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Chronology of Swinburne’s Life




	Year

	Age

	Life




	1836

	

	Marriage of Captain Charles Henry Swinburne and Lady Jane Hamilton




	1837

	

	(5 April) Birth of Algernon Charles Swinburne at 7 Chester Street, Grosvenor Place, London, the eldest of six children




	 

	 

	 




	1848

	11

	Swinburne prepared for Eton by Rev. Foster Fenwick, Vicar of Brook, Isle of Wight




	1849

	12

	Arrives at Eton. Writes tragedy The Unhappy Revenge. Visits Wordsworth with parents




	 

	 

	 




	1852

	15

	Wins Prince Consort’s Prize for Modern Languages




	1853

	16

	Leaves Eton. Sent to Cambo, Northumberland to be prepared for Oxford by Rev. John Wilkinson




	1855

	18

	Tutored by Rev. Russell Woodford, Kempsford, Glos. Visits Germany with uncle




	1856

	19

	(23 Jan.) Enters Balliol College, Oxford. Becomes member of the Old Mortality Society, an intellectual group founded by John Nichol




	1857

	20

	Essays and poems in Undergraduate Papers, journal of Old Mortality. Fails to win the Newdigate poetry prize. Meets Morris, Jones and D. G. Rossetti at work decorating the Oxford Union




	1858

	21

	(Jan.) Visits Tennyson at Farringford. Gains a second in Oxford Moderations examination; wins the Taylorian Scholarship in June




	1859

	22

	Fails Classics examination and sent to read modern history with Rev. William Stubbs in Essex




	1860

	23

	(May) Returns to Oxford and passes Classics examination, but leaves after withdrawing from his finals. Moves to London and publishes verse-plays Rosamond and The Queen Mother




	1861

	24

	Visits Mentone and Italy. Given £400 p.a. by his father to pursue a literary career in London.




	 

	 

	 




	1862

	25

	Poetry and essays in The Spectator, including review of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal




	1863

	26

	Takes up residence with Rossetti at Tudor House, Cheyne Walk, Chelsea. Develops close friendship with the painter Simeon Solomon. Death of favourite sister, Edith. Begins Atalanta in Calydon




	1864

	27

	Travels in Italy and meets Landor. Leaves Tudor House.




	1865

	28

	(March) Atalanta in Calydon. Family move to ‘Holmwood’, Oxfordshire. (June.) Marriage of Mary Gordon. (Nov.) Chastelard: A Tragedy




	1866

	29

	Poems and Ballads published by Moxon’s, withdrawn, and then republished by John Camden Hotten. Notes on Poems and Reviews to address the critical furore




	1867

	30

	Meets Mazzini and is encouraged to write poems for the cause of Italian liberty. Has brief affair with the circus-rider Adah Menken




	1868

	31

	William Blake: A Critical Essay




	 

	 

	 




	1871

	34

	Songs before Sunrise. Severe illness resulting from alcoholism. His father removes him to Holmwood to recuperate




	1872

	35

	Returns to London and replies to Robert Buchanan’s attack on himself and Rossetti (‘The Fleshly School of Poetry’) in Under the Microscope.




	1874

	37

	Bothwell: A Tragedy




	 

	 

	 




	1875

	38

	George Chapman: A Critical Essay, Songs of Two Nations, Essays and Studies




	1876

	39

	Second classical verse drama Erectheus: A Tragedy




	 

	 

	 




	1877

	40

	A Note on Charlotte Brontë. Death of Admiral Swinburne. A Year’s Letters (later known as Love’s Cross-Currents) appears in serial form 




	1878

	41

	Poems and Ballads: Second Series




	1879

	42

	Swinburne now severely ill from alcoholism. (Sept.) Moves into No. 2 The Pines, Putney with Theodore Watts (Watts-Dunton after 1896) where he spends the rest of his life




