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Editors’ Preface

In England, the period from about 1830 until World War I is normally distinguished by
historians as ‘Victorian’ in honour of the longest-reigning monarch in British history, who
dominated the era as a kind of cultural icon. These years witnessed an extraordinary flow-
ering of literary culture, comparable in many respects to what occurred under England’s
other long-lived and remarkably influential female monarch, Queen Elizabeth I. Despite
the virtual absence of significant drama produced for the stage during most of the Victo-
rian era, every other genre flourished. (Much great dramatic literature did in fact emerge,
but not in the form of stage plays.) The productivity of poets, novelists and writers of
self-consciously artistic prose non-fiction remains, from the vantage of the early twenty-
first century, breathtaking.

The work of the poets, on whom this volume focuses, retains its ability to enchant,
amaze and inspire. Victorian poetry, as a vast and extraordinarily complex body of pro-
ductions, employs every established verse form in the language and exploits every estab-
lished poetic subgenre, while refining upon some, such as the dramatic monologue, the
verse drama and the pastoral elegy, in ways previously unimagined. Produced by authors
of both sexes in every social class from all districts in the British Isles (and indeed the
colonies), it engages a remarkable variety of cultural discourses — political, religious, social,
economic and scientific — in both direct and nuanced ways that still strike readers as highly
original, and also aesthetically and ideologically powerful. Coming to critical terms with
this diverse body of materials is a project that in itself raises many critical and theoreti-
cal issues, issues that the editors of this Companion have attempted to address openly in
both the content of its chapters and its organizing principles.

Readers of this volume will immediately notice its differences from some of the other
Blackwell Companions, as well from other works that attempt in some way to present a
critical or historical introduction to Victorian poetry. Instead of collecting essays that treat
significant Victorian poets or poems individually, we have brought together specially com-
missioned chapters that reflect both the multifariousness of Victorian poetry and the
variety of critical approaches to it — many of them richly informed by recent develop-
ments in textual and cultural theory. Thus, rather than presenting a single chapter on
Idylls of the King, we provide readers with a number of chapters in which Tennyson’s great
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epic is discussed, along with other significant Victorian poems, in terms of genre (Tucker),
marketing (Erickson) and reception (Shattock), but also within a variety of cultural con-
texts, such as Victorian medievalism (Harrison), Victorian concerns with nationhood and
empire (Linley), and Victorian attitudes to gender (Saville) and sexuality (Maynard). A
detailed topical index allows readers to trace such connections. This volume is thus
designed, at one level, to demonstrate the ways in which a given poet or poem can be
seen to emerge from a number of cultural matrices and participate in a variety of cultural
discourses. At another, it seeks to explore the relationships — generic, stylistic, thematic
— between work by different poets, and in doing so resuscitate a considerable body of
poetry of the period that has fallen into neglect.

In her introduction on Victorian poetics, Carol T. Christ offers a commanding overview
of the whole period. The remaining contributions are organized in three parts: “Varieties
and Forms’, ‘Production, Distribution and Reception’ and ‘Victorian Poetry and Victo-
rian Culture’. Part one surveys the generic range of Victorian poetry and the variety of its
schools and styles. In part two the focus shifts from the form and content of Victorian
poetry to the means of its production. Chapters deal with issues ranging from the new
print technologies and the economics of the production of poetry to the structure of the
marketplace, and to the influence of anthologies, lending libraries, illustration and review-
ing on the reception of Victorian poets and their work. Part three attempts to position
Victorian verse in what the editors see as crucial cultural contexts and to explore the inter-
actions between the poetry and dominant cultural discourses.

This book offers itself as a companion to a body of work most of which had almost dis-
appeared from view in the mid-twentieth century, and much of which has still to attract
the attention that it deserves. In the 1960s Victorian poetry had been all but reduced to
the work of three poets: Alfred Tennyson, Robert Browning and Matthew Arnold. Gerald
Manley Hopkins and Thomas Hardy remained, but by virtue of being enrolled as moderns
before their time. The work of Victorian women poets had been effectively erased. Much
has changed since then, and this Companion reflects that. But it seeks to do still more: to
lay out an agenda for the study of Victorian poetry in coming years. It suggests, for
example, that the work of women poets no longer needs special defence. It is treated here
not in one chapter but in every chapter. This Companion maps areas that invite future
research, in chapters such as Florence Boos’s on Victorian working-class poetry, and it
recalls to attention poems that remain unread, as in Herbert F. Tucker’s chapter on the
Victorian epic. In place of the tastefully minimalist shop window that the New Critics of
the last century displayed to their readers, this Companion to Victorian Poetry offers a window
that is richly and chaotically cluttered. But there is an appropriateness in that: Victorian
shops after all had windows of precisely that kind.
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Disraeli, Sybil

Marriage of Elizabeth Barrett and
Robert Browning

George Eliot, translation of Strauss’s
Life of Jesus

Dickens, Pictures from Italy

Emily Bronté, Wuthering Heights

Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre

William Thackeray, Vanity Fair

Contexts

Chartist riots
Copyright Bill
Income Tax introduced

Friedrich Engels, On the Condition of
the Working Class in England
Factory Act

Irish Famine (1845-51)
John Henry Newman converts to

Catholicism

Repeal of the Corn Laws

Ten Hours Factory Act



Date

1848

1849

1850

1851

Poetry volumes

Arthur Hugh Clough, The Bothie of
Toper-na-fuosich
Dora Greenwell, Poems

Matthew Arnold, The Strayed Reveller
Clough, Ambarvalia (with

Thomas Burbidge)
Edward Bulwer-Lytton, King Arthur
Wordsworth, Prelude
Tennyson, In Memoriam
Barrett Browning, Poems

Barrett Browning, Casa Guidi Windows

Browning, Christmas-Eve and
Easter-Day

Baillie, Dramatic and Poetical Works

George Meredith, Poems

Other literary and artistic

events

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood founded

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Girlhood
of Mary Virgin (1848-9)

Monckton Milnes, Life, Letters and
Literary Remains of Jobn Keats

Macaulay, History of England, vols i
and ii

Dickens, Dombey and Son

Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Barton

D. G. Rossetti, Ecce Ancilla Domini

Eliza Cook’s Journal (1849-54)

Wordsworth dies;

Tennyson poet laureate

Development of wood engraving

Launch of the Germ (Pre-Raphaelite
magazine)

John Everett Millais, Christ in the
House of his Parents

Dickens, David Copperfield

Household Words launched

Millais, Ophelia

Gaskell, Cranford begins

Ruskin, Stones of Venice

Contexts

Karl Marx and Engels, Communist
Manifesto
Democratic revolutions in Europe

Restoration of Catholic hierarchy
in UK

Great Exhibition

Singer’s sewing machine patented

Henry Mayhew, London Labour and
the London Poor (1851=2)



Date

1852

1853

1854

1855

1856

1857

1858

Poetry volumes

Arnold, Empedocles on Etna and Other
Poems

Alexander Smith, A Life Drama

Arnold, Poems: A New Edition

Patmore, Tamerton Church-Tower and
Other Poems

Patmore, Angel in the House (1854—62)

Sydney Dobell, Balder

W. E. Aytoun, Firmilian

Arnold, Poems, second edition

Browning, Men and Women

Tennyson, Maud, and Other Poems

Arnold, Poems, second series

Barrett Browning, Awurora Leigh
(dated 1857)

Edward Moxon publishes illustrated
edition of Tennyson’s Poems

Alexander Smith, Czty Poems

Arnold, Poems, third series

Charles-Pierre Baudelaire, Les Flenrs
du Mal

Adelaide Anne Procter, Legends and
Lyrics

Mortis, The Defence of Guenevere

Clough, Amonrs de Voyage

Arnold, Merope

Other literary and artistic

events

William Holman Hunt, On English
Coasts

Dickens, Bleak House, begins

Holman Hunt, The Awakening
Conscience

Dickens, Hard Times
Gaskell, North and South, begins

Dickens, Little Dorritt, begins

Macaulay, History of England, vols iii
and iv

Henry Irving’s debut on London stage

William Morris and Edward
Burne-Jones, Oxford and Cambridge
Magazine

Lewis Carroll takes up photography

Pre-Raphaelites, Oxford Union
frescoes

Gaskell, Life of Charlotte Bronte

Anthony Trollope, Barchester Towers

Gustave Flaubert, Madame Bovary

George Macdonald, Phantastes

Contexts

Herbert Spencer coins the term
‘evolution’

Crimean War (1854—06)
John Maurice founds Working Men’s
College in London

Spencer, The Principles of Psychology

Indian Mutiny
Matrimonial Causes Act

Lionel Rothschild becomes first
professing Jewish MP



Date

1859

1860

1861

1862

1863

1864

Poetry volumes

Tennyson, Idylls of the King (completed
1885)

Barnes, Hwomely Rbhymes

Edward FitzGerald, Rubdiydt of Omar
Kbhayydm

Barrett Browning, Poems Before Congress
Augusta Webster, Blanche Lisle and
Other Poems

D. G. Rossetti, The Early Italian Poets

Smith, Edwin of Deira

Greenwell, Poems

Francis Palgrave, Golden Treasury of
Songs and Lyrics

Barrett Browning, Last Poems

Meredith, Modern Love

Christina Rossetti, Goblin Market and
Other Poems

Alfred Austin, The Human Tragedy

Janet Hamilton, Poems and Essays

Jean Ingelow, Poems, first series

Tennyson, Enoch Arden
Browning, Dramatis Personae
William Allingham, Bloomfield in

r 7

Other literary and artistic

events

Mill, On Liberty

Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities

Wilkie Collins, Woman in White,
begins

Eliot, Adam Bede

Samuel Smiles, Se/f~-Help

Rise of giftbooks

Essays and Reviews

First issue of Cornhill Magazine
Dickens, Great Expectations, begins
Eliot, The Mill on the Floss

Hymns Ancient and Modern

Barrett Browning dies in Florence
Eliot, Silas Marner

Formation of Morris & Co
Death of Elizabeth Siddal

Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William
Blake

Julia Margaret Cameron takes up
photography

Newman, Apologia Pro Vita Sua
Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, begins
Gaskell, Wives and Daughters

Contexts

Charles Darwin, Origin of Species
Charles Blondin crosses Niagara Falls
on a tightrope

Prince Albert dies
American Civil War (1861-5)
United Kingdom of Italy proclaimed

Richard Gatling invents his gun

John Colenso deposed as bishop of
Natal
T. H. Huxley, Man’s Place in Nature

Louis Pasteur invents pasteurization



Date Poetry volumes

1865

1866

1867

1868

1869

Algernon Swinburne, Atalanta in
Calydon
Newman, Dream of Gerontius

Swinburne, Poems and Ballads,
first series

Christina Rossetti, The Prince’s Progress
g

and Other Poems
Webster, Dramatic Studies
Robert Buchanan, London Poem
Mathilde Blind, Poems
Webster, A Woman Sold and Other
Poems
Jean Ingelow, A Story of Doom

Arthur O’Shaughnessy, Epic of Women

Ellen Johnston, Autobiography, Poems
and Songs

Arnold, New Poems

Morris, Life and Death of Jason

Greenwell, Poems

Browning, The Ring and the Book
(1868-9)

Eliot, The Spanish Gypsy

Hamilton, Poems and Ballads

Barnes, Poems of Rural Life

Morris, Earthly Paradise (1868-70)

Tennyson, Idylls, second series

Carroll, Phantasmagoria, and Other
Poems

Other literary and artistic
events

Carroll, Alice in Wonderland
Arnold, Essays in Criticism

Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace
Ruskin, Sesame and Lilies

Carlyle, ‘Shooting Niagara: And
After?’

D. G. Rossetti, Beata Beatrix

Keble, On the Mysticism Attributed to
the Early Fathers of the Church
(Tract 89)

Collins, The Moonstone

Arnold, Culture and Anarchy
Mill, On the Subjection of Women

Contexts

Formation of the Kensington Society

for Women’s Suffrage

Riots in Ireland
Dr Barnardo opens his first home

Marx, Das Kapital, vol. 1
Second Reform Bill

Suez Canal opens
First Trades Union Congress

Francis Galton, Hereditary Genius



Date

1870

1871

1872

1873

1874

1875

1876

1877

Poetry volumes

D. G. Rossetti, Poems
Webster, Portraits

Tennyson, Idylls, third series
Browning, Balaustion’s Adventure and
Prince Hobenstiel-Schwangan
Swinburne, Songs Before Sunrise
Samuel Ferguson, Congal
Tennyson, Idylls, fourth series
Browning, Fifine at the Fair
Christina Rossetti, Sing-Song
Browning, Red-Cotton Night-Cap
Country
Ingelow, Poems, second series
James Thomson, ‘City of Dreadful
Night’

Browning, The Inn-Album

Alice Meynell, Preludes

Christina Rossetti, Goblin Market, The
Prince’s Progress, and Other Poems

Carroll, The Hunting of the Snark

Morris, Sigurd the Volsung

Browning, Pacchiarotto

Swinburne, Erechtheus

Patmore, The Unknown Eros and Other
Odles

Other literary and artistic

events

Austin, The Poetry of the Period

Dickens dies

Christina Rossetti, Commonplace and
Other Stories

Carroll, Through the Looking Glass

Buchanan, “The Fleshly School of
Poetry’

Eliot, Middlemarch
Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of
Tragedy

Walter Pater, The Renaissance

Mill, Autobiography

First Impressionist exhibition

Thomas Hardy, Far from the Madding
Crowd

Christina Rossetti, Annus Domini and
Speaking Likenesses

Tolstoy, Anna Karenina

Eliot, Daniel Deronda
Henrik Ibsen, A Doll’s House

Contexts

Married Women’s Property Act

Franco-Prussian War (1870-1)

Education Act

Elementary Education Act

Darwin, Descent of Man

Religious tests abolished at
Oxford and Cambridge

Invention of the Remington
typewriter

Victoria proclaimed empress of India
Alexander Graham Bell invents
telephone

Russo-Turkish War
Thomas Edison invents phonograph



Date

1878

1879

1880

1881

1882

1883

1884

Poetry volumes

Swinburne, Poems and Ballads, second
series

Browning, La Saisiaz and the Two Poets
of Croisic

Browning, Dramatic I1dylls, first series

Webster, Disguises

Browning, Dramatic Idylls, second
series

Tennyson, Ballads and Other Poems

Swinburne, Studies in Song, Songs of the
Springtide, and the Heptalogia, or the
Seven Against Sense

Amy Levy, Xantippe and Other Poems

Christina Rossetti, A Pageant and
Other Poems

D. G. Rossetti, Ballads and Sonnets
and Poems, @« New Edition

Webster, A Book of Rhyme

Oscar Wilde, Poenzs

Swinburne, Tristram of Lyonesse and
Other Poems

Meredith, Poems and Lyrics
Browning, Jocoseria

Levy, A Minor Poet and Other Verse
Tennyson, Becket (performed 1893)
Browning, Ferishtah’s Fancies

Other literary and artistic
events
Webster, A Housewife's Opinions

James Whistler versus Ruskin
Hardy, The Return of the Native
Christina Rossetti, Seek and Find

Christina Rossetti, Called to be Saints

Walter Hamilton, The Aesthetic
Movement in England
D. G. Rossetti dies

Pater, Appreciations
Christina Rossetti, Letter and Spirit
Oxford English Dictionary

Contexts

London University degrees for women
Zulu War (1878-9)

National Eisteddfod Association
established

Married Women’s Property Act
Irish Land Act

Third Reform Bill
Fabian Society founded
Voting Act

‘Crofters’ War’



Date

1885

1886

1887

1888

1889

Poetry volumes

Tennyson, Idylls, fifth series
Tennyson, Tiresias and Other Poems
Ingelow, Poems, third series

Tennyson, Locksley Hall, Sixty Years
After

Rudyard Kipling, Departmental Ditties

Edith Nesbit, Lays and Legends, first
series

Morris, Pilgrims of Hope

W. B. Yeats, Mosada: A Dramatic Poem

Stephenson, Underwoods

Browning, Parlayings

Meredith, Ballads and Poems of the
Tragic Life

Nesbit, Leaves of Life

A. Mary F. Robinson, Songs, Ballads
and A Garden Play

Blind, The Ascent of Man

Meredith, A Reading of Earth

Tennyson, Demeter and Other Poems

Browning, Asolando

Swinburne, Poems and Ballads, third
series

Michael Field, Long Ago

Yeats, The Wanderings of Oisin

Other literary and artistic
events

Christina Rossetti, Time Flies

William Sharp, Sonnets of this Century

Robert Louis Stevenson, Strange Case
of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde

Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge

Arthur Conan Doyle, A Study in
Scarlet
H. Rider Haggard, She

Browning dies

Contexts

Married Women’s Property Act
(granting status as independent
agents)

Marx, Das Kapital, vol. 2
Age of sexual consent raised to 16

Victoria’s Golden Jubilee

Heinrich Hertz produces radio waves

‘The Red Flag’ written



Date

1890

1891

1892

1893

1894

Poetry volumes

Levy, A London Plane-Tree and Other
Poems
A. Symons, Days and Nights

Morrtis, Chants for Socialists and Poems
by the Way

Kipling, Barrack-Room Ballads
(1890, 1892)

Francis Thompson, The Hound of
Heaven

Tennyson, Death of Oenone and Other
Poems

Nesbit, Lays and Legends, second series

W. E. Henley, Song of the Sword and
Other Verses

Field, Sight and Song

Wilde, Poems

Meredith, Poems

Symons, Silbouettes

Field, Underneath the Bough

Blind, Songs and Sonnets

Christina Rossetti, Verses

Henley, London Voluntaries and Other
Verses

A. Mary F. Robinson, Retrospect and
Other Poems

Swinburne, Astrophel and Stella and
Other Poems

Symons, London Nights

Other literary and artistic Contexts
events

Tennyson dies

A. H. Miles, Poets and Poetry of the
Century, 10 vols (1891-7)

Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray

Hardy, Tess of the D’Urbervilles

Christina Rossetti, The Face of the Deep

Sigmund Freud and Josef Breuer,
Studies on Hysteria (1893-5)

Independent Labour Party established

Second Irish Home Rule Bill defeated

Yellow Book (1894—7)
George du Maurier, Trilby
Kipling, Jungle Book

Death of Christina Rossetti



Date

1895

1896

1897

1898

1899

1900

1901

Poetry volumes

Webster, Mother and Daughter
Nesbit, A Pomander of Verse
Yeats, Poems

Wilde, The Sphinx

Lionel Johnson, Poenss

Mary E. Coleridge, Fancy’s

Following

A. E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad

Ernest Dowson, Verses

Swinburne, The Tale of Balen

Mary E. Coleridge, Fancy’s Guerdon

Lionel Johnson, Ireland, with Other
Poems

Symons, Amoris Victima

Nesbit, Songs of Love and Empire

Hardy, Wessex Poems and Other Verses

Wilde, The Ballad of Reading Gaol

Dowson, Decorations

Yeats, The Wind Among the Reeds

Symons, Images of Good and Evil

Hardy, Poems of Past and Present
Yeats, Poems

Other literary and artistic
events

Max Nordau, Degeneration
Hardy, Jude the Obscure

First issue of The Savoy
Morris, Kelmscott Chaucer

Christina Rossetti, Maude
Bram Stoker, Dracula

Symons, The Symbolist Movement in
Literature

Contexts

Marx, Das Kapital, vol. 3

Lumiére brothers develop
cinematography

Trials of Wilde

Henry Havelock Ellis, Studies in
the Psychology of Sex

Marie Curie discovers radium

Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams

Max Planck propounds quantum
theory

Victoria dies; Edward VII accedes

Freud, The Psychopathology of Dreams

Guglielmo Marconi transmits wireless
messages



Introduction: Victorian Poetics
Carol T. Christ

In developing a characterization of Victorian poetics, it is important to recognize that lit-
erary periods are historical hypotheses that depend not only upon assumptions about his-
torical change but also upon historical accident. The organization of literary history into
historical periods is a fairly recent phenomenon. It develops from the historicism that
dominated nineteenth-century thought, a historicism that was motivated by a distinct
sense of modernity. John Stuart Mill begins his essay “The Spirit of the Age’ by observ-
ing the relationship between modernity and historicism:

The ‘spirit of the age’ is in some measure a novel expression. I do not believe that it is to be
met with in any work exceeding fifty years in antiquity. The idea of comparing one’s own
age with former ages, or with our notion of those which are yet to come, had occurred to
philosophers; but never before was itself the dominant idea of any age.

It is an idea essentially belonging to an age of change. Before men begin to think much
and long on the peculiarities of their own times, they must have begun to think that those
times are, or are destined to be, distinguished in a very remarkable manner from the times
which preceded them. (1963-90: XXII, 228)

We have come to rely so heavily on the interpretative categories of Romantic, Victo-
rian and Modern that we forget that these categories were constructed as a way of defin-
ing historical progress towards the modern, from a modern perspective. The poets that
we call the Romantics did not think of themselves as Romantics, any more than the
Victorians thought of themselves as Victorians. Poets writing in the 1830s and 1840s
conceived their work in the context of the major writers of the two previous generations
— Wordsworth and Coleridge, and Byron, Shelley and Keats. The characterization “Vic-
torian’ depends in part on the accident of the beginning, length and end of Victoria’s reign
and takes polemical force from the efforts of early twentieth-century writers to define
themselves, in Mill’s words, as ‘distinguished in a very remarkable manner from the times
which preceded them’. In seeking to characterize Victorian poetics, it is important not to
assume distinct breaks with the writers that we call the Romantics or with those we call
the Moderns. The history of poetics in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is a con-
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tinuous development that has sometimes been obscured by modernist polemics and by
the structure of academic specialization.

The poetry that we have come to call Victorian develops in the context of Romanti-
cism. The birth dates of writers whom we identify as Victorian are not many years distant
from those of the second generation of Romantics. None the less, these eatlier poets
defined what poetry was for the young Tennyson and Browning. When Browning first
read Shelley, at the age of fourteen or fifteen, Shelley quickly became his God; in his early
autobiographical poem, Pauline, Browning writes that Shelley’s poetry seemed ‘a key to a
new world’ (1. 415). When Tennyson, at fourteen, heard that Byron had died, he felt the
world had come to an end, melodramatically carving in stone ‘BYRON IS DEAD’. Later,
when Tennyson was at Cambridge, his close friend Arthur Hallam placed his poetry in
the school of Keats and Shelley. Although Victorian poetics came to distance itself from
Romantic poetics, the first generation of Victorian poets initially saw themselves as
writing in a Romantic tradition. Had the second generation of the Romantics not died
so young, we would not have so sharp a sense of division between these groups of writers.
Wordsworth, after all, was still writing poetry in the 1830s and 1840s, and served as poet
laureate until his death in 1850, when he was succeeded by Tennyson.

Even in early Victorian poetry, however, we can see assumptions that would generate
a distinct poetic project. Both Tennyson and Browning develop a poetic mode, distinct
from each other but with important points of contact, that embodies a poetics from which
most subsequent poetry of the century derives.

Tennyson’s friend Hallam reviewed Tennyson’s first independent book of poetry, Poerms,
Chiefly Lyrical, in a remarkable and influential essay that defines the principles of
Tennyson’s early poetics. Hallam indicates the boldness of his critical ambition in the
title of his review, ‘On Some of the Characteristics of Modern Poetry’. He begins by dif-
ferentiating the poetry of Shelley and Keats from that of Wordsworth. Wordsworth too
frequently writes a poetry of reflection, whose aim is to convince rather than enrapture.
Hallam contrasts this with what he calls the poetry of sensation. He describes poets of
sensation in the following way:

Susceptible of the slightest impulse from external nature, their fine organs trembled
into emotion at colors, sounds, and movements, unperceived or unregarded by duller
temperaments . . . So vivid was the delight attending the simple exertions of eye and ear,
that it became mingled more and more with their trains of active thought, and tended to
absorb their whole being into the energy of sense. Other poets seek for images to illustrate
their conceptions; these men had no need to seek; they lived in a world of images; for the
most important and extensive portion of their life consisted in those emotions which are
immediately conversant with the sensation. (1943: 186)

Hallam argues that such poetry is not descriptive; it is ‘picturesque’. It consists of a
combination of sense impressions through which the poet experiences and evokes a poetic
emotion. Hallam grounds this poetry in the physical laws of association. Although the
poet’s impressions are necessarily subjective, they can be re-experienced by any individ-
ual willing to exert the effort of repeating the process of their combination.
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Hallam’s description of the poetry of sensation resembles what John Ruskin would
later criticize in Modern Painters as the pathetic fallacy, the attribution of human emotion
to our impressions of external things. Ruskin distinguishes between ‘the ordinary, proper,
and true appearances of things to us’ and ‘the extraordinary or false appearances, when we
are under the influence of emotion’ (V, 204). Indulging in the latter is a sign of weakness
in the poet. Ruskin feels that both Keats and Tennyson display this weakness. He thus
faults the very state that Hallam claims for the highest species of poetry — emotion so
powerfully felt that it imbues all impressions of sense.

For Hallam such poetry is self-sufficient; its only motive and standard is beauty. He
claims that the delicate sense of fitness from which the poetry of sensation springs ‘acquires
a celerity and weight of decision hardly inferior to the correspondent judgments of con-
science’. It is weakened by ‘every indulgence of heterogeneous aspirations, however pure
they may be, however lofty, however suitable to human nature’ (1943: 187) . This, accord-
ing to Hallam, was Wordsworth’s weakness; he too often indulged such heterogeneous
aspirations, motivating philosophical reflection rather than sensation.

Tennyson’s early poetry uses sense impressions in the way in which Hallam describes.
He constructs a scene through a combination of images that convey a subjective experi-
ence. Here, for example, is the first stanza of ‘Mariana’:

With blackest moss the flower-plots
Were thickly crusted, one and all;
The rusted nails fell from the knots
That held the pear to the gable-wall.
The broken sheds look’d sad and strange:
Unlifted was the clinking latch;
Weeded and worn the ancient thatch
Upon the lonely moated grange.

In his review of Tennyson’s early poetry, John Stuart Mill praises Tennyson for the power
of creating scenery ‘in keeping with some state of human feeling; so fitted to it as to be
the embodied symbol of it, and to summon up the state of feeling itself’. Hallam praises
Tennyson in similar terms: he is distinguished by his power ‘of embodying himself in
ideal characters, or rather moods of character, with such extreme accuracy of adjustment,
that the circumstances of the narration seem to have a natural correspondence with the
predominant feeling, and, as it were, to be evolved from it by assimilative force’ (1943:
191-2). In ‘Mariana’, for example, Tennyson conveys Mariana’s desolation through the
landscape that surrounds her — the moss-encrusted flower plots, the falling rusty nails,
the broken sheds. This is a poetry whose focus is subjectivity, not as a universal category
— the ‘T of the Romantic poet — but as a particular mood or character. It uses a language
of sense impressions, predominantly visual impressions of landscape, to convey these
moods. Any philosophical statement is motivated by character or mood.

The poetry of sensation that Hallam describes does not place great emphasis on the
cognitive capacity of language. Indeed, Hallam describes a role for pure sound in poetry,
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apart from meaning. He claims that there are poems in which sound conveys meaning
where words would not:

There are innumerable shades of fine emotion in the human heart, especially when the senses
are keen and vigilant, which are too subtle and too rapid to admit of corresponding phrases.
The understanding takes no definite note of them; how then can they leave signatures in
language? Yet they exist; in plenitude of being and beauty they exist; and in music they
find a medium through which they pass from heart to heart. The tone becomes the sign of
the feeling; and they reciprocally suggest each other. (1943: 194-5)

Hallam here articulates the principle that gains increasing prominence as the century
advances, that poetry aspires to the condition of music. He provides a theoretical basis for
the characteristic of Victorian poetry many have remarked upon — its pursuit of what
seems like pure sound, as in these lines from Tennyson’s “The Ballad of Oriana’:

My heart is wasted with my woe,
Oriana.
There is no rest for me below,
Oriana.
When the long dun wolds are ribbed with snow,
And loud the Norland whirlwinds blow,
Oriana,
Alone I wander to and fro,
Oriana.

11. 1-9)

Like the use of sensation that Hallam describes, the use of sound contributes to a poetry
that produces its effects through evocation of mood.

In one of the most prescient parts of his essay, Hallam observes that the poetry of sen-
sation that he describes results from what T. S. Eliot would later call a dissociation of sen-
sibility. Hallam felt that the different elements of the poetic temperament — sensitive,
reflective and passionately emotional — had originally been intermingled but now had
become divided from each other. This division, Hallam argues, has given rise to the melan-
choly that characterizes the spirit of modern poetry, the return of the mind upon itself,
and the habit of seeking relief in eccentricities rather than in community of interest.
Modern poets thereby necessarily become alienated from their audience. The sense of the
modern that Hallam describes is a burden that troubles all of Victorian poetics. By the
end of the century writers of the Aesthetic movement and the Decadence were to embrace
the alienation and eccentricity that Hallam laments; critics who locate themselves more
conservatively, as we shall see, construct a poetics whose explicit goal is to escape this
sense of the modern.

The poetics that Hallam defines in his review of Tennyson’s early poems resembles John
Stuart Mill’s early conception of poetry. In ‘Thoughts on Poetry and its Varieties’, Mill,
like Hallam, distinguishes the poetry of Wordsworth from the poetry of Shelley. In
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Wordsworth, Mill argues, poetry is almost always ‘the mere setting of a thought’
(1963-90: 1, 358). The highest species of poetry represents feeling rather than thought.
Its object is to act on the emotions by exhibiting a state or states of sensibility. For Mill
as for Hallam sensibility pervades the nervous system and operates through the senses; it
follows physical laws of association. A dominant feeling generates a combination of images
and thoughts. Thought is always subordinate to feeling, the medium of its expression.
Likewise description has no place in poetry; objects like thoughts must be represented
through the medium of feeling. It follows from this conception of poetry that it is of the
nature of soliloquy — in Mill’s words, ‘feeling confessing itself to itself” (1963-90: I, 348).

After Mill wrote these two essays, he reviewed Tennyson’s first two volumes of poetry:
Poems, Chiefly Lyrical, which Hallam had reviewed, and the 1832 Poems (published 1833).
Although Mill praises much of what Hallam had praised in Tennyson’s early work, his
review shows him modifying the concept of the poetry of sensibility that his earlier essays
had held up as an ideal. Now Mill argues that poets must apply the faculty of cultivated
reason to their nervous susceptibility and to their sensitivity to the laws of association.
He warns Tennyson that he must continue to develop this faculty and finds evidence in
poems like “The Palace of Art’, with its criticism of aesthetic isolation, that he has begun
to do so. Tennyson’s development as a poet shows his sensitivity to the conflict that Mill’s
early essays on poetry reveal. Tennyson feels a tension between an imaginative allegiance
to the poetry of sensation and a troubled aspiration to a higher level of generalization that
would enable him to address a society from which the poet has been alienated. Before I
address the way in which the poetics of mid-century considers this dilemma, I will
describe the poetics of Browning’s early poetry, for it explores a different and in some ways
more radical way of representing subjectivity than Tennyson’s.

No review of Browning’s early poetry gives it the synoptic overview that Hallam pro-
vides for Tennyson, and Browning’s own descriptions of his poetic project are fragmen-
tary. After his first long confessional poem, Pauline, which reflects the powerful presence
and influence of Shelley, Browning turned to dramatic forms. In 1842 he published the
volume Dramatic Lyrics with the following advertisement: ‘Such poems as the majority in
this volume might also come properly enough, I suppose, under the head of “Dramatic
Pieces”; being, though often Lyric in expression, always Dramatic in principle, and so
many utterances of so many imaginary persons, not mine.” Two things are significant in
this definition: the combination of lyric and dramatic utterance and the conception of an
imaginary speaker, separate from the poet. Through his development of a dramatic prin-
ciple for lyrical utterance in the form that came to be called the dramatic monologue, he
can at once represent and question the nature of subjectivity — how the self creates a world
and constructs the character of others to support its views. Through the speakers he creates,
Browning explores the power and failure of language in representing the self and the way
in which history constrains what his characters can see. His speakers range from madmen
like Porphyria’s lover or Johannes Agricola, who parody the Romantic sublime, to his-
torical characters like Cleon or Karshish, who allow us to explore the limitations that one’s
place in history imposes on consciousness, to imaginary figures like Childe Roland, whose
perceptions of the world we have a much smaller basis for judging. The form allows a
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wide range in its application of irony, permitting the poet to create grotesque characters
whose distortions we delight in discovering (like the speaker of ‘My Last Duchess’) and
characters whose blindness is shown to be our own.

The dramatic monologue is the single most important formal development in Victo-
rian poetry. It ultimately shapes modernist assumptions about poetic personae. In “The
Obscurity of the Poet’, the modern poet and critic Randall Jarrell identifies both the inno-
vation and the debt: “The dramatic monologue, which once had depended for its effect
upon being a departure from the norm of poetry, now became in one form or another the
norm’ (1953: 13). The form is so important an achievement in the history of modern
poetics because it enables the poet to move beyond the dilemmas that Romantic assump-
tions about poetic subjectivity had seemed increasingly to pose. Modern poetry as Hallam
defined it represented the individual sensibility, a sensibility that had become alienated
from society. Browning makes this a dramatic situation; he frees the poet from the burden
of alienated subjectivity by attributing it to a specific character and thereby extends
poetry’s representational range. Tennyson also moves increasingly towards a poetry of dra-
matic mask, as he provides mythological identities for his lyric speakers. Using sensation
to depict mood and character, his poetry is closer to the dramatized subjectivity of Brown-
ing’s monologues than the contrast between their poetics would seem to suggest. Both
approach, though from different directions, what in Rezreat into the Mind Ekbert Faas has
called ‘a new psychological poetry’ (1988: 5). Each transforms the universal subjectivity
of Romanticism, in which the ‘I’ of the poet claims to represent each of us, to a dramatic
representation of individual psychology that treats any such claim with irony.

The implications of such a poetics were not ones that all writers and critics were pre-
pared to embrace. In the preface he wrote for his 1853 Poems, in which he removes his
own poem Empedocles on Etna from the collection, Arnold proposes a poetics that specifi-
cally counters what he feels are the inadequate poetics of the modern age. He identifies
the modern with ‘the dialogue of the mind with itself’ (1965: 591). It too easily leads to
poems that represent a state of continuous mental distress, ‘unrelieved by incident, hope,
or resistance; in which there is everything to be endured, nothing to be done’ (1965: 592).
Although Arnold is describing his own Empedocles on Etna, he could have as easily been
describing any of a number of Tennyson’s early lyrics, such as ‘Mariana’ or “The Lotos-
Eaters’, or one of Browning’s dramatic monologues. Arnold defines the aim of such a
poetics as ‘a true allegory of the state of one’s own mind in a representative history’ (1965:
598-9). This is not an adequate description of the poetics of even his own Empedocles,
much less Tennyson or Browning, because it ignores the irony that the dramatic charac-
ter of the poems gives to lyric utterance. Nevertheless, Arnold’s characterization is sig-
nificant. It reflects his effort to distance himself from a subjectivist epistemology that he
associates with Romanticism.

As an alternative to the poetics that he criticizes, Arnold advocates a poetry which
focuses on the representation of excellent human actions. Such actions ‘most powerfully
appeal to the great primary human affections: to those elementary feelings which subsist
permanently in the race, and which are independent of time’ (1965: 593—4). Such an art
escapes the predicament of the modern: the alienation of artists from his society, their
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confinement to subjectivity as the material of art, and their location in a mundane con-
temporaneity. Arnold advocates a style appropriate to poetry as he conceived it: the grand
style, in which beauty or elaborateness of expression does not offer itself as an indepen-
dent pleasure, distracting the reader from the action. Elsewhere he criticizes the styles of
Keats, Tennyson and Browning for too fervent an embrace of ‘the world’s multitudi-
nousness’ (Arnold 1932: 97). Arnold associates a poetics of subjectivity with the kind of
elaboration in style that for both Tennyson and Browning represented the movements of
consciousness.

