable, not clad with death or life,




	

 









	

Insatiable, not known of night or day,




	

 









	

The lord of love and loathing and of strife
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Who gives a star and takes a sun away;




	

 









	

Who shapes the soul, and makes her a barren wife




	

 









	

To the earthly body and grievous growth of clay;




	

 









	

Who turns the large limbs to a little flame




	

 









	

And binds the great sea with a little sand;
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Who makes desire, and slays desire with shame;




	

 









	

Who shakes the heaven as ashes in his hand;




	

 









	

Who, seeing the light and shadow for the same,




	

 









	

Bids day waste night as fire devours a brand,




	

 









	

Smites without sword, and scourges without rod;
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The supreme evil, God.




	

 









	

Yea, with thine hate, O God, thou hast covered us,




	

 









	

One saith, and hidden our eyes away from sight,




	

 









	

And made us transitory and hazardous,




	

 









	

Light things and slight;
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Yet have men praised thee, saying, He hath made man thus,




	

 









	

And he doeth right.




	

 









	

Thou hast kissed us, and hast smitten; thou hast laid




	

 









	

Upon us with thy left hand life, and said,




	

 









	

Live: and again thou hast said, Yield up your breath,




	

1160









	

And with thy right hand laid upon us death.




	

 









	

Thou hast sent us sleep, and stricken sleep with dreams,




	

 









	

Saying, Joy is not, but love of joy shall be;




	

 









	

Thou hast made sweet springs for all the pleasant streams,




	

 









	

In the end thou hast made them bitter with the sea.
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Thou hast fed one rose with dust of many men;




	

 









	

Thou hast marred one face with fire of many tears;




	

 









	

Thou hast taken love, and given us sorrow again;




	

 









	

With pain thou hast filled us full to the eyes and ears.




	

 









	

Therefore because thou art strong, our father, and we
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Feeble; and thou art against us, and thine hand




	

 









	

Constrains us in the shallows of the sea




	

 









	

And breaks us at the limits of the land;




	

 









	

Because thou hast bent thy lightnings as a bow,




	

 









	

And loosed the hours like arrows; and let fall
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Sins and wild words and many a winged woe




	

 









	

And wars among us, and one end of all;




	

 









	

Because thou hast made the thunder, and thy feet




	

 









	

Are as a rushing water when the skies




	

 









	

Break, but thy face as an exceeding heat
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And flames of fire the eyelids of thine eyes;




	

 









	

Because thou art over all who are over us;




	

 









	

Because thy name is life and our name death;




	

 









	

Because thou art cruel and men are piteous,




	

 









	

And our hands labour and thine hand scattereth;
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Lo, with hearts rent and knees made tremulous,




	

 









	

Lo, with ephemeral lips and casual breath,




	

 









	

   At least we witness of thee ere we die




	

 









	

That these things are not otherwise, but thus;




	

 









	

That each man in his heart sigheth, and saith,
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   That all men even as I,




	

 









	

All we are against thee, against thee, O God most high.




	

 









	

But ye, keep ye on earth




	

 









	

Your lips from over-speech,




	

 









	

Loud words and longing are so little worth;
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And the end is hard to reach.




	

 









	

For silence after grievous things is good,




	

 









	

And reverence, and the fear that makes men whole,




	

 









	

And shame, and righteous governance of blood,




	

 









	

And lordship of the soul.
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But from sharp words and wits men pluck no fruit,




	

 









	

And gathering thorns they shake the tree at root;




	

 









	

For words divide and rend;




	

 









	

But silence is most noble till the end.




	

 
















 


The Herald reports the Slaying of the Boar






	

These having halted bade blow horns, and rode
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Through woods and waste lands cleft by stormy streams,




	

 









	

Past yew-trees and the heavy hair of pines,




	

 









	

And where the dew is thickest under oaks,




	

 









	

This way and that; but questing up and down




	

 









	

They saw no trail nor scented; and one said,
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Plexippus, Help, or help not, Artemis,




	

 









	

And we will flay thy boarskin with male hands;




	

 









	

But saying, he ceased and said not that he would,




	

 









	

Seeing where the green ooze of a sun-struck marsh




	

 









	

Shook with a thousand reeds untunable,
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And in their moist and multitudinous flower




	

 









	

Slept no soft sleep, with violent visions fed,




	

 









	

The blind bulk of the immeasurable beast.