	1880

	43

	Songs of the Springtides, Studies in Song, The Heptalogia




	1881

	44

	Mary Stuart: A Tragedy




	1882

	45

	Tristram of Lyonesse and Other Poems. Visits Hugo in Paris accompanied by Watts




	 

	 

	 




	1883

	46

	A Century of Roundels




	 

	 

	 




	1884

	47

	A Midsummer Holiday and Other Poems




	 

	 

	 




	1885

	48

	Marino Faliero (drama)




	 

	 

	 




	1886

	49

	Miscellanies and A Study of Victor Hugo




	 

	 

	 




	1887

	50

	Locrine: A Tragedy




	1888

	51

	Attacks Whistler in an article ‘Mr Whistler’s Lecture on Art’




	1889

	52

	Poems and Ballads: Third Series




	1892

	55

	The Sisters: A Tragedy (contemporary drama). Death of General Disney Leith




	1893

	56

	Mary Disney Leith visits and corresponds




	1894

	57

	Astrophel and Other Poems, Studies in Prose and poetry




	 

	 

	 




	1896

	59

	The Tale of Balen. Death of mother




	1899

	62

	Rosamund, Queen of the Lombards




	 

	 

	 




	1903

	63

	Suffers first attack of pneumonia




	1904

	67

	A Channel Passage and Other Poems




	 

	 

	 




	1905

	68

	Love’s Cross-Currents. Watts-Dunton marries his secretary Clara Reich




	1907

	70

	Refuses honorary degree from Oxford




	 

	 

	 




	1908

	71

	The Age of Shakespeare, The Duke of Gandia




	 

	 

	 




	1909

	72

	
(10 April) Dies from pneumonia at The Pines

(15 April) Buried at Bonchurch, Isle of Wight







Chronology of his Times



	Year

	Artistic Events

	Historical Events




	1832

	Tennyson, Poems

	First Reform Act




	 

	 

	 




	1837

	Carlyle, French Revolution

	Accession of Queen Victoria




	1842

	Tennyson, Poems

	Chartist Riots




	1845

	Browning, Dramatic Romances and Lyrics

	Famine in Ireland (45–51)




	1848

	Formation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood

	Democratic revolutions in France, Germany, Austria, Poland and parts of Italy




	1849

	Arnold, The Strayed Reveller

	




	1850

	Wordsworth, The Prelude

	Death of Wordsworth




	 

	 

	 




	1855

	Tennyson, Maud, and Other Poems

	




	1856

	
Morris and Burne-Jones, The Oxford & Cambridge Magazine

Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh


	




	1857

	Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mal

	Indian Mutiny




	1858

	Morris, The Defence of Guenevere

	Orsini fails to assassinate Napoleon III




	 

	 

	 




	1859

	Tennyson, Idylls of the King

	Pope refuses to renounce temporal power




	1860

	Collins, The Woman in White

	




	
1861


	
D. G. Rossetti, The Early Italian Poets

Death of Elizabeth Barrett Browning


	Death of Prince Albert; American Civil War begins




	1862

	
Christina Rossetti, Goblin Market

Death of Elizabeth Siddal


	




	 

	 

	 




	1864

	Browning, Dramatis Personae

	Kingsley-Newman controversy; Death of Landor




	1865

	Arnold, Essays in Criticism

	American Civil War ends




	 

	 

	 




	1866

	Christina Rossetti, The Prince’s Progress

	




	 

	 

	 




	1867

	
Arnold, New Poems

Death of Baudelaire


	Second Reform Act




	 

	 

	 




	1868

	Browning, The Ring and the Book

	Gladstone succeeds Disraeli as prime minister




	1870

	D. G. Rossetti, Poems

	Franco-Prussian War (70–72); Elementary Education Act




	1871

	Christina Rossetti,SingSong

	Paris Commune; King Victor Emmanuel ruler of a fully united Italy




	1872

	
George Eliot, Middlemarch

Tennyson, Poems


	




	1874

	Hardy, Far From the Madding Crowd

	Disraeli prime minister




	1875

	Christina Rossetti, Poems

	