Arnold’s poetics is a reactionary one in that it does not result in a poetry, even in his
own work, that successfully reflects it, as his turn to criticism suggests. It is most valu-
able in the insight it gives us through what it rejects. Furthermore, it demonstrates the
pressure in Victorian poetry to address more ambitious subjects than either the poetry of
sensibility or the dramatic lyric seemed to allow. Poetry at the mid-century is a fascinat-
ing set of experiments in using the poetics of sensibility and the dramatic monologue in
long forms with considerable ambition of social statement. The question of the appro-
priate subjects for such poems, as Arnold’s preface indicates, absorbed all poets writing
in those decades.

Arnold believed that the Classics offered the noblest and most significant personages
and actions from which to take the material of poetry. He is critical of the ‘domestic epic’
dealing with the details of modern life. In her verse novel, Aurora Leigh, Elizabeth Barrett
Browning articulates the opposite view. Her heroine, the poet, Aurora Leigh, claims that
poets’ sole work:

is to represent the age,
Their age, not Charlemagne’s, — this live, throbbing age
That brawls, cheats, maddens, calculates, aspires,
And spends more passion, more heroic heat,
Betwixt the mirrors of its drawing-rooms,
Than Roland with his knights at Roncesvalles.
(V, 202-7)

Aurora then calls upon poets to ‘catch / Upon the burning lava of a song / The full-veined,
heaving, double-breasted Age’ (V, 214—16). This passage reflects not only Barrett Brown-
ing’s epic ambition but her belief that such an ambition must be realized in a contem-
porary narrative with the sweep and fullness of detail of the novel.

Both Arnold and Barrett Browning paint a vivid picture of the poetry they feel takes
upon itself the wrong subject. Arnold abjures poems ‘representing modern personages in
contact with the problems of modern life, moral, intellectual, and social’ (1965: 594);
Barrett Browning mocks the poet who does not understand that ‘King Arthur’s self / Was
commonplace to Lady Guenever’ and Camelot as flat to minstrels ‘as Fleet Street to our
poets’ (V, 210-13). It seems that both Arnold and Barrett Browning could be describing
Tennyson. This paradox indicates the complexity of Tennyson’s engagement with the issue
of poetry’s appropriate subject. He writes poems in which he uses classical models for
contemporary materials, as in his ‘English idylls’. He also writes dramatic monologues on
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subjects from Greek myth, like ‘Ulysses” and “Tithonus’. Robert Browning displays a sim-
ilarly complex engagement with the idea of poetic subject. He creates both contemporary
and historical characters but always with the kind of detail that makes them novelistic.
Although Arnold and Barrett Browning seem to articulate a stark choice in poetics, the
practice of Victorian poetry is more eclectic. The most characteristic Victorian poetic pro-
jects combine aspirations from the two. Victorian poets rifle history and legend for char-
acters and stories that ground and give resonance to thickly detailed representations of
sensibility; they also seek in classical forms a way of elevating domestic realism.

The question of the appropriate subject for poetry is closely linked to the issue of the
long poem. Tennyson’s and Browning’s early poetics find their appropriate realization in
short poems. In mid-century both Tennyson and Browning write ambitious long poems
which none the less remain grounded in their early poetics. After writing dramatic mono-
logues of increasing length and complexity, Browning conceives The Ring and the Book, a
daring experiment in which ten monologues offer different perspectives on an obscure
seventeenth-century Roman murder trial. Tennyson’s long poems reflect a more eclectic
set of experiments. He termed The Princess a ‘medley’; it combines a modern frame with
a vaguely medieval story concerning the modern issue of woman’s education, and a long
narrative with lyric interludes. In Memoriam is a long poem, in T. S. Eliot’s words, ‘made
by putting together lyrics’ (1964: 291). Tennyson calls Maud a monodrama in which ‘dif-
ferent phases of passion in one person take the place of different characters’. The Idylls of
the King is the most conventional of Tennyson’s long poems, a set of twelve narrative
romances, each of which focuses upon a character who offers a perspective upon the
Arthurian ideal. As diverse as these poems are, however, each places a poetry of sensibil-
ity in a larger framework that is not articulated in a unifying and authoritative manner
by the poet himself but is implied by the juxtaposition of parts. As in The Ring and the
Book, the form operates by a dramatic principle, in which lyric elements are placed in a
larger context that invites ironic reading. Neither Tennyson nor Browning abandons the
dialogue of the mind with itself which Arnold feels is so inadequate a basis for poetry,
yet both aspire to the weight of moral and social statement that Arnold believes is the
poet’s responsibility by juxtaposing lyric panels.

We can begin to understand how so large a poetic ambition can rest on so fragile
a foundation by exploring the relationship between subjectivist and objectivist accounts
of perception in Victorian aesthetics. Both Tennyson’s and Browning’s poetics seem
grounded, as I have shown, in an understanding of perception that stresses the subjective
organization of vision. Yet Victorian aesthetics contains a number of powerful objectivist
accounts of perception that emphasize transparent vision of the object. In “The Hero as
Poet’, Carlyle defines the ideal poet’s sensibility not as ‘a twisted, poor, convex—concave
mirror, reflecting all objects with its own convexities and concavities’ but ‘a perfectly /eve/
mirror’. He urges the poet, first of all, to see: “The word that will describe the thing
follows of itself from such clear intense sight of the thing’ (1896-1901: V, 104). In ‘The
Function of Criticism at the Present Time’, Arnold repeatedly describes the ideal in all
branches of knowledge, including poetry, ‘to see the object as in itself it really is’
(1960-77: 111, 258). Ruskin’s Modern Painters contains volumes of advice about depicting
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the truth of rocks, the truth of clouds, the truth of water, the truth of space, the truth of
trees. His strictures against the pathetic fallacy stem from a conviction that the poet’s
responsibility is to provide a true account of the appearances of things. It is tempting to
argue that Victorian poetics contains competing, mutually exclusive accounts of percep-
tion, one objectively and one subjectively based, but such an argument would obscure the
way in which objectivist and subjectivist accounts of perception in Victorian poetics tend
to approach each other. Hallam grounds his poetry of sensation in universal laws of asso-
ciation; Ruskin’s account of the truth of natural phenomena in Modern Painters provides
a defence of Turner’s impressionism. Both objective and subjective accounts of perception
in Victorian poetics anchor themselves in the visual. The prominence of visual detail in
Victorian poetry reflects this uniform emphasis on the visual in what are competing
accounts of perception. A number of Victorian writers share the view that either per-
spectivism or impressionism could accommodate both a uniquely subjective point of view
and an objective model of perception. This commitment to perspectivism as mediating
between subjective accounts of perception and the aspiration to see the object whole sheds
light on the form of the Victorian long poem. The long poem juxtaposes a set of per-
spectives in order to imply a whole. Because the vision of the whole is implicit, not
explicit, such a form lends itself to ironic readings in which no single vision emerges.
Victorian theories of poetic style amplify this effect. Victorian poetic style is often
baroque; it is thickly detailed, it delights in alternative formulations; it is ornate and elab-
orate. In The Stones of Venice John Ruskin provides a suggestive formulation for this idea of
style in his concept of the Gothic. Although Ruskin is describing Gothic architecture, his
insistence that the term ‘Gothic’ applies not to a set of architectural features, but rather to
a set of mental tendencies of the artists, allows critics to use the term more broadly. The
key elements of the Gothic for Ruskin are savageness, or rudeness; changefulness, or variety;
naturalism, or love of natural objects; grotesqueness; rigidity, or energy giving tension to
movement; and redundance, or love of accumulation and ornament. Ruskin did not intend
to provide a description of contemporary poetic style. Moreover, Victorian poetry is so
diverse and eclectic that it is difficult to make a single characterization of its style. Never-
theless, Ruskin’s definition of the Gothic reflects the way in which critics and writers valued
a style embracing elaboration, accumulation, luxuriance of energy, profusion of natural
objects, variety. However different, Tennyson’s and Browning’s poetry shares a superfluity
of detail and expressive formulation. In a review published in 1864 of Tennyson’s Enoch
Avden and Other Poems and Browning’s Dramatis Personae, entitled “Wordsworth, Tennyson,
and Browning; or Pure, Ornate, and Grotesque Art in English Poetry’, Walter Bagehot
criticized both poets for an excessive elaboration in their style. Bagehot’s ideal, which
resembles Arnold’s, he calls ‘pure literature’, literature that describes the type in its sim-
plicity, that is, ‘with the exact amount of accessory circumstance which is necessary to bring
it before the mind in finished perfection and no more than that amount’ (1898: II, 341).
Bagehot opposes pure art to ornate art, whose exemplar is Tennyson. The ornate style
attempts to surround the type ‘with the greatest number of circumstances which it will
bear’ (I, 351), working not by choice and selection but by accumulation and aggregation.
The grotesque, exemplified by Browning, abandons the type altogether to take as its
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subject the mind in difficulties, abnormal specimens, struggling with obstacles, encum-
bered with incongruities. In his definitions Bagehot connects subject matter to style. He
understands that choice of subject matter for Tennyson and for Browning carries with it a
commitment to a certain style. What is at stake for Bagehot, as it was for Arnold, is the
power of generalization. The commitment that Tennyson and Browning both have in their
distinct ways to representing a singular subjectivity commits them to principles of elabo-
ration in style that Arnold saw as domination by the world’s multitudinousness. Bagehot’s
criticism at mid-century shows that the linguistic elaboration of Victorian poetry was rec-
ognized as an important question in poetics, linked to ideas of poetic subject.

At mid-century, then, both Tennyson and Browning had evolved a distinct poetics from
their Romantic roots: representation of a singular subjectivity in a dramatic context that
allows ironic distance and implication; use of visual detail to mediate between subjective
and objective ideas of perception; experiments with perspectivism to generate large poetic
forms with ambition of social and philosophical statement; and an embrace of elaboration
in style. Conservative critics like Arnold and Bagehot understood the radical implications
of this poetry and proposed in reaction a conservative poetics. For Arnold the stakes were
very high. He believed that poetry could replace religion and philosophy. It could inter-
pret life for us, console us, sustain us. He placed upon it a responsibility for truth and
high seriousness that neither Tennyson’s nor Browning’s poetics accommodated in the way
that Arnold imagined. It is ironic that the elevation to which Arnold raises aesthetic expe-
rience, his insistence upon its separation from the world of practice, contributes ultimately
to aestheticism, a view that would have been abhorrent to Arnold.

The Victorian debate about the proper role and value of aesthetic experience takes on
even greater complexity in relationship to gender. The empbhasis, in one strand of Victo-
rian aesthetics, on sensibility as the most important element of the poetical character led
to an identification of poetry as feminine. Tennyson, for example, most frequently repre-
sents the imagination as female, as in “The Lady of Shalott’ or “The Palace of Art’. By the
1860s the effeminization of literature had become a topic of critical debate. Alfred Austin,
who was to succeed Tennyson as poet laureate, writes that in contemporary literature, ‘we
have, as novelists and poets, only women, or men with womanly deficiencies, steeped in
the feminine temper of the times’ (1869: 96). He is particularly critical of what he sees
as a feminine mode of verse, characterized by lyrical fluency, erotic ardour and circumlo-
cution. Tennyson receives particularly harsh criticism; the muse of Mr Tennyson, Austin
asserts, is ‘a feminine muse’.

As Austin’s criticism suggests, the increasing presence of women poets and novelists
in the literary marketplace in part motivates the debate about the gender of literary sen-
sibility. Wordsworth’s predecessor as poet laureate, Robert Southey, instructed the young
Charlotte Bronté that literature ‘cannot be the business of a woman’s life, and it ought
not to be’. Hundreds of women proved him wrong. The growing prominence of women
writers led to a discussion of the nature of women’s writing, with many critics arguing
that men and women writers had distinct poetic modes. In Female Writers (1842), for
example, Mary Ann Stodart argues that the epic belongs to man, the lyric to woman.
Contemporary feminist criticism has paradoxically reinscribed the Victorian separation of
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men’s and women'’s writing. Women writers, it is argued, share experiences and circum-
stances so distinct from those of men that they write a poetry with a unique tradition and
set of characteristics. Critical work building on this assumption has brought attention to
unjustly neglected women writers and provided powerful insight into the representation
of gender in their poetry and into the effect of gender on poetic stance and persona.
However, it has also contributed to a blindness with regard to the role of women poets
in Victorian poetics. Barrett Browning, for example, did not think of herself as a poet iso-
lated from the contemporary poetry of men; she wrote an epic in Awurora Leigh about the
development of a woman poet that is very much engaged in contemporary aesthetic
debates. Christina Rossetti, similarly, is very much part of the Pre-Raphaelite movement.
Separating women poets from their context limits our understanding of their work and
of Victorian poetics, of which they are part.

Most writing on Victorian poetics sees a sharp distinction between poetry in the first
and second half of the period. Although Tennyson and Browning continue to write
through the 1880s, poets of the later part of the century see them as members of an earlier
generation from whose example they have departed. Yet the continuity is greater than
the poets acknowledge. Just as Tennyson and Browning evolved their poetics from ele-
ments in Romanticism, the poets of the 1850s to 1880s develop aspects of the poetics of
Tennyson and Browning.

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was the first group of artists to articulate what they
saw as a new aesthetic. The term ‘Pre-Raphaelite’ is a difficult one to define in the history
of Victorian poetics. It initially described a movement in painting, the principles upon
which Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett Millais and William Holman Hunt based
their revolt in the late 1840s against the academic art of their day. They insisted that they
wanted to return to the purity of art before Raphael. Their painting combines microscopic
fidelity to detail, abundant use of symbolic objects, medieval and religious subject matter,
a white ground that produces luminous colour, and a sharply outlined depiction of
the human figure. The group fell apart to reconstitute itself almost a decade later with
Rossetti, William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones. This second phase of Pre-Raphaelite
painting was quite different from the first. Closely aligned to the Aesthetic movement,
later Pre-Raphaelite painting is characterized by richly patterned canvases picturing
heavily stylized erotic subjects to which are attached symbolic meaning.

The extension of the term ‘Pre-Raphaelite’ to poetry seems at first glance an accident
of personal association. Two of the painters of the Pre-Raphaelite movement were poets
— D. G. Rossetti and Morris — and other poets, including Swinburne and Christina Ros-
setti, were linked to it by personal relationship. Nevertheless, these poets were seen as a
group by their contemporaries and successors, and the term ‘Pre-Raphaelite’ is useful in
describing their work and its contribution to Victorian poetics.

The Pre-Raphaelites were initially known for their fidelity to detail. The early poetry
of D. G. Rossetti and Morris uses minute particulars in a way analogous to eatly Pre-
Raphaelite painting. Tiny sensual details convey the emotion that is the centre of the
poem. Here, for example, is a stanza from Rossetti’s “The Woodspurge’, about a man in
a moment of grief:
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My eyes, wide open, had the run

Of some ten weeds to fix upon;

Among those few, out of the sun,

The woodspurge flowered, three cups in one.

1. 9-12)

Rossetti introduces the possible allusion to the Trinity only to insist that the flower of
the woodspurge is merely a sensuous impression given significant context by his grief:

From perfect grief there need not be
Wisdom or even memory:
One thing then learnt remains to me, —
The woodspurge has a cup of three.

(1. 13-16)

Like Rossetti, Morris is interested in the connection between sensation and emotion. In
The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems, he combines a use of sound and visual detail
derived from Tennyson with the dramatic techniques of Browning to depict characters in
the midst of passionate conflicts that they barely understand. Morris brings together the
vertiginous epistemology of a poem like ‘Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came’ with
the Tennysonian lyric.

What separates the Pre-Raphaelite project from Tennyson and Browning is an inter-
est in the relationship of the sensual to the symbolic. In D. G. Rossetti’s poetry this inter-
est takes two forms. He portrays mythological female figures with a fullness and intensity
of sensuous detail that make symbolic conventions concrete. His Blessed Damozel leans
on the gold bar of heaven until she makes it warm. Rossetti also uses a language of
shadowy personification and abstraction to depict erotic experience that cannot be artic-
ulated. Here, for example, are some lines of the Willowwood sonnet sequence, about the
pain of love’s loss:

And I was made aware of a dumb throng

That stood aloof, one form by every tree,

All mournful forms, for each was I or she,
The shades of those our days that had no tongue.

They looked on us, and knew us and were known;
While fast together, alive from the abyss,
Clung the soul-wrung implacable close kiss;

And pity of self through all made broken moan.

(1, 5-12)

These lines achieve their eerie effect not only by embodying past selves in the dumb throng
that surround the speaker but in representing in disembodied form the kiss and pity of
self. Rossetti experiments with a disjunctive, dissociative poetry as a way of exploring
emotion that frustrates articulation.
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Swinburne was the most radical of the Pre-Raphaelite circle in his exploration of the
way in which a language emptied of concrete references can convey powerful emotion. As
T. S. Eliot understood, Swinburne writes a poetry in which ‘the object has ceased to exist’
(1964: 285). He creates poetic emotion from a language so abstract, set so free from ref-
erents by its accumulation of metaphor, so dominated by its patterns of sound that his
poetry tests a certain limit in poetics. Here is an example from his ‘Hymn to Proserpine’:

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:

Where, mighty with deepening tides, clad about with the seas as with wings,
And impelled of invisible tides, and fulfilled of unspeakable things,
White-eyed and poisonous-finned, shark-toothed and serpentine-curled,
Rolls, under the whitening wind of the future, the wave of the world.

(Il. 48-54)

The transformation of natural objects to figures of speech (foam of the present, surf of the
past), the use of adjectives that refuse sensual definition (invisible, unspeakable) and the
use of metaphors that offer conflicting images (shark-toothed and serpentine-curled) all
create a welter of words that evoke emotion without mimetic or cognitive referents. It
seems paradoxical to treat poetry this abstract as part of the same poetic movement that
valued minute sensuous particulars, but there is a conjunction between them. The Pre-
Raphaelites share an interest in the relationship of the sensuous, the emotive and the sym-
bolic. Swinburne portrays sensuous experience to which he gives mythic dimension by
obscuring particular context. D. G. Rossetti explores the nexus and the disjunction
between the particular and the symbolic in erotic experience. Morris writes intensely real-
ized dramatic lyrics of which he obscures the context.

Contemporary critics saw the unity of the Pre-Raphaelite movement not in its poetic
experimentation but in its scandalous subject matter. In a vitriolic review of Poems and
Ballads, John Morley condemns Swinburne for depicting ‘the unnamed lusts of sated
wantons, as if they were the crown and character and their enjoyment the great glory
of human life’ (1866: 145). In a review of D. G. Rossetti’s Poems, Robert Buchanan gave
the label ‘the fleshly school of poetry’ to the work of Rossetti, Swinburne and Morris. He
calls the school ‘sub-Tennysonian’; it derives from the sensualism of ‘Vivien” and Maud.
Buchanan’s definition is instructive because it shows that more is at stake than simply
erotic subject matter, although that no doubt would be enough to earn his ire. “The fleshly
gentlemen’, he writes, ‘have bound themselves by solemn league and covenant to extol
fleshliness as the distinct and supreme end of poetic and pictorial art; to aver that poetic
expression is greater than poetic thought, and by inference that the body is greater than
the soul and sound superior to sense’ (1871: 335). Despite the prurience and hyperbole
of his attack, Buchanan understands that Pre-Raphaelite subject matter is linked to a set
of assumptions about poetry. He formulates a crude version of Arnold’s criticism of Brown-
ing, Tennyson and Keats: that poetic expression offers itself as an independent pleasure.
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In a response to Morley’s attack on his poetry, Swinburne defends the poetry he writes
as a kind of lyrical monodrama, not dissimilar to Maud, in which each passion represents
a new stage and scene, whether the sadomasochistic love of ‘Dolores’ or the longing for
oblivion of “The Garden of Proserpine’. His defence resembles Browning’s assertion of the
dramatic character of his work. Swinburne writes, "With regard to any opinion implied
or expressed throughout my book, I desire that one thing should be remembered: the
book is dramatic, many-faced, multifarious; and no utterance of enjoyment or despair,
belief or unbelief, can properly be assumed as the assertion of the author’s personal feeling
or faith’ (1925-7: XVI, 354). Despite his kinship to Browning and Tennyson, however,
Swinburne presents his phases of passion with much less irony. Browning and Tennyson
developed dramatic forms to distance the lyric voice; Swinburne uses them to embrace
lyric energy.

The poetry of the Pre-Raphaelites shows a far greater engagement with lyric forms
than that of Tennyson or Browning. The most powerful lyric poet among the Pre-
Raphaelites is Christina Rossetti, but, like Morris, D. G. Rossetti and Swinburne, she is
interested in obscuring the context from which the lyric voice speaks. She uses an abstract
vocabulary in which physical objects are often figures of speech and emotions approach
but do not quite reach personification. Her great subject is negativity; she defines the lyric
voice through where it is not and what it has not. Here is a characteristic stanza from the
poem ‘Three Stages’:

I looked for that which is not, nor can be,
And hope deferred made my heart sick in truth;
But years must pass before a hope of youth
Is resigned utterly.
(L. 1-4)

The idiom that Christina Rossetti develops allows her to represent the constraints on
women’s emotional lives with particular power. She often places herself in the position of
woman as men regard her and explores the constrictions of that position. She also uses
the idiom of negativity that she creates to write powerful religious poetry. Christina
Rossetti develops her style in a Pre-Raphaelite context, which she turns to a set of sub-
jects that subvert conceptions of gender and passion characteristic of her brother’s work.

The poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins also reflects the increased presence of lyric forms
in the poetry of the 1870s and 1880s. Like Tennyson and Browning and like the Pre-
Raphaelites, he is concerned with the relationship between the sensual and the symbolic,
with how to mediate between psychological experience he sees as uniquely particular and
an objective world he wants to make generally accessible. Like them he explores the con-
sequences of this epistemological dilemma for the shape of the poem — its form, its lan-
guage, its rhythm. Language for Hopkins, as for Swinburne, is a medium with its own
texture and identity that creates poetry’s unique experience.

Hopkins believes that the identity of every individual thing in the universe — natural
object, person — consists in its inscape, the unique characteristics that define its particu-
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lar being. To comprehend the inscape of an object, one must perceive it with a thrust of
energy that Hopkins calls instress. Instress is a dynamic act; Hopkins defines it with verbs
like ‘greet’, ‘meet’, ‘catch’. Hopkins crafts the shape of his poems to dramatize the act of
instress. The poems themselves constitute inscape in two senses: they realize the inscape
of the object that the poet seeks to capture, and they create their own inscape as they
themselves become unique objects in the universe. Hopkins avoids the dilemma of solip-
sism and non-communicability that would seem implicit in this poetics by understand-
ing identities as unique intersections of characteristics. Metaphor thus becomes critical to
his poetics, as it is to Swinburne’s, for it is by the piling up of metaphor that Hopkins
portrays both the effort of instress and the unique mapping of inscape, as in the opening
lines of the sonnet, “The Starlight Night”:

Look at the stars! look, look up at the skies!

O look at all the fire-folk sitting in the air!

The bright boroughs, the circle-citadels there!
Down in dim-woods the diamond delves! the elves’-eyes!
The grey lawns cold where gold, where quickgold lies!

The set of metaphors that Hopkins generates in this sonnet for the starlight night repre-
sents the instress of inscape much as Swinburne’s amassing of metaphor evokes the passion
that is the subject of his poems. However, there is a critical difference. Swinburne amasses
metaphors to obscure the referentiality of language. Hopkins believes in an organic rela-
tionship between words and things in which the way that words acquire multiple mean-
ings through metaphor allows one to grasp not only the unique characteristics of an object
but its place within the web of the universe. A passage from an early diary gives a sense
of how Hopkins understands language to work. A horn, he states:

may be regarded as a projection, a climax, a badge of strength, . . . a tapering body, a spiral,
a wavy object, a bow, a vessel to hold withal or to drink from, a smooth hard material . . .,
something sprouting up, something to thrust or push with, a sign of honour or pride, an
instrument of music, etc. From the shape, ernel and granum, grain, corn. (Hopkins 1959: 4)

Ultimately Hopkins’s poetics derives from the identity of Christ with the Word. The name
of a thing is an essentialist connection for Hopkins, as it is not for most of his contem-
poraries. We can instress the web of sensual particulars that constitutes the universe
through the web of language, with its metaphorical principles embedded in the origins
of words and the spread of their meanings.

In his play with language, the poet must not fall into the ease of convention. Like
Swinburne, Hopkins feels that the writing of the highest kind of poetry requires a mood
of intense passion. In a letter to his friend A. W. M. Baillie, in which he confesses that
he has begun ‘to doubt Tennyson’, Hopkins differentiates the language of inspiration
from what he calls ‘Parnassian’. Hopkins argues that the poetry of inspiration can only be
written in ‘a mood of great, abnormal in fact, mental acuteness, either energetic or recep-
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tive, according as the thoughts which arise in it seem generated by a stress and action of
the brain, or to strike into it unasked’” (Hopkins 1956: 215). Parnassian does not require
this mood; it is the grand style adopted as a conventional mannerism. Like Bagehot, in
his definition of the ornate style in poetry, Hopkins illustrates it with Enoch Arden. The
language of inspiration for Hopkins requires a deformation of conventional syntax. It
resembles Ruskin’s idea of the Gothic. Hopkins intensifies the sense of syntactic defor-
mation under the pressure of inspiration by a unique system of poetic rhythm he calls
sprung rhythm, which replaces a system of regular syllabic feet with a system of stresses
governing irregular syllabic patterns. Like the use of sound in Tennyson, Browning and
Swinburne, sprung rhythm results in a music that impresses itself on the reader as an
independent element of the poem’s experience.

Yet Hopkins’s theology ultimately makes his poetics unique. He shares the dilemmas
of his contemporaries and their interest in exploring the expressive possibilities of what
Ruskin calls the Gothic style. However, Hopkins’s ability to comprehend the universal
in the particular depends upon his belief in the Word, both as founding divine principle
and as the organic relationship of language to the universe. This belief allows his poetry
a cognitive density unique among his contemporaries. The balance that Hopkins’s theol-
ogy enabled him to maintain between what he calls mortal beauty and God’s better beauty,
grace, is a fragile one. He was haunted by the possibility of a universe in which one could
not escape the unique particularity of one’s own experience — in the words of one of the
‘terrible sonnets’, the ‘selfyeast’ of a spirit that a dull dough sours. Hopkins commits
himself to the most daring and difficult poetic project of his contemporaries, for he places
in a theological framework the most radical assumptions of what Pater called the
Aesthetic movement.

Just as Matthew Arnold was the dominant critical voice at mid-century, Walter Pater
provided the philosophical framework for the poetics of the century’s final decades. Pater
had personal associations with the major poets writing then. He was one of Hopkins’s
tutors at Oxford, he was a friend of Oscar Wilde, and he defended the work of the Pre-
Raphaelites. Pater introduced the term ‘aesthetic poetry’ for the work of the Pre-
Raphaelites in a review, first published in 1868, of Morris’s poetry. He argues that aesthetic
poetry develops from Romanticism. It is an art in which ‘the forms of things are trans-
figured’ (Pater 1919: 1). He finds his model for transfiguration in medieval art and liter-
ature, although his description of it is remarkably similar to Hallam’s description of the
poetry of sensation in emphasizing the way in which the sensation of nature conveys mood:

Of the things of nature the medieval mind had a deep sense; but its sense of them was not
objective, no real escape to the world around us. The aspects and motions of nature only
reinforced its prevailing mood, and were in conspiracy with one’s own brain against one. A
single sentiment invaded the world: everything was infused with a motive drawn from the
soul. (Pater 1919: 8)

Pater departs from Hallam in his abandonment of any belief that such aesthetic emotion
provides knowledge of the real appearance of nature. In the poetry of D. G. Rossetti, Pater
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writes, the sense of lifeless nature ‘is translated to a higher service, in which it does but
incorporate itself with some phase of strong emotion’.

The original conclusion to ‘Aesthetic Poetry’ became the conclusion to The Renaissance,
in which Pater defines the solipsism that is the basis for his poetics. He first reduces expe-
rience to a group of impressions — colour, odour, texture — in the mind of the observer.
He then reduces the scope of experience yet further:

Experience, already reduced to a group of impressions, is ringed round for each one of us by
that thick wall of personality through which no real voice has ever pierced on its way to us,
or from us to that which we can only conjecture to be without. Every one of those impres-
sions is the impression of the individual in his isolation, each mind keeping as a solitary
prisoner its own dream of a world. (Pater 1910: I, 235)

Although we might describe Browning’s or Tennyson’s characters in the way in which
Pater describes the conditions of consciousness, Browning and Tennyson both create a
dramatic frame that enables the reader to analyse and judge such solitary imaginings.
Although D. G. Rossetti, Morris, Swinburne and Hopkins in different ways share the
poetics that Pater articulates, none of them abandons with such emphasis the possibility
of meaning beyond a purely subjective impressionism. Pater has given up the project that
motivated earlier Victorian aesthetics: that of finding the conjunction between individual
sensation and knowledge of objects. He revises Arnold’s advice to the critic to see the
object as in itself it really is; the aesthetic critic must ‘know one’s impression as it really
is’.

Having reduced experience so radically, Pater asserts that intensity of experience is the
only success to which one can aspire. The love of art for its own sake offers the best way
to achieve the ‘quickened, multiplied consciousness’ that Pater desires. Aesthetic poetry
provides a distillation of a transfigured world, an artificial or earthly paradise. Although
Pater describes this poetry with fine discrimination, he makes more radical claims on its
behalf than the poets would themselves. Swinburne, for example, refused to accept a
narrow view of art for art’s sake as an adequate basis for aesthetics, claiming that the artist
must have the liberty of bringing within his range any subject, including moral or reli-
gious passion. Pater limits the significance of such subjects to the intensity of aesthetic
experience they can provide. In a later essay, on the School of Giorgione, Pater asserts that
all art aspires towards the condition of music. The mere matter of a poem — its subject,
its incidents, its situation — ‘should be nothing without the form, the spirit, of the han-
dling’. This form, Pater goes on to state, ‘should become an end in itself’.

Pater’s work develops directly from earlier Victorian aesthetics, but it marks a radical
departure. Oscar Wilde celebrated the subversiveness he found in Pater. For Wilde, art
never expresses anything but itself; it has an independent life. It is, accordingly, indiffer-
ent to subject matter and to fact. It keeps between itself and reality ‘the impenetrable
barrier of beautiful style, of decorative or ideal treatment’. Thus, lying — the telling of
beautiful untrue things — is the proper aim of art, for the liar tries simply ‘to charm, to
delight, to give pleasure’. Revising both Arnold’s and Pater’s instructions to the critic,
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Wilde praises the effort ‘to see the object as in itself it really is not’. Art should not be
held to any external standard; its only motive is the creation of beauty. Because such a
definition of art ignores the utilitarian concerns of society, the artist is necessarily alien-
ated. Life drives art into the wilderness, a situation that to Wilde is the true decadence.

Wilde’s importance as a critic stems not only from his provocative formulation of Pater’s
poetics but also from his use of them to define a pose and a culture. For Wilde, aestheti-
cism is not the melancholy attenuation of Romanticism that it appears to be in Pater but
a rebellion and liberation. The artist creates a personal style that itself constitutes a crit-
icism of society. The homosexual identity that both men and women writers of the 1890s
embrace — among them Wilde, Michael Field, Vernon Lee — is the profoundest expres-
sion of the separate and subversive identity they create. Artists develop a subculture in
which the aesthetic becomes the point from which society’s banality, hypocrisy and repres-
sion are revealed. It is one of the interesting ironies of the history of Victorian poetics that
the embrace of art for art’s sake at the end of the century, which had developed from the
poetics of late Romanticism as articulated by Hallam and practised by Tennyson, expresses
a radical social criticism.

The poetry of the Decadence illustrates a similar irony. Although many poems of the
1890s are exactly what Wilde’s poetics would lead you to expect — evocative, richly pat-
terned lyrics that present images and moods — a number of the most important poetic
innovations have to do with subject matter — the use of details of modern urban life, like
make-up, street girls, trains and cigarettes. The liberation of subject matter in Decadent
poetry makes it seem less distant from other poetic voices of the late nineteenth century
who were bringing a new realism to the lyric and who are usually thought of as an extreme
contrast to the Decadents — W. H. Henley, Thomas Hardy, Rudyard Kipling.

In many ways the best guide is Arthur Symons, whose critical prose acutely describes
the poetry of the end of the century in ways that anticipate the development of mod-
ernism. Symons was the most important connection between French and British writers
of the 1890s. He introduced the work of Verlaine, Mallarmé and Huysmans to his British
contemporaries, and provided a name for a literary movement that could encompass poetry
on both sides of the Channel in his book, The Symbolist Movement in Literature. Writing in
1893, Symons asserts that the best term to describe the new movement in European
literature is ‘Decadence’, because current art and literature share all the qualities that mark
the end of great periods: ‘an intense self-consciousness, a restless curiosity in research, an
over-subtilizing refinement upon refinement, a spiritual and moral perversity’ (1893:
858-9). He goes on to argue that impressionism and symbolism define the two branches
of the Decadent movement and that the two have more in common than either supposes.
Although one works with the visible world, the other with the spiritual, both try to flash
upon you in a sudden way a new and perfect sense of the artist’s intuition, rejecting all
ready-made impressions and conclusions. Symons’s linking of impressionism to symbol-
ism recalls how close throughout the Victorian period, from Tennyson to the Pre-
Raphaelites, were a poetics centring upon visual impressions as a way of communicating
an emotional landscape and a poetics evoking emotion through language distanced from
its immediate referents. Impressionism develops from the poetry of sensation, as it evolves
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through the Victorian period. Symbolism has analogues in the poetry of the Pre-
Raphaelites, as Yeats recognized. The way in which the work of the Pre-Raphaelites
encompasses both the poetry of sensation and a proto-symbolism supports Symons’s argu-
ment that impressionism and symbolism are closely related branches of modern poetics.

Symons dedicated The Symbolist Movement in Literature, which he originally wanted
to entitle “The Decadent Movement in Literature’, to Yeats. Yeats’s own essay, ‘The
Symbolism of Poetry’, begins with a tribute to Symons’s book and then proceeds to
define symbolism in a way remarkably similar to Hallam’s poetry of sensation:

All sounds, all colours, all forms, either because of their preordained energies or because of
long association, evoke indefinable and yet precise emotions, or, as I prefer to think, call
down among us certain disembodied powers, whose footsteps over our hearts we call emo-
tions; and when sound, and colour, and form are in a musical relation, a beautiful relation
to one another, they become, as it were, one sound, one colour, one form, and evoke an
emotion that is made out of their distinct evocations and yet is one emotion. (1973: 156-7)

Although Yeats does not mention Hallam in this essay, he says specifically in ‘Art and
Ideas’ that he developed the poetics of his early work from Hallam’s essay on Tennyson,
rejecting only the element of detailed description. He finds the exemplar of Hallam’s
poetics not Tennyson, however, of whom he is repeatedly critical, but D. G. Rossetti. Else-
where he expresses his debt to Pater. In describing the 1890s in his autobiography, he
writes, ‘If Rossetti was a subconscious influence, and perhaps the most powerful of all, we
looked consciously to Pater for our philosophy’ (1965: 201). When Yeats edits The
Oxford Book of Modern Verse in 1936, he opens it with Pater’s description of da Vinci’s La
Gioconda.