	

 









	

And seeing, he shuddered with sharp lust of praise




	

 









	

Through all his limbs, and launched a double dart,
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And missed; for much desire divided him,




	

 









	

Too hot of spirit and feebler than his will,




	

 









	

That his hand failed, though fervent; and the shaft,




	

 









	

Sundering the rushes, in a tamarisk stem




	

 









	

Shook, and stuck fast; then all abode save one,
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The Arcadian Atalanta; from her side




	

 









	

Sprang her hounds, labouring at the leash, and slipped,




	

 









	

And plashed ear-deep with plunging feet; but she




	

 









	

Saying, Speed it as I send it for thy sake,




	

 









	

Goddess, drew bow and loosed, the sudden string
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Rang, and sprang inward, and the waterish air




	

 









	

Hissed, and the moist plumes of the songless reeds




	

 









	

Moved as a wave which the wind moves no more.




	

 









	

But the boar heaved half out of ooze and slime




	

 









	

His tense flank trembling round the barbed wound,
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Hateful, and fiery with invasive eyes




	

 









	

And bristling with intolerable hair




	

 









	

Plunged, and the hounds clung, and green flowers and white




	

 









	

Reddened and broke all round them where they came.




	

 









	

And charging with sheer tusk he drove, and smote
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Hyleus; and sharp death caught his sudden soul,




	

 









	

And violent sleep shed night upon his eyes.




	

 









	

Then Peleus, with strong strain of hand and heart,




	

 









	

Shot; but the sidelong arrow slid, and slew




	

 









	

His comrade born and loving countryman,
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Under the left arm smitten, as he no less




	

 









	

Poised a like arrow; and bright blood brake afoam,




	

 









	

And falling, and weighed back by clamorous arms,




	

 









	

Sharp rang the dead limbs of Eurytion.




	

 









	

Then one shot happier; the Cadmean seer,
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Amphiaraus; for his sacred shaft




	

 









	

Pierced the red circlet of one ravening eye




	

 









	

Beneath the brute brows of the sanguine boar,




	

 









	

Now bloodier from one slain; but he so galled




	

 









	

Sprang straight, and rearing cried no lesser cry




	

1310









	

Than thunder and the roar of wintering streams




	

 









	

That mix their own foam with the yellower sea;




	

 









	

And as a tower that falls by fire in fight




	

 









	

With ruin of walls and all its archery,




	

 









	

And breaks the iron flower of war beneath,
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Crushing charred limbs and molten arms of men;




	

 









	

So through crushed branches and the reddening brake




	

 









	

Clamoured and crashed the fervour of his feet,




	

 









	

And trampled, springing sideways from the tusk,




	

 









	

Too tardy a moving mould of heavy strength,
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Ancaeus; and as flakes of weak-winged snow




	

 









	

Break, all the hard thews of his heaving limbs




	

 









	

Broke, and rent flesh fell every way, and blood




	

 









	

Flew, and fierce fragments of no more a man.




	

 









	

Then all the heroes drew sharp breath, and gazed,
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And smote not; but Meleager, but thy son,




	

 









	

Right in the wild way of the coming curse




	

 









	

Rock-rooted, fair with fierce and fastened lips,




	

 









	

Clear eyes, and springing muscle and shortening limb—




	

 









	

With chin aslant indrawn to a tightening throat,
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Grave, and with gathered sinews, like a god,—




	

 









	

Aimed on the left side his well-handled spear




	

 









	

Grasped where the ash was knottiest hewn, and smote,




	

 









	

And with no missile wound, the monstrous boar




	

 









	

Right in the hairiest hollow of his hide
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Under the last rib, sheer through bulk and bone,




	

 









	

Deep in; and deeply smitten, and to death,




	

 









	

The heavy horror with his hanging shafts




	

 









	

Leapt, and fell furiously, and from raging lips




	

 









	

Foamed out the latest wrath of all his life.
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And all they praised the gods with mightier heart,




	

 









	

Zeus and all gods, but chiefliest Artemis,




	

 









	

Seeing; but Meleager bade whet knives and flay,




	

 









	

Strip and stretch out the splendour of the spoil;




	

 









	

And hot and horrid from the work all these
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Sat, and drew breath and drank and made great cheer




	

 









	

And washed the hard sweat off their calmer brows.




	

 









	

For much sweet grass grew higher than grew the reed,




	

 









	

And good for slumber, and every holier herb,




	

 









	

Narcissus, and the low-lying melilote,
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And all of goodliest blade and bloom that springs




	

 









	

Where, hid by heavier hyacinth, violet buds




	

 









	

Blossom and burn; and fire of yellower flowers




	

 









	

And light of crescent lilies, and such leaves




	

 









	

As fear the Faun’s and know the Dryad’s foot;
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Olive and ivy and poplar dedicate,




	

 









	

And many a well-spring overwatched of these.




	

 









	

There now they rest; but me the king bade bear




	

 









	

Good tidings to rejoice this town and thee.




	

 









	

Wherefore be glad, and all ye give much thanks,
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For fallen is all the trouble of Calydon.
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