	1876

	George Eliot, Daniel Deronda

	Victoria proclaimed Empress of India




	 

	 

	 




	1878

	Hardy, The Return of the Native

	Whistler versus Ruskin




	 

	 

	 




	1880

	Deaths of Eliot and Flaubert

	Gladstone prime minister




	1881

	D. G. Rossetti, Ballads and Sonnets

	Death of Disraeli; Married Woman’s Property Act




	1882

	
Christina Rossetti, Poems, New Series

Death of D. G. Rossetti


	




	1883

	Meredith, Poems and Lyrics

	Fabian Society founded




	1884

	Browning, Ferishtah’s Fancies

	Third Reform Act




	1885

	Tennyson, Tiresias and Other Poems

	Salisbury prime minister




	1886

	Kipling, Departmental Ditties

	Gladstone’s defeat on Home Rule for Ireland




	 

	 

	 




	1888

	Death of Arnold

	




	 

	 

	 




	1889

	Death of Browning

	 




	1892

	
Symons, Silhouettes

Death of Tennyson


	Gladstone prime minister




	1894

	Deaths of Christina Rossetti and Pater

	Rosebery prime minister




	1895

	Hardy, Jude the Obscure

	Trials of Wilde




	1896

	Death of Morris

	 




	1899

	Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature

	Boer War (1899–1902)




	1901

	

	Death of Queen Victoria; Accession of Edward VII




	 

	 

	 




	1905

	

	Campbell-Bannerman prime minister




	1907

	Kipling awarded Nobel Prize

	




	1908

	

	Asquith prime minister




	1908

	Death of Meredith

	




	 

	 

	 




	1910

	

	Death of Edward VII







Introduction


In spite of a steadily growing interest in Swinburne’s poetry among literary scholars and critics, his work is not well known by general readers. Yet many of his concerns – his search for meaning outside of orthodox religion, his candid treatment of erotic love and the vagaries of sexual identity, his refusal to divorce spirituality from sensuous matter and sensuality – are certain to appeal to a modern audience.

Censured during his lifetime for the scandalous nature of his subject matter, Swinburne was also highly regarded for his lyrical powers and technical brilliance. In 1869 the critic Alfred Austin berated Browning’s verse as ‘studious prose’, Tennyson’s as ‘feminine’ and Swinburne’s as both ‘feminine’ and ‘improper’. That Austin grudgingly saw Swinburne as the third party in this unholy ‘Trinity of Song’ is, nonetheless, proof of the poet’s prominence at this time.1 When Tennyson died in 1892, Queen Victoria remarked to Gladstone, ‘I am told that Mr Swinburne is the best poet in my dominions.’2 She voiced the prevailing critical opinion that Swinburne should be offered the laureateship, although Gladstone was to demur on the grounds that Swinburne’s vociferous political views made him ineligible. In 1895, George Saintsbury, the great authority on English prosody, declared: ‘I do not think that Mr Swinburne has ever written a single piece of verse that can be called bad, or that does not possess qualities of poetry which before his day would have sufficed to give any man high poetical rank.’ Unsurpassed in his knowledge of French Aesthetic writing, Swinburne was a key figure in the emergence and development of Aesthetic and Decadent literature in England, and the influence of both his poetry and critical prose on Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde, Arthur Symons and W. B. Yeats is unquestionable.

With the onset of literary modernism Swinburne’s standing declined, although recent research has shown that the female modernists, such as the American poet H. D., proved alive to the poet’s exploration of the fluidities of gender and his acknowledgement of female creative power.3 These writers valued him as a precursor and learned much from the complementary flexible rhythms, musicality of expression and metrical energy with which he invested these themes. While Ezra Pound was also of the opinion that ‘No one else has made such music in English’,4 most of the male modernists were keen to dismiss Swinburne’s verse as an object of juvenile enthusiasms. Though Swinburne’s poetic influence can be detected in T. S. Eliot’s poems, Eliot’s unfortunately influential essay ‘Swinburne as Poet’ (1920), damned with faint praise and engendered a still prevalent view of Swinburne’s poetic language as ‘independent’, only ‘hallucinating’ meaning, and lacking any genuine referential purpose.5 Since Eliot, a succession of critics have either celebrated or deplored Swinburne’s supposed linguistic self-referentiality without considering adequately whether reference to ideas, emotions, vision, the material world, might simply function differently in his work, occurring through suggestion, association, and the affective emphases of rhythm.