These relationships are important because they demonstrate what modernist polemics
often obscure: the roots that modernism has in the poetics at the end of the century, poetics
that in turn developed from earlier strands in the century. Eliot’s concept of the objective
correlative, the set of objects which ‘must terminate in sensual experience’ that evokes a
given emotion, resembles Hallam’s idea of the poetry of sensation. Pound’s idea of the
image also develops from nineteenth-century impressionism and shares with it the project
of connecting a precise and objective visual language with a poetry of mood and reverie.
Similarly, the idea of persona, which became a cardinal principle in modern poetics, devel-
ops from Browning’s conception of the dramatic monologue, as Pound acknowledged.

As the continuity between Victorian and modern poetics demonstrates, the history of
poetics is not a succession of distinct, reified totalities, each coinciding with a literary-
historical period. Rather, it is an evolution in which elements of previous practice and
theory are assimilated and developed by succeeding generations of writers. Critics have
spent much time debating whether writers whose work spans the centuries like Hardy
are Victorian or modern. The question is a false one. There is no point at which one lit-
erary period ends and another begins. However, the continuity of literary history results
in a retrospective influence as well as a prospective one. The choices that succeeding gen-
erations of writers make shape our understanding of the significance of the past. Victo-
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rian poetry is extraordinarily various; it has many contradictory strands. The achievement
and influence of high modernism has paradoxically given more prominence to Tennyson,
the Pre-Raphaelites and the Decadence than to other elements of Victorian poetics.

The Victorians were the first generation of poets to think of themselves as modern in
Mill’s sense of occupying a present distinguished in a remarkable way from the past. As
each succeeding generation of writers defines itself as modern in a never-ending reg-
ression towards the present, the challenge of writing an evolutionary literary history
increases. How do we write a history of modern literature if each generation asserts its
modernity by insisting on its difference from the past? Writing a history of the modern
will require us to question its repeated sense of its own uniqueness.
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PART ONE
Varieties and Forms






1
Epic
Herbert E Tucker

Readers of Aurora Leigh, 1dylls of the King or The Ring and the Book rightly wonder that
epic poetry persisted so long after notices of generic expiration had been clearly posted
by Milton, then by Dryden and Pope, and then by several generations of public-spirited
novelists. This was a reaction to which the Victorian poets themselves were no strangers.
The Brownings and Tennyson repeatedly betray, and indeed incorporate into their mas-
terworks, suspicion that the modern epic is a contradiction in terms, its traditional func-
tions having been taken over by the newer narratives of science, history and above all
realist fiction. That the great Victorian epics were written in spite of such suspicion surely
has something to do with the emphasis their plots give to heroic faith in an era of doubt,
be that era medieval (Tennyson), early modern (Browning) or frankly contemporary
(Barrett Browning). The poet who contrived, against long odds, to pull another epic out
of the hostile fire of modernity might well rank as a culture hero for that deed alone.
Yet it would be a mistake to regard such feats as solo performances. For one thing,
these three epic virtuosi had each other’s example to emulate or play against; for another,
they worked their epic magic in a surprisingly numerous and diverse company. Stretch
the frame of Victorian literary history beyond its ordinary dimensions and the canvas fairly
swarms with poetical monuments of immense ambition, narrative and lexical daring, cul-
tural and historical sweep, whose failure and success alike tell a tale that the student of
nineteenth-century poetry needs, if not to know, then at least to know something about.
What follows here, then, is a chance to make acquaintance with a surprisingly vigorous
anachronism, as it was exemplified in many poems, running often to hundreds of pages,
that even in their day were overshadowed by hardier literary species; some poems practi-
cally as tough to find as they are to read; even a few poems swallowed in deep night since
the hour of their birth. This inventory of the obscure is offered less in the hope of finding
converts than in blunt recognition that it is these works, with as many more unmentioned
congeners, that make “Victorian epic’ more than a nonce label for a tribe of oversized
freaks. Not only do these works bridge an otherwise mysterious gap between Blake’s epic
experiments and Pound’s, shedding by the way a collateral light on Victorian literary kinds
we know much better. The epics treated below were themselves episodes in the history
of a coherent and durable idea about poetry’s relation to culture, an idea in which it
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remains possible to take a lively interest today, and which the changing circumstances of
Victorian Britain placed under extraordinary and revealing pressure.

The Whole Idea

For two centuries now a remarkably stable theory about epic poetry has been in place, to
which commentators on the genre have confidently referred, and to which aspiring poets
have either conformed or else conspicuously refused to conform. This theory arose during
the later 1700s to supersede another one, also long-lived, which Renaissance neoclassi-
cists had centred on the principle of #nity of design. In the neoclassical view, Homer, Virgil
and their early modern imitators had striven above all to unify the epic action, with special
attention to its duration, setting and moral theme. These means of control and focus had
let each poet frame a massively roomy structure and affix to it such refractory generic con-
ventions as supernatural agents, celestial interventions and underworld descents, casts of
clashing thousands and a hero’s worldwide travels. So ran the established view, which the
new epic theorists of the eighteenth century inherited only to recast it radically. Retain-
ing unity as a key concept, they began to seek it not so much in the internal structure of
epic as in the ambient culture for and about which epic spoke, looking less at the unified
work a poem was than at the unifying work a poem did. Enlightened, self-respecting
readers could not help being more impressed by the difference than by the similarity
between the lives they led and the exploits of archaic, far-flung heroes; accordingly, they
found traditional neoclassicist dogma about the timeless human universality of epic hard
to believe. Rather than reject the dogma outright, however, they recuperated it by way
of a paradox: they learned to regard epic’s universality as a function entirely of its unique
locality and moment. The authority of an epic was indeed a binding force for cultural
unification, they conceded, but it was binding only on members of the historically spe-
cific culture that had produced and been reflected in it.

This migration of the unity criterion from formal to cultural premises was abetted by
certain tendencies within neoclassicism itself, as curiosity about questions of textual
design intensified to the point where the great antique epics started to crack under cross-
examination. Towards the end of the eighteenth century textual scholars brought newly
sophisticated analysis to bear on the Homeric poems and, gingerly but surely, on the books
of the Bible as well. These efforts loosened the legendary grip of Homer and Moses while
restoring the epic testaments to the collective possession of the ancient Greek and Jewish
peoples. Neoclassicism had decried as artistic flaws the gaps and redundancies that dotted
the text of the [/iad or Genesis. But these now became legible instead as fault lines wit-
nessing to the work’s durable history: the very imperfection of the palimpsestic text now
gave evidence of the living tradition of its cultural reception, among successive genera-
tions whose earnest interference demonstrated how vital a stake they had in its meaning.
The new ideal of cultural unity in one sense set Homeric and Hebraic (and, by increas-
ingly evident implication, Norse and Persian — and of course Anglo-Saxon) peoples apart
from one another, since each people was as unique as its founding epic text. In another
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sense, though, the new ideal furnished the ground of an enlarged understanding that
complex wholeness as such was a property shared by all cultures, no matter how distant
in space or time.

These ideas now possess the force of truism, a force that they have exerted for genera-
tions and that the Victorians felt if anything more strongly than we do. The international
culturalist consensus that extends from Vico and Herder in eighteenth-century Italy and
Germany to Lukdcs (Hungary), Bakhtin (Russia) and Frye (Canada) in the twentieth owes
some of its plausibility and much of its stamina to the persistence among us of distinc-
tive anxieties that the modern reconsideration of epic confronted from the first. Do we
live in a unified culture, or want to? What does cohesion cost, when reckoned in terms
of exclusivity? How much disorder are elasticity and diversity worth? It was when such
questions would not go away two hundred years ago that literary intellectuals began
rehearsing them in the newly culturalist theory of epic. Cultural unity became a working
criterion for analysis only once it could no longer be taken for granted in practice. The
vindication of cultural unity within the forms of epic first arose among scholars and poets
who became modern intellectuals at the point where they realized that unity, as an
intuitive and unconsidered cultural given, had disappeared from their world.

This troubled awareness was a precondition of the literary refinements of alienation
and palliative nostalgia that we call Romanticism; and in Britain it emerged most clearly
in the ballad revival of the later eighteenth century and in its epic analogue, the Ossian
debate. The latter arose when in the 1760s James Macpherson published English trans-
lations of old epics whose Gaelic originals turned out not to exist, and it riveted British
literary attention for decades. It did so because Macpherson’s experiment on the public
hunger for recovered origins revealed to his attackers and champions alike the extent to
which whatever is recovered from the past must be recreated before it can be received in
the present. The same principle also emerged as the collectors of old ballads quarrelled
over editorial procedures and fumed over hoaxes: the unity of an epic text was at bottom
an imaginative matter. Not only that, so was the unity of the culture that the epic text
spoke for. This dawning consensus made of the poet — imaginative shaper par excellence —
a legislator with a national mandate. The stage was thus conceptually set for the shatter-
ing events that closed down the century, when the French Revolution swiftly elevated the
imagination of national identity from a contemplative possibility into a practical crisis of
European proportions. The spectacular unification of a people around the idea of their own
sovereignty was infectious; the shock waves of revolution traversed Europe in a few years
and the world in a few decades, producing a pandemic of nationalist constitutionalism
from which we have yet to recover.

In nearby Britain the French germs of revolution bred contagion in some quarters and
allergy in others. But both the radical vanguard and the reactionary establishment for-
mulated their positions in nationalist terms, and the most pronounced literary symptom
of this insurgent nationalism was an outbreak of epic. Ambitious verse narratives of every
ideological stripe poured from the British press, as the genre that had slumbered since
Milton reclaimed in practice a prestige it had held only in theory for more than a hundred
years. Nearly every major Romantic poet projected an epic; and the loss of those projects
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that failed, like Coleridge’s and Keats’s, was more than compensated by the multiple epics
of Southey, Blake and a constellation of lesser lights now utterly dimmed but notable in
their time. Our still rather Victorian habituation to anthologies of lyric poems masks from
us the literary-historical fact that the epicizing long poem was not anomalous for British
Romanticism but paradigmatic. When Wordsworth called his lyrics ‘little cells’ and
‘adjuncts’ to the cathedral of social renovation he meant to edify, he did no more than
utter the dream of his generation. The serious poet’s task at the start of the nineteenth
century was to show the people of Britain their destiny through an archetypal history in
which they were included and defined.

Such was the generic bequest that descended from the Enlightenment through the
Romantic era to the Victorian poets. They received it, understandably, with ambivalence.
On one hand gleamed an irresistibly flattering challenge: the construction of a lofty tale
whose artistic coherence and affiliation with the greatest of poetic traditions should assert
at once Britain’s fitness to lead the world and the continuity of such national promise with
the glory of the past. On the other hand loomed an invincibly discouraging tangle of
intelligent doubts: about the state of the national health, about the direction or even exis-
tence of the national mission, and thus about the viability of any master narrative pre-
suming to vindicate them. Epic came to the hardiest Victorian poets as a problem, and
those who took it up did so as a compound #r7al. They had to try the resources of the
genre, submitting its antique conventions to the stress of an accelerating modernity, and
they had conversely to test the worth of modern experience by the standard which was
held up for emulation by the formidable virtues of epic grandeur, comprehensiveness and
permanence.

As a result the Victorians’ epic performances were extraordinarily tentative: sometimes
guardedly hesitant, more often impelled by a bravado that hid an else crippling self-
consciousness; at their best, more inventively experimental than all but a few of the big
fictional and historical narratives in prose that dominated the age. (The more a prose
narrative practised formal innovation, the likelier it was to be discussed in epic terms, as
were Catlyle’s French Revolution, Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities, Eliot’s Daniel Deronda.) The
apologetic burden under which Victorian epic laboured also generated a comic impulse
shading into self-raillery, which had been perfected by Dryden and Pope as mock-epic
survivalists in the aftermath of Civil War and Glorious Revolution, and lately reprised by
Byron once victory over Napoleon had left the nation, its war machine unharnessed, won-
dering what on earth it was supposed to be next. The risqué, flamboyantly unfinished Don
Juan (1819-24), making no secret of the generic pretensions it also made fun of, expressed
the unsettled state of the epic art before sober Reform dawned around 1830; and Byron’s
cheeky nerve would persist, if only as nervousness, in epicizing poems across the century.
At the same time, such generic satire was parasitic by nature and could subsist only so
long as straightforward epic retained enough vitality to prop it up — as The Excursion
(1814) by Wordsworth had done for Don_Juan. While the Victorians naturally looked to
Tennyson as their pillar of epic state, those who read Idylls of the King with care realized
what a willowy and often self-parodic performance that long-evolving work actually was.
Like their laureate, the best poets learned to rescue epic from its own excess by playing
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high seriousness and abundantly grounded scepticism against each other. Shifting, disso-
nant intervals of faith and doubt give epic its curious tone during the Victorian decades,
as alternating affirmation and subversion of an ideal of cultural coherence recapitulate the
ambiguous reception of a legacy felt to be ennobling and embarrassing in roughly equal
measure.

In State

Not the least embarrassing feature of the epic legacy was the clarity of its call for a great
national poem. Such a poem, seizing on a prestigious action from the past and showing
how the values it exemplified had persisted for good into the present, should carry forward
the tradition that led through Virgil's Aeneid to Camoens’s Lusiads, and that originated —
so argued the chief Victorian statesman W. E. Gladstone in the no fewer than five books
he devoted to the subject — in Homer’s ur-patriotic feat of imagining the archaic Greeks
into civilized unity. In the Revolutionary and Napoleonic years shoals of epic poets had
answered the national muster; Alfred (Joseph Cottle, 1800; James Pye, 1801), Richard the
First (James Bland Burges, 1801; also Eleanor Porden, 1822), Wa/lace (Margaret Holford,
1809) and many another worthy stalked the pages of Romantic epic during Britain’s hour
of need. But once peace had ushered in the 1820s, and certainly once the point of First
Reform had been gained circa 1830, the long burst of patriotic inspiration was spent and
the sails of poetry flapped among inglorious trade winds. Was the national poem dead in
the water? Beownlf was dusted off after long cold storage in an Oxford library, equipped
with new Anglo-Saxonist scholarship in a parting salvo against the French and their puny
Song of Roland, and circulated among general readers by 1835. The very outlandishness of
this thawed-out epic’s Geatish glory must have made readers wonder, though, where the
British epic of the future was to come from.

Apparently from outlands more outlandish still. With few exceptions Victorians wrote
their national poems about nations other than England. The Gaelic fringes of Great Britain
continued to attract epic notice, and not just in Idy/ls of the King, which, as Tennyson’s
scheme crystallized during the 1860s, increasingly withdrew into Welsh sources and
Cornish headlands. William Allingham’s Lawrence Bloomfield in Ireland: A Modern Poem
(1864) was half a verse novel but half an epic too, while Ulsterman Samuel Ferguson’s
five-book Congal (1872) was the thing itself; Irish traditions of heroic verse remained suf-
ficiently vital to bring the young W. B. Yeats into the lists with The Wanderings of Oisin
(1889). Emily Pfeiffer's Glin Alarch: His Silence and Song (1877) returned to medieval
Wales for a plot that united Gael with Saxon as it blent epic with novel; the Scottish
Highlands, seemingly confiscated by Macpherson and Scott, enjoyed a late-blooming but
genuine glory in The Bothie of Toper-na-fuosich (1848), Arthur Hugh Clough’s wittily sturdy
dactylic hexameter romp in and out of just enough seriousness to keep its epic pretences
real. With remarkable consistency the epic impulse of these works flags as their scene
approaches England, whose Victorian account evidently had to be rendered in the coin of
the novel. This generic geography becomes unmistakable in Barrett Browning’s Awrora
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Leigh (1856), which is the greatest of verse novels while its heroine resides in England,
and which is obliged — for precisely that reason — to quit the country for France and Italy
in order to consummate its marriage plot in a way that leaves Aurora free to fulfil her
epic potential.

Aurora Leigh’s flight abroad stands for the Victorian national poem’s. The travails of
Italy furnished the plot for Robert Browning’s two major achievements in the genre, each
of which sought to do for Italy what could not — or need not — be done for Britain.
Sordello (1840) went back behind Dante into the pre-Renaissance, to pursue Browning’s
characteristic interest in the problematics of transition: although the troubadour hero
squanders his political opportunity, the contribution he makes to an emergent vernacu-
lar literature helps lay the ground for the Italian emancipation from papal, French and
German power that was under way in Browning’s lifetime. Then from the apex of that
emancipation The Ring and the Book (1868-9) looked back to another twilight historical
zone, the late seventeenth century. Here Browning’s prismatic vision of multiple narra-
tives shows the swirl of decadent authoritarianism and liberal modernity stirring up forces
that will project, through the Risorgimento, a new united Italy. Each epic showcases a
problem of national identity, each was written in London, yet neither evinces more than
passing interest in the condition of England. Nor were the emigrant Brownings alone in
the epic export trade. Sordello was scarcely published (and forgotten) when Thomas
Babington Macaulay hit the jackpot with an 1842 collection of national poems in foot-
tapping stanzas that were not the British ballads they sounded like but Lays of Ancient
Rome instead. At just the time when Browning was looking past the Second Reform Bill
agitation at home and towards the Continent, so was George Eliot, who would novelize
her own nation’s crisis in Middlemarch only after epicizing another’s in The Spanish Gypsy
(1868), a work whose generic experimentation complements a theme of ethnic hybridity.
When Robert Lytton (under the pseudonym of Owen Meredith) took most seriously the
epic pretensions of his verse novel Lucile (1860), he whisked the action off to a Crimean
battlefield. Alfred Austin, on his way to becoming the century’s last poet laureate, set the
high point of his much-revised epic The Human Tragedy (1876) in Rome with Garibaldi
and moved its disillusioned catastrophe to the barricades of the Paris Commune, which
is where the socialist William Morris, before refusing the laureateship Austin would
accept, set his red idyll The Pilgrims of Hope (1886).

Poets from the most powerful state on earth thus repeatedly apprehended the great-
ness of nation-making as a literally alienated majesty, just as they relegated home affairs
to the novel or ‘domestic epic’ (Matthew Arnold, Preface to Poems, 1853). Victorians who
noted this oddity customarily explained it with reference to the unheroic nature of con-
temporary British life — a theory advanced by Thomas Love Peacock as early as 1820,
spurned as cliché in book 5 of Aurora Leigh, yet still dear to Austin in the preface he wrote
for the final edition of The Human Tragedy (1889). But the centrifugal force of Victorian
national poetry admits of an explanation closer to home. It was a response to the chal-
lenge that burgeoning empire poses to national identity. When a nation’s extent is fixed
by global coordinates rather than landed borders, when administration supersedes con-
quest as the national mission, the nation will learn to regard itself as post-national. It will
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conceive its identity as a back-formation, to be grasped primarily in contrast to the diver-
sity of tribal or pre-nationalist others that it has to manage — and that it therefore must
not too closely resemble. Nationalism being other peoples’ affair, it was the business of
imperial Britain to train a surveillant eye on them and, by knowing them, to know itself
above and beyond the limits of the merely national. For such training the fugitive,
exported Victorian epic of state proved a highly eligible instrument. On one hand it
indulged hot blood and the confused alarms of struggle abroad; on the other hand, the
linguistic and mannerly Englishness that brought it home made it into something like
state intelligence. Disinterestedly attentive supervision of an alien strife became the
content of a comprehensive epic form at just the time when it was becoming the official
posture of empire. In this sense no Victorian narratives so well captured the mind of
Britain as those that fled its shores, like the Brownings’ cosmopolitan chefs-doenvre, like
William Morris’s intransigently Icelandic Sigurd the Volsung (1876), and like Swinburne’s
Tristram of Lyonesse (1882), a work set not so much abroad as afloat, on the open (but
Britannia-ruled) sea that was the century’s highway. Through commerce with a larger
world these works diversified a British experience that had been made prosaically dull by
the very commercial and executive virtues to which Britain’s hegemony in that larger
world was due.

Of this shift towards a post-national identity the cannier poets who did stick to home-
grown epic took due note. Failure to do so led to productions like Alexander Smith’s
Edwin of Deira (1861), four books of generically correct blank-verse narrative devoted to
the seventh-century Anglo-Saxon king who first embraced Christianity and gave his name
to Edinburgh. Here was a subject that fit the national epic formula perfectly, only to show
that epic nationalism of the Romantic sort had become suddenly, firmly parochial, its
inlandishness unmistakably outmoded. A scrappier domestic example was set by Edward
Bulwer-Lytton in King Arthur (1849), which flaunts the skittery ambivalence that epic
duties could prompt in even a seasoned Victorian author and turns that ambivalence into
jaunty amazement at what a complicated affair Britishness has lately become. Veering
between romance and epic modes, Bulwer-Lytton cannot decide where to get a purchase
on his Arthurian materials, or where to put an Arthur who will obviously not stay at
home. Destined by a Virgilian fate to fuse by marriage the Welsh and Saxon stocks that
will breed a British future, Bulwer-Lytton’s Arthur first must make a Grand Tour over
the Alps and back into Tuscany and Scandinavia, and before the end he is dealing for good
measure with Aryan Druids and Odin-worshippers from the Caucasus. The whole mis-
cellany seems bent on proving from what a multicultural midden Britain’s favourite
legend has sprung, and proving too how auspicious it is, for purposes of empire, that the
national hero should turn out to know his way around the map so well.

Between Bulwer-Lytton’s promiscuity and the probity of Smith stands Tennyson’s
sustained public performance (1842-85) in what was by virtual royal commission #he
Victorian national epic. Idylls of the King wielded the matter of Arthur with utmost decorum
and minimal foreign traffic of the Bulwer-Lytton sort; yet the poem’s impressive array of
styles, tones and narrative modes is there to enact a set of themes — cultural translation,
systemic corruption, political collapse — whose contemporary referent could only be the
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dynamics of Victoria’s distended empire. For the island realm of Camelot knows sorrows
of imperial scope; Arthur’s experiment in administrative organization is doomed by the
splendid logic of its own ambition. Harried at every outpost by subcivilized barbarians,
the Arthurian regime of elective discipline and invisible knightly bonds succumbs not to
these but to failures that are internal to its system: treason, espionage, and the sheer fatigue
that besets an overextended network of intelligence and abstracted trust. Saddest of all
Victorian epics, the Idy/ls in their gloomy analytic coherence shadow with equivalent plan-
gency the losses that empire exacts and the downfall that awaits it.

A radically different nationalist subgenre, the working-class epic, took root in England
during the first Victorian decades by turning the problematics of mainstream epic inside
out. To the voiceless constituency of a poet disenfranchised by the First Reform Bill’s
property thresholds, the epic ideal of social totality offered precious leverage on the still
open question of national identity. How was British society as a whole to be constituted,
for whose benefit and at whose behest? No less a politician-in-waiting than Disraeli staged
the question for debate between allegories of Order and Progress in his aborted Revolu-
tionary Epick (1834). As the diffident orthographic flourish of its title may suggest, this
poem conceded but did not applaud the inevitability of reform, focusing its suspended
judgement on the problematic conquest/liberation of Italy by Napoleon — a test case whose
selection looked inspired indeed by the time of the 1864 revised edition, once a second
Napoleon had invaded Italy again, and under democratic banners of even more ambigu-
ous stripe. Disraeli’s dilettantism of the 1830s was meanwhile put to shame by contem-
poraries who had more at stake than self-promotion. Ebenezer Elliott’s The Village Patriarch
(1829) was ‘in its nature and unconscious tendency, Epic’, declared Carlyle in an essay of
1832; yet not much seems ‘unconscious’” about the long memory of Civil War insurgency
that embeds its vision of 1820s agrarian hardship. By the hungry 1840s Chartism was
raising consciousness of and about the working class at a fast clip, and during these years
poets across the political spectrum had recourse to long narratives that invoked the social
whole from an avowedly partisan perspective.

Sarah Stickney Ellis in The Sons of the Soil (1840) traces for twelve books the fortunes
of a propertied farming family, explicitly linking their rise and decline to the effect exerted
on local prices by the geopolitical economies of war- and peace-time. As Ellis disapprov-
ingly notes the way inflated expectations of gentility damage a wider agrarian commu-
nity, the poem lives up to the epic implication of its title and offers a conservative
assessment of the national basis that is England. One would call W. J. Linton’s Bob Thin
or the Poorhouse Fugitive (1845) an epic only after calling it other things like a doggerel
tract or comic book. Still, the stark contrast it draws between alternative social systems
— an industrially displaced weaver escapes London’s degrading parish workhouse to join
a utopian rural commune of mutual help — enlists for propaganda purposes a cogently
epicizing grasp of those systems as wholes (imaginatively facilitated by abundant graph-
ics, in the Gesamtkunstwerk spirit in which Blake had laboured a generation before).
Between Ellis and Linton, in The Vale of Caldean; or, The Past and the Present (1844) William
Dearden lashes out evenhandedly to right (workhouses) and left (Owenite socialism),
certain only that commercial recklessness has reduced his Yorkshire home to a sink of
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factory waste and urban sprawl, his dalesmen neighbours to wage slaves. All three works
represent downtrodden and neglected people as victims of a circumstance that, because it
is national in character, entitles its victims to national attention and concern — a politi-
cal correlative of the coherentist epic vision. All three tap epic’s power to project histori-
cal, diachronic continuity onto the present as active, synchronic value; and they do so in
order to mobilize nostalgia into a plan for the nation.

For progressives impatient with such a retrofit there was Orion: An Epic Poem in Three
Books (1843), which R. H. Horne priced for the people in its first edition at a mere far-
thing per copy and billed as ‘an experiment upon the mind of a nation’. An Endymion for
the age of industry, Horne’s farthing epic takes Orion through puppy love and trials of
giant strength to establish the dignity of the body, the virtues of free trade, and above all
the salvation that lies in hard work. Honest toil is where the thinking ‘mind of a nation’
merges with its labouring body in this allegorical epic, ‘Divine with human blending’;
and the ‘higher consciousness’ with which in the last book Orion looks out on Mount
Epos (!) implies a technological vision of all nations as one gigantic working class. A more
advanced working-class epic was written by the more politically advanced author who
signed himself “Thomas Cooper, the Chartist’ on the title page of The Purgatory of Suicides
(1845). Seasoning ten books of Byronized Spenserian stanzas with remarks on his condi-
tion as a political prisoner in Stafford gaol, staring down despondency after a decade’s
effort on behalf of the now-stagnant People’s Charter, Cooper finds his theme in a high
consultation among shades of the eminent kings and revolutionaries, poets and sages, who
saw fit to take their own lives. Their discourses on religion, science and politics present
an unsurprising compendium of radical thought; what requires notice is the way Cooper
suspends narrative interest in favour of theoretical debate — an odd strategy for epic, but
oddly appropriate to his theme. The narrative meaning of suicide being #pso facto nihilis-
tic, it poses a worst-case scenario for the storytelling impulse that ordinarily belongs to
epic: the faith in posterity that upholds an individual hero has precious little to hope for
in the company Cooper keeps. What is needed is not new stories but fresh perspective on
the old ones. Accordingly Cooper the Chartist converts the infernal Dantesque dead-end-
edness of his suicides into a ‘purgatory’ where there is a job to do. The name of that job
is theory, and its aim is to cast out despair by recasting apparent lost causes (like the
People’s Charter) as stalled causes instead. Taken up into dialectic and debate, the life-
story episodes of The Purgatory of Suicides become weighty chapters in the one story, longer
than lifetimes and radically epic in import, of winning broad participation in a just
commonwealth.

In Faith

Religion may seem an implausible option for compassing an epic totality, yet it was an
option that Victorian poets repeatedly exercised. That their motives for doing so were not
altogether fanatical can be hard for anyone who reads their interminable poems to bear
in mind. Still, those motives were important, and they lead to the heart of one principal
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conception of British identity: membership in the established Anglican church. As the
passing decades disentangled church membership from the rights (and spoils) of state, the
bitterly contested process of secularization produced repercussions noisy enough to direct
attention to the historically national dimensions of religious life. Since Tudor times the
Protestant island had defined itself denominationally, and during the nineteenth century
the materials of the Bible still had much to offer an epic aspirant. Possessing the gravest
dignity, Biblical narrative at the same time extended to poetic fancy a sublime range of
great practical flexibility. To the Bible stories, broadly familiar for longer than anyone
could remember, the true believer brought a still-Miltonic conviction of personal impli-
cation in the still-unfinished story they told: as the American poet James McHenry
explained in introducing The Antediluvians, or the World Destroyed (1840), in the Flood he
had a subject ‘not only great in its character, but #niversal in its effects, that all men might
feel an interest in its details’. Geology and ethnology gave increasing cause to doubt such
a claim to universality, yet in the patriarchal Genesis stories even the sceptic confronted
narratives of primitive origins whose relevance as sheer secular ancestry lay beyond
dispute. Believer and infidel alike could be expected to find in the Biblical thematics of
election, sacrifice and redemption a deep structural paradigm for the destiny which they
shared as Britons, and which the Victorian religious epics’ favourite scenery of revelation
and judgement repeatedly staged.

The definitive version of epic apocalypse was The Course of Time (1827), published by
the evangelical admirers of young Robert Pollok in the year of his death. This ten-book
immersion in ultimas res begins after Doomsday and flashes back from eternal Paradise,
through the song of a ‘Bard of Earth’, to embrace Old and New Testament history (one
book), a moralized satire on the nineteenth century (two books), the Millennium and the
corrupt age that follows (one book each), and the Last Judgement (four whole books).
Pollok’s preter-Miltonic sweep commits him to a fast-forward narrative preferring
pageantry to incident, masses to persons and, where persons do come into play, moral
exemplars to developed individuals. These features distinguish The Course of Time from the
more earthbound epics that had appeared during earlier waves of evangelical revivalism.
Richard Cumberland’s Calvary (1792), its interpolated two-book prequel The Mount of
Olives (1814) by Charlotte Dixon, and James Montgomery’s well received The World Before
the Flood (1813) look like ploddingly humane character studies next to Pollok’s righteous
overdrive.

The features that set Pollok apart from his Romantic precursors were widely gratify-
ing to the rising Victorian generation. Not only did his epic have a prominent place by
mid-century on the missionary syllabus in India, but it was also regularly imitated at
home. When Montgomery’s antediluvian theme recurred in John Abraham Heraud’s self-
describedly ‘gigantick’ The Judgement of the Flood (1834) and Jean Ingelow’s ‘semi-epic’ A
Story of Doom (1867), both manifested Pollok’s influence. The latter kept the faith with
regimental severity and a tendency to archaic diction, while the former inflamed piety by
every means not forbidden to the orthodox; and both epitomized their shared evangelical
cultural formation by the moral satisfaction they took — and trumpeted in their titles —
in the delivery of summary verdicts on the panorama of history. The anonymous poet of
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The Last Judgment (1857) hails Pollok by name among the Righteous Bards but outdoes
him too, by beginning at ‘the end of Time’ and staying there for twelve books of unremit-
ting eschatology in the present tense. In a better instance of the genre, Edward Henry
Bickersteth’s Yesterday, To-Day, and For Ever (better-selling, too, with twenty-three print-
ings between 1866 and 1893), our protagonist dies in book 1, only to be reunited a book
later in a ‘suburb of the New Jerusalem’ with the loved ones he has left behind, all of
them to be regaled for six books by the history of the universe in review and then four
more of participant observation of Doomsday and the Apocalypse.

No lover of Milton and Blake can reject such epic topics out of hand, although the
flabbergasting badness of their routine execution exhaustively demonstrates the difference
between transfiguring imagination and pedestrian fancy. But then it is the very interplay
between the flat-footedness of these religious epics and their will to soar that engenders
their literary-historical interest. Their vast ambition makes them studies in the dynam-
ics of omniscience, a narrative convention which is so widespread in the Victorian realist
novel that we overlook its peculiarity, but which the Biblical epics flush out into the open
by floodlighting its literal, theological origins. This ambition is, at the same time, typi-
cally pursued by the timidest of means, approximations of epic cleanliness to godliness
that have everything to do with the administrative zest attending each work’s climactic
division of the wicked from the blessed. At the micro-level triumphantly correct versifi-
cation and routinized grandiloquence; at the macro-level a tidy, task-oriented symmetry
careful to match beginnings with ends, and pleased to install a smooth narrative hinge
smack at mid-poem — all bespeak a bureaucratic confidence in regularity which Max
Weber was not the first observer of nineteenth-century Protestantism to note. This drive
to classify and dispose inevitably lands the subgenre of the Victorian religious epic in con-
tradiction: its will to segregation within an ark or New Jerusalem defeats the epic purpose
of summoning a culture-wide congregation. The more fervently Heraud or Bickersteth
invokes divinely omniscient sanction for his sectored vision, the more he denominates that
vision’s partiality to a single sect. The formidable cohesiveness of the Victorian Biblical
epic is purchased by trading the uncertain promise of a culture for the sure communion
of a cult.

This result was, while not forestalled, at least forecast by a different epic subgenre, one
that packed up the Bible and ventured abroad to imagine one or more foreign cultures as
experienced from within a holistic belief system other than Christianity. Southey had pio-
neered such epic tourism among the Arabs of Thalaba the Destroyer (1801), the Aztecs of
Madoc (1805) and the Hindus of The Curse of Kehama (1810). While emergent British
interests in Asia Minor, Latin America, and India gave a distinct colonial timeliness to
this first Victorian laureate’s projects of poetic penetration, their overriding aim was not
conquest but sympathy: the grasp of another culture by acknowledging, and imagina-
tively inhabiting, the independent totality comprised by its customs and beliefs. Sympa-
thy being a two-way street, Southey and such immediate successors as Byron and Thomas
Moore (Lalla Rookh, 1817) travelled it with strong misgivings. The extensive annotation
that accompanies their oriental narratives cushions the journey east or south — north,
too, if we include Scott’s verse narratives — with plenty of insurance, in the form of
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ethnocentric scholarship that by turns certifies unlikely wonders and removes the mask
from a modern Western poet who remains ultimately superior to his stunt of cultural ven-
triloquism. Such a cleft response to alterity reprised a familiar, age-old feature of epic
reception: witness the efforts of urbane antiquity to civilize barbaric Homer and of early
Christianity to convert pagan Virgil. It was something else, though, for the Romantic
bard to serve as his own commentator. His anxious escape into the notes registers modern
epic’s problem of how to go forth into otherness without going native, how to render,
without surrendering to, an alien cultural whole.

Among Victorian poets who took up the challenge of the ethnic epic, ambivalence
yielded to polyvalence, intercultural confrontation to multicultural diffusion. As fresh ver-
sions of both the canonical European classics and world epics poured from British presses
— the Finnish Kalevala, the Persian Shihndmeh, the Indian Mahabbarata — the reader’s
access was nearly always made easier, and safer, by editorial introductions and interven-
tions. Yet these accessories, and the cognitive dissonance they had fostered in so many
Romantic texts, disappeared from original poetry in Victorian years. What took their place
was a kind of archival epic, a gathering of tales representing diverse peoples, faiths and
outlooks. This tourist’s or collector’s subgenre was comparable in some respects to the
fellow-travelling political epic of state we considered in a previous section, but it was even
freer of overtly self-interested agenda. Here the principle of unity was anthological, which
is to say based on the motives of acquisition, classification and display that typified the
Victorian museum and exhibition. The bestselling pathbreaker in this kind was The
Earthly Paradise by William Morris (1868-70), an enormous tapestry of two dozen
leisurely tales from the northern and southern streams of European narrative; lesser per-
formances included his namesake Lewis Morris’s Epic of Hades (1877), Owen Meredith’s
Chronicles and Characters (1868) and Arthur O’Shaughnessy’s Epic of Women (1870). In each
of these works a medley of storied voices is brought to choral order by a conducting intel-
ligence, which bespeaks at one and the same time a world-weary sophistication and a zeal
for world-historical universalism. All faiths are relative, these many-sided epics confess,
but in such a way as to constitute a new confession of faith in faith itself, a free-trade
mysticism without duties. Their comparativist creed looks through systems of mythol-
ogy to a cluster of pan-cultural absolutes: the divine mystery that myth can only shadow
forth, the collective human power that shapes myth in its myriad local forms, the pro-
gressive history of the cultural endeavour to approximate the ultimate. The French had a
word for it — /’épopée humanitaire — though it was the British who erected its visible symbol
in the Albert Memorial (1872), where the frieze of poets at the progressive royal’s sculpted
feet is crowned by none other than Homer.

Before century’s end this new faith inspired modern bards to reintegrate and consoli-
date what Morris and others had exhibited in profusion, and to weld the earlier samplings
of culture into an evolutionist narrative whole. In the central canto of Balder the Beauti-
ful: A Song of Divine Death (1877), Robert Buchanan had expressly universalized his Nordic
twilight-of-the-gods theme by introducing the sacrificed Balder, through his ‘brother’
Christ, to a fraternity of slain gods that includes Prometheus and Buddha among others.
The same comparativist universalism structures Buchanan’s allegorical The City of Dream,
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An Epic Poem, published the same year (1888) as Mathilde Blind’s yet more ambitious The
Ascent of Man. This latter work, an avowedly Darwinian epic by a poet of radical sympa-
thies, surveys planetary history from the primeval earth through human prehistory to the
vaunts and sorrows of empire whereby Rome brought forth Waterloo, the whole poem
being keyed to an essentially erotic mythology of humanity’s ongoing self-redemption,
scheduled for completion in aeons to come.

It would be hard to find, or even imagine, a more panoramically liberal scope for total
action than Mathilde Blind’s. What strikes the student of Victorian epic, nevertheless, is
the structural resemblance her freethinking opus bears to Pollok’s monument to evan-
gelical orthodoxy sixty years before in The Course of Time. Taking the two poets’ titles
together, we might say that the Course of Time and the Ascent of Man prove to be two
names for the same process. We find in both epics not only a cosmologically sweeping
embrace of all ages, bound for ultimate redemption by the power that subtends all nature,
but also a preference for ecstatic overview that discounts human will and action, to the
point where traditional epic heroism and responsible agency drop from sight. Whether
scripturally or scientifically derived, providential or promethean, a common fate attends
the epic of religious totality: a fate, moreover, that ironically dooms the genre to record
the ideology of its moment with crisp fidelity. Heraud and Ingelow, as we have seen, were
preaching in spite of themselves to the Victorian choir; yet so were Blind and Buchanan
haranguing the Victorian lecture hall. For the ethnic-anthological epic itself presupposed
and catered to an intellectual audience of mobile bourgeois privilege that came into its
own during the last, imperial third of the century. The gallery of evolving epic world-
views fell into coherence when regarded from a perspective that was quite historically and
culturally specific: that, namely, of a managerial and leisured class of educated, comfort-
able, anglophone whites. This class beheld in its own deliverance from creed and system
the last, logical step in religious history. Their comparativism crowned the pageantry of
bygone myths it saw through, in confident expectation that the utopian harmonies of a
liberal-spirited future would ratify exactly the position which the emancipated reader
occupied already. In this sense the post-sectarian epic of graduated myth constituted a
religious counterpart to the post-nationalist epic that Victorian poets were concurrently
outsourcing to foreign parts: the claim that each subgenre made to disengaged summary
overview now seems in hindsight the most historically distinctive thing about it.

In Person

We have seen how the epic drive towards a comprehensive vision of cultural integrity,
pursued by way of either state or church, incurred a certain risk of grandiose dissipation.
Where political imperialism or ecumenical universalism tempted the Victorian imagina-
tion to feats of self-transcendence, the result usually looks in historical hindsight like
self-gratification instead. Call it the transcendental fallacy: left to their own devices, the
unattached, freethinking British intelligentsia who undertook epics tended to reshape the
histories of nation and spirit from the vantage of the present and in their own image.
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The most resourceful poets anticipated this liability by incorporating it into the stories
they told. Tennyson allegorizes the collective anomie of obsessive self-culture in the Idy/ls
with the vanishing knights of ‘The Holy Grail’ (1869), Browning imputes a tincture of
needy idealism to his admirable and complicated pope in The Ring and the Book, and
Barrett Browning averts a like risk in Awrora Leigh, or tries hard to, by making visionary
idealism the ruling passion of her (blind and fallen) leading man Romney. These diver-
sionary defences were necessary because the transcendental fallacy came with the territory
of modern epic, and indeed had done so since Macpherson decked out a sentimental Man
of Feeling around 1760 as an ancient Celt. The unity of culture might have a life of its
own, and it might not, but the standpoint from which poets imagined such unity had to
be built afresh every time. Nor was there any way, under a modern dispensation, to keep
the scaffolding from impinging on the panorama.

One could, of course, make a virtue of necessity by focusing on the scaffolding itself,
which is exactly what the most wholeheartedly transcendentalist school of Victorian epic
poets did. This was the Spasmodic school, so called as it flared up during the early 1850s
under immodest critical encouragement and then was extinguished by the mockery of an
inspired parodist. W. E. Aytoun’s hilarious Firmilian (1854) made eclectic fun of three
works in particular: Philip James Bailey’s Festus: A Poem (1839, revised and colossally
expanded 1845, 1864, 1889), Alexander Smith’s A Life-Drama (1853) and Sydney Dobell’s
Balder (1854). At their ridiculous worst these productions defy parody by pre-empting
it; what made them nevertheless worth the attention of a conservative critic like Aytoun
was the serious challenge their Romantic constructivism posed to any essentialist faith in
cultural norms. Everything about these loosely framed, roughly joined, insistently extem-
porized poems is in flux — indeed, in convulsive spasm. Their mode is rapturous, their
narrative opportunistic, their worldview up for grabs. This effect proceeds from the com-
pletely unstageworthy yet still pointedly dramatic form that they all share, wherein the
poet does not narrate action from a fixed position at variable speed but projects it, never
mind how plausibly, at the real-time rate of consciousness itself, one moment per moment.
Spasmodic action, furthermore, is largely coextensive with the poet’s creative activity: the
protagonists are all poets, and when not reciting or discussing their verses they are likely
to sound just as if they were, converting the now-wild, now-mundane experience that
comes their way into tropes whose headlong originality earned the wondering accolades
of contemporaries like Tennyson and Browning, Arnold and D. G. Rossetti, who eclipsed
them but learned from them first.

It was the saturation of the poetic product by the poetic process that made the Spas-
modic epics significant in their day, and that claims our attention here. These poems found
their epic totality in the wholeness of a creative psyche whose perception of the world was
unapologetically reflective of itself. The plot is programmatically engrossed by the instant,
Blake’s ‘pulsation of an artery’ wherein the poet does his work: the moment impulsively
lived becomes analogically equivalent to the fullness of time, all history being a God-
sized pattern of humanity’s instantaneously creative interval. Smith’s title A Life-Drama
thus denotes both sheer vitality and the Bildung design of a biography conceived as the
succession of sheerly vital moments. The same holds for Bailey, England’s counterpart to
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Victor Hugo in France and Walt Whitman in America (whom Bailey in fact helped to
inspire). The uninhibited dilation that is Bailey’s hallmark not only pervades Festus the-
matically but sponsored its elephantine growth into a jubilee edition, five times its already
hefty original size, that dwatfs Leaves of Grass. The reader who has toured the solar system
with Bailey’s hero, and girded for scenes set ‘Anywhere’ and ‘Everywhere’, learns to think
nothing of pausing for a 2,000-line disquisition on the joint mission of the eminences of
world humanity. That such an interpolation might be redundant or irrelevant is a judge-
ment ruled out in advance by the poem’s expressly ‘omnist’ ethos of plenary indulgence,
its glad omnium-gatherum embrace of epic’s traditional function as cultural encyclope-
dia and warehouse of genres, and its plot of total forgiveness: at the close even Lucifer is
redeemed, on an epic understanding that Tout comprendre c’est tout pardonner. Dobell shares
this transcendentalism — ‘As God contains the world’, his Balder declares, ‘T will contain
/ Mankind, and in the solvent of my soul / The peopled and unpeopled ages’ — but he
conveys it in a punitively severe mode that renders spasm as cramp. Balder’s shamed failure
to live up to the totalizing ideal he repeatedly imagines makes in a negative way much
the same point that Bailey’s super-Faustian euphoria and Smith’s improvisation affirm.
The ordered wholeness of world or psyche or plot is not a given but a project under con-
struction, thrown together on impulse and held together by ever-ready, fast-dissolving
analogies. This makes the traditional heroic simile an essential part of the epic action, and
indeed makes non-stop assimilation the working logic of a narrative structure compris-
ing nearly interchangeable episodes.

Bailey exulted in this logic when he wrote for his second edition (1845) a long scene
in which Festus summarizes, under flimsy cover of rehearsing the long poem of an
unnamed ‘friend’, the action of the long poem that he is in. ‘It hath a plan, but no plot.
Life hath none.” Maybe so, but what follows is a scene-by-scene recapitulation of Bailey’s
Festus, right up to the very scene in progress, and then straight on to a preview of coming
attractions including the plump finale. Set at ‘Home’, the scene occurs at about the point
where in classical epic the hero goes to ground zero, descending to the underworld to
learn the future from ghosts of the past. Bailey’s version of this convention is extravagant
in its navel-gazing panache yet not atypical of Spasmodism, and it illustrates the dumb-
founding candour with which the Spasmodics produced their own creative procedures for
inspection. Laying all their cards on the table, they in effect called in the immense bet
that cultural coherentism had placed on epic a century before; and they almost broke the
bank. It took Aytoun’s brilliant intervention — fortified by Arnold’s ostentatious 1853
rejection of his own introspective drama of vocation Empedocles on Etna, and by the con-
servative philippics evoked by what savoured of Spasmodism in Tennyson’s Maud in 1855
and Barrett Browning’s epic poem about an epic poet the year after — to stigmatize as
inflationary counterfeit the Spasmodic currency of self-awareness raised to cosmic pitch.

Spasmodism may have been overpowered by the critical establishment, but its hunch
about the grounds of epic coherence in modern culture was not thereby falsified. What
an official literary culture pronounced against in the 1850s the poets continued to harbour,
assess and replay. The Victorian epics worthiest of the name would incorporate into their
speaking on behalf of national and spiritual identity a sharp sense of who it was that spoke,
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and how ‘he that tells the tale’ (Tennyson’s formula in the Idy/ls) occupied a subject posi-
tion that constrained, even as it enabled, whatever comprehensiveness the poem might
pretend to. And no wonder: an epic whose terms were not also lyrical would not have rep-
resented the nineteenth century very satisfactorily, while conversely the sense of civic
duties that never deserted epic kept visible (what lyric forms tended to conceal) the abid-
ingly political implications of poetic perspectivism. That Victorian Calliope took up the
lyre and strung it with the gut of an irresistible self-consciousness is an observation con-
sonant with much that the study of other genres has shown about the heyday of the British
middle classes: not least, how their prickly individualism was codependently related to
their unslaked thirst for political and cultural communion.

See also: NATIONHOOD AND EMPIRE; POETRY IN THE FOUR NATIONS; DOMESTIC AND
IDYLLIC.
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Domestic and Idyllic
Linda H. Peterson

The Rise of Domestic Poetry

Domestic poetry lost currency in the last century as a genre for scholarly analysis, but
the Victorians recognized it as a kind of poetry both popular among readers and esteemed
by critics. The domestic ideology that dominated Victorian culture — the set of beliefs that
located moral value and psychological health in the home, that sanctified the Victorian
hearth as a domestic altar and the woman as an ‘angel in the house’, and that
praised the ‘domestic affections’ as the source of the nation’s strength — emerged in the
work of early Victorian poets, male and female alike, in descriptive scenes of home,
narratives of family life, and verses on the domestic affections. ‘Upon the sacredness
of home life’, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, maintained, ‘the stability and greatness of a nation
largely depend’, and according to his son Hallam, ‘one of the secrets of his power over
mankind was his true joy in the family duties and affections’ (Tennyson 1897:
I, 189). If this dominant ideology was eventually questioned, challenged and rejected
or revised by later Victorian writers, and the genres associated with it similarly rejected
or revised, the culture of domesticity none the less left its mark on the poetry of the period,
including its predilection for the ‘idyll’ and development of the hybrid ‘domes-
tic idyll’.

Domestic poetry was predominantly a phenomenon of the 1830s, 1840s and 1850s,
but it had its roots in Romantic poetry and its influence extended well beyond the close
of the century. As Herbert Tucker has argued, English poetry underwent a ‘domestica-
tion” in the 1820s as the surviving Romantics ‘called in their foreign investments for
domestic conversion’ or, in less metaphorical terms, created a ‘mystic fusion of piety with
domesticity upon the unassailable ground of instinctual feeling’ (Tucker 1994: 525, 531).
The original balance in the Lyrical Ballads (1798) between natural and supernatural, famil-
iarity and wonder, ordinariness and excitement gave way to an increasing emphasis on the
familiar, the familial and the heimlich — as in the domestic vignettes of Wordsworth’s Excur-
sion (1814), his Ecclesiastical Sketches (1822) and his 1825 lyric “To a Skylark’, which
reimagines this Shelleyan avatar as “True to the kindred points of Heaven and Home!’
According to Tucker, this process of domestication was the literary counterpart of a ‘mat-



Domestic and Idyllic 43

uration of British colonial trade into a global empire’ that ‘precipitat{ed} homesick Britons
by the thousands across the seven seas’ (1994: 522).

The phenomenon can be linked to other cultural and historical influences as well. As
Madame de Staél noted in 1803, in a comparison of German and English literature,
‘Domestic affections holding great sway over the hearts of the English, their poetry is
impressed with the delicacy and solidarity of those affections’ (I, 224). In such georgic
poems as Cowper’s The Task, which begins ‘I sing the SOFA’ and celebrates domestic life
— ‘Domestic happiness, thou only bliss / Of Paradise that has survived the fall!” (IT, 41-2)
— in Coleridge’s conversation poems set in familiar, homely places, and, more generally,
in the emergence of Romantic women’s poetry from ‘the private sphere of unheroic domes-
tic life’ (Ross 1989: 238), Victorian poetry found ample precedent for its domesticity. An
increasing sense of loss resulting from the urbanization and industrialization of English
life, the disappearance of small English villages and rural landscapes, the removal of work
from cottage industries to factories, and the return to domestic peace after the era of the
Napoleonic wars — these historical changes further contributed to a felt need for domes-
tic poetry. It was nostalgic verse, lamenting what had been lost as much as
celebrating what remained.

The early Victorian poet most readily associated with domestic poetry is Felicia
Hemans, largely because of her widely acclaimed volumes Records of Woman (1828) and
Songs of the Affections (1830), and such popular anthologized verses as “The Homes of
England’ and ‘The Graves of a Household’. In Records Hemans recounts the heroism of
women in times of social and political crisis, linking their brave deeds to their strong
domestic ties and feminine sense of duty; the poems of this volume valorize the affections
of husbands and wives, mothers and children, and especially mothers and daughters, as
in ‘Madeline: A Domestic Tale’, which celebrates a mother’s love as she rescues a daugh-
ter dying in exile and restores her to health in a sunny homeland, ‘beneath our vines once
more’. In Songs of the Affections Hemans expands the range to include all household
members in scenes of joy and sorrow, pleasure and grief, whether emigrants singing
farewell to their ‘homesteads, warm and low’, or soldiers dying with memories of home
and ‘a blessing on that holy hearth’, or prodigals returning home with a vision of ‘scenes
of those blessed years’ that have the power to ‘soften and atone’ (see ‘Song of Emigration’,
“The Soldier’s Death-Bed’ and ‘“The Return’).

Hemans’s most widely reprinted poems link domestic to civic virtues, in Tennyson’s
terms ‘the sacredness of home life’ with ‘the stability and greatness of a nation’. Her
‘Homes of England’ catalogues English domestic types — the ‘stately’, ‘merry’, ‘blessed’
and ‘cottage’ homes — in an order that stabilizes the English class system from aristocratic
hall to peasant hut, but that also affirms the source of national greatness as the domestic
hearth and ‘hallowed wall’. Taking its epigraph from Walter Scott’s Marmion — “Where’s
the coward that would not dare / To fight for such a land?’— the poem offers an alterna-
tive view of heroism. It locates English freedom in the home, particularly in the woman’s
voice that ‘flows forth in song, / Or childhood’s tale’, and suggests that the nation will
remain ‘fair’ and ‘free’ if it roots its children’s affections in a domestic(ated) space, in
‘groves’ and ‘flowery sod’, “Where first the child’s glad spirit loves / Its country and its
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God!” Hemans’s “The Graves of a Household’ extends this civic vision into the colonial
and imperial realm. What severs the children of a household is also what binds them
together as a family: their domestic life, tended by ‘the same fond mother’, motivates
them to colonize the West, serve in the navy, fight in Spain, or produce art in Italy — all
actions that eventually lead to foreign graves.

Hemans’s domestic economy — her fusion of domesticity with piety rooted in a culti-
vated feeling or sentiment — influenced her contemporaries and the next generation of
Victorian poets. Whether in verses about the home or, more specifically, about rooms or
objects within the household, the poetry of the 1830s and 1840s was homely stuff. In
1846, for example, Anne Bronté included a poem titled simply ‘Home’ in the Poems of
Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell; like many of Hemans’s verses, it dwells more on the loss of
home, on nostalgia for the ‘barren hills’ and ‘little spot’, than on any particularized house-
hold space. The domestic affections emerge sharply as the speaker roams among the grand
landscapes of a mansion:

Though all around this mansion high
Invites the foot to roam,
And though its halls are fair within —
Oh, give me back my home!
11. 25-9)

The generalizations common in such domestic poetry — what Tucker calls the ‘poetic
abstention from concrete details of home life’ (1994: 537) — made possible its universal
appeal; readers empathized with the speaker’s loss of home or happy memories of family
life, having experienced similar emotions, and supplied the details for themselves.

Even domestic poetry that seemingly fixes its attention on an object or room works on
this principle. Eliza Cook’s enormously popular “The Old Arm-Chair’ describes not the
chair itself, but the mother who sat in it and the moral sentiments associated with her:

I love it, I love it; and who shall dare
To chide me for loving that old Arm-chair?
I've treasured it long as a sainted prize;
I've bedewed it with tears, and embalmed it with sighs.
"Tis bound by a thousand bands to my heart;
Not a tie will break, not a link will start.
Would ye learn the spell? — a mother sat there;
And a sacred thing is that old Arm-chair.
(. 1-8)

As the speaker records her memories, they combine visions of her mother (‘Her eye grew
dim, and her locks were grey’) and the feelings evoked then and now (‘the scalding drops
start down my cheek’). Sight and sentiment remain general; readers participate — and bind
their own affections — by calling up similar memories of a sacred childhood object or
scene.
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Within this sentimental nexus, virtually any space in the house might become the
subject of a poem, though some were privileged spaces: certainly the hearth, as in Alaric
A. Watts’s ‘My Own Fireside’, which envisions mother and babe at the hearth, ‘Shrine of
my household deities; / Bright scene of home’s unsullied joys’, but also the bedroom, as
in Thomas Hood’s ‘Lines on Seeing my Wife and Two Children Sleeping in the Same
Chamber’, which imagines earth in ‘its so spacious round” and sky in ‘its blue circumfer-
ence above’ condensed and contained within ‘this little chamber’ (MacKay 1858: 260,
343-5). If such poems seem conventional in their scenes and sentiments, that was part of
the point. Domestic poetry reflected, even as it helped formulate, the conventions of Vic-
torian home life. Poems that neglected or departed from conventionality were often less
successful, as the example of Tennyson’s ‘O Darling Room’, published in his 1832 Poems,
attests. Unquestionably about a domestic space:

O darling room, my heart’s delight,
Dear room, the apple of my sight,
With thy two couches soft and white,
There is no room so exquisite,

No little room so warm and bright,
Wherein to read, wherein to write

(L. 1-6)

the poem associates strong sentiment with a bedroom without supplying the object of
attachment. If, as biographers have argued, that object was Arthur Hallam, Tennyson’s
friend who had shared the room during a recent visit, then the object was unnamable. If
instead, as the lines suggest, Tennyson meant to substitute the abstract ‘reading’ and
‘writing’, then the object was too vague — and the descriptive details too strong — to evoke
a sympathetic response. John Wilson Croker, unduly severe in his criticism, none the less
understood the inadequacy of this piece as domestic poetry:

In such a dear /ittle room a narrow-minded scribbler would have been content with oze sofa,
and that one he would probably have covered with black mohair, or red cloth, or a good
striped chintz; how infinitely more characteristic is white dimity — ’tis as it were a type of
the purity of the poet’s mind. (Jump 1967: 81)

The invocation of purity in a young man’s bedroom — rather than in a more conventional
familial space — leads to suspicion about what might really be in ‘the poet’s mind’. More-
over, the inclusion of specific decorative description (like white dimity for ‘purity’) works
against the principle of generalization.

As these examples suggest, domestic poetry was less about the home per s¢ than about
the ‘domestic affections’, those ties that bound the Victorian husband and wife, mother
and child, brother and sister in a network or net (the noun depends upon one’s perspec-
tive) of love and duty. In an anthology entitled The Home Affections Pourtrayed by the Poets
(1858), the editor Charles MacKay explains that ‘the one great affection of the heart, that
binds the family together’ is LOVE’; it plays a prominent part ‘in the literature of every
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nation’ but ‘to poetry more especially belongs the duty of celebrating the beauty and
purity of the Affections’ (MacKay 1858: v). As if to prove poetry’s celebratory power,
MacKay compiled nearly 400 pages of verse about domestic love, including Hemans’s
‘The Graves of a Household’, Cook’s “The Old Arm-Chair’ and Watts’s ‘My Own
Fireside’. His arrangement, from childhood to youth, maturity and age, suggests that
Victorian domestic poetry was meant to be not merely descriptive or epideictic but devel-
opmental and disciplinary, aiming at the cultivation of ‘the heart’ of all family members,
at every stage of life.

For all the high-minded apologetics, we should note that volumes like The Home Affec-
tions were commercial objects: ‘T hope it will be found worthy to be the GIFT-BOOK OF
ENGLISH LITERATURE’, MacKay concludes his introduction. Indeed, the rise of the
literary annual and the lady’s giftbook, as much as the rise of Victorian domestic ideol-
ogy, accounts for the increase in domestic poetry. With the appearance in the late 1820s
of the annual, a publishing innovation that combined visual and verbal texts, an almost
insatiable commercial need developed for poetry to complement the lavish engravings of
innocent romance and domestic life. Samuel Taylor Coleridge may have composed
‘Domestic Peace’ (1795) in democratic celebration of the ‘cottaged vale’ in contrast to the
‘sceptered state’, but when George Croly composed ‘Domestic Love’ in the late 1820s, a
poem reminiscent of Coleridge’s —

Domestic Love! not in proud palace halls

Is often seen thy beauty to abide;

Thy dwelling is in lowly cottage walls,

That in the thickets of the woodbine hide
1. 1-4)

— his eye was on the commercial market as much as political reform (Watts 1829: 227;
MacKay 1858: 3). Not just minor male poets like Croly, T. K. Hervey and Alaric Watts,
or poetesses like Felicia Hemans, Mary Howitt and Eliza Cook, but major (or soon-to-be
major) poets like Wordsworth, Tennyson and the Brownings came under the literary influ-
ence of giftbooks and annuals in the 1830s.

Alaric Watts, credited with inventing the literary annual, drew in his friends Felicia
Hemans, Letitia Landon and Mary Howitt to supply verses for his Literary Souvenir and
Poetical Album; Howitt later contributed to and edited Fisher’s Drawing-Room Scrap-Book
and published her own Hymns and Fire-side Verses (1839), a poetical fusion of religious and
domestic piety (Watts 1884: I, 167—77). T. K. Hervey, the editor of The Poetical Sketch
Book (1829) and The English Halcyon: A Selection of Modern Poerry (1841), was best known,
according to fellow editor Rufus Griswold, for his ‘“poems of the affections”, descriptive
of domestic incidents and feelings, upon which he writes with taste, simplicity, and ten-
derness’ (1848: 416). Eliza Cook, with her prolific versifying on rural and working-class
domestic life, became a literary phenomenon, ‘the rage of London’ (Leighton and Reynolds
1995: 175-7). Writing simple poems, many with the adjective o/d in the title, as in “The
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Old Arm-Chair’, “The Old Farm-Gate’ and ‘The Old Barn’, she capitalized on the
nostalgic aspect of domestic verse, and made herself into a much-sought-after contribu-
tor to literary journals and annuals; in 1849 she launched an independent Eliza Cook’s
Journal, a combination of stories, poems, moral editorials and practical essays on domes-
tic life.

Perhaps because so many domestic poets were so obviously minor versifiers, the two
major Victorian women poets, Elizabeth Barrett and Christina Rossetti, eschewed domes-
tic poetry throughout their careers. Turning instead to heroic, philosophical and religious
verse, Barrett agreed with her friend Mary Mitford that ‘Cook’ was a suitable name for
the writer of such stuff as “The Old Arm-Chair’, and Rossetti told her brother to just call
her ‘Eliza Cook’ if he thought her verses were quite that bad (Raymond and Sullivan 1983:
I, 170; Rossetti 1903: 88).

Rossetti occasionally invoked a domestic scene, as in ‘Goblin Market’, to validate the
bonds of sisterly love and warn against the rapacity of the outside world. But most often
when she writes of ‘home’, it is to contrast an earthly ‘house’ with the heavenly ‘home’
for which all Christians should strive or to correct the Victorian overemphasis on ma-
terial domesticity. Her allegorical ‘From House to Home’ (1858), written in response to
Tennyson’s “The Palace of Art’, moves from a false ‘earthly paradise supremely fair / That
lured me from the goal’ — a place utterly domestic with its ‘undulating green’, ‘stately
trees’, ‘smooth garden beds’ and gentle animals — to a true home among the blessed. The
poem ends with the admonishment and resolution:

Therefore, O friend, I would not if I might
Rebuild my house of lies, wherein I joyed
One time to dwell: my soul shall walk in white,

Cast down but not destroyed.

Rossetti’s later devotional poetry, especially the verses grouped as ‘Songs for Strangers
and Pilgrims’ in her 1893 Verses, continues this High Anglican refusal to sacralize the
domestic space; instead, the poems insist that piety must be (re)directed to the eternal
realm.

Elizabeth Barrett’s poetry, despite the heroic direction of her early verse, was more
amenable to Victorian domesticity, and some of her occasional verses found their way
into literary annuals and household collections, most frequently “The Deserted Garden’
(Griswold 1848: 431-2). A reverie of happy days spent in an old garden, the poem can
be read as a lament for lost childhood. It none the less subtly suggests that, by the 1830s
when it was written, the domestic garden, conventional site of a young maiden’s thoughts
of love, had become an anachronism. Barrett’s garden, now a place of ‘wilderness’, has
better uses as a ‘hermit-home’ for the modern female child, in whose secret nooks she can
read ‘minstrel stories’ and exercise her imagination. When Barrett Browning returned to
the garden in Awurora Leigh (1856), it was to register her dismay at the overdomestication
of English landscape and life:
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All the fields
Are tied up fast with hedges, nosegay-like;
The hills are crumpled plains, the plains parterres,
The trees, round, woolly, ready to be clipped,
And if you seek for any wilderness
You find, at best, a park. A nature tamed
And grown domestic like a barn-door fowl.

(I, 629-35)

Aurora, the young poetess, seeks an alternative landscape in Italy, where she may rekindle
her imagination amidst its ‘grand nature’ of ‘multitudinous mountains’, ‘palpitating pines’
and ‘headlong leaps of waters’ (I, 617-21). The final books of Aurora Leigh offer a revised
version of domestic space in their description of Aurora’s Florentine house, with its view
not only of nature but of the city as well (VII, 515-41), thus extending the woman poet’s
vision beyond the home or the simple pastoral scene to encompass the civic life of the
nation.

Robert Browning was less wary of domestic verse. Before his marriage to Elizabeth
Barrett, he published two versions of the garden poem as ‘Garden Fancies’ in
Hood’s Magazine (1844), and later included them in the seventh number of Bells and
Pomegranates, his bid for poetic popularity. The first, “The Flower’s Name’, tells of a lover’s
return to a garden where he walked with his beloved and monologizes his reverie on a flower
with a ‘soft meandering Spanish name’, which she singled out for special attention. The
second, a less conventional poem, ‘Sibrandus Schafnaburgensis’, recounts a reader’s revenge
on a pedantic book, left in the crevice of a plum tree to blister and rot. Browning’s combi-
nation of conventional and counter-conventional in this pair would be repeated in Men and
Women (1855), many of whose lyrics begin as domestic poems, only to be inverted or revised
in order to question the conventions of domesticity itself.

‘Love among the Ruins’, for example, the lyric that opens the first volume of Men and
Women, contrasts the heroic and the domestic, the landscape of imperial conquest “Where
the domed and daring palace shot its spires / Up like fires’ with the quiet pastoral of
‘the solitary pastures where our sheep / Half-asleep / Tinkle homeward through the
twilight’. The poem ends with the embrace of lovers and the speaker’s rejection of heroic
ambition in the assertion: ‘Love is best’. Yet if this poem celebrates love in a ‘little turret’,
the opening monologue of the second volume questions the influence of the dom-
estic affections. Andrea del Sarto desires domestic bliss, a quiet evening with his wife
‘by the window with your hand in mine /. ..as married people use’, but his desire,
as much as his wife’s faithlessness, hinders him in his painterly ambition to achieve
greatness ‘in the New Jerusalem, / Meted on each side by the angel’s reed, / For Leonard,
Rafael, Agnolo, and me’. Another pair in the volume, ‘A Lover’s Quarrel’ and ‘By the
Fire-side’, juxtaposes domestic love broken and fulfilled. In the first, three months of
bliss are severed by ‘a word’, a ‘shaft from the devil’s bow’; in the second, an ageing
husband recalls his happy domestic life, the joy he felt (and still feels) as he watches his
wife:
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as you mutely sit
Musing by fire-light, that great brow
And the small spirit-hand propping it,
Yonder, my heart knows how!

(1l. 257-60)

If Victorian readers tended to identify the speaker of ‘By the Fire-side’ with Browning
himself and ‘my perfect wife, my Leonor’ with Elizabeth Barrett, that was less because of
descriptive details in the poem than because of the myth of domestic bliss that the Brown-
ings embodied and encouraged. With tales of their romantic elopement from London and
married life in Italy, the Brownings represented the domestic ideal in life even if they did
not always choose to represent it in their art.

They were not the only poets to cultivate the myth of domesticity. As literary
collaborators, William and Mary Howitt embodied a version of Victorian domestic ideol-
ogy that associated literary production with a peaceful home life; in William’s The Boy’s
Country Book (1847), Mary’s books for children, and their columns and poems in the jointly
edited Howitt’s Journal (1847-9), the pair drew upon and reproduced their own home
life in poems and tales celebrating middle-class domesticity. For Tennyson, too, domestic-
ity was ‘one of the secrets’ of his poetic power; his ‘true joy’ lay ‘in the family duties and
affections’ (Tennyson 1897: I, 189). The epitome of this association of domestic life and
poetry appeared in Coventry Patmore’s The Angel in the House (1854-6), a poetic sequence
celebrating married love and domestic bliss. Inspired by his first wife Emily, who died just
after its completion, Patmore traces the courtship and marriage of a fictional Felix and Hon-
oraria in a poem meant to be the modern culmination of the heroic tradition:

In these last days, the dregs of time,
Learn that to me, though born so late,
There does, beyond desert, befall
(May my great fortune make me great!)
The first of themes, sung last of all,
In green and undiscover’d ground,
Yet near where many others sing,
I have the very well-head found
Whence gushes the Pierian Spring.
1, 28-306)

If later Victorian poets responded with a ‘sneer at the “domesticities”’, including
Swinburne and Gosse, who referred to Patmore as the ‘laureate of the tea-table, with his
humdrum stories of girls that smell of bread and butter’ (Drabble 1995: 29), others like
Alice Meynell defended the virtues of Patmore’s verse: “There are some things in both
English and French domestic life that lack courtesy and grace, but it would be better done
to restore these qualities than to deride the hearth in general’ (Meynell 1903: 19). What
the debate over The Angel in the House reminds us, quite apart from its signal that the for-
tunes of domestic poetry were waning by the mid-1850s, is that Patmore believed he had
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found in domestic life the subject of modern poetry and the making of his literary fame.
He was not alone, as the long, successful career of the poet laureate, Alfred Tennyson, reveals.

Idyllic Poetry and the Domestic Idyll

Tennyson experimented with domestic verse early in his career, as in the ill-fated ‘O
Darling Room’, the unpublished ‘Home’ and the more successful ‘lady poems’ of the 1830
volume. His serious work in the domestic tradition began, however, with the ‘English
Idyls’ (spelt by Tennyson with one /), a few written for the 1832 Poems, more written or
extensively revised for his 1842 volume. These idylls, as much as In Memoriam (1850),
staked Tennyson’s claim for public stature and the laureateship. As Robert Pattison has
argued, “Tennyson’s poetic career is a history of the idyll in miniature’: his poetry begins
by being acutely self-conscious and eclectic; it develops a certain self-assurance and con-
fidence that allows it to become simpler and more direct; and, finally, as had occurred
with Virgil and Ovid, it fulfils its epic inclinations in Idylls of the King (1979: 46).

The idyll form that Tennyson adopted had an illustrious history in Greek poetry.
(Indeed, it is possible to argue that Tennyson evoked this history, particularly in his allu-
sions to Theocritus, in order to avoid the association of his ‘English Idyls’ with the more
common domestic verse of his female contemporaries.) The idyll was an Alexandrian form
— that is, a late Greek poetic development appearing after the heyday of the epic and after
Greek poets had become self-conscious, sophisticated and eclectic. As a belated form, the
idyll appealed to Tennyson, who had epic ambitions but believed that the era of heroic
verse had ended. “Why take the style of those heroic times?’, the poet Everard Hall asks
in Tennyson’s “The Epic’, ‘For nature brings not back the Mastadon.” The Alexandrian
dispute over the future of poetry — with Apollonius arguing for imitation of the Homeric
epic and Callimachus arguing against further epic production and turning instead to the
idyll — illumined Tennyson’s thinking about his own career, including his turn to the
domestic idyll.

Like their Alexandrian counterparts, Tennyson’s ‘English Idyls’ are short poems, usually
short narratives that capture (or recapture) a single, significant episode in a man or
woman’s life; in 1838 Tennyson felt that if he wanted to make his mark, it would be ‘by
shortness, for the men before me had been so diffuse, and most of the big things except
King Arthur had been done’ (Tennyson 1897: I, 166). Like the Alexandrian idyll, too,
Tennyson’s idylls focus on psychological states, on the representation of the mind under
the influence of an overmastering passion; according to Robert Pattison, ‘“Whereas the epic
had sought to depict unity in the human community and the forces governing it, the idyll
turned to the heart to search for its generalities’ (1979: 23). Finally, like the classical
idylls, Tennyson’s versions are set in the countryside; this typically occurs because the idyll
is essentially an urban poetic form, one that emerges in nostalgia for a pastoral way of
life. As Walter Houghton noted in The Victorian Frame of Mind, ‘In the recoil from the
City, the home was irradiated by the light of the pastoral imagination. It could seem a
country of peace and innocence where life was kind and duty natural’ (1957: 344).
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“The Miller’s Daughter’, Tennyson’s first experiment with the domestic idyll and central
to his 1832 Poems, incorporates these features. In a reverie told in old age, it narrates the
tale of a ‘late-left orphan of the squire’ who falls in love with a miller’s daughter. By con-
centrating on the moment that the young man first sees his Alice, the poem is able to
capture both the young man’s joy in love —

I loved, and love dispelled the fear

That I should die an early death:

For love possessed the atmosphere,
And filled the breast with purer breath
1. 89-92)

— and the old man’s happiness in ‘the settled bliss’ of domestic life, ‘the comfort I have
found in thee’. The poem is retrospective in multiple senses: at the level of story, it looks
back on a long life of tranquillity and contentment in love; at the level of allusion, it
looks back to Theocritus’s seventh idyll, Harvest Home, and to Mary Russell Mitford’s prose
idyll, The Queen of the Meadow (1827), the latter a nostalgic reminiscence of a village way
of life disappearing from England even as it was being recorded.