The acceptance of unexamined critical commonplaces, coupled with a very thin knowledge of the poet’s work and interests, dogs Swinburne criticism. It is still possible for a major critic of Victorian poetry to declare that ‘arguably he produced nothing new’6 after Atalanta in Calydon (Swinburne’s poetic drama of 1865), while providing no evidence of having read any of the poetry after Poems and Ballads (1866). Readers of Swinburne’s later poetry can easily refute the claim of non-development. His Arthurian epic Tristram of Lyonesse (1882), now considered by many to be his masterpiece, is his mature expression of an alternative spirituality, of ‘the impulses to unity, transcendence, to an ecstatic experience of the one life immanent in linear and cyclical time’.7 In the extract chosen for this selection (p. 87), the passionate love-making of Tristram and Iseult in the woods near Tintagel, an experience in which ‘Sense into sense and spirit in spirit melt’ (1. 380), becomes the expression of the symphonic energies of nature. This sense of the complex and mysterious interconnectedness of things undergoes further exploration in the late fine nature poems represented here by the magnificent ‘Lake of Gaube’ (p. 98).

While Poems and Ballads I will always remain central to any reading of Swinburne on account of its literary innovation and its unique historical impact, the later collections such as Songs of the Springtides, Studies in Song, Astrophel and A Channel Passage contain a quantity of considerable poems. Like many voluminous oeuvres, Swinburne’s has its fair share of repetition and verse which is workmanlike rather than absorbing, and readers sometimes have to dig deep, but there is more than enough strong poetry to refute the often-heard claim that he wrote nothing of value in his Putney years. The length of these poems and the introductory nature of this edition prevent the inclusion of ‘Thalassius’, ‘Elegy’ (for the explorer Richard Burton), ‘By the North-Sea’, ‘A Nympholept’, ‘Loch Torridon’, and others, but it is hoped that the selection will encourage interested readers to discover these for themselves. Also omitted for reasons of length is Swinburne’s more obviously political verse from Songs Before Sunrise. However, I include the centrepiece of this collection, ‘Hertha’, which is not only Swinburne’s hymn to the creative principle and life-force (envisaged as female power) but a statement of belief in humankind’s ability to come of age, to outgrow restricting creeds and bring about conditions of universal freedom. Accompanying ‘Hertha’ is the sonnet ‘Cor Cordium’ in praise of Shelley, whom Swinburne admired for his dual commitment to poetry and libertarian politics.

This Everyman edition inevitably takes its largest group of poems from Poems and Ballads I, although some of the longer, more famous poems such as ‘Dolores’ and ‘Laus Veneris’ have been omitted in order to include other less well known but equally interesting pieces such as ‘August’, ‘Hermaphroditus’ and ‘Itylus’. ‘The Triumph of Time’ has been included, as it seems that no selection is complete without it. Its imagery – the sea as a transcendent power and mother of all things, immersion as mergence, as birth, death, dream consciousness and sexual consummation – pulsates throughout Swinburne’s work. Its themes of unreciprocated or lost love, the abandoned male lover (an unusual subject as Classical and Romantic traditions prefer to concentrate on the deserted woman), memory, desire and temporal transmutation, are ones to which Swinburne will return again and again. The other poems taken from Poems and Ballads enlarge these themes.