Donald Hair has observed that “Victorian readers often thought that the idyl ought to
deal with the idyllic; that is, with the pastoral landscape which offered the possibility of
a contented human existence. But such expectations ignored a good part of the pastoral
tradition in poetry, for some of Theocritus’ idyls were bitterly critical of actual social con-
ditions’ (1981: 76). Following Theocritus, Tennyson expanded his range in the 1842 Poems
to create an idyllic sequence that moves from the pastoral ideal to modern disillusion-
ment. After the introductory poems, “The Epic’ and ‘Morte d’Arthur’, which turn away
from the Homeric tradition, Tennyson offers a sequence of five idylls: “The Gardener’s
Daughter’, a happy tale of romantic love and art inspired in a garden; followed by ‘Dora’,
an idyll recalling the Biblical story of Ruth with the power of familial love, for good or
ill, at its center; ‘Audley Hall’, a classical idyll modelled on the singing contests of
Theocritus with friendship and same-sex love as its subject; “Walking to the Mail’, still
in the classical mode but with a failed marriage and fallen house as its subject; and finally
‘Edwin Morris’, a satirical idyll of faithless love and the bitter reality of the Victorian mar-
riage market, a topic Tennyson would take up again in Maud (1855). To these five poems,
which demonstrate the power and range of the idyllic form, he added seven others in 1842
and, in his 1884 collected works, labelled them ‘English Idyls’. Throughout his career he
published idyllic verse, not all labelled as such, as in ‘Enoch Arden’ (1864) and ‘Locksley
Hall, Sixty Years After’ (1886).

Tennyson’s sequence within the ‘English Idyls’ demonstrates the flexibility of the genre
both to embody and to reflect critically upon Victorian pastoral and domestic ideologies.
Because the idyll embeds lyrics within a frame, rather than presents the speaker’s voice
directly, as did much women’s domestic verse, Tennyson was able to express, yet distance
himself from, domestic sentimentality. Because, moreover, his idylls use dialogue and con-
versation, as did his Theocritan models, the poems have the effect of presenting multiple
perspectives, within which the reader is encouraged to find an ideal. Like the dramatic
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monologue that Browning developed, the Tennysonian idyll became a characteristically
Victorian form in its self-consciousness and removal from Romantic lyricism.

Tennyson’s development of the idyll culminates in the Idylls of the King (which he
spelled with two /s to distinguish them from his ‘English Idyls’). Often classified as ‘epic’,
these poems in fact capitalize on the eclecticism of the idyll tradition by incorporating
features of various literary modes: romance from Malory’s Morte d’Arthur and the Welsh
Mabinogion; epic and allegory from Virgil, Spenser, Milton and Tasso; lyric and domestic
poetry; and the Victorian domestic novel. To account for this variety, critics have debated
the generic classification and described the Idy/ls in different terms: Donald Hair as ‘an
heroic treatment of domestic themes, images, and actions’; Jerome Buckley as ‘not a single
unified narrative but a group of chivalric tableaux . . . {that} move through a series of
sharply visualized vignettes toward a pictured climax’; Robert Pattison as ‘an Arthurian
romance composed of twelve idylls so arranged as to form an allegorical, cyclical epic’
(Hair 1981: 122; Buckley 1960: 172-3; Pattison 1979: 135). All these possibilities could
be contained within the idyll, which with its eclecticism and epic ambition allowed
Tennyson an opportunity for adaptation and amalgamation.

In a sequence recalling the movement of the ‘English Idyls’ from early domestic
harmony to discord and disruption, the Idylls of the King narrate the progress of Arthur’s
kingdom — and, by analogy, the Victorian empire — in the rise and fall of the Round
Table and in the faith and faithlessness of Arthur’s wife Guinevere and friend Lancelot.
Taken as a whole, they are meant to be an English national epic. As Tennyson suggests
in his ‘Dedication: To the Prince Consort’, they redefine masculine heroism for the
modern age:

And indeed He seems to me
Scarce other than my king’s ideal knight,
‘Who reverenced his conscience as his king;
Whose glory was, redressing human wrong;
Who spake no slander, no, nor listed to it;
Who loved one only and who clave to her[.}
(1. 5-10)

Yet the twelve books remain individually 7dy/ls — that is, each is an eidyllion, a ‘framed
picture’ or ‘little picture’ of a character or pair of characters coloured (or obsessed) by a
single, dominant emotion. In keeping with the idyllic (as opposed to epic) tradition, the
emphasis falls on the psychology (rather than the actions) of the characters.

The Idylls of the King, published serially between 1859 and 1885, provoked diverse
responses in kind and in criticism, including new versions of the idyll. Perhaps to capi-
talize on Tennyson’s success, perhaps to counter or correct his fusion of classical and
modern traditions into the ‘domestic idyll’, other poets published their own versions of
idyllic verse in the 1860s and 1870s. Austin Dobson, a minor poet, regrouped poems
from his 1873 and 1877 volumes into O/d World 1dylls (1880) in order to ride the popular
wave and perhaps, in poems like ‘An Autumn Idyll’, which parodies the singing contests
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of Theocritus, to suggest the impossibility of a pure idyll in the modern age. More sig-
nificantly, Walter Savage Landor, a classical scholar and poet, brought out Heroic Idyls in
1863. Framed as the last tales of Homer, told to an aged Laertes and his simple helper,
Agatha, these idylls return to their classical roots. They retell mythical stories or imagine
dialogues among Greek figures — the tale of Atalanta and the golden apples, the trial of
Aeschylos for revealing the Eleusian mysteries, a debate between Hippolyta and Theseus,
a conversation among Sappho, Alcaeus, Anacreaon and Phaon — in pure ¢idyllia, ‘little pic-
tures’ of classical life, without the moralizing about heroism or domestic faithfulness so
dominant in Tennyson’s Idy/ls. Landor’s poems may have been a reminder to other neo-
Hellenists, including Tennyson, of what the genre was originally meant to be.

A more serious poetic challenge came from Robert Browning, who published two series
of Dramatic Idyls in 1879 and 1880. As Clyde de Ryals notes, Browning was invading
Tennyson’s poetic terrain, hoping for a popular success like the laureate’s after a period of
depression and imaginative drought (1975: 167-8). The Dramatic Idyls fulfilled his hopes
in that they were well received by the critics and his reading public. After their publica-
tion, Tennyson complained to his friend William Allingham: ‘T wish Browning had not
taken my word Idyll’ (1897: 291). Tennyson’s complaint involved more than a sense of
territoriality in that Browning’s idyls, however uneven in quality, implicitly critique the
work of his fellow poet.

Browning’s poems recover the range of the idyll: from imaginative redactions of Greek
sources in ‘Pheidippides’ (the runner who brought the news of victory from Marathon to
Athens) and ‘Echetlos’ (meaning ‘holder of the ploughshare’, an unnamed warrior who
killed many Persians at the battle of Marathon), to an old Russian folktale in ‘Ivan
Ivanovitch’ and an old Arabian tale in ‘Muléykeh’, to expansions of episodes from Bunyan’s
Life and Death of Mr. Badman in ‘Ned Bratts’ and from contemporary gossip in ‘Clive’.
Browning draws attention to his sources in epigraphs or opening lines that remind the
reader of the derivative, if also highly learned and sophisticated, nature of the idyll. In
contrast, Tennyson often obscured the sources of his ‘English Idyls’, particularly when
they derived from contemporary novelists or fellow poets — as in “The Miller’s Daughter’,
derived from Mary Russell Mitford’s The Queen of the Meadow (1827), ‘Dora’, derived from
Mitford’s Dora Cresswell (1828), ‘Locksley Hall’, derived from Sir William Jones’s trans-
lation of the Moallakdt. Browning was insistent that renewal, not originality, was the basis
of idyllic verse.

Perhaps most important, Browning, in his best dramatic idyl, ‘Pan and Luna’, resists
the domesticating of sexual love and the moralizing of older sources that characterize the
Idylls of the King. ‘Pan and Luna’ has its origin in Virgil’s Georgics, in three lines in the
midst of advice to sheep-farmers that retell the myth of the moon’s eclipse: ‘"Twas with
gift of such snowy wool, if we may trust the tale, that Pan, Arcadia’s god, charmed and
beguiled thee, O Moon, calling thee to the depths of the woods; nor didst thou scorn his
call’ (I, 391-3, trans. Fairclough). Browning describes the lush Arcadian landscape
and naked beauty of the ‘Maid-Moon with limbs all bare’, imagines the growing consci-
ousness and fright of Luna pursued, even gives a scene of ravishment when Luna, ‘of
unmatched modesty betrayed’, was:
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Bruised to the breast of Pan, half god half brute,
Raked by his bristly boar-sward while he lapped
— Never say, kissed her! that were to pollute
Love’s language — which moreover proves unapt
To tell how she recoiled.

(1. 83-7)

Yet Browning finally refuses to explain Virgil’s enigmatic tale, particularly the phrase ‘nor
didst thou scorn his call’, suggesting that such explanation ill befits the idyl (‘Love’s lan-
guage . . . proves unapt to tell’) and spoils the Virgilian gift:

Explain who may! Let all else go, I keep

— As of a ruin just a monolith —

Thus much, one verse of five words, each a boon:
Arcadia, night, a cloud, Pan, and the moon.

(1. 101-4)

As Betty Flowers observes, this is the antithesis of Tennyson’s treatment of the Arthurian
myth, where the loss of modesty and purity becomes a tragedy, a woman’s ‘downfall’; ‘in
“Pan and Luna” the narrator’s dramatic reading of Virgil’s text seems designed to lead
Victorian readers to a conclusion that they might otherwise resist: that the high and the
low, the body and the soul, are not created to be at war, but are in fact necessary to each
other’ (1987: 157).

The Waning of Domestic and Idyllic Verse

Browning’s gentle critique of Tennyson’s idylls was part of a larger movement away from
the domestication of English poetry, a rebellion against what Herbert Tucker has called
‘house arrest’ (1994). In perfecting the domestic idyll, Tennyson created a form suited to
Victorian domestic ideology but restrictive in the kinds and qualities of love it could rep-
resent. By the end of the 1850s, when domestic poetry reached its peak and the first four
Idylls of the King appeared in print, a counter-movement had set in.

Some writers had, of course, always resisted domestic verse. Thomas Hood’s
‘Domestic Poems’ (1837), for example, humorously re-envision the domestic affections in
parodies of their more serious counterparts. As if in response to Burns’s ‘John Anderson,
My Jo' or Tennyson’s ‘The Miller’s Daughter’, the speaker of Hood’s ‘Hymeneal
Retrospections’ recalls his wedding day and the changes that have ensued:

O Kate! my dear partner, through joy and through strife!
When I look back on Hymen’s dear day,
Not a lovelier bride ever changed to a wife,
Though you’re now so old, wizened, and gray! . ..
Your figure was tall, then, and perfectly straight,
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Though it now has two twists from upright —
But bless you! still bless you! my partner! my Kate!
Though you be such a petfect old fright!
(1. 14, 33-6)

So, too, Hood de-idealizes the parent—child bond and nineteenth-century paeans to
childhood in ‘A Parental Ode to My Son, Aged Three Years and Five Months’ (a
parody of Wordsworth’s “To H. C. Six Years Old” and more famous ‘Ode: Intimations of
Immortality’):

Thou happy, happy elf!
(But stop, — first let me kiss away that tear) —
Thou tiny image of myself!
(My love, he’s poking peas into his ear!)
Thou merry, laughing sprite!
With spirits feather-light,
Untouched by sorrow, and unspoiled by sin —
(Good heavens! the child is swallowing a pin!)
{1l 1-8)

Yet Hood’s uneven juxtapositions did not seriously disrupt the Victorian domestic ideal,
in that the poems remind the reader of it even as they point to a more common reality.

Two decades after Hood’s parodies, however, we can trace a visible waning of domes-
tic verse and the domestic idyll on several fronts: the diminishing presence of domestic
verse in anthologies of poetry after mid-century; the quiet refusal of second- and third-
generation Victorian women poets to write domestic verse; and an impatience with, or
outright rejection of, domestic sentimentality by literary reviewers.

Whereas poetic anthologies published in the 1830s to 1850s included a fair share of
domestic verse, by 1860, when Francis Palgrave published The Golden Treasury, such verse
had virtually disappeared. In T. K. Hervey’s The English Helicon (1841) and the anony-
mously collected Book of the Poets (1842), both editors had located the strength of con-
temporary English poetry in the turn from epic to lyric and, specifically, in the turn to
domestic virtues, to ‘a home scene of domestic virtue and happiness [that} outshines a
Roman triumph’ (see Peterson 1999: 198). Their anthologies included a variety of women
writers known for their domestic verse: Anna Barbauld, Felicia Hemans, Joanna Baillie,
Mary Mitford, Mary Howitt and others. By 1860, Palgrave’s Golden Treasury of the Best
Songs and Lyrical Poems offered a different interpretation of the strength of English lyric.
As William Brewster notes in his 1928 edition of this Victorian classic, after love lyrics
(thirty-seven in number) the most important group of poems in the Golden Treasury (fifteen
in number) ‘might be called martial or heroic’ (1928: xi). By eliminating domestic verse
and instead anthologizing martial lyrics, many from the Napoleonic era, Palgrave remas-
culinized, reheroicized and redirected the course of English poetry.

Mid- and late-Victorian women poets participated in the redirection, though not in
Palgrave’s terms. Not only did Christina Rossetti reject the ideological grounds of domes-
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tic verse, Barrett Browning also challenged the cultural assumptions that identified it as
a feminine domain. In Azrora Leigh (1856), the eponymous heroine debates with her
cousin Romney whether women’s verse can move beyond the pastoral, domestic and sen-
timental. Romney insists that women poets, limited in scope, cannot do so:

Therefore, this same world
Uncomprehended by you, must remain
Uninfluenced by you. — Women as you are,
Mere women, personal and passionate,

You give us doting mothers and perfect wives,
Sublime Madonnas, and enduring saints!
We get not Christ from you — and verily
We shall not get a poet, in my mind.
I, 218-25)

Aurora vows to produce more than ‘doting mothers and perfect wives’, or as Romney later
puts it, ‘happy pastorals of the meads and trees’ (II, 1201), and aims at a more compre-
hensive oeuvre. Her successors followed — as a comparison of early and late Victorian
women’s poetry in recent anthologies reveals (see Leighton and Reynolds 1995; Armstrong
and Bristow 1996). When some women, like Alice Meynell, engaged the older tradition
of domestic verse, it was with ironic distance, as in ‘“The Modern Mother’ and ‘Cradle-Song
at Twilight’, which portray women fallen from or faithless to the domestic ideal.

The reaction against domestic verse can be seen most clearly, however, in slighting
responses to [dylls of the King and Swinburne’s vehement attack on Tennyson in his ‘Notes
on Poems and Ballads’ (1866). While most reviews of the Idylls were favourable, with
critics like Walter Bagehot and William Gladstone positively glowing with admiration
for Tennyson as the greatest poet of the age and the Idylls as the nineteenth-century’s
greatest literary work, some reviewers began to characterize Tennyson as ‘a drawing-room
Wordsworth’ (Jump 1967: 236) and question the effect of his repetitive use of the idyllic
form. When Alfred Austin re-evaluated Victorian poets in The Poetry of the Period (1870),
he pointed to ‘those blank verse English Idyls which sounded the key-note’ of Tennyson’s
career and attributed his popularity to the dominant ideology: ‘he does not ask men to
give up their newly-found idol, the cherished poetical god of their narrow domestic hearth’
(Jump 1967: 298, 310). Across the Channel, in his History of English Literature (1871) the
French critic Hippolyte Taine characterized English verse in general, and Tennyson in par-
ticular, as ‘confined within a sort of flowery border’:

Does any poet suit such a society better than Tennyson? Without being a pedant, he is moral;
he may be read in the family circle by night; he does not rebel against society and life; he
speaks of God and the soul, nobly, tenderly, without ecclesiastical prejudice; there is no need
to reproach him like Lord Byron; . . . he will pervert nobody. (Jump 1967: 272)

By the 1860s and 1870s, domestic poetry had begun to seem narrow and confining rather
than ennobling.



Domestic and 1dyllic 57

Swinburne’s reaction, which came in defence of his badly received Poems and Ballads
(1866), a volume depicting more ardent passions and less ideal forms of love than those
allowed in domestic poetry, attacked the reigning ideology. Crediting (and thus blaming)
Tennyson for setting a trend that ‘would turn all art and literature “into the line of chil-
dren”’, he pointed to ‘the idyllic form’ as the source of the problem:

Thus with English versifiers now, the idyllic form is alone in fashion. The one great and
prosperous poet of the time has given out the tune, and the hoarser choir takes it up. . ..
We have idyls good and bad, ugly and pretty; idyls of the farm and the mill; idyls of the
dining-room and the deanery; idyls of the gutter and the gibbet. (Peckham 1970: 339)

Swinburne posed the question for Victorian poetry as this:

whether or not the first and last requisite of art is to give no offence; whether or not all that
cannot be lisped in the nursery or fingered in the schoolroom is therefore to be cast out of
the library; whether or not the domestic circle is to be for all men and writers the outer limit
and extreme horizon of their world of work. (Peckham 1970: 338)

His answer was a resounding ‘No’, with a call to make poetry ‘noble and chaste in the
wider masculine sense’.

How accurate was Swinburne’s assessment of the state of poetry in the mid-1860s?
Swinburne certainly had a point about the influence of the domestic idyll on poetic fashion.
The numerous publications styling themselves idylls — Drift: A Seashore 1dyl (1866), The
Angel: An 1dyl (1870), Snowbound: A Winter 1dyl (1872), A Sussex ldyll (1877), An Idyl
of Work (1875), to list only a sample — support his point about ‘the hoarser choir’. Yet
Swinburne exaggerates the dominance of the form among the major Victorian poets.
Virtually every classically trained poet experimented with idyllic verse at some moment in
his career, including Swinburne’s friend and mentor Walter Savage Landor in Fiesolan Idylls
(1831), later in Heroic 1dylls (1863); Arthur Hugh Clough in three Idy/lic Sketches (c.1847);
Matthew Arnold in “Thyrsis’ (1866); and Browning in Dramatic Idyls (1879-80). But these
poems, as well as the varieties of non-idyllic forms used by the same poets, give evidence
against the claim that the ‘domestic circle’ was ‘the outer limit and extreme horizon’ of
mid-Victorian poetry. The surging of erotic desire in Clough’s ‘Natura Naturans’, the love
of man for man in “Thyrsis’, the imagining of sexual violence in ‘Pan and Luna’, the range
from devoted to jealous and destructive love in the Heroic Idyls — these suggest that the
Tennysonian domestic idyll was only one of several Victorian reincarnations.

Swinburne’s attack does, however, provide evidence of a turning away from eatly
Victorian domestic ideology and its poetic forms, and a looking outward to other litera-
tures and cultures. Whether the turn was that of the Pre-Raphaelites to medieval culture,
of Pater to the Renaissance, or of neo-Hellenists like Swinburne, Hardy and Michael Field
to ancient Greece, the later Victorian poets seldom wrote domestic verse.

See also: ARTHURIAN POETRY AND MEDIEVALISM; NATIONHOOD AND EMPIRE.
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Lyric

Matthew Rowlinson

In a large view, the most distinctive characteristics of Victorian lyric are those it shares
with much Western lyric of the last two centuries, but with few other lyric traditions.
These are, first, its status as the product of print culture, and second, the predominance
in it of the dramatic and descriptive modes. The literary lyric from the nineteenth century
on is a printed form that understands itself variously as preserving, succeeding, incorpo-
rating or remaking earlier lyric forms with other modes of circulation and reception. Of
course, innumerable lyrics had previously entered print, but only in the nineteenth century
does print become for lyric the hegemonic medium, with the result, on the one hand, that
all lyric production takes place with a view to print, and on the other, that lyrics which
had previously been circulated and received in other media are now remediated through
print.

Print’s long rise to its nineteenth-century dominance of lyric poetry took a crucial turn
in the second half of the preceding century, when volumes collecting traditional songs
and ballads became a recognized and increasingly popular genre. The earlier of these col-
lections, like Thomas Percy’s Religues of Ancient English Poetry (1765) and Joseph Ritson’s
Ancient Songs (1792), relied on prior manuscript and printed sources; later collections, like
Walter Scott’s Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802-3), included material transcribed for
the first time from oral sources. By the second decade of the nineteenth century, a vogue
had appeared for lyric poems adopting the forms of traditional songs, most visibly in the
poems of Byron and Thomas Moore. Byron and Moore’s poems, in turn, were swiftly
adopted by a new popular song culture whose materials were printed texts and music.
Each of the figures I have named played an important role in mediating oral culture
through print; in English poetry, the most influential — though frequently oblique — med-
itation on this role is that of William Wordsworth. The explicit project of Wordsworth’s
poetry was to assimilate into literary language the rhetoric and diction of everyday rural
speech. His poems repeatedly allegorize this project by dramatizing encounters between
the poet and marginal, illiterate figures whose utterances both challenge him and provide
the basis for his poetry. “The Solitary Reaper’ (1807), for example, records its speaker’s
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encounter in the Scots Highlands with a reaper singing at her work. The song is in Erse,
and hence certainly part of an oral tradition; the speaker does not understand it, but none
the less claims to bear its music away with him. The printed poem has for topic its own
relation to the alien utterance that provoked it.

Wordsworth’s poetry, like Scott’s and Moore’s, and Burns’s before them, is in part the
printed mediation of current non-print cultures. In the period covered by this volume,
however, the situation is somewhat different. Popular song, for instance, had by the 1830s
become a form disseminated and preserved predominantly in print. In eatlier periods of
literary history, print was for lyric only one circuit of transmission among others, coex-
isting not only with practices of oral performance but also with the manuscript circula-
tion of lyrics within coteries. But in the Victorian era for the first time virtually all sites
of manuscript production and oral performance existed within a culture of print, which
thus organized the entire field of composition and reception. So organized, the genre of
lyric poetry is in Victorian Britain for the first time fully implicated in the production of
printed text as a commodity, rather than, as for Wordsworth, Scott and Moore in the first
decades of the nineteenth century, occupying a liminal position between commodity pro-
duction, a patronage system and traditional society.

For Victorian poets, lyric appears as a genre newly totalized in print. The anthologies
and critical editions of the period aimed in principle to incorporate into print the various
lyrical modes that print itself superseded. Victorian print-lyric does not confront song cul-
tures that exist independently of it, and, unlike Burns, Moore or Wordsworth, its authors
do not understand themselves as located on the border between print and oral culture. In
Victorian poetry, it would be hard to know where such a border existed. Matthew Arnold
was the most Wordsworthian of the major Victorian lyricists, and for him as for
Wordsworth the encounter with a figure excluded from print or even literate culture is a
recurrent topic. But in Arnold these figures are mute, like the addressee of “To a Gypsy
Child by the Sea Shore’ (1849). This poem contrasts both with ‘The Solitary Reaper’ and
more directly with earlier Wordsworthian poems representing a dialogue between child
and adult. The child’s muteness in Arnold’s lyric, and its identification as a gypsy, suggest
how lyric now belongs to a discursive system that has no external border. The gypsy does
not appear as a figure with a home outside England, or outside modernity, but rather as
an emblem of exclusions internal to both. Arnold’s poem thus imagines no other utter-
ance confronting its own, but only a mute presence whose non-response structures the
very utterance it records.

1I

Lyric is the most dialectical of Victorian genres. Two of its central undertakings are to
incorporate models it has itself superseded and to define itself by negation. The motiva-
tion of lyric utterance by the silence of an auditor or addressee is a generic convention
and long predates the nineteenth century; it is a characteristic device of Victorian poets,
however, to incorporate these silent figures into the representational frame of their poems,
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for instance by making their silence a dramatic response to the utterance the poem records.
The fullest development of this tendency occurs in dramatic monologue, but the power
of a silent other to complete, modify or subvert an utterance dialectically is a pervasive
topic in every kind of Victorian poetry.

Robert Browning’s seminal experiments in dramatic monologue from 1836 on sys-
tematically explore this topic’s formal possibilities. In ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ (1836), he writes
a poem that from its title on insists that the speaker’s identity, and the meanings both of
his utterance and of the action it narrates, are given by the mute woman in whose pres-
ence he speaks. The speaker is only identified as Porphyria’s lover, and the only motive
he states for the act he narrates is Porphyria’s will. The act, however, is that of strangling
her. The mode of Porphyria’s murder emphasizes that death has silenced her; the poem is
thus built around the contradiction between the speaker’s claim that his act is the pure
expression of Porphyria’s will, liberated from the circumstances that had prevented her
from expressing it herself, and the ironic implication that it was on the contrary only the
last and most catastrophic of those circumstances. The moment when Porphyria’s ‘utmost
will’ (1. 53) appears is also the moment when it disappears beyond recovery. There is no
interpretation that will reconcile this contradiction; hence Robert Langbaum’s widely
influential claim of a generation ago that the reader of dramatic monologue is forced to
oscillate between two responses, which he termed sympathy and judgement (1971: 85).

The rejection of totalization that Browning stages in his dramatic monologues,
however, should be understood as a mediation and critique of lyric. Victorian poetics, fol-
lowing Kant, distinguishes rigorously between the aesthetic use of language and the
instrumental. Pure art for Kant has no aim external to itself (1952: 62—3); this doctrine
underlies, for instance, J. S. Mill’s influential distinction of poetry from rhetoric. In Mill,
for whom lyric is the original and most authentic genre of poetry, poetic utterance is char-
acterized by its interiority. Taking lyric as his exemplar, Mill writes of poetry in general
that it is ‘feeling, confessing itself to itself in moments of solitude’ (1981: 348), having
no aim to persuade and showing no awareness of any audience. On this view, as Kant pro-
posed, the poem’s aim would be achieved in the very act of its utterance. Browning thus
wrote his dramatic monologues in the context of a widespread assumption that in poetry,
and « fortiori in lyric, the instrumental use of language is excluded; it is this context that
determines the significance of his poems of the 1840s, which collectively mount a formal
experiment aimed at undoing this exclusion and foregrounding the operation of rhetoric
in poetry.

In the major dramatic monologues of the forties and fifties, then, Browning charac-
teristically represents utterances that not only imply a dramatic context, but are also
spoken with specific persuasive or apologetic intent. The meanings of these utterances are
in each case mediated by a mute audience, whose relation to the speaker and whose his-
torical character we must understand in order to understand the utterance at all. Fra Lippo
Lippi, for instance, in the monologue that bears his name (1855), speaks while under
arrest by the night watch in fourteenth-century Florence: his utterance is in the first
instance a plea to be released. The very circumstance that prompts his utterance also
prevents him from speaking freely; at the poem’s outset one of the watch is literally
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gripping his throat. As in ‘Porphyria’s Lover’, strangulation allegorizes the pressure of
mediation to which the poem submits speech. Neither in ‘Fra Lippo Lippi’, nor in “The
Bishop Orders his Tomb in St Praxed’s Church’ (1845) or ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’
(1855) — to name only a few of many possible examples — is there any question of unmedi-
ated access to the inner life of the speaker. Indeed, the way speech conceals inner life from
others and arguably from the speakers themselves becomes an increasingly prominent
theme of the monologues.

In this respect, then, Browning’s monologues are designed as antithetical to lyric. The
dialectical character of Victorian lyric, though, is nowhere clearer than in the way this
antithesis itself becomes the medium in which lyric appears. As Herbert E Tucker has
shown, within the dramatic monologue the antithesis of dramatic and lyrical utterance is
itself a theme; ‘Fra Lippo Lippi’ provides his initial example (1985: 232-3). There the
blank verse text of Lippo’s discourse, printed in Roman type, is repeatedly interrupted by
rhymed fragments in a Tuscan lyric form, the szornello, printed in italics: ‘Flower o’the pine,
/ You keep your mistr. .. manners, and Ull stick to mine!’ (1l. 238-9). These fragments
comment obliquely on Lippi’s narrative, but do so from no specifiable position in the
poem’s dramatic frame. They neither address Lippi’s interlocutors, nor are they in every
case necessarily Lippi’s utterances. They locate lyric in the poem as a mode of utterance
alien to its dramatic form, and perhaps even one that it suppresses. Such a suppression is
implied in the fragment I have just given as an example, where even as he quotes the szor-
nello, Lippi amends ‘mistress’ to ‘manners’, staging in two words the suppression of desire
by ‘manners’ that is a major topic of the poem’s narrative, and implicitly aligning it with
the suppression or censorship of lyric utterance.

‘Fra Lippo Lippi’ is not alone among Browning’s dramatic monologues in incorporat-
ing fragments of song. Other poems that do so include ‘Caliban upon Setebos’ and — in
a rather different way — ‘ “Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came”’. Robert Langbaum
argues more generally that, for all their dramatic character, the speakers’ utterances in
Browning’s monologues invariably tend towards song in that they are always in some way
excessive in relation to their dramatic situation, which is to say that there is always some-
thing about them in excess of pure instrumentality. Browning’s characters, in Langbaum’s
view, always reveal more of themselves than a purely dramatic reading can account for;
this excess of self-revelation he identifies with lyric (1971: 182-200).

Browning’s dramatic monologues afford a useful introduction to the dialectical charac-
ter of Victorian lyric because they manifest their underlying affiliation with lyric only anti-
thetically. Dramatic in form, historicist in theme, and generally unmusical in diction, these
poems constitute a medium in which lyric appears as an unassimilated fragment or as an
excess that frames the whole. The era does offer, however, other ways of mediating lyric
than through dramatic form. The writing of Alfred Tennyson in the years 1830 to 1850
includes probably the most influential lyrics of the first half of Victoria’s reign. His first
solo volume, Poems, Chiefly Lyrical of 1830, was as the title suggests largely comprised of
lyrics; subsequent volumes in 1832 and 1842 also included many lyrics, though Tennyson’s
experiments in the genre increasingly tended towards hybridization with varieties of nar-
rative and dramatic poetry, such as the ballad, the idyll, and the epyllion or little epic.
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In the 1830 volume, four of the poems were simply entitled ‘Song’; this title refers
literally to one of the poems’ main topics — they are poems about song — and figura-
tively to the poems themselves: metaphorically, the poems are songs. The quality of self-
reflexivity, by which the poem discusses the conditions of its own existence, recurs
throughout Tennyson’s early lyrics. The poems appear to frame themselves, which is also
to say that they are framed by themselves — a formal trait that corresponds to the way lyric
in Browning’s more antithetical treatment becomes a genre that is both contained by
and contains the dramatic monologue. Both poets are responding to the historical situa-
tion in which they at once write as the privileged inheritors of a newly totalized genre,
and write what might be called post-lyrics, as members of the first generation of poets for
whom print has fully colonized the fields of manuscript and song production.

The best known of the 1830 ‘Songs’ is thus at once a lyric and an allegory of lyric pro-
duction. The kernel of ‘A spirit haunts the year’s last hours’ is the utterance that closes
the second stanza: ‘My very heart faints and my whole soul grieves / At the moist rich
smell of the rotting leaves, / And the breath / Of the fading edges of box beneath, / And
the year’s last rose’ (1. 16-20). The sentence might well be taken as an exemplar of lyric
utterance; in it a first-person speaker expresses a consciousness entirely given over to a
single emotion, to which the utterance itself is equally given over. It contains no hint of
narrative, for instance in any suggestion that the speaker’s grief might have a cause prior
to the moment of its expression, or that this expression might have a purpose to be accom-
plished in the future. The cause of the speaker’s grief is indeed so proximate to the utter-
ance expressing it that the poem metaphorically identifies them by personifying the box
and endowing it with breath in which to expire its fading life — a personification that
implicitly identifies it with the speaker and the speaker’s utterance with the figural breath
that is supposedly its cause. The garden breathes out its life as the speaker breathes out
a grief whose cause and expression thus virtually collapse into one.

The lines I have quoted, however, are the last of the poem’s second and last stanza. The
opening stanza is a description of the garden whose decay occasions the speaker’s grief and
of the grieving spirit that haunts it: ‘A spirit haunts the year’s last hours / Dwelling amid
these yellowing bowers: / To himself he talks; / . . . / Earthward he boweth the heavy stalks
/ Of the mouldering flowers’ (ll. 1-8). The whole poem thus displays a marked recur-
siveness at the level of meaning: the speaker grieves at the smell of the dying garden,
which is itself the work of a grieving spirit. There is no indication that there is anything
outside the garden, or outside the poem, to account for the grief they equally express. The
only motive for the grief is the decay of the garden, and if we take the enclosed garden
as a figure for the enclosed space of the poem itself, then we can read the poem as an
expression of grief at its own decay. (The analogy between the poem and the garden is
strengthened by a long prior tradition of figuring poets as gardeners and their utterances
as flowers; to this convention we owe the word ‘anthology’, whose Greek roots mean ‘a
gathering of flowers’.)

The terminal, self-mourning, self-reflexive qualities of this poem are in different and
often more complex ways apparent throughout Tennyson’s poems of the 1830 and 1832
volumes. Especially in the latter, Tennyson’s exploration of lyric is often not, as in ‘A spirit
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haunts the year’s last hours’, purely lyrical in form, but rather encloses a lyric voice or a
personification of lyric voice in a narrative frame. “The Hesperides’ (1832) thus comprises
the song of the three daughters of Hesperus — a song whose main theme is the need to
keep on singing — and a fragmentary opening narrative. The poem stages the mutual
exclusion of lyric and narrative; indeed, it constitutes lyric as a defence against narrative,
a defence in the form of an utterance that does nothing but circle back on itself.

I have argued that the elaborate framing devices of Tennyson’s early poems correspond
to the development of dramatic form in Robert Browning; both register the novel histori-
cal function of print-lyric as a totalizing form that at once preserves and supersedes its mul-
tiple predecessors. Though the poem is not strictly a lyric, this claim is particularly relevant
to “The Lady of Shalott’ (1832), a poem that centrally concerns its own relation to song.
The poem narrates the death of an aristocratic woman who has spent her life in a tower
singing and weaving; in life — though she could be heard from outside — she remained
unseen, but in death her mute corpse appears to the public gaze. The poem thus narrates
the substitution of a visible (indeed legible, as the viewers of the Lady’s corpse read
her name beneath it) sign for a voice. And it aligns the dead voice with forces that were
at the date of the poem suffering major historical defeats. These are landowning aristocrats,
the poem having been published in the year of the first Reform Bill, and artisanal weavers:
textiles were the first commodity whose production shifted to the factory system, with
the result that during the 1830s 100,000 weavers were thrown out of work in cotton alone.
An aristocratic woman weaving and singing was in 1832 a deeply topical object of
nostalgia.

That the poem’s summary figure for these defeats should be the silencing of a singing
voice suggests the force that song had in the nineteenth century as a synecdoche for tra-
ditional society, and hence lyric’s importance in the period as the principal genre in which
traditional song was mediated. The modernity of “The Lady of Shalott’, however, is that
unlike the work of Wordsworth, Scott or Moore, it does not claim to be such a media-
tion; the topic of its narrative is indeed mediation’s impossibility. The Lady’s corpse at
the close does not in any sense preserve or make legible her song or her mode of life; these
are on the contrary represented as irrecoverable. The poem’s claim to continuity with the
objects of its nostalgia is considerably more equivocal, and can be located by a certain
generic instability.

Although ‘The Lady of Shalott’ is a narrative poem, lines 1-68 unfold in a continuous
present tense; they verge, therefore, on descriptive lyric, and indeed the narrative is slowed
by description throughout the poem. Here are the opening lines as Tennyson revised them
for a second edition in 1842:

On either side the river lie

Long fields of barley and of rye,

That clothe the wold and meet the sky;

And through the field the road runs by
To many-towered Camelot;

And up and down the people go,
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Gazing where the lilies blow
Round an island there below,
The island of Shalott.
dl. 1-9)

These lines, like most of the poem’s first two parts, describe the landscape around the
Lady’s tower on the island of Shalott. In the poem’s supernatural plot, the Lady will fall
under a curse if she looks out of her tower at this landscape. Her defence against the curse
is to remain in her tower, observing the outside world only in a mirror, and weaving con-
tinuously — the 1832 version specifies that the weaving itself defends against the curse.
Passages of description like the one I have just quoted thus refer in the first instance to
a sight forbidden to the Lady.

What the Lady weaves, however, is what she sees in her mirror — which means that
these lines, like all of the descriptive passages in the first two parts of the poem, refer not
only to the world as it exists outside the tower but also to its reflection inside, and to the
representation of that reflection in the Lady’s web. They thus refer at once to a frame and
to its contents, to objects and to their mediation, in a recursiveness I have characterized
as typical of Tennyson’s work. The significance of that structure here is that in repre-
senting at once the image and its frame, this poem at once represents the Lady’s defence
— her web — and the forbidden sight against which it defends her. As there is a structural
analogy between the poem’s mimetic work and that of the Lady’s weaving, we can see the
poem’s tendency to descriptive lyric, like the Hesperides' song, as itself embodying a
defence. Like that song, lyric here defends against narrative, or, to eschew formalism,
against historical change. But the double reference of the poem’s lyrical descriptions to
the Lady’s web and to the object whose sight it wards off suggests that the antithesis
between the defence and the object is not secure. These descriptions aim at once to make
the object present and to make it absent: a contradiction whose historical meaning is the
ambiguity of Victorian print-lyric’s relation to the earlier lyric modes it mediates.

111

I have already noted the unique prominence of descriptive lyric in European and
American lyric poetry from the late eighteenth century on. In English, this prominence
appears in retrospect to have been determined by the overwhelming influence of
Wordsworth, though his ‘Lines Written a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey ... (1798),
the most influential descriptive lyric in English, was historically part of a larger cultural
trend in which other poets such as William Lisle Bowles, Coleridge and Charlotte
Smith also participated. By the Victorian era, however, Wordsworth’s influence on
descriptive lyric was paramount, both in its own right and as refracted through Keats,
Shelley, and the Byron of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and “The Prisoner of Chillon’.

A crucial test for my claim that Victorian lyric is best understood as belonging to a
first moment of total mediation by print is posed by the case of John Clare. Clare’s great-
est celebrity predates our period, coming in the early 1820s, after the publication of his
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hugely successtul Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery (1820). Clare’s early models
were found in eighteenth-century Georgic, beginning with James Thomson, and he
appeared in print as himself a Georgic figure, identified on his title page as ‘A Northamp-
tonshire Peasant’. During the 1820s and early 1830s, however, Clare read and met his
poetic contemporaries; by 1832 he had assembled a collection entitled The Midsummer
Cushion. Largely made up of descriptive lyrics, the collection was a critical departure both
from his own earlier practice and from that of Wordsworth and Keats. The Midsummer
Cushion as Clare wrote it remained unpublished until 1972, though in 1835 his publish-
ers brought out a heavily edited selection under the title The Rural Muse.

As a self-educated field labourer, Clare was closer than any other poet I will discuss in
this chapter to an oral culture of ballad and lyric, as references in his poetry, correspondence
and prose writing demonstrate. But his poetry does not either in its models or in his ambi-
tions for it belong to this culture. Clare’s reading — indeed the fact that he could read at all
—and his brief celebrity were equally phenomena that depended on print. The difficulties
of Clare’s entry into print, however, demonstrate with particular clarity the limits govern-
ing the field of print-lyric in the nineteenth century. The most salient of these is that it was
organized around the figure of the author: witness E. T. Palgrave’'s Golden Treasury (1861),
in which the totality of lyric up to the Victorian age was divided into the ‘Books’ of Shake-
speare, Milton, Gray and Wordsworth (1964: xi). To achieve the dignity of print in 1861,
a lyric needed, if only in retrospect, to be suffused by the spirit of an author.

The central fact of Clare’s life as a writer is that he was excluded by his class position
from endowing his works with the full dignity of authorship. He was denied, on the one
hand, the privilege of withdrawal from his text, and, on the other, that of presumptive
control over it. Hence the particularity of Clare’s identification in his first book as a ‘peasant
poet’; hence also his publisher’s normalization throughout his career of grammar, spelling,
versification and, most particularly, regional dialect and nomenclature. The contradictions
that follow from the conditions of Clare’s original entry into print remain today: to be
true to what Clare wrote, modern editions print transcriptions of his manuscripts. In thus
presenting his text unmodified by the print conventions of either his time or ours, Clare’s
editors treat him, as Hugh Haughton and Adam Phillips note, as if he were ‘not “of”
print’ (1994: 20). Even as it rectifies it, this presentation ratifies the exclusion his writing
suffered in his lifetime.

The 1835 volume was the last Clare published. From 1837 for all but a few months
until his death in 1864, he was confined at the expense of his patrons to institutions for
the insane. Even more than in his earlier poetry, Clare’s capacity to endow his writing
with authorship is in these years starkly open to question. Much of the poetry he wrote
while institutionalized survives only in transcripts by the superintendent of the
Northamptonshire General Asylum. Some of it, like the rambling medleys Child Harold
and Don_Juan, may have been written while Clare believed himself to be Byron. His output
includes lyrics in Scottish dialect in the manner of Burns. Other poems, including perhaps
his best-known lyric ‘T am’, have as their explicit theme the hidden, minimal nature of
the identity they represent. Though all of these are chronologically Victorian poems, they
were for historically specific reasons unpublishable as such during the Victorian era.
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The characteristic topic of lyric in the nineteenth century is mediation; in the case of
descriptive lyric it is the mediation of the visual image. The pattern is set by “Tintern
Abbey’, whose topic is the mediation of the sights confronting the poet by other terms —
memory, consciousness, language and finally another person, the poem’s addressee. The
descriptive lyrics composed by Clare in the 1820s and 1830s, however, have different con-
cerns. They aim above all at minute fidelity to visual detail; here, for instance, are some
lines from ‘The Nightingales Nest’ (1832):

How curious is the nest no other bird

Uses such loose materials or weaves

Their dwelling in such spots — dead oaken leaves

Are placed without and velvet moss within

And little scraps of grass . . .

The nest is made an hermits mossy cell

Snug lie her curious eggs in number five

Of deadend green or rather olive brown

And the old prickly thorn bush guards them well.
(ll. 76-80, 88-91)

Though the nightingale is celebrated as a songbird, in this poem she falls silent precisely
because the poet has come close enough to see her eggs and nest so clearly:

How subtle is the bird she started out
And raised a plaintive note of danger nigh
Ere we were past the brambles and now near
Her nest she suddn stops — as choaking fear
That might betray her home.

(. 57-61)

There is in this poem no claim, as in “Tintern Abbey’, to totalize a ‘mighty world / Of
eye, and ear’ (Il. 105-6); the poem does not claim to work as a mediator in which sight
and sound coexist as forms of a single whole. The bird’s fame as a singer is belied by her
appearance; the poet marvels that she has ‘no better dress than russet brown’ (1. 21). More
generally, the poem dramatizes the discontinuities, first of speaking and hearing — one
must ‘hush’ to hear the nightingale — and finally of hearing and seeing: the nest and eggs
can be seen only at the cost of silencing the bird. The poem itself appears sometimes to
represent speech and sometimes to represent an image, incorporating the discontinuity of
sight and sound as a discontinuity in its own mode.

Clare’s poem is thus not organized by the topics of mediation and totalization that
dominate nineteenth-century lyric; this fact is historically determined by the inassimil-
able quality of his work to the medium of commodified print in which lyric actually was
undergoing totalization when he wrote. As the nineteenth century progressed, lyric came
with increasing self-consciousness to reflect on its own mediated character; as we have
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seen in ‘The Lady of Shalott’, representation of the mediation of visual images is
one form of this reflection. “The Lady of Shalott’ also offers an early example of how in
Victorian poetry #nmediated visual experience is increasingly represented as petrifying or
shattering.

Even when the images represented in Tennyson’s early descriptive poetry do not — as
in “The Lady of Shalott’ — turn out already to be representations, they can be so overloaded
with detail as to draw attention to the mediating artifice of the poem and so also func-
tion to represent representation. When Tennyson compares the waterfalls in “The Lotos-
Eaters’ (1832) to ‘Slow-dropping veils of thinnest lawn’ (1. 11), the simile at once mediates
the object and refers to its own work of mediation. The tendency to represent the image
as already a mediation, or as self-veiling, is in general deeply characteristic of Victorian
lyric. A central instance is Matthew Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’, probably written between
1849 and 1851, though not published until 1867. More than Tennyson’s poetry, Arnold’s
looks back to Wordsworth for its formal models. Like ‘“Tintern Abbey’, ‘Dover Beach’
describes a place it specifies by name — a poetic commonplace in 1798, but more unusual
fifty years later; also like “Tintern Abbey’, it combines the descriptive and dramatic modes.
Most crucially, it derives from Wordsworth its organizing antithesis of sight and sound
— rendered more acute here than in the earlier poem — with the recurring Wordsworthian
term ‘gleam’ appearing and vanishing at the outset to signal the extinction of
Wordsworth’s visionary project.

‘Dover Beach’ begins with the description of a view:

The sea is calm tonight.

The tide is full, the moon lies fair

Upon the Straits; on the French coast the light
Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand,
Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.

1. 1-5)

But it turns on a line of invitation — ‘Come to the window, sweet is the night air’ — to
describe instead the sound by which the view is accompanied: ‘the grating roar / Of
pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling, / At their return, up the high strand’, a
sound which the first stanza closes by describing as an ‘eternal note of sadness’ (1. 6-14).
At the heart of the discontinuity between the view of the calm sea and the sound of the
waves is the contrast between the sound’s continuity and the periodicity of the full tide,
caused by the moon whose equally periodic light it reflects. To these contrasting elements
of the scene the poem’s speaker attaches contrasting affective responses, suggesting that
the luminous calm it presents to the eye is only a temporary appearance that masks the
sadness suggested by the perpetual sound of the pebbles grating on the beach.

The claim that the calm of the poem’s setting is an illusion becomes the dominant
strain of its atgument. By its last lines the calm sea and the moonlight are merely forms
of appearance that make the world seem ‘like a land of dreams’ (I. 31) and so conceal a
reality in which we see nothing at all. The poem’s relation both to the visual image with
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which it begins and to visual images in general is thus profoundly antithetical: in its cul-
minating figuration of the world as it really is, though there are sounds to hear, there is
despite appearances no light to see by: ‘we are here as on a darkling plain / Swept with
confused alarms of struggle and flight’ (1. 35-6).

The force of this argument is not simply to prefer sound to sight; it is more accurately
to prefer an allegorical scene to the one in which the poem is set and which it begins by
describing. In this sense, ‘Dover Beach’ is an anti-descriptive lyric; it is also anti-descrip-
tive in the sense that it works to allegorize the description with which it began. This
work is clearest at the opening of the third stanza, where the sea actually confronting the
speaker suggests an allegorical image: “The Sea of Faith / Was once, too, at the full, and
round earth’s shore / Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled” (1l. 21-3). These lines
touch on one of Arnold’s recurring themes, the historicity of religions. In the Catholic
church of the Middle Ages, despite its belief in its own permanence and universality, the
forces of historical change were constantly at work; faith is thus not only a social phe-
nomenon that appears and disappears on a periodic basis, but also one that, even when at
the full, conceals the real conditions of its own existence. Hence the refiguration of the
sea as a garment. The most striking feature of this movement of the poem is that it uses
the allegorical image to demystify the literal one. The seductions of the visual image are
exposed to critique when the image is made into an allegory of religion; only as allegory
does its real nature appear.

I began my reading by noting the antithesis of sight and sound in ‘Dover Beach’, and
have suggested that up to a point the poem privileges sound over the visual image. While
the poem’s third stanza is devoted to demystifying its own initial presentation of a visual
image, its initial presentation of the accompanying sound as an ‘eternal note of sadness’
is not subjected to the same kind of critique. Rather, it is echoed by a response attrib-
uted to Sophocles, whose tragedy is by no means so decisively relegated to the past as the
faith of the third stanza. Hellenic Greece, tragedy and sound are thus aligned in the poem
as privileged terms in a series of binary oppositions; their derogated counterparts are the
Christian Middle Ages, comedy and the visual image. The series can be extended to
include masculinity (Sophocles, the pebbles) as a further privileged term and femininity
(the moon, the sea, the church) as a derogated one. By making this extension we see the
logic of the poem’s dramatic situation, in which a male speaker interprets the scene to a
silent addressee, presumably a woman.

That said, however, the privilege granted the first terms in these oppositions is only
relative; the argument of the poem as a whole subordinates both the visual and the aural
elements of the description with which it opens to an allegorical schema. The sights and
sounds of the poem’s setting are discovered to be forms of appearance that allegorize the
real conflicts organizing the scene of its utterance; space does not permit a full account of
these here, but they certainly include the conflict of a man and a woman hinted at by the
poem’s dramatic situation as well as the conflict of pagan and Christian philosophy. Its
final lines aim to mediate these conflicts by framing them in a single allegorical image.
Here, sound is not privileged over sight; rather, the antithesis of sight and sound is
resolved into unintelligibility on both sides, and so allegorizes the poem’s final view of
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all the other conflicts it stages. The final image of the poem, the negative mediation of
all the conflicting terms it has previously invoked, subordinates them all to an ironic view
of history. It derives from a passage in Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War, one
that for Arnold had associations with his father, Thucydides’ translator, with John Henry
Newman, who had been received as a Catholic in 1845, and with his Radical friend Arthur
Clough. The concluding image of ‘Dover Beach’ signifies among other things Arnold’s
equivocal rejection of the various commitments these men represented to him.

Matthew Arnold belonged to the last generation of British poets for whom poetic learn-
ing necessarily meant learning in the classical languages. The poetry of his somewhat
younger contemporaries D. G. Rossetti and William Morris also makes self-conscious dis-
plays of learning, but principally in the literature of the European vernaculars. One reason
for this innovation is the incorporation into print of this literature’s historical archive,
which only in the nineteenth century becomes a systematic project. Rossetti’s and Morris’s
poetry was made possible by this project, to which they also contributed. Both poets were
influenced at a very early age by reading Malory, who received his first modern edition in
1816. In the sphere of the lyric, Rossetti’s influential translations of fourteenth-century
Italian poetry (1861) included a bibliography of the modern editions he had used; his
equally influential translations of Villon relied on the first complete edition of the French
poet’s works, published in 1849.

The appearance during the nineteenth century of critical editions and translations of
vernacular poetry and the erosion in the latter part of the century of the special distinc-
tion accorded to classical models should both be recognized as aspects of a single devel-
opment: the invention of secular, vernacular literature as an object of critical and historical
study, with editorial and pedagogical practices initially modelled on those which since
the Renaissance had governed study of the classics. Literary lyric in English at mid-
nineteenth century had for four hundred years been a field organized by the mediation
into print of Greek and Latin lyric on the one hand, and on the other of vernacular song.
The poem’s staging of its relation to these antithetical models became the most basic level
of its meaning. After mid-century, however, this organizing antithesis appears to collapse,
both its terms having been fully incorporated into print. The rise in status that vernacu-
lar lyric undergoes in the nineteenth century is thus accompanied in Britain by its deci-
sive separation from practices of oral invention and performance with which it had hitherto
been print culture’s major point of contact.

By the 1860s, British lyric poetry displays a new sense of confronting the prior history
of lyric as a totality, a sense which I have argued results from confronting it in print.
Perhaps the most compelling evidence for this shift is provided by the poetry of Swin-
burne, which like D. G. Rossetti’s seeks models in European lyric and in English song
forms, while adding to these influences systematic reference to the Greek lyric poets,
Sappho above all. Even the return to what might be called folk-motifs which appears in
the poetry of the 1880s and 1890s unfolds with frequent ironic reference to the same
motifs’ appearance in classical poetry. Thomas Hardy’s poems afford a case in point, but
the most salient instance is the poetry of A. E. Housman.
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Housman'’s lyrics collected in A Shropshire Lad (1896) adopt the persona of a Shrop-
shire yeoman, and frame in a series of lapidary utterances a tissue of allusions that includes
folk-songs, the entire literary tradition of English lyric including dialect poets like
William Barnes, and Latin lyric, especially that of Horace and Propertius. The lyrics are
often descriptive in mode, but the landscapes they describe are thoroughly allegorical:
Housman'’s poems do not, like ‘Dover Beach’ or “Tintern Abbey’, stage a dialectic of image
and mediation; here the image is already fully mediated. One could no more visit the
places named in Housman’s Shropshire than one could visit Horace’s Sabine farm;
Housman stages in his poems the obliteration by time of places and things that names
refer to, leaving behind a world that exists only in books. When he began composing the
poems he had never been to Shropshire; a major source for the entire cycle was Murray’s
Handbook of Shropshire and Cheshire (1879).

The drama of poem 31, as of many in the cycle, is the relation of present and past; the
poem begins by presenting a series of images of named places at a particular moment and
season:

On Wenlock edge the wood’s in trouble;
His forest fleece the Wrekin heaves;

The gale, it plies the saplings double,
And thick on Severn snow the leaves.

(L. 1-4)

On the one hand, the autumn gale that blows through this scene signifies change and the
approach of winter. It blows down the leaves that constitute the medium in which its
effects appear; it is so violent that it will itself not last long: “The gale, it plies the saplings
double, / It blows so hard, 'twill soon be gone’ (1. 17-18). It signifies not merely change
of what is present, but something in the present that is not fully present; that is why the
poem is set in autumn, a liminal season, constituted by the recollection of summer and
the anticipation of winter: already, the leaves are falling like snow. On the other hand,
though it brings change, the autumn gale has returned in the same way to Wenlock and
the Wrekin since before they bore their names, and before these woods were standing:

“Twould blow like this through holt and hanger
When Uricon the city stood:
"Tis the old wind in the old anger,
But then it threshed another wood.
(L. 5-8)

The wind signifies something that recurs in the same way from one era to another, but
that cannot appear in a visual image. What the poem assigns to the field of the visual
belongs strictly to the particular moment of its utterance in the present tense. As a descrip-
tive lyric, it excludes from representation the very thing that is none the less its topic:
the wind whose recurrence from the past is the ground of the speaker’s ultimate identifi-
cation with a Roman who might have stood in the same place and the same wind
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centuries earlier. This identification generates the memento mori with which the poem ends:
“Today the Roman and his trouble / Are ashes under Uricon’ (1. 19-20).

The crux of Housman’s poem is thus to identify this trace from the past that recurs in
the present, and so is never either fully past or sufficiently present to become an object of
representation. The solution to this crux is found not in the poem’s images, but in the lan-
guage that mediates them. Its germ appears to have been the account in Murray’s Hand-
book of the Wrekin, in whose name, Murray writes, ‘the name of Vr-ikon, “City of Iconium”,
whose ashes smoulder beneath its slopes, is virtually enshrined’ (quoted by Archie Burnett
in Housman 1997: 342). Though everything in the visual image is transient, the landscape
is none the less haunted by the past through the names it bears. Other words in the poem
also emphasize the temporal existence of language; ‘holt’ and ‘hanger’ of line 5 both survive
unchanged from Old English; ‘holt” according to the OED in 1899 had passed out of stan-
dard usage into dialect and poetry. ‘Ply’ as a verb (11. 3, 17) is similarly marked as surviv-
ing only rarely or in dialect from a history that extends back to Middle English. Housman’s
poem is thus rich in dialect words which, rather than marking a geographical location,
effect a temporal dislocation and stage the haunting of the present by the traces of the past.

This dislocated time and not the evanescent time of the visual image is in fact the
poem’s setting. In so far as it is one where past and present coexist, the place the poem
represents cannot be seen in Shropshire or anywhere else, but is embodied only in the
lexicon. Housman’s dialect words, in dramatic contrast to Clare’s sixty years earlier, appear
in his poems not as the token of a specific regional origin — and hence of a marginal class
identity — but rather as a form of scholarship. Far from setting his poetry at the margins
of print culture, they locate it at one of its centres.

v

In my earlier discussion of lyric and print I read the Victorian convention by which lyric
utterance comes into being in dialectical relation to or as the memorial of a silent voice
as an historical allegory. In this allegory the silenced characters are typically women, like
the singer whose alien music Wordsworth recalls in “The Solitary Reaper’. We should not
interpret the proliferation of women who are mute, dead or exist only as images in
Victorian lyric as reflecting a reality in which women did not write lyric. Throughout the
nineteenth century women'’s entry into the whole field of print remained fraught with
difficulty, but the general trend was to increased participation. This is particularly true
of poetry, where from the end of the Napoleonic wars women attained new visibility as
authors, editors and members of the reading public. This new visibility is most impor-
tantly ratified with respect to lyric poetry by the vogue for illustrated annuals that
extended from the late 1820s to the 1850s. The annuals had lyric as their principal lit-
erary component, and were produced with a female readership in mind, predominantly
by women authors and editors (Reynolds 1995: xxv—xxvii).

That said, the self-understanding in terms of gender that structures much of Victorian
lyric posed distinct problems —as well as offering certain affordances — to women who wrote
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in the genre. If in this self-understanding lyric utterance comes into being in relation to a
mute woman, the female poet writing lyric may experience an identification that makes
this muteness in some sense her own. Victorian lyrics by women constitute a distinct sub-
genre from those written by men in part because they respond to different precursors — most
notably Felicia Hemans and Letitia Landon (L. E. L.), the major women poets of the 1820s
and 1830s — and in part because, even in so far as they entered the same generic field as
male-authored lyrics, they did so from a different position. In the gendered allegory that
structures the field, the unmediated song of which the print-lyric is the mediated effect or
trace is characteristically figured as a woman’s. This convention affected the position actual
women were understood to occupy in relation to lyric when they appeared as writers, and
in so doing also affected the kinds of lyric they actually produced.
Consider for instance Christina Rossetti’s early lyric “When I am dead, my dearest’:

When I am dead, my dearest,
Sing no sad songs for me;
Plant thou no roses at my head,
Nor shady cypress tree:
Be the green grass above me
With showers and dewdrops wet;
And if thou wilt, remember,
And if thou wilt, forget.
(1850; 11. 1-8)

A reading of this poem must proceed by a series of reversals. To begin with, it is best
understood as a pointed response to the male lyricism that takes its stand over a woman’s
grave; in asking that she not be memorialized by songs or flowers, the poem’s speaker
rejects what we have seen to be recurring Victorian figures for lyric production. To reject
these figures, however, Rossetti has herself written a lyric; the double-sided character of
this gesture is most apparent in the second stanza, with the appearance of another conse-
crated figure for lyric in the speaker’s anticipation that, in death, she ‘will not hear the
nightingale / Sing on, as if in pain’ (Il. 10-11). Here the poem mentions the nightingale
only to deny that the speaker will hear it; and invokes the anthropomorphism that makes
its song an expression of pain, only to demystify it.

The double gesture of repeating and rejecting lyric’s organizing figures, especially those
having to do with gender, is at the centre of this poem. As much as any other I have con-
sidered, it constitutes itself in relation to a mute woman; rather than figuring itself as a
man’s utterance for or about a woman after her death, this poem figures itself as a woman’s
proleptic speaking for her dead self. In a more concentrated way than any other lyric we
have discussed it at once represents an utterance and its memorial; its double temporal-
ity is emphasized by the fact that the poem’s manuscript includes three opening stanzas
framing it as the utterance of a girl now dead.

In Christina Rossetti the general character of Victorian print lyric as a form with a
double relation to its own past is given a particularly literalizing turn. “When I am dead,
my dearest’ is the representation at once of a voice and of the memory of a voice. A similar
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and in some ways stranger effect is produced by lyrics like the sonnet ‘After Death’ (1849),
which represent themselves as actually spoken by dead women. These utterances embody
an impossible temporality, in which a voice belonging to the past appears in the present
to describe its own passing. Even Rossetti’s many devotional lyrics, though they do not
usually present such complex dramatic situations as those on erotic themes, often take up
eschatological topics in ways that produce striking temporal dislocations.

The dialectics of past and present, of speech and silence, that organize much Victorian
lyric thus assume a particularly subjective form in Rossetti’s poems, where they are often
staged by the double positioning of a female speaker. Precisely because for Victorian lyric
in general, the figuration of a mute woman is so characteristic an allegory of the poem’s
mediating work, in lyrics by women the relation of the poem to speech or song is a
problem very often posed in relation to a single subject, rather than for instance in a dra-
matic mode. To close this section, I will consider some of the political possibilities this
tendency opened up, with reference to the work of Elizabeth Barrett Barrett (E. B. B., as
she continued to sign herself after becoming Elizabeth Barrett Browning).

E. B. B. was the most various and experimental of the major Victorian poets. Even in
the genre of lyric, her output resists generalization. It includes for instance the early
descriptive lyrics “The Deserted Garden’ and ‘A Sea-Side Walk’, both published in 1838
and showing the influences of Wordsworth and early Tennyson. I will focus here, however,
on two of her most distinctive lyrics (outside the Sonnets from the Portuguese), the political
poems ‘The Cry of the Children’ (1843) and ‘A Curse for a Nation’ (1856). Both of these
lyrics, particularly the latter, explicitly dramatize the poet’s struggle to give utterance,
and both have as a central question the power of poetic utterance to produce real effects.
In this respect, they are the principal Victorian successors to the Romantic odes, espe-
cially Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West Wind'. Only Swinburne’s Songs Before Sunrise (1871),
itself strongly influenced by E. B. B., takes up as effectively the legacy of Shelley’s Radical
poetics.

The central problem of both poems is to represent a group whose oppression has
excluded them from effective political utterance. To speak on behalf of such a group is to
claim a privilege from which they are excluded. To represent the specificity of the kind
of oppression with which these poems are concerned is to represent a silence, a place in
political discourse where something is missing. This is in fact the movement of both
poems, in which spoken utterances are in different ways self-undoing. “The Cry of the
Children’ is addressed to the speaker’s ‘brothers’ (I. 1) — and there is reason to think
the speaker is male as well as the poem’s addressees — exhorting them and us to listen
to the child factory-workers whose exploitation was at the time a major public scandal. As
the poem progresses, the children do speak — but they speak without hope, longing for
death, and refusing to pray to a God whom they imagine in the image of a factory-owner.
Only in the final stanza does the children’s speech point beyond itself, and also beyond the
utterance in which it is framed, to another wordless utterance that is the true burden of the
poem: ‘the child’s sob in the silence curses deeper / Than the strong man in his wrath’ (1l
155-6). The result of the speech represented in the poem is at length a silence in which a
child’s sob can be heard.
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The gendering of the dialectic of speech and silence is only implicit in “The Cry of the
Children’, where the speaker and auditors appear to be male and the only figure specifi-
cally gendered as female is the dead child Alice. In the later ‘A Curse for a Nation’,
however, the question of whether a woman can speak in a lyric is explicitly at issue.
The poem is an attack on American slave-owners, and was written at the request of Boston
abolitionists to be published in their journal the Liberry Bell in 1856. In a strict
sense, this is a poem without a speaker, since it presents itself as a text written to be sent
away for publication, so that ‘all may read’ (1. 50). As a written text, however, it incor-
porates transcriptions of a series of spoken utterances, beginning with the very command
to write:

I heard an angel speak last night,

And he said “Write!

Werite a Nation’s curse for me,

And send it over the Western Sea.’
(1. 1-4)

Moreover, when it appears, the curse itself is from beginning to end one that falls on
speech:

Ye shall watch while strong men draw
The nets of feudal law
To strangle the weak,
And, counting the sin for a sin,
Your soul shall be sadder within
Than the word ye shall speak.
This is the curse. Write.

When good men are praying erect
That Christ may avenge his elect

And deliver the earth,
The prayer in your ears, said low,
Shall sound like the tramp of a foe
That’s driving you forth.

This is the curse. Write.

(11. 85-98)

Addressed to the American people, these stanzas recognize that as a republic the United
States has broken what E. B. B. represents as the feudal net of hereditary and clerical priv-
ilege in which Britain and much of Europe remain enmeshed. But the curse they impose
is that, because of slavery, the new republic can neither speak nor hear clearly. Though
its people can see the oppression of the weak in Europe, their speech will be muted by
the shame of slavery. And owing to slavery, the prayers of good people will sound in
American ears like a threat.

The curse culminates in a stanza enjoining Americans from seeking themselves to curse
the ill-deeds of others:
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Recoil from clenching the curse
Of God’s witnessing Universe
With a curse of yours.
THIS is the curse. Write.

(. 116-19)

As Dorothy Mermin has written, the curse on Americans is that they must recoil from
cursing, as any curse they uttered would only clench the curse on them (1989: 234). The
curse thus silences those on whom it falls by transforming every utterance they make, and
indeed every utterance they hear, into its own reiteration.

The curse of slavery — and indeed of oppression in general — as E. B. B. represents it
here is that it corrupts and hollows out the language that might be used to denounce it.
In this respect, the end of the poem is foreshadowed by the beginning. If Americans are
at the end of the poem prevented from cursing ‘ill-doers’ abroad, it is because the curse
would recoil on their own ill-deeds. So at the outset of the poem, the poet herself refuses
the injunction to write the curse — first, because Americans are her brothers, and second,
because, seeing the injustices practised in her own nation, she cannot curse another. These
grounds of refusal imply E. B. B.’s awareness that the curse she pronounces recoils on
her, both as an American sympathizer in politics and as a Briton. This awareness is rep-
resented in the poem’s very form: if, as we have seen, the burden of the curse is that those
on whom it falls will hear it in the voices of others, and will themselves be bound to
repeat it, then we can see why the action of the poem is precisely the hearing and repeat-
ing of the curse by the poet herself. No more than those to whom she transmits it does
she claim to escape it.

Except that, as I have said, the curse is throughout represented as bearing on speech.
And the poem does not represent E. B. B. as speaking the curse, or even properly as utter-
ing it, but rather as its mute transcriber. The refrain of the curse itself repeatedly recalls
this: “This is the curse. Write.” For the task of transcription, the poet is selected above all
because she is a woman: “To curse, choose men’, she protests, ‘For I, a woman, have only
known / How the heart melts and the tears run down.” To which the angel’s response
comes, ‘“Therefore,” the voice said, “shalt thou write / My curse tonight”’ (ll. 38-42).
The poem thus aligns the silent work of transcription with a femininity that is charac-
terized not by cursing or by any other form of speech but by melting and tears. While
this work mediates the utterance of a male voice, an utterance that for all its power knows
that it cannot escape its own critique, it does not do so without leaving on it a trace.
While the angel refers to the curse he speaks as ‘my curse’ he also describes it as coming
‘from the depths of womanhood /. . . very salt, and bitter, and good’ (1. 47-8). Even as
the poem mediates a man’s spoken utterance, it figures its work of mediation as produc-
ing a text with a taste — of tears, or of blood: of the body’s unmediated expression. This
taste is the poem’s summary figure for the place of a mute, female grief that works in this
utterance while remaining distinct from it. It is also the basis of the identification
E. B. B. claims with the slave women whose part she takes, whose own weeping and
cursing remains unheard in the public discussion her poem both joins and critiques.
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I close with E. B. B.’s ‘A Curse for a Nation” because it provides a critical instance of my
thesis in this chapter and also marks its limit. The allegorical nature of this poem’s ref-
erences to voice — and, consequently, to its antithesis, writing — is clearer than in any
other I have discussed. The voices that speak in this poem enter a circuit of lyric address
that crosses the Atlantic and appears in the last stanza to be literally universal. In this
circuit, speakers in widely distinct places hear one another, and respond to what they hear
by modifying their own utterances out of fear, shame or anger. In the nineteenth century
such a circulation of addresses can only be an allegory for utterances mediated by print;
it is thus the argument of E. B. B.’s poem that print lyric (or at least, lyric in the ele-
vated, public mode of her own) constitutes a single totality — in effect, that it can in its
entirety be reduced to the reiteration of a single utterance, which she names a curse.

This totality is a curse because it is constituted by a single systematic set of exclusions.
These are allegorized as writing, which here figures a silent work of mediation, whose
property is itself to elude mediation, to disappear. It is a work aligned with women’s work,
and slaves’; if the poem exposes its traces, it none the less does not bring it into its field
of representation.

For my purposes, then, the double force of ‘A Curse for a Nation’ is, first, that it
provides an image for what I have been arguing is the newly totalized field of print
lyric, and second, that it defines this field’s limits. I will not pursue any further E. B. B.’s
political version of this argument; I will rather close with a literary-historical note on the
appearance of totality newly offered by print-lyric in the Victorian era. In this appearance,
print-lyric was able to incorporate the totality of its own antecedents, becoming the
medium for a coherent summing up of its own history. Such an appearance can only be
sustained by innumerable omissions and forgettings, as we can see by the prominence of
fragments in the lyric canon.

This prominence reflects the uniquely central role anthologies have played in lyric
canon formation. The obverse of the anthology’s power to constitute a genre as a totality
by establishing the shared traits of the texts it incorporates is precisely its tendency to
make them into fragments even as it does so. The anthology’s work of historical recovery
is also a work of erasure; the connections it promotes among its texts are not established
in a vacuum, but more or less deliberately overwrite the traces in those texts of other con-
texts in which they have already circulated. Palgrave’s Golden Treasury thus prints songs
from Shakespeare’s plays as separate lyrics, supplying them with titles to reinforce their
appearance as distinct, complete poems. Similarly, an address to Asia from Shelley’s
Prometheus Unbound appears on its own, retitled ‘Hymn to the Spirit of Nature’.

As soon as we step outside the field of lyric itself, we can see that its character as an
assemblage of fragments was clear in perspectives available to the Victorians. Matthew
Arnold’s career as a serious lyric poet came to an end in the early 1850s; subsequently, he
wrote narrative poetry and tragedy and eventually largely gave up poetry for criticism.
The crucial document of this development is the preface Arnold wrote for the 1853 edition
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of his Poems; though it does not frame its case in these terms, the preface is a polemic
against lyric’s dominance in the Victorian hierarchy of poetic genres. To make this polemic
Arnold goes to Aristotle’s Poetics for his definition of poetry as the imitation of an action.
From this definition it follows that his examples of good poetic practice largely come from
tragedy; to the excellence of Greek tragedies considered as wholes, Arnold contrasts the
poetry of his own day, whose incoherence he attributes to a criticism that values the frag-
ment over the totality:

We have poems which seem to exist merely for the sake of single lines and passages; not for
the sake of producing any total impression. We have critics who seem to direct their atten-
tion merely to detached expressions, to the language about the action, not to the action itself.
... They will permit the poet to select any action he pleases, and to suffer that action to go
as it will, provided he gratifies them with occasional bursts of fine writing, and with a shower
of isolated thoughts and images.