As various critics have noted, Swinburne is fascinated by opposites and the places where they meet and merge. In his appreciation of ‘the divine contraries of life’ (‘Genesis’, p. 64), he proves himself heir to William Blake whose work he admired and promoted and to Charles Baudelaire. Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal (1857) finds its closest English equivalent in Poems and Ballads I.For Swinburne the merging contraries of life and death, natural and unnatural, tragedy and triumph, beauty and ugliness, good and evil, pleasure and pain, love and hate, body and spirit, male and female are of fundamental importance and nowhere is their fusion better evidenced than in his examination of gender and sexuality. Central to Swinburne’s poetic vision is the mergence of male and female, whether figured as an act of heterosexual intercourse, as the hermaphrodite, androgyne or dual-sexed being, or as the figure of the lesbian or homosexual man (who in nineteenth-century gender typology was thought to be a manly woman or womanly man). Sexual union as spiritual consummation is the longed-for but often elusive desire of many poems, while in others ‘ambiguously’ sexed and gendered beings symbolise either the power of art and imagination to make artificial creations of beauty out of many divergent forces or, alternatively, the figure of the poet or artist. As Swinburne was to assert, ‘great poets are bisexual; male and female at once’.8

This also explains Swinburne’s passionate sense of kinship with Sappho, the classical Greek woman poet, whom he considered ‘as beyond all question the greatest poet that ever lived’.9 In poems like ‘Anactoria’ and ‘Sapphics’, Sappho’s lesbianism is openly celebrated for the first time in English poetry since Donne’s ‘Sappho to Philaenis’, and her verse is seen as transcendent. In ‘Anactoria’, Sappho speaks of how in death she and her song will become part of the music of the constantly changing natural world: ‘I Sappho shall be one with all these things,/With all high things for ever’ (p. 32) – a vision which anticipates the world-song of Tristram of Lyonesse. In voicing Sappho – and he brilliantly weaves her poetic fragments into his verse – Swinburne blurs boundaries by becoming one with her, absorbing her and her strength into the substance of his own poetry. While his treatment of lesbian sexuality in ‘Anactoria’ may not please some modern tastes, Swinburne discovers in Sappho the Romantic type of the alienated artist who forgoes the regular rewards of everyday life, but experiences its deepest pains and pleasures, expressing them with supreme eloquence. The great artist may be ‘sterile’ with regard to such human concerns as marriage and reproduction, but is compensated through the immortalising power of creation. Sappho’s apocryphal suicidal leap into the sea is seen by Swinburne not as tragedy, but as energy triumphantly returning to its source. Her mergence with the ‘great mother’ gives Swinburne one more reason to love the sea and flood his verse with its rhythms and energies.

If the sea is the primary place of mergence and fusion, gardens and orchards are hardly less important for meetings and unions, for scenes of failed or achieved love. Certain of these poems including ‘A Ballad of Life’, ‘A Forsaken Garden’ and ‘In a Rosary’ follow the medieval tradition of the hortus conclusus where the garden is the site for visionary experience. The suspensive mood of these poems, the fact that they often occupy a twilit place in consciousness, is matched by Swinburne’s use of synaesthesia or mixing of sense impressions, so that language, too, occupies a border-territory, describing multiple perceptions synchronously.

Consonant with his desire to marry opposites is Swinburne’s fondness for the figure of the nightingale, a traditional poetic image for lyric song. The classical myth of the nightingale in which Philomela’s pain and muteness is compensated by the gift of outstanding song enables a notion of lyric as uniting contrary emotions. While the nightingale poems of Coleridge, Keats and Arnold reach different conclusions about whether the bird’s song is sad or happy, Swinburne embraces the complexity of mixed emotion. In ‘Itylus’, Philomela the nightingale mourns the murder of her nephew Itylus, while her sister, the swallow, chatters away in forgetful happiness. Yet throughout the exquisite cadences of Philomela’s lament runs a subtle lilting counterpoint of joy as the reproachful nightingale mimes her sister’s springtime happiness. This doubling of emotion is also increased by Philomela’s evident melancholy pleasure in her own feats of memory and song. ‘Anima Anceps’, the ‘sister’ poem to ‘Itylus’, tells us to ‘live like the swallow’, but again its meditation on sorrow means that it inevitably mixes its emotional charge even while abjuring grief. Swinburne later informed his friend Theodore Watts-Dunton that he had abandoned the traditional story of Philomela for his own identification of the nightingale with Sappho, a change apparent in his wonderful late tribute to Sappho ‘On the Cliffs’. However, traces of both identities are present in the fragment ‘The Nightingale’ with which this selection opens. This assured early lyric, probably written when the poet was at Oxford, provides an analogy between the mixed joy and sorrow of Philomela and Sappho’s ‘fierce sweetness’.