Arnold’s horror of the isolated and the fragmentary in literature is of a piece with a life-
long view only developed in his later criticism: that a coherent literary tradition at the
centre of a common culture could counteract what he saw as the class conflict and sub-
jective isolation characteristic of modernity. Even in the 1853 preface it is clear that for
Arnold a fragmented poetry reflects a fragmented society, expressing what is personal and
peculiar about the poet and not the ‘elementary feelings’ shared by all. His view of the
atomizing effect of a poetics privileging the brilliant isolated thought or expression finds
an echo in a very different literary register. From the beginning of the Victorian era to
the present, a certain kind of picaresque hero in prose fiction is characterized by a facil-
ity in quotation — particularly from lyric poetry — so extreme that it amounts to a dis-
cursive pathology. Dick Swiveller, in Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-1), might be
the first of the type; distinguished twentieth-century instances are Dorothy L. Sayers’s
Peter Wimsey and P. G. Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster. All of these characters belong to
the landed gentry or aristocracy, but they are none the less at odds with their class and
family, of which they might be described as more or less severed limbs. They all live in
the metropolis; two of them appear to have no relations but aunts. The class loyalties of
each are significantly complicated by a style of life that includes working-class pastimes
like music hall — in the cases of Wooster and Wimsey — and social relations, like Swiv-
eller’s engagement and marriage to a scullery-maid. Each of these characters, in short, is
constructed on a principle of the comic conjunction of incongruous loyalties, habits and
identifications. And in each case this principle finds expression in thinking and conver-
sation represented as confused, fragmentary and arbitrarily associative — particularly when
they involve quotation. All of these characters quote compulsively from a wide range of
sources, but often from lyric. Bertie Wooster refers most often to Burns and Shakespeare,
Wimsey to a more various and more recondite canon, extending at least through
Housman. Dick Swiveller’s references are for the most part to texts that had been set to
music, some of them anthologized in collections of glees and drinking-songs, some found
in the works of popular poets of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries — Byron,
Moore, Anna Barbauld, among others.
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In the fragmentary and heterogeneous citations of lyric that clutter these characters’
discourse we can see a comic but none the less critical account from the novelist’s point
of view of print-lyric as a cultural phenomenon. In this account, lyric belongs, not to an
entire society, but to a particularly conflicted male class fraction. And, far from imagin-
ing print-lyric as mediating the past, these novels represent their characters’ compulsive
recollections as signs of a disordered memory — one that ‘does those things which it ought
not to do and leaves undone the things it ought to have done’ (Sayers 1978: 62), as Wimsey
puts it, instantiating the fault he describes. None the less, lyric remains one of the two
genres in which Victorian print culture claimed to mediate a social totality, incorporat-
ing all classes and a history from which nothing needed to be erased. It seems appropri-
ate to close with a critique of that claim from the other such genre, that of the novel.

See also: SONNET AND SONNET SEQUENCE; THE MARKET.
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Dramatic Monologue
E. Warwick Slinn

The dramatic monologue is arguably the flagship genre of Victorian poetry. Widely regarded
as the most significant poetic innovation of the age, it gained widespread use after the 1830s
by an overwhelming range of poets, both male, from Alfred Tennyson to Algernon
Swinburne, and female, from Felicia Hemans to Augusta Webster. Its use continued
throughout the twentieth century, influencing poets, both British and American, from T.
S. Eliot and Ezra Pound to Peter Porter and Richard Howard. It has been the focus for dis-
cussions about continuities, and discontinuities, between Victorian poetry and what went
before (Langbaum 1957) or came after (Christ 1984); and it continued to attract scholarly
attention when other forms of Victorian poetry were being neglected (Sessions 1947; Fuson
1948; Langbaum 1957). Being thoroughly immersed in the cultural conditions of its time
— philosophical, psychological and political — it may also provide the best guide to what is
Victorian about Victorian poetry. At the same time, while the poems were written in the
nineteenth century, and talked about then as retrospective or psychological drama, the
dramatic monologue is effectively a twentieth-century concept. Victorian poets used names
such as ‘dramatic lyrics’, ‘dramatic romances’, ‘lyrical monologues’ or ‘monodramas’. While,
therefore, the term ‘dramatic monologue’ was first used by a poet, George Thornbury, in
1857, by a few reviewers in 1869 and 1871, and by Tennyson in 1886 (Culler 1975: 366),
it was not until books on Tennyson in 1894 (Brooke) and Robert Browning in 1908 (Curry)
that the form gained substantial recognition as a named genre. To contemplate the
dramatic monologue is consequently to engage in a conscious act of critical retrospection,
where the study of a historical phenomenon is concomitant with the constructions of mod-
ernist and postmodernist understanding. The result is a growing awareness in recent decades
of the cultural significance of this generic explosion, of the ways in which it provided a
medium, whether witting or unwitting, for multiple forms of cultural critique.

Genre

The dramatic monologue is a lyrical-dramatic-narrative hybrid. It absorbs an emotional
expressiveness from lyrics, a speaker who is not the poet from drama, and elements of
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mimetic detail and retrospective structuring from narrative. This particular hybrid, which
developed its recognizable features during the early Victorian period in the 1830s, followed
several decades of destabilizing generic categories. In one sense, it was simply a natural
development from the refashioning of old hybrids that Romantic poets had already begun,
in the lyrical ballads of Wordsworth and Coleridge, or the lyrical drama of Byron and
Shelley. In another sense, however, the move towards a poetry that overtly separated speaker
from poet was a step away from the Romantic tendency to emphasize lyrical modes that
indulged solitary self-expression — the ode, the hymn, the sonnet. A dramatized speaker is
a way of avoiding the excesses of authorial self-absorption — or eluding gender constraints.

This triple mixing of genres almost guarantees a poetry of disjunctive effects.
Narrative or mimetic detail, for instance, produces a sense of immediacy, of specificity in
space and time, that undercuts the atemporal quality of pure lyricism, the illusion that a
lyrical utterance takes place outside historical limits (Tucker 1985: 227). Also, while the
dramatic monologue deliberately exploits the empbhasis in lyrical writing upon a speaker’s
internalized and isolated subjectivity, it disrupts that isolation by placing the speaker in
relationship to an auditor (an audience in the poem), whether actually present, or absent
and imagined — or present and at the same time imagined. Acknowledged in most accounts
of the form, and fundamental to the dramatic aspect of the hybrid (along with the ‘drama-
tized’ speaker), the auditor is a key aspect of the Victorian contribution to monologues.
Indeed, the term auditor, while accurately defining the non-speaking role of the audience
as listener, suggests a passivity that belies the active agency of that presence. To the extent
that speakers in monologues respond to the auditors, anticipating their objections,
responding to their gestures or attempting to persuade them of the speaker’s own efficacy
and truth, the auditors play an active, if literally silent, role in the monologue. Obvious
examples are Lucrezia in Robert Browning’s ‘Andrea del Sarto’ (1855), whose wish to leave
Andrea in order to join her lover focuses the whole occasion of the poem, and Gigadibs in
Browning’s ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’ (1855), whose critical journalism is a sore
provocation to the Bishop’s intellectual sophistication. Better, I think, to refer to the
audience as an znterlocutor, a term that is also used and that acknowledges this active
presence, pointing to the inherently intersubjective feature of what is otherwise too easily
read as a merely intrasubjective drama. Even in a poem where there is no literal auditor,
Browning’s ‘Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister’ (1842), Brother Lawrence dominates the
speaker’s mind to such an extent that he functions as a defining other, as an external
presence who affects and shapes the speaker’s every waking thought. Interlocutors may be
represented by some form of functional substitute (a mirror in Webster’s ‘By the Looking-
Glass’, 1866, or self-images in ‘A Castaway’, 1870), and they are constituted more by the
speaker’s perceptions than by any separate reality. Nevertheless, they are a key element of
the dramatic aspect of monologues that directs attention outwards to speakers’ social
contexts. Interlocutors provoke the paradox that dramatic monologues may not be mono-
logues at all, but rather versions of what we have come to know, through the work of the
Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, as dialogism, where supposedly single voices are the
repository of a plurality of voices, of conflicting interdiscursive practices (Nichols 1990).
This cultural pluralism gives the genre a decidedly political edge.
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The mixed features of the form (self-interested eloquence, verbal immediacy, mimetic
detail, interlocutory intrusion) are rarely present in equal proportions. Nor are there any
set structural — metrical, rhyme, stanzaic — requirements. Hence the genre is confounded
by uncertain parameters, and attempts at tight formalist definition have usually foundered
on a series of necessary qualifications. Ina Sessions provides the classic example. For her,
a ‘perfect’ dramatic monologue contains ‘speaker, audience, occasion, revelation of
character, interplay between speaker and audience, dramatic action, and action which takes
place in the present’ (1947: 508), but her list is based on the three examples thought by
most scholars to be generically pure — Robert Browning’s ‘My Last Duchess’ (1842), ‘Fra
Lippo Lippi’ and ‘Andrea del Sarto’ (1855). She then has to distinguish among others
which are ‘imperfect’, ‘formal’ and ‘approximate’ (see also Sinfield’s rejection of a similar
list, 1977: 7-8). In 1957, Robert Langbaum’s seminal study of monologues sought to
elude the limits of such formalist taxonomy by emphasizing the genre’s affective
qualities, shifting attention from content to reader response, where he located a disequi-
librium of sympathy and judgement as a distinguishing feature.

This attention to the reader’s role is significant, since the genre’s hybrid nature places
extra demands on readers. Whereas most lyrical writing asks readers to play a relatively
passive role, identifying with the poet, or in John Stuart Mill’s famous formulation,
‘overhearing’ the speaker (Tucker 1985), the dynamic characteristics of the dramatic mono-
logue, particularly those which separate speaker from poet and thence reader from speaker,
demand that the reader be mentally active. The reader is required to stand back while
being imaginatively engaged, to assess the speaker’s qualities and arguments while
simultaneously empathizing with the speaker’s predicament. That double action on the
part of the reader may lead to dramatic irony, understanding more than the speaker under-
stands (realizing discrepancies or ethical lapses, or determining a moment when the impli-
cations of meaning confound rhetorical intent), as well as to Langbaum’s tension of
sympathy and judgement. ‘Our interest’s on the dangerous edge of things’, says Browning’s
Bishop Blougram (1. 395), and that goes for readers of dramatic monologues as well. As
speakers perform delicate balancing acts of verbal persuasion and self-display, readers watch
transfixed, themselves balancing their admiration of an audacious quip with their disturbed
sense of moral equivocation (or, in the case of stranglers and poisoners, worse). Langbaum
has been criticized for overemphasizing sympathy (readers have complained that no one can
sympathize with the wife-murdering Duke of Ferrara in ‘My Last Duchess’), but while it
is clear that Langbaum’s universalizing of the reader requires qualification, his point is
closer to sympathetic imagination, understanding unfamiliar perspectives, than to sympa-
thy as fellow-feeling or moral support. Without understanding, speakers may be too easily
dismissed, and the poem with them: ‘My Last Duchess’ as merely a poem about a repres-
sive male aristocrat who murders spontaneity, both literally and figuratively. With
sympathy and no analytical judgement, on the other hand, cultural critique or ironic limits
may be missed: how nine hundred years of class decorum have forged a behavioural brit-
tleness that becomes dependent on strict protocols and rigid control; how the Duke
himself, and not just his painted Duchess, stands there ‘as if alive’. Some critics have
thought sympathetic imagination means an identification with the interlocutor rather than
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the speaker, substituting the reader for the internalized audience. But, taken literally, that
would be to acquiesce in the limits of an auditor, to be absorbed (and silenced) by the
speaker’s rhetorical network. The reader’s role is yet more complex, becoming the locus for
an active and conscious production of meaning that delineates the qualities and limits of
several layers of textual action — interlocutor, as well as author, speaker and language. In
that process, the dramatic monologue is a form that requires the reader’s discernment as a
participating element, and Langbaum’s humanist tension of sympathy and judgement may
also be reconceived as a deconstructive tension between rhetoric and logic.

If Langbaum firmly established the dramatic monologue as a major genre for literary
studies, he also confirmed earlier approaches which stressed the dramatization of
character. That emphasis, however, had been attached to tacit humanist belief in the
unmediated nature of human subjectivity, and this view was increasingly questioned during
the late 1970s and 1980s, when monologue critics shifted attention from judgements about
moral culpability to questions about the constructions of textual artifice. Ralph Rader in
1976 and Alan Sinfield in 1977, for example, almost simultaneously focus on the
fiction—reality nexus. Sinfield argues that the dramatic monologue is an authorial ‘feint’
that ‘sets up a fictional speaker whilst claiming for him, by use of the first person,
real-life existence’ (1977: 25). He then accounts for varying forms of monologues by
claiming that they may rest anywhere between the extremes of confession, on the one hand,
and drama, on the other — that is to say, between the authenticity of personal utterance,
or authorial expression, and the artifice of fiction, or simulated character. Rader approaches
this same continuum by dividing it among expressive lyrics, dramatic lyrics, dramatic
monologues and mask lyrics. But Harold Bloom best highlights the problem of
explaining how monologues could be both real and artifice, where all is finally artifice, when
in 1979 he stresses the role of rhetoric in Robert Browning’s poetry. His definition of the
‘true center’ in reading Browning remains a provocative beginning for any discussion of
monologue theory: “The problems of rhetoric — of our being incapable of knowing
what is literal and what is figurative where all, in a sense, is figurative — and of psychology
— is there a self that is not trope or an effect of verbal persuasion? — begin to be seen as one
dilemma’ (1979: 2). This claim by Bloom for the inseparability of character and language
became part of a general move by critics to view speakers as invented selves,
not just in the sense of poetic fictions, but in the sense that the fictive selves in
monologues represent the fictive inventions and rhetorical processes that constitute selves
in real life. As the speaker notes in one of Browning’s extended monologues, Fifine at the
Fair (1872), “The histrionic truth is in the natural lie’ (section lxxxv) — the guarantor of
truth in fiction (histrionic truth) is that it parallels the fiction in life (the natural lie). By
emphasizing the role of rhetoric, Bloom formulated character as a semiotic event, and since
then scholars, fuelled by post-structuralist theories of subjectivity, have increasingly
attended to the way dramatic monologues foreground the role of language in the
construction of subjectivity (Tucker 1984, 1985; Martin 1985; Slinn 1991, 1999;
Armstrong 1993).

The display of discursive or rhetorical practices is true of all poetry, where the increased
intensity of figuration in poetic artefacts draws attention to itself as specifically linguis-
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tic. Dramatic monologues, however, combine that intensity of figuration with an
overt representation of speaking subjects that focuses attention on the semiotic basis for
identity, on the interdependence of self (as known) and signs. The older emphasis on
monologues as the dramatization of character, as if ‘character’ is an essential self separate
from representation, thus becomes less apparent since the 1970s. But critics do not reject
character: they redefine it. Hence they redefine the nature of the dramatic in monologues
as the effort of speaking subjects to maintain an identity within the disseminations of
discourse, within the fluid mobility of signifiers. Loy Martin, for example, defines the
genre as a ‘struggle between the subject as homogeneous “true person” and as heteroge-
neous and “disappearing” moment of speech or signification’ (1985: 31). Speakers, that is
to say, are both determinate and indeterminate, and for Martin the dramatic monologue
is ‘a form that can never resolve the contradiction at its center’ (1985: 31). Speakers are
tied to speech, to the limits and transience of utterance, in order to produce their role as
subject; consequently they are tied to both the disjunctions and the social dimensions of
language. Victorian dramatic monologues expose a terrifying prospect for poets and
speakers. Monologists speak in order to affirm their authority; they argue for the validity
of their position and perceptions in order to establish the self, if nothing else, as a viable
centre in which to locate meaning and value. Yet the moment they speak, they commit
the self to a social or dialogical intrusion, to an inevitable division, that ironically
undermines their single sovereignty in the very act of attempting to establish it. That is
not to say that subjects do not exist in dramatic monologues, but the nature of the form
exposes the way subjectivity is constituted through discourse, through the exigencies and
processes of language (Tucker 1984: 125-6; Slinn 1991: 1-3, 33-7).

Identity in these processes may be diffused, dispersed, less secure. Early Victorian readers
assumed a subjective authenticity in Romantic lyrics, but dramatic monologues
tend rather to disrupt the authority (and hence the authenticity) of speaking voices,
whether authorial or fictive. They problematize questions about who speaks, putting
the self into question (Tucker 1984: 136). They do this in terms of both the
author—speaker—reader relationship and the poem’s dramatized content. Elisabeth Howe
stresses the distance between speaker and poet in a dramatic monologue. Arguing that
the speaker’s ‘otherness’ is felt as a difference from reader as well as author, she notes how
this otherness is established through a variety of means: name, dates, place, morality,
history, mythology, irony (1996: 6-7). That distance is crucial to distinctions between
lyrics and dramatic monologues, as Howe suggests, but it also provokes questions about
alterity, about whether the otherness of speakers is entirely separate from poet and reader,
or whether it is complicit within structures of writing and reading, inseparable from
authorial or readerly projections. Who speaks? Poet, speaker, dialect, reader? All four? In
terms of content, dramatic monologues notoriously display acts of self-objectification
or self-analysis. Sometimes that is in order to confirm the speaker’s righteousness
(Browning’s ‘Johannes Agricola in Meditation’, 1836), to justify proposed action (‘Ulysses’),
or to determine the nature of a threatening power (Browning’s ‘Caliban Upon Setebos’,
1864). Sometimes it is to escape punishment (‘Mr Sludge, “the Medium”’), to instigate a
subtle revenge (Barrett Browning’s ‘Bertha in the Lane’, 1844), to pursue an erotic
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spirituality (Christina Rossetti’s “The Convent Threshold’, 1858), or to represent the
injustices of cultural denial (Amy Levy’s ‘Xantippe’, 1881). Sometimes the self-scrutiny is
inadvertent or unconsciously ironic, and sometimes it is linguistically self-conscious, as it
is for Bishop Blougram or Webster’s castaway courtesan (discussed below). Invariably,
however, such representations involve shifting patterns of division and separation,
diffusing the sense of determinate subjects, problematizing the self as author of its own
utterance. Hence, as speakers construct themselves and are at the same time constructed by
their speech and attempts at self-representation, dramatic monologues typically display
an endlessly dynamic process of subjectivity in discourse. Numerous borders are tested
or transgressed as speakers proffer various versions of ‘the dangerous edge of things’,
Blougram’s liminality where our fascination follows verbal balancing acts, interplay,
process, a dynamic of discursive restlessness.

Clearly the dramatic monologue is a dynamic, unfixed genre. Varying combinations of
lyric, drama and narrative allow an array of shifting relationships between speaker and
author, or between speaker and interlocutor, and thence between reader and poem.
Nicholas Shrimpton, for instance, making use of Rader’s formalist distinctions, observes
that ‘Swinburne writes dramatic lyrics, monodrama, mask lyrics, and dramatic
monologues, and mixes them without warning’ (1993: 61). When confronted with that
degree of fluid formalism it may seem less than useful to insist upon generic specificity,
and one of the fascinating features of the dramatic monologue as a mobile hybrid is that
it almost perversely exposes the limits of any attempt to pin it down. Nevertheless, what-
ever the level of fluid process or post hoc generic determination, the fact remains that
something happened to Victorian poetry that the poets themselves named as ‘dramatic’.
The massive Victorian production of poems where the speaker is not the poet, or where
personal expressiveness is placed in a context which objectifies its process (Arnold’s
‘Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse’, 1855), or where a speaker objectifies herself for
self-scrutiny (Webster’s ‘By the Looking-Glass’, or ‘Faded’, written 1870), marks a liter-
ary phenomenon that amounts to a virtual paradigm shift. Obviously conventional lyri-
cism never disappears, but during the nineteenth century the ascendancy of lyrical forms
became supplanted by monologues that are in varying degrees ‘dramatic’. While this
process culminated eventually in the modernism of Pound and Eliot (Christ 1984; Howe
1996), the shift to the dramatic is wonderfully illustrated by Tennyson’s revision of his
early poem, ‘Tithon’. Written first in 1833, it was rewritten twenty-six years later as
“Tithonus’ (1860).

In ‘Tithon’, Tennyson offers this expression of the terrible dilemma of a human figure
who was given immortal life, but without immortal youth or beauty:

Ay me! ay me! what everlasting pain,
Being immortal with a mortal heart,
To live confronted with eternal youth:
To look on what is beautiful nor know
Enjoyment save through memory.

(II. 11-15)
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This is conventional expressive lyricism, where the assertion of a personal emotional state
is couched as a definitive statement of a universal condition, outside language. After the
initial self-pitying lament, the passage seeks, through rhythmic regularity and repeated
infinitives, to transcend the individual predicament, depicting an ahistorical condition of
mythic suffering. This is an idealist poetry of nomination and abstraction. In ‘“Tithonus’,
however, Tennyson changed all that. He still portrays the torment of the speaker’s
suffering self-consciousness, aware of the predicament of everlasting decay, but now he
represents this state through direct utterance, replacing the previous lines with a brief
personal history:

Alas! for this gray shadow, once a man —
So glorious in his beauty and thy choice,
Who madest him thy chosen, that he seemed
To his great heart none other than a God!
I asked thee, ‘Give me immortality.’
Then didst thou grant mine asking with a smile,
Like wealthy men who care not how they give.
But thy strong Hours indignant worked their wills,
And beat me down and marred and wasted me,
And though they could not end me, left me maimed
To dwell in presence of immortal youth,
Immortal age beside immortal youth,
And all I was, in ashes.
(1. 11-23)

This is no longer the poetry of atemporal abstraction. It remains decidedly rhetorical and
euphonious, but it is nevertheless the poetry of enactment, of immediate verbal action.
The interlocutor is Aurora herself and the utterance enables Tithonus to locate the source
of his predicament squarely within the historical bounds of his relationship with her.
Through the consequential structures of narrative sequence ("Who madest him . . . that he
seemed’), he blames Aurora for his ambition and for thoughtlessly and irresponsibly
granting his wish for immortality. At the same time, his utterance ironically draws atten-
tion to the defensive self-interest of his representation: if Aurora too easily gave him immor-
tality, he sought it because she flattered his vanity. The technical formalism — alliteration,
assonance, sibilants, the emphatic stress of (virtually) monosyllabic pentameters — produces
an effect of self-enclosed frustration and bitterness, drawing attention to the means by which
Tithonus structures both his perception of Aurora and her culpability. Hence Tithonus’s
petformance, his narrative of anger and despair, enacts (as opposed to illustrates) the rela-
tionship between personal predicament and mythic consciousness. The passage brings into
being both individual subjectivity (the shift from Tithonus’s human vanity to betrayed and
stricken im-mortal) and social or mythic authority (he constructs Aurora as morally respon-
sible). The aesthetic effect of “Tithonus’ is quite different therefore from the expressive claim
of “Tithon’ to represent a generalized condition. The cited passage from “Tithonus’ provides
the combination of lyricism (personalized eloquence), narrative (personalized history) and
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external relationship (a distinctively separate or ‘other’ speaker addressing an interlocutor
whose assumed presence shapes his or her speech) that denotes the poem as a monologue
that is dramatic.

Contexts

The earliest Victorian versions of dramatic monologues are usually noted as Tennyson’s
‘St Simeon Stylites’ (written 1833, published 1842) and Robert Browning’s ‘Porphyria’s
Lover’ (1836). But monologues or lyrical poems with an imagined persona have very
ancient origins. The prosopopoeia, or impersonation, is a longstanding rhetorical form
where a historical or imaginary person is presented as actually speaking; the idylls of
Theocritus and Ovid’s Hervides contain dramatic speeches and epistles; and the tradition
of complaint often imitates specified speakers other than the poet (Culler 1975; Sinfield
1977; Howe 1996). Philip Hobsbaum (1975) relates the rise of monologues to the fall of
stage drama, noting a growing tendency in the early nineteenth century to applaud scenes
as set pieces or to anthologize extracted speeches, such as Charles Lamb’s Specimens of
English Dramatic Poets (1808), and Dwight Culler (1975) suggests a relationship between
dramatic monologues and monodrama, an eighteenth-century mode that was flexible in
structure, depicting sequential phases of varying mood and passion. The best-known adap-
tation of monodrama is Maud, although Hemans’s ‘Arabella Stuart’ (1828) provides an
earlier example. Many men and women poets in the early nineteenth century used dra-
matic voices, or speakers other than the poet — Hemans, Letitia Landon, John Clare, Leigh
Hunt, Walter Savage Landor. Much of this writing, however, tends to be sentimental or
melodramatic, and more subtle precursors for dramatic monologues may be Romantic
‘conversation’ poems, such as Coleridge’s ‘Frost at Midnight’ (1798) or Wordsworth’s
“Tintern Abbey’ (1798). While these poems do not separate speaker from poet, they move
towards a form of self-enactment, incorporating a distinctive location, a silent interlocu-
tor, elements of narrative, the speaker’s responses to changing circumstances, and a covert
appropriation of the interlocutor.

In terms of social contexts, however, there was, by the time Victoria came to the throne
in 1837, a widespread cultural obsession with self-scrutiny (Shaw 1987: 47—74; Faas 1988:
57-62). No doubt fuelled in aesthetic terms by the self-absorption and expressiveness of
much Romantic writing, this obsession most notably emerged from the growing desire
among philosophers and psychologists at the turn of the century to define the nature of
selthood. Figures such as Locke, Hume, Hartley, Reid and Priestley had established
self-analysis as a prerequisite for studying the mind. Indeed, the stated need by psychol-
ogists in the early part of the century to treat their own mind as an object to be observed
parallels Romantic and idealist emphasis on knowing oneself by looking within —
objectifying the self in order to experience it as a subject. So widespread was this rage for
self-knowledge that many Victorians reacted against its excesses, notably Thomas Carlyle,
who in his essay ‘Characteristics’ (1831) rejected self-contemplation as ‘the symptom of
disease’. Some critics have claimed that dramatic monologues developed as part of this
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reaction. While, however, the distancing of speaker from poet may be a means of gaining
some perspective on a speaker’s emotional state, or in the case of a woman writer of being
‘in control of her objectification’ (Armstrong 1993: 326), the genre predominantly
develops as a means of representing or displaying subjectivity and self-consciousness, not
avoiding it.

Carlyle’s metaphor of disease reminds us, for instance, that accompanying this cultural
introspection were nascent stages in modern psychology. Whereas pre-nineteenth-century
approaches had separated the human soul or mind from the body, mental studies
were now including body as well as mind, incorporating the pathology of mental aberra-
tions and illness. There were three main areas of activity that the early Victorians would
have understood under the name of mental science: ‘introspective psychology’, mainly
concerned with normal consciousness, but expanding its attention to the study of dreams
and unconscious mental activity; ‘mesmerism’, which became widely publicized in the
late 1830s until reinterpreted as hypnotism in the middle of the century; and ‘psycho-
logical medicine’, which focused on mental patients and asylums. Mesmerism attracted
interest from literary figures — Dickens, Thackeray, the Carlyles, in addition to Arnold,
Clough, Tennyson and the Brownings — clearly fascinating the widespread Victorian desire
to probe boundaries between flesh and spirit. But it was the shifting concept of insanity
that most relates to what reviewers hailed as the dramatic-psychological nature of new
forms in poetry. Changing theories about mental illness represented a more compassion-
ate view of lunatics and particularly an expanded sense of their rationality. An under-
standing of insanity was broadening from simple loss of reason, to deluded imagination,
and then to what British psychologists called ‘moral insanity’, or the French, following
Philippe Pinel, called ‘rational lunacy’ (folie raisonnante). After J. C. Prichard’s A Treatise
on Insanity (1835), moral insanity became known in England as a ‘morbid perversion of
the feelings, affections, and active powers’ which often coexisted with ‘an apparently unim-
paired state of the intellectual faculties’ (Prichard, cited Faas 1988: 45). This less deter-
minate distinction between madness and sanity, and the notion of an apparently rational,
yet dangerously destructive, or comically excessive, mental state, clearly fascinated both
Tennyson (‘St Simeon Stylites’, Maud) and Robert Browning (‘Porphyria’s Lover’, 1836;
‘My Last Duchess’, 1842; “Too Late’, 1864).

Some early psychologists argued that the only way to understand the insane was to
identify with their plight, to imagine what it must be like to see with their eyes. But
empathic self-projection is also a technique of the dramatic or narrative artist, and powers
of sympathetic identification were employed by poets writing their monologues as much
as by psychologists contemplating their patients. There may have been a coincidence of
mutuality rather than any demonstrable cross-influence between these two cultural
activities, but their parallels continue until the end of the century, when the role of mono-
logues as a portrayal of obsessive, one-sided talk that exposes a speaker’s subjectivity to
public scrutiny anticipates the famous talking cure of psychoanalysis. The dramatic
monologue depends on active reading, and the reader’s engagement makes her effectively
an analyst, listening to the talk of the analysand (the speaker as patient), and weighing
its psychological, political and social significance. Still, if psychoanalysis takes over where
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the monologue leaves off, turning the role of the reader into that of a mental health
professional, it all began with a broadly based culture of introspection at the beginning
of the nineteenth century, out of which emerged the dramatic monologue as a culturally
consonant form.

In the realm of philosophy, introspection was encouraged by the dominating influence
of the Cartesian cogito (I think therefore I am), which taught that the mind is its own
place and that truth may be known simply by looking within. This notorious formula has
reinforced the metaphysical assumptions of idealist philosophy for nearly four hundred
years and underpinned what we now think of as the logocentrism of conventional
lyricism — where the lyrical form assumes a speaker who is discrete, uniform, self-enclosed,
male, and yet universal, manifesting an absolute or transcendent truth. If, however,
lyricism as a genre privileges the mind in private and introspective moments, the dra-
matic monologue as a genre challenges the singularity and universality of that private
meditation. Cartesian philosophy encourages the dualistic belief in a self that is separate
from the cultural and political world outside. The dramatic monologue challenges that
dualism by showing the self is not a discrete whole; it is part of an open system. The dra-
matic quality of the monologues, where speakers address an interlocutor and are located
in a specific political or historical context, exposes the way in which speakers are always
mixed with what is outside themselves — with other persons, times, cultures. The indi-
vidual exists not as a separate entity, but as a part of human history. Most obviously true
for monologues with named historical speakers (‘St Simeon Stylites’, ‘Fra Lippo Lippi’,
‘Xantippe’), the point is also true for monologues without named speakers that never-
theless specify social contexts (Barrett Browning’s “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’,
1847; D. G. Rossetti’s ‘Jenny’, 1870; ‘A Castaway’).

A concern with social contexts also points towards the politics of the form. In one sense
tying the dramatic monologue to a culturally and personally specific speech act is to tie
it to point of view. It would then be easy enough to read the genre as a post-Kantian
celebration of the singular self: in a world where all is as I perceive it to be, I make my
own reality. But that view encourages the self-centred bias of pure lyricism to the point
potentially of deluded excess, allowing the tyranny of self-indulgence to prevail as much
as the passionate sublime of transcendent desire — in other words, a lover of Porphyria (or
strangler of women) as much as an admirer of the river Wye (or worshipper of nature).
And that is Browning’s point, as through irony he exposes both the limits to point of
view and the uncertain boundaries of selthood. Isobel Armstrong, for example, has bril-
liantly explained how Browning derived a Benthamite poetics from the liberal milieu he
shared with John Stuart Mill and William Johnson Fox. During the 1830s, Mill’s theory
of poetry as solitary expressionism, as ‘overheard’ lyricism, amounts, as Armstrong
explains, to a ‘poetics of exclusion’ (1993: 137). It denies poetry the validity of public
knowledge, abolishing externality, time, agency and the reader — everything to do with
the political (1993: 141). Browning’s early monologues ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ and ‘Johannes
Agricola’ (later called ‘Madhouse Cells’, 1842) parody Mill’s private poetry, showing how
the effective solipsism of internalized and personal feeling leads to delusion and visions
of omnipotence (see also Tucker 1984: 124-6). Fox’s theories, by contrast, drew on the
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features of drama (dialogue, relationship, objectification), stressing the externalized aspects
of represented speech and thus allowing for political critique. Browning added these dra-
matic features to lyrical form, grounding psychological conditions in social history. At
the same time, Fox’s account of realism and representation remained deficient, being
unable to conceive the crucial function of constitutive fictions (crucial, that is, for a fic-
tional art form), and for that Browning turned to Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarian ideas about
legal fictions. Bentham viewed fictional constructs as the product of social institutions
such as the law: they are potentially iniquitous, and yet indispensable; essential to lan-
guage and conceptualizing, they intervene substantively in the world, affecting choices
and actions. Bentham’s theory of fictions thus provided Browning with a way of under-
standing how personalized or imaginative constructions are political, entering and affect-
ing the world of social interaction (Armstrong 1993: 148-51). Through absorbing all
three views (expressive, dramatic, fictive), Browning makes possible the politics of the
dramatic monologue. The expressive subject becomes a matter of psychological process,
objective drama becomes a matter of public representations, and poetic fiction becomes a
matter of cultural construction and discursive practices.

Cultural Critique

Victorian dramatic monologues encompass a vast range of topics, many of which allude to
contemporary controversies. ‘The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’, for example, was
published in a Boston anti-slavery annual (in 1847 for 1848), with relevance not only for
the American abolition debate, but also for the aftermath of moral imputation and
financial consequence that followed the British abolition bill in 1833 (enacted in 1834).
Dramatizing the protest speech of a female slave who smothers her own child, it also ques-
tions Victorian assumptions about motherhood and emerging views about infanticide. Two
decades later, ‘Caliban Upon Setebos’ hints again at issues related to slavery (Caliban is
Prospero’s slave from Shakespeare’s The Tempest), this time alluding to the triple arena of
Darwinism, colonialism and theology. Many readers have taken Caliban as a mediating
figure in the evolutionary development from prehuman to human beings, but the figure
of Caliban was also widely used in Victorian journals and cartoons as an example of the
bestiality and primitivism of native peoples that justified the supposedly civilizing
intrusions of British colonization. Browning’s subtitle to the poem (‘Natural Theology on
the Island’), on the other hand, points to debate about anthropomorphism, to the
epistemological dilemma about how to know God. Other monologues also refer to religious
disputes, to antinomianism (‘Johannes Agricola’), faith (‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’),
immortality and death (‘Tithonus’, ‘The Bishop Orders His Tomb at St Praxed’s Church’,
1845), or Biblical authenticity (‘A Death in the Desert’). Others again refer to male celibacy
and manliness (‘Fra Lippo Lippi’), to art and creativity (‘Andrea del Sarto’, ‘Cleon’, 1855,
‘Abt Vogler’, 1864), and to spiritualism (‘Mr Sludge, “the Medium”’). Many refer to the
Woman Question, whether in terms of redundant women (‘Bertha in the Lane’), fallen
women (Dora Greenwell’s ‘Christina’, written 1851), repressed women (“Xantippe’)
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or prostitution (Jenny’, ‘A Castaway’), the last being published in the context of the
Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s. And I have already alluded to monologues that
portray ‘moral insanity’ or mental aberration: examples range among delusion (‘St Simeon
Stylites’), murder (‘Porphyria’s Lover’, D. G. Rossetti’s ‘A Last Confession’, 1870), revenge
(Browning’s “The Laboratory’, 1845, and ‘A Forgiveness’, 1876), necrophilia (Swinburne’s
“The Leper’, 1866) and suicide (Levy’s ‘A Minor Poet’, 1884).

Such a list suggests a formidably close relationship between dramatic monologues and
cultural debate. It provides a clear sense of the way in which monologues were used as a
means of exposing the limits and assumptions surrounding areas of contestation. While
the poems invariably dramatize these issues in terms of individual perceptions and desires,
according to the fundamental focus of the genre on subjectivity, they imply, albeit in
varying degree, an external dimension that relates directly back to cultural process. The
strength of assertiveness, for example, that is a feature of the genre is also a feature of its
political dimension, since the energy of direct address allows speakers to make claims that
exhibit the relationship between personal subjectivity and political consequences. Hence
poems expose the tyranny of control and negation (‘Porphyria’s Lover’, ‘My Last Duchess’),
the means of ideological gender construction (‘Jenny’), the potential for repression to
provoke resistance and rebellion (‘The Runaway Slave’), the commodification of women
through the fusion of economic and female worth (‘A Castaway’), and the terrible
waste of female intellect in a world where cultural power rather than ability determines
recognition and responsiveness (‘Xantippe’).

At the same time, thematic allusiveness and an aggressive tone are not the main points
to note about the way in which monologues provide a cultural critique. In observing that
Robert Browning becomes a political poet because he realized ‘the possibility of making
a cultural critique in terms of the structure of the monologue itself’, Isobel Armstrong
offers a clue about how the genre may enact cultural criticism (1993: 141). By
representing speakers talking about themselves and how they construct their perceptions,
the dramatic monologue seems an ideal form to expose these subjective processes and how
they relate to cultural beliefs. But the point is the process and enactment that are features
of the form rather than just the allusiveness of content and theme. It is not a matter of
writing directly about cultural problems, which might as easily be done in polemical
prose, but of displaying the fundamental act of utterance that grounds subjectivity and
speech in cultural contexts and processes. When Fra Lippo Lippi announces his presence
— ‘Tam poor brother Lippo, by your leave’ (1. 1) — the ingratiating gesture to his audience
immediately grounds the utterance in the circumstances of his discovery: a monk,
found by the night-watch where monks ought not to be, in the local red-light district,
‘Where sportive ladies leave their doors ajar’ (. 6). Lippo’s speech is direct and social:
‘Aha, you know your betters!” (1. 12); ‘But you, sir, it concerns you that your knaves /
Pick up a manner nor discredit you’ (Il. 21-2); ‘He’s Judas to a tittle, that man is!” (l.
25). Immediate verbal enactment is fundamental, therefore, and because the form’s
structure draws attention to subjectivity as a social event, readers are able to observe the
means by which cultural contexts impose themselves on speakers and by which speakers
attempt to impose themselves on cultural contexts. As a painter-monk, Lippo’s life is
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dominated by the economic power of Cosimo de’ Medici and by his prior’s liturgical power,
but Cosimo’s patronage allows him to escape arrest, and the monologue asserts Lippo’s
sensual energy and artistic credo against the aesthetic ignorance and theological abstrac-
tions of his monastic superiors: ‘Come, what am I a beast for?’ he asks, both ingenuously
and ingeniously (1. 80). As Lippo inserts himself (‘I'm a beast, I know’, 1. 270) into the dual-
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istic language of his godly culture (‘“Your business is to paint the souls of men”’, 1. 83),
he simultaneously flouts and conforms to monastic structures. For Lippo that tension
sustains a dynamic creativity, although for a different painter, Andrea del Sarto, the con-
flict becween the politics of beauty (including his wife’s beauty that is admired by all: My
face, my moon, my everybody’s moon’, 1. 29) and aesthetic ambition (to be recognized beside
Raphael and Michelangelo) produces a capitulation that is sadly inhibiting: T'm
the weak-eyed bat no sun should tempt / Out of the grange whose four walls make his
world’ (11. 169-70). Hence a dramatic monologue generically displays a radically political
as well as psychological event — that moment when the forces of social discourse and the
claims of personal utterance meet in the construction and dissolution of individual iden-
tity and power.

Two recent conceptual issues that might assist in understanding these points and thence
the cultural significance of the genre are performativity and agency. These concepts relate
to earlier attempts to define the ‘dramatic’ in monologues and to questions about the
portrayal of ethical choice and individual freedom. It has been obvious enough to many
readers that monologues incorporate a dramatic model, portraying the verbal performance
of their speakers — Robert Browning’s ‘histrionic truth’. While, however, attending
to ‘performance’ recognizes the monologue as drama, as a rhetorical ‘display’ of beliefs and
perceptions, this approach also tends to tie understanding of performance to the assump-
tions of humanist subjectivity, to self as the author of all action, to an essential self that
controls the display. The performative point about dramatic monologues, on the other
hand, is not performance in that conventional sense; it is more to do with the reciprocal
relations between verbal action and social process. Performativity focuses attention on ‘the
reciprocal and discursive means by which normative structures and personal subjectivi-
ties are shown to invade and constitute each other through acts of speaking’ (Slinn 1999:
69). A performative is literally a verb (such as ‘promise’ or ‘dare’) whose referential action
is its own utterance; it does not describe an event, but acts that event. It is the event.
Loosely, therefore, a poem is a performative to the extent that it produces its own event
— not just the event of which it speaks, but the event which is its speaking. In
performing itself, a performative also brings new reality into being — the social existence
of the promise, the dare, or the poem as artefact. In order to effect this reality, however,
petformatives cannot occur without recognizable specifications and a defined situation,
such as the repetition of certain formulae and an audience to bear witness, as when getting
married, swearing to tell the truth, or naming a ship. So the concept of performativity
also recognizes the complex of relationships between speaker, utterance, text, audience
and context that allows speech to constitute (not just reflect or report) social meaning.
Hence it provides a way of theorizing the relationship between rhetorical utterance and
cultural reality (Slinn 1999). In terms of dramatic monologues, it becomes, for example,
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a way of accounting for the combination of lyric expressiveness and representational
mimicry, of explaining how the idealism of personal expressiveness is inseparable from
the materialism of social and historical imitation. Performativity helps us to understand
how verbal acts and gestures in dramatic monologues, far from being empty fictions
or merely the idealisms of atemporal lyricism, are continuous with the same verbal acts
and gestures in everyday life that perform identities as if real. Performativity, that is to
say, focuses attention on a dramatic monologue as in all senses a verbal ‘act’ — uttering,
displaying, persuading, citing, fabricating, textualizing — in conjunction with the
social conditions that allow that act to occur — speaker, audience, language, convention,
practice.

The practical consequence for reading dramatic monologues is that we can attend to
the way in which verbal enactment within the poem intertwines both personal speech and
cultural process. Sometimes this is a matter of attending to the way speech structures
enact cultural structures. Early in “The Bishop Orders His Tomb at St Praxed’s Church’,
for instance, the Bishop, while addressing his sons, alludes first to his mistress, their
mother, and then to a rival bishop who is now dead: ‘She, men would have to be your
mother once, / Old Gandolf envied me, so fair she was!” (1l. 4-5). During these lines, the
pronoun (‘She’), which begins as an active subject for a statement about the boys’ mother,
transforms, through the sideways injection of Gandolf, into a passive object of male rivalry
(‘so fair she was’). That is to say, the grammatical incompletion and shift in grammatical
subject show how the value of the Bishop’s mistress is measured by Gandolf’s envy — when
he thinks of her, he thinks of Gandolf’s defeat. Here, anacoluthon enacts the cultural
process whereby a woman'’s significance is defined not by her role as mistress or mother,
but by homosocial rivalry, and we are thus given a sense very early in the poem of the
way in which the cultural structures of homosocial conflict underpin the Bishop’s
discourse. Such an example is relatively clear, but sometimes passages are more complex.
Consider the famous account of the Eucharist in this poem, when the Bishop imagines
lying on his tomb after his death:

And then how I shall lie through centuries,
And hear the blessed mutter of the mass,
And see God made and eaten all day long,
And feel the steady candle-flame, and taste
Good strong thick stupefying incense-smoke!

(11. 80—4)

The sensory emphasis and obvious materiality of this scene have been taken by readers
as an indication of the Bishop’s notorious carnality. But if we read the passage as a
provocative statement about the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, it enacts an
absorption of institutional discourse into personal expression that displays the workings
of doctrinal systems, problematizing Catholic and non-Catholic views alike about the
Eucharist. The contest of spirit with matter was always a favourite Victorian obsession,
and Protestant, usually dualist, views of the Eucharist treat it as a material symbol of a
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spiritual truth (the wafer ‘represents’ Christ’s body), instead of regarding the wafer, once
transformed, as the thing itself, as actually being Christ’s body. Through the miracle of
transubstantiation, the material is indeed the divine, and vice versa. They are undifferen-
tiated. Hence the Bishop’s apparently crude materialism as he imagines himself watch-
ing ‘God made and eaten all day long’ is not, in terms of transubstantiation, materialism,
but simply religious truth, where distinctions between figurative and literal language dis-
appear. Since there is only the thing itself (the God/wafer), and no longer ‘representation’
(a symbolic substitute), there is no longer any demarcation between sign and referent,
between material and ideal. In the Bishop’s enunciation, therefore, he is less travestying
Catholic doctrine than taking it for granted, absorbing it into his everyday speech. The
grounding of his imagined afterlife in sensory images simply suggests the extent to which
he identifies, albeit unthinkingly, with doctrinal teaching. Institutional discourse and per-
sonal utterance thus intertwine.

In a more secular example, Webster’s high-class prostitute in ‘A Castaway’ plays
consciously with the cultural value assigned to modesty, seizing upon a witty irony:

A wanton I, but modest!

Modest, true;
I'm not drunk in the streets, ply not for hire
At infamous corners with my likenesses
Of the humbler kind; yes, modesty’s my word —
“Twould shape my mouth well too, I think T'll try:
‘Sir, Mr. What-you-will, Lord Who-knows-what,
My present lover or my next to come,
Value me at my worth, fill your purse full,
For I am modest; yes, and honour me
As though your schoolgirl sister or your wife
Could let her skirts brush mine or talk of me;
For I am modest.’

(Il. 47-58)

The second half of this extract is a practice performance, a proposed claim to
recognizable social value. As a command (‘Value me’; ‘honour me’), it is a literal
performative, a self-referential enactment that would ground her cultural worth in her
personal worth: ‘For I am modest.” The justification for her command is the cultural coin
of modesty, which she can justifiably claim in so many respects: not excessive or ostenta-
tious, she is moderate and decorous. Yet despite these personal qualities, her trade means
she lacks the moral dimension that pervades the public function of the term — she lacks
decency. She knows therefore that the performative would fail: “Well, I flout myself’, she
continues (l. 58). ‘But yet, but yet’, she immediately adds, suggesting her protest that
despite her awareness of the irony in being a modest wanton, she still clings to the truth of
her modesty. So she locates herself on a cultural fault line, on a rift between personally
defined respectability and publicly defined wantonness. Hence this practice performative
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and wordplay exposes the way contemporary (Victorian) values impose public morality on
personal quality. The courtesan may indeed be modest in all personal behaviour and private
habits, but at the political level the moral dimension of the term would be denied her, not
because of any intrinsic quality, but simply because of a moral judgement about her social
practice, her means of earning a livelihood. The difference that determines ‘honour’ between
the speaker and her lover’s wife is not therefore to do with intrinsic worth, but with public
practice. She is denied modesty on a public level because of the patriarchal and capitalist
hypocrisy that will not, when it comes to women, separate economic practice from sexual
morality. Women who ply a trade, of whatever kind, will find that their private modesty is
always overlaid by a subtly imposed gender prejudice. Hence in this passage the word
‘modesty’ functions as a site of cultural contestation, where bourgeois morality displaces
personal respectability. Again, personal utterance merges with cultural process.

Agency is also a metaphor that models the relationship between self and world. It arises
from recent debate in cultural studies about the ability of an individual to act outside
the control of public institutions or external social forces. In general, agency is a
contemporary version of the old freedom of choice versus determinism debate: can we
choose our own actions or are they determined for us by cosmic or providential powers?
Agency, however, focuses more intently on the secular and political interrelationship
between individual and society. Loosely used, it may simply refer to individual action.
But agency is a more complex metaphor than that usage allows. It represents a double
action — acting on behalf of another while acting as oneself. Travel agents sell tickets for
another company while at the same time making a profit for themselves; secret agents act
for themselves in the field but also on behalf of an authorizing power (who may deny their
existence). Hence agency is an appropriate metaphor for recent theories of subjectivity
that explain how it is not possible to be an independent subject free from the structur-
ing processes of cultural contexts. Being a subject, like being an agent, is always to be
subject to (an external authority) as well as being subject of (individual action). In dra-
matic monologues, this double action represents the interconnection between speakers
acting or speaking for themselves as active subjects, and some other force that drives or
authorizes them — unconscious desire perhaps, or institutional or hegemonic power.

An obvious example of this double action can be found in ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’.
Blougram clearly acknowledges his role as agent for the church and how the church in turn
is the earthly agent for God, manifesting through faith His ultimate power.
Christianity, Blougram claims, is “The most . . . precise / And absolute form of faith in the
whole world’ (1. 306-7), and consequently the ‘most potent of all forms / For working on
the world’ (11. 308-9). Acting on behalf of a power such as this, he is able to assert with
some satisfaction to the journalist Gigadibs that even the Bishop’s ‘shade’ is ‘so much more
potent’ than Gigadibs’ ‘flesh’ (1. 932). Through this agency Blougram also advances his per-
sonal cause, fulfilling his desire for ‘Status, entourage, worldly circumstance’ (1. 26). This
double role, acting for himself while acting for the church, is directly indicated by his
verbal shift of the possessive when describing how people pay obeisance to the divine
through kissing the hand of its representative: ‘now folk kneel / And kiss my hand — of
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course the Church’s hand’ (1l. 335-6). In this moment of provocative conjunction, the
ambivalent ownership of the hand indicates the correlation of person and institution that
grounds the Bishop’s identity. Each gains from the other through a relationship of mutual
appropriation. The Bishop gains influence and status (1. 904) and the church gains a
devoted servant, one who affirms his task as making ‘the absolute best of what God made’
(1. 355). Perhaps a less obvious example of agency occurs in Rossetti’s ‘Jenny’, where the
urbane male speaker, contemplating the sleeping prostitute, Jenny, thinks of himself as an
agent for liberal idealism and male sensitivity towards women: he comes from a room ‘full
of books’ (1. 23) and hopes that Jenny might be glad he is ‘not drunk or ruffianly’ (1. 65).
But the politics of liberal idealism turn out to be the politics of gender ap-
propriation and covert capitalism. He figures Jenny as ‘a volume’ to be read (1. 158), thus
absorbing her into a world of knowledge where men are the active readers of passive,
feminized texts; and when he gratuitously leaves gold coins in Jenny’s hair (Il. 337-9), he
signals his complicity in the economic structures that maintain her circumstance. Perhaps
there is a telling irony when he wonders if he might be ‘the subject’ of her ‘dreams’ (1. 338),
for while that might mean he is an object of Jenny’s dreaming, it is as ‘subject’ that he
figures himself, not as the subjected. It is as male subject — a male agent, acting out his
masculine identity under the ultimate authority of patriarchal culture — that he constitutes
Jenny as the object of his musing.

The condition of being subjected, ‘subject to’ a power, is most apparent within the con-
ditions of slavery. In “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’, the speaker exists within a
slave-justifying ideology that divides the world into a colour code of black and white. As
black female slave, she is repressed as the negation of all that is white and valuable; thus
she is raped, disallowed the human emotion of grief (1. 100), denied subjectivity, allowed
only the state of being subjected, and denied therefore the double role of agent. But
by killing her own child she rebels against this repression, and by flaunting her
blackness she uses that very negation as a means of establishing agency. Her actions and
identity are defined by the slave-owning culture that appropriates her colour, class and
gender, and yet she is able to employ those very acculturated features to act in rebellion.
Labelled black, she becomes black: ‘T am black, I am black’ is her continuing refrain. As
the black opposite that defines the power of her masters, she becomes at the same time an
agent for blackness, confronting the slave-owners with their political contradictions,
showing the way to other slaves, and prophesying the dialectical reversal of the master—
slave relationship: ‘We are too heavy for our cross, / And fall and crush you and your seed’
(Il. 244-45). Her speech is necessarily structured by the matrices of hegemonic
language, but it is through her very utterance, directly addressing the slave-owners and
forcing them to ‘see’ her, to recognize her, that she establishes her agency. Barrett
Browning’s poem thus shows how the appropriations of a hegemonic class may in turn be
appropriated and used against them. As these examples suggest, then, dramatic mono-
logues, in the hands of skilled practitioners, may become a potent means of exposing the
politics of agency — the moral appropriations and cultural interdependence of self and other.

See also: VERSE DRAMA; LYRIC.
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Sonnet and Sonnet Sequence
Alzson Chapman

Wordsworth had a dramatic conversion to the sonnet in 1802, after his sister Dorothy
read aloud to him Milton’s sonnets. The genre’s post-Renaissance rehabilitation had been
under way since at least 1750, but Wordsworth’s enthusiasm gave the revival a new inten-
sity. His admonition to ‘Scorn not the sonnet’ addresses contemporary critics and, indeed,
Victorian essayists and anthologizers follow his lead in being uniformly outspoken in their
defence of the genre. This defence does, however, come at a price. While the amatory and
subjective sonnet is praised, particularly in the Petrarchan or Italian form (characterized
by an octave followed by a sestet, with a turn or volta at line 9, and usually rhymed
abbaabba cdecde or cdecdr), other varieties are denigrated. What emerges is a constrictive
sonnet ideology that disparages the political sonnet, the Shakespearean or English sonnet,
or any other ‘illegitimate’ form. (The Shakespearean or English sonnet is characterized
by three quatrains followed by a turn at the couplet, usually rhyming abab cded efef gg,
although there are many other combinations, particularly in the Spenserian sonnet, which
has the more intricate rhyme scheme ababbcbecdedee.) Although these critics implicitly and
explicitly claim to be following Wordsworth’s lead in the promotion of the sonnet, then,
they do so at the expense of the sonnet’s variety and heterogeneity, which were, ironically,
characteristic of the form practised by Wordsworth and his precursor Milton.

In Wordsworth’s two sonnets on the sonnet, the relationship between form and content
is figured in a way that was to be repeated by subsequent commentators. In ‘Scorn not
the sonnet’, the form is compared to a catalogue of items — key, lute, pipe, myrtle leaf,
lamp, trumpet — which are shown to transcend their smallness. The genre, it is suggested,
is innately material, but it has a materiality capable of exceeding its formal limitations
and, furthermore, flouting attempts to police the genre. The sonnet, in other words,
transcends its own space. In another sonnet on the sonnet, Wordsworth makes explicit
the sonnet’s transformative power: ‘the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground’ gives solace to the
poet and, although a ‘narrow room’, it is no prison.

Essays on the Sonnet

An important essay on the sonnet by James Ashcroft Noble makes clear the over-
whelming influence of this precursor: TWordsworth’s sonnet} possesses us, pervades us,
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transfuses his spirit into our spirit, and makes us feel with him. He does this in virtue
of his strong humanity’ (1896: 39). In Noble’s terms, it is as if the ‘spirit’ of Wordsworth
is a transcendent energy like his very sonnets, which allows the Victorian sonneteers
to continue in his tradition. Sonnet criticism, however, also reaches back farther than
Wordsworth. The Victorian critic Charles Tomlinson’s study, The Sonnet: Its Origin, Struc-
ture, and Place in Poetry, is significant for the detailed attention paid to the early sonnets
by Dante and Petrarch and the summary dismissal of the Shakespearean form:

I seek to prove that while the Italian Sonnet of the best writers, taking Petrarch as their
exponent, is made up of several organic parts, each of which has its determinate function,
and the result of the whole is a logical, consistent structure, the English form is generally
more loose and inaccurate. (1874: vii)

The sense that only a Petrarchan form can be ‘legitimate’ (1874: 27) is repeated by most
of the sonnet commentators from the 1790s (Curran 1986) and throughout the Victorian
period. Victorian poets, in particular Hopkins and Meredith, did often resist the strict
formula of Petrarchanism, but they did so from within this sonnet ideology. In this sense,
the small space of the sonnet becomes a contested site for debates about generic and ide-
ological purity. Tomlinson, for example, laments any deviation from the ‘legitimate”:

The object of the regular or legitimate Italian sonnet is to express one, and only one idea,
mood, sentiment, or proposition, and this must be introduced in appropriate language in
the first quatrain, and so far explained in the second, and this may end in a full point; while
the office of the first tercet is to prepare the leading idea of the quatrains for the conclusion,
which conclusion is to be perfectly carried out in the second tercet, so that it may contain
the fundamental idea of the poem, and end, as it were, with the point of the epigram. In
short, the quatrains should contain the proposition and proof; the tercets its confirmation
and conclusion. It must be obvious that such conditions exclude the final couplet of the
English sonnet, and are also opposed to the practice so common with Wordsworth and other
celebrated English sonnet-writers, of running the second quatrain into the first tercet. If the
English had followed the Italian practice of printing the sonnet — that is, with such an
arrangement of type as to distinguish each separate part, and show that it really is a struc-
ture made up of four distinct members or organs — the defect alluded to would probably
have corrected itself by the eye as well as by the ear. (1874: 28-9)

It is notable that the debate about the sonnet’s form takes on associations of national and
racial purity. Any example of a sonnet which is a hybrid of types, or which flouts the sonnet
laws and conventions, is condemned as irregular, illegitimate, or a ‘violation’ (Noble 1896:
5). The Petrarchan sonnet is represented, according to this formula, as natural, eternal, tran-
scendent, rather than part of a complex European tradition (1896: 123-8). The sonnet is
thus defined as a perfect organic space. It must have ‘impressive unity’, be ‘thoroughly
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homogeneous’, have a ‘vital organism’ and an ‘imaginative completeness’, according to
Noble. Sonnets are, Noble adds, ‘flawless pearls of poetry’ (1896: 22).

William Sharp similarly places great importance on the sonnet’s conciseness and
density. He makes clear that the aesthetic value also has a commercial counterpart: {the
sonnet’s} conciseness is an immense boon in these days when books multiply like gos-
samer-flies in a sultry June’ (1886: xxv), and so, ‘it is realised that if good a sonnet can
speedily be read and enjoyed, that if exceptionally fine it can with ease be committed to
memory, and that if bad it can be recognised as such at a glance, and can be relegated
to oblivion by the turning of a single page’ (1886: xxv). In this way, sonnets as aesthetic
objects have a commodity value in the literary marketplace, although an examination of
sonnet anthologies suggests that, paradoxically, the Victorian sonnet ideology also insists
that the sonnet is an anti-commodity, beyond monetary value.

Sharp’s sonnet analysis, like that of most other commentators, argues that the sonnet
laws are natural and not constructed. In particular, he argues that a sonnet’s subject matter
will naturally fit its form, for ‘poetic impulse that arises out of the suddenly kindled imag-
ination may generally be trusted to instinctively find expression through the medium that
is most fitting for it’ (1886: xxvii). This ideology may be fruitfully read against the grain,
for a reading of the sonnets discloses their cultural and generic overdetermination; the
sonnet becomes a hyper-reflexive form that repeatedly comments on its own construction.

Sonnets on the Sonnet

James Ashcroft Noble concludes his essay on the sonnet with a final definition of the form:
‘[a sonnet is} a literature within a literature, a domain within a domain’ (1896: 62-3). It
might be fair to state that the sonnet is the supremely meta-textual form, a genre which
inherently comments on itself and, implicitly, on its small size. Certainly the many sonnets
on the sonnet testify to a self-consciousness about the genre as exemplified by the para-
digmatic poems discussed above by Wordsworth. Many of the sonnets on the sonnets
discuss and exemplify the rules of the genre, unleashing a host of analogies: the sonnet is
a bell, a gem, a dew-drop, a tear, a berry, a diamond, a pearl, a star, a sound, a wave, a
shell, or a flower. (See, for example, Eugene Lee Hamilton’s “What the Sonnet Is’, Edward
Brownlow’s “The Sonnet’, Symonds’s “The Sonnet (III)’, Richard Watson Gilder’s “The
Sonnet’, and Poe’s parody ‘An Enigma’.) All the analogies set up the sonnet as akin to a
material space, a small concrete thing, and an aesthetic object. Furthermore, the insis-
tence repeated throughout the period that the sonnet is analogous to the small and the
beautiful, and yet that it transforms and transcends its small size, incorporates the Roman-
tic categories of the beautiful and the sublime.

This paradox of the genre is the subject of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s sonnet “The
Soul’s Expression’, which communicates both the inadequacy of the sonnet to articulate
and breathe (ex-press) the poet’s meaning and also the dangers of the transcendental
sublime:
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With stammering lips and insufficient sound

I strive and struggle to deliver right

That music of my nature, day and night

With dream and thought and feeling interwound,
And inly answering all the senses round

With octaves of a mystic depth and height
Which step out grandly to the infinite

From the dark edges of the sensual ground!

This song of soul I struggle to outbear

Through portals of the sense, sublime and whole,
And utter all myself into the air.

But if I did it, — as the thunder-roll

Breaks its own cloud, my flesh would perish there,
Before the dread apocalypse of soul.

Barrett Browning is cautious of the cost of the sonnet epiphany. She describes it here
as a self-immolation, in an implicit critique of Wordsworth’s sonnet on the sonnet
that figures the genre as an unproblematical expression of the poet (‘with this key /
Shakespeare unlocked his heart’). As a vehicle of self-expression, the ‘mystic’ octaves and
the ‘sublime whole’ that the commentators had praised in the form are an impossible and
dangerous ideal. Instead, this sonnet suggests that the genre for Barrett Browning repre-
sents a frustrating but self-protecting work in progress. The failure of language to artic-
ulate meaning fully is also explored in her sonnet ‘Insufficiency’. Although her ‘soul throbs
audibly / Along my pulses, yearning to be free’, ‘what we best conceive, we fail to speak’.
Pure expression is only found in her body, in the pulsing of her blood, or after death, the
‘dread apocalypse of soul’ in which the ‘broken strains’ will be perfected.

Conventionally, as many commentators on the sonnet explore (Spiller 1992; Monte-
fiore 1987), Petrarchan sonnets are spoken by a male, who addresses an ideal female
beloved who is absent, unattainable or dead. In this way, the male speaker predicates his
identity on the absence of the female addressee. When women poets write from within
the convention, they are faced with its inexorable code that counsels them to silence. Many
of Christina Rossetti’s sonnets ironically speak from the position of the dispossessed, mar-
ginalized, silenced and excluded. Rossetti’s only sonnet on the sonnet, however, astutely
transforms this Petrarchan ideology through the figure of her mother:

Sonnets are full of love, and this my tome
Has many sonnets: so here now shall be
One sonnet more, a love sonnet, from me
To her whose heart is my heart’s quiet home,
To my first Love, my Mother, on whose knee
I learnt love-lore that is not troublesome;
Whose service is my special dignity,
And she my lodestar while I go and come.
And so because you love me, and because
I love you, Mother, I have woven a wreath
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Of rhymes wherewith to crown your honoured name:
In you not fourscore years can dim the flame
Of love, whose blessed glow transcends the laws
Of time and change and mortal life and death.
(Rossetti 1979-90: 11, 59)

In this sonnet, Rossetti fashions her mother, rather than a beloved, as her muse. The sonnet
suggests that Petrarchan love is ‘troublesome’ as ‘love-lore’, and the sonnet gladly
exchanges amatory love for maternal love. In addition, the speaker positions the mother
as more important than sexual love and also its archetype, her ‘first love’. This love, unlike
the love in Petrarchan ideology, is reciprocal, requited, and associated with plenitude and
fulfilment. In fact, one might argue that, through the material presence of the mother,
Rossetti exposes the sonnet tradition’s investment in its formal materiality over the dean-
imated or absent female addressee.

Christina Rossetti’s brother, the painter-poet Dante Gabriel Rossetti, was petfectly
placed to comment on the sonnet’s inherent meta-textual ekphrasis. Langbaum comments
that he ‘defined the modern sonnet stemming from Wordsworth’ (1982: 340). Dante
Gabriel Rossetti is the author of perhaps the most famous Victorian sonnet on the sonnet,
which serves as the introduction to his sequence The House of Life. This sonnet he dedi-
cated to his mother. On her eightieth birthday (27 April 1880), he presented her David
Main’s Treasury of English Sonnets, into which he inserted an illustrated manuscript of his
introductory sonnet. While the poem’s composition history is thus associated with his
mother, it eschews Christina’s maternal presence for a double comparison of the sonnet
form to loss as well as presence:

A Sonnet is a moment’s monument, —
Memorial from the Soul’s eternity

To one dead deathless hour. Look that it be,
Whether for lustral rite or dire portent,

Of its own arduous fulness reverent:

Carve it in ivory or in ebony,

As Day or Night may rule; and let Time see
Its flowering crest impearled and orient.

A Sonnet is a coin: its face reveals

The soul, — its converse, to what Power ’tis due: —
Whether for tribute to the august appeals

Of Life, or dower in Love’s high retinue,

It serve, or, 'mid the dark wharf’s cavernous breath,
In Charon’s palm it pay the toll to Death.

This poem is another example of the subversion of the Petrarchan form to introduce a
concluding couplet more familiar in the Shakespearean or English type. Such a blurring
of generic forms neatly parallels the other paradoxical doublings in the sonnet: love and
death, dead and deathless, day and night, monument and coin. In comparison with Barrett
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Browning’s sense of the impossibility of articulation within the sonnet, Dante Gabriel
Rossetti motivates the paradoxes to serve the sonnet’s inherent divisions between octave
and sestet throughout his sequence (o, here, between octave and quatrain/couplet). It is
important to note, in fact, that Rossetti always represented a clear stanzaic gap between
divisions of the sonnet. As Hall Caine comments, such a deliberate separation was not
unique, ‘but he was the first who obeyed throughout a series of sonnets the canon of the
contemporary structure requiring that a sonnet shall present the two-fold fact of a single
thought or emotion’ (1882: 31). Rossetti’s exploitation of the sonnet’s inherent bifurcated
organicism is characteristic of his ‘two-sided’ aesthetic, which typically plays with generic
and interartistic differences. In his sonnet on the sonnet, Rossetti embraces the fact that
the genre is an inherently conflicted space, and although its ‘arduous fullness’ might be
pregnant with erotic meaning, he insists that the sonnet is always in thrall to something
else besides itself and its writer.

A manuscript version of the poem in the Fitzwilliam Museum, University of
Cambridge, reveals that ‘arduous’ was originally ‘intricate’, which conveys Rossetti’s sense
of the sonnet as a work of art and an aesthetic object. The sonnet instructs that the form
must be ‘impearled’, ‘carved’. Furthermore, it must bear the stamp of its origin, whether
the power of love or death inspired the poem. In an introductory note in the manuscript
to the sequence House of Life, in the Fitzwilliam Museum, Rossetti insists that the sonnet
is not directly experiential:

To speak in the first person is often to speak most vividly; but these emotional poems are in
no sense ‘occasional’. The ‘Life’ involved is life representative, as associated with love and
death, with aspiration and foreboding, or with ideal art and beauty. Whether the recorded
moment exist in the region of fact or of thought is a question indifferent to the Muse, so
long as her touch can quicken it.

The sequence of oppositions set up in this explanatory note again instructs us that the
fullness and wholeness of the sonnet belie its conflicted doubleness. Furthermore, as the
sonnets are not directly experiential, the narrative will be neither directly autobiograph-
ical nor progressive. The complicated composition and publication history of The House
of Life affirm its state as a sequence in progress, capable of multiple forms and narratives.
Barrett Browning’s double-bind, in which she desires full expression in a sonnet and
yet also fears its self-destructive consequences, is transformed by Rossetti into a troubled
acceptance of the genre’s divisions and contradictions, despite his contemporary com-
mentator’s insistence upon the sonnet’s perfect unity and coherence.

Perhaps the most compelling paradoxical figure in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s sonnet on
the sonnet is his comparison of the poetic form to a monument and a coin. The double
image invokes the sonnet as an art object that has a monetary value. The sonnet anthol-
ogies that appeared in the Victorian period also encoded the genre as both capable of
and yet also resisting commodification. Sharp’s 1886 Sonnets of this Century, in many ways
exemplary of Victorian sonnet anthologies, illustrates the genre’s relationship to the lit-
erary and economic marketplace. Sharp’s edition is intended, he notes in the introductory
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essay, for those readers ‘whom Editions-de-luxe or even comparatively moderately priced
books are more or less difficult of attainment’ (1886: xxiv). The anthology is thus specif-
ically marketed to maximize the potential readership and bring the pleasure of sonnet to
those normally financially prohibited from purchasing editions. Everything about the
anthology, however, from its diminutive size to the design of the page layout, emphasizes
the sonnet’s aesthetic value. Each sonnet, alphabetically arranged by author, has a page to
itself, with the poet’s underlined name at the top and the whole page bordered by a red
line. The spatial effect of the large margins is to emphasize the form’s small and compact
size, its inherent coherence and organicism, corresponding with the sonnet ideology
shaped by Victorian commentators.

In an article on sonnet anthologies and cultural value, Natalie Houston also notes that
this spatial layout of sonnets is typical of the sonnet editions of the nineteenth century.
For her, it makes a significant impact on reading: ‘considering that poems in general
poetry anthologies were frequently printed over two or more columns or pages, these
sonnet anthologies offered nineteenth-century readers a more focused and reflective
reading experience than did the large general anthologies’ (1999: 249). It manoeuvred
readers, Houston continues, into treating sonnets as ‘an object of study’ and ‘cultural
capital’ in a bite-size chunk, capable of being memorized and exchanged (1999: 249). The
page layout, however, serves two paradoxical functions overlooked by Houston. First, the
design has the effect of positioning the sonnet as a valuable aesthetic object of the reader’s
gaze, contained and commodified ready for the reader’s consumption. But the generous
expanse of white margin surrounding each poem also figures it as an anti-commodity,
beyond economic value, separated from the poems preceding and following, isolated and
removed from cultural exchange. In a significant way, therefore, sonnet anthologies repeat
the conflicted discourse of the genre produced by the sonnet critics. The prescriptions
encoded into the sonnet — from its metrics to its content — were, however, frequently
flouted by the sonnet writers themselves.

Sonnet Sequences

Arguably the most significant contribution of the Victorians to the sonnet renaissance was
the revival of the sonnet sequence. Almost all of the sequences are part of the aesthetic
and amatory strand of the sonnet history, influenced by the Petrarchan form and amatory
ideology of Spenser’s Amoretti and Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella (notable exceptions are
Emily Pfeiffer’s ‘Peace to the Odalisque’ and William Michael Rossetti’s Democratic
Sonnets). The major sequences are: Barrett Browning’s Sonnets from the Portuguese, Christina
Rossetti’s Monna Innominata: A Sonnet of Sonnets and Later Life, Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s
The House of Life, Augusta Webster’s Mother and Daughter and George Meredith’s Modern
Love.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s sequence has, since the eatly 1990s, been rediscovered by
feminist literary critics as a turning point for nineteenth-century women poets. Sonnets
from the Portuguese is a semi-autobiographical sequence of forty-four Petrarchan sonnets
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which describe the poet’s courtship with Robert Browning. Barrett Browning took the
manuscript with her when she eloped to Italy after her secret marriage, but only showed
it to her husband by way of consolation when his mother died. Thus, the sequence was
not originally intended for publication. Barrett Browning only consented to publish at
the insistence of Browning and on the condition that their private and personal nature be
disguised by representing the poems as a translation from the Portuguese (a reference
to her poem ‘Catarina to Camoéns’, which had been much admired by Browning).
Translation is in many ways the most important rhetorical trope of the poems, for they
translate the amatory discourse of Petrarchanism into a vehicle for a female poet speak-
ing from an active subject position. The result is to transform both the sonnet sequence
and the sentimental tradition of women’s poetry into a more muscular and dynamic
poetics. For Barrett Browning, the sonnet becomes a transformative space, capable of
moving between a host of fundamental oppositions such as speaker/addressee, life/death,
love/grief.

Recently there has been a welcome shift of critical attention away from explaining the
autobiographical nature of the sequence and its perceived sentimentality, towards accounts
of the different ways in which agency and authorship are put into question. For example,
in the very first sonnet, the speaker makes it clear that another power or agency is struc-
turing the sequence. The poem begins with the speaker thinking of her past life, and
those melancholy years that have cast a shadow over her:

Straightway I was 'ware,
So weeping, how a mystic Shape did move
Behind me, and drew me backward by the hair,
And a voice said in mastery while I strove, . . .
‘Guess now who holds thee?” — ‘Death,’ I said. But, there,
The silver answer rang, . . . ‘Not Death, but Love.’
(1l. 9-14)

The ‘mystic shape’ with its powerful agency forces her to begin to exchange death for
love, figured autobiographically as respectively her dead brother Bro (for whose death at
sea she held herself responsible) and Browning. In addition, the ‘mystic shape’ takes on
a striking physical form in the pulling of hair, the signifier of transgressive feminine
strength, in one of her two sonnets, to George Sand, whose shorn hair is depicted as uncan-
nily and