Swinburne wrote in praise of Blake that ‘Even upon earth his vision was ‘‘twofold always’’: singleness of vision he scorned and feared’.10 This selection introduces readers to Swinburne’s own ‘twofold vision’ which, at its strongest, can recognise ‘the power beyond all godhead which puts on / All forms of multitudinous unison’.11 It is hoped that this glimpse will convince readers that Swinburne, whom Saintsbury called ‘this most captivating of the poets of the second half of the nineteenth century in England’, is also a poet for our time.

CATHERINE MAXWELL
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Note on the Text


With the exception of ‘The Nightingale’, which is reprinted from Georges Lafourcade, Swinburne’s Hyperion and Other Poems with an essay on Swinburne and Keats (London: Faber and Gwyer, 1927), all poems are taken from The Poems of Algernon Charles Swinburne, 6 vols (London: Chatto & Windus, 1904), which is the most reliable collected edition available.



The Nightingale




	Thro’ the thick throbbings of her trembling throat,

	 




	Half stifled with its music, struggling gush’d

	 




	The torrent-tide of song, then free burst out

	 




	And in a tempest whirl of melody rush’d

	 




	Thro’ the stirred boughs. The young leaves on the trees

	 




	Flutter’d, as in a storm, to that harmonious breeze.

	 




	It floated now serenely, sweet of breath,

	 




	As with full conscious beauty now content,

	 




	Now shivered into dim delicious death,

	 




	Dash’d down a precipice of music, rent

	10




	By the mad stream of song; whirl’d, shook, rang out, spoke,

	 




	Stunning the charmed night with long melodies,

	 




	Then in a thousand gurgling eddies flew

	 




	Of whirlwind sweetness, lost in its own sound,

	 




	As eddying winds of autumn when they blew,

	 




	Caught the sere leaves and hurried round and round,

	 




	So her rich notes tumultuous panted she,

	 




	Then into fitful peace dropt down harmoniously.

	 




	Hark! now they storm again and whirl along

	 




	Swift passion; strange, passion should be so sweet!

	20




	What stings thee madly into sudden song,

	 




	O nightingale? What joy or grief is meet

	 




	To father such delight? Some say for ever

	 




	Thy wild strain blindly maddens down grief’s passion-river;

	 




	Others, that with fierce joy intoxicate

	 




	Thou variest in sweet labyrinthine maze

	 




	A wild delight of thy rich woodland state

	 




	Alone among green leaves, where softly plays

	 




	Thy trembling wooer, Zephyr; whatsoe’er

	 




	No grief or joy of ours was ever yet so fair.

	30




	Never but once did mortal fire of passion

	 




	Such a fierce sweetness thrill, when she who died

	 




	Whirl’d by a storm of love and indignation

	 




	From dusk Leucadia’s rock, her poet pride

	 




	Mastering wild love, rung out her burning song

	 




	To Lemnos’ shades and seas, her laurell’d troop among.

	 




	Never was sorrow half so full of joy,

	 




	Never was joy so like her sister sorrow;

	 




	Yet twins they are, and to the nearing eye

	 




	Alike inseparable, so one doth borrow

	40




	The other’s eyes to look more beautiful,

	 




	And both with mingled voice thy cup of song make full.

	 




	Sing on! thou singest as in early times

	 




	To Thracian forests in the accursed shade;

	 




	Sing on: thou singest as of early crimes.…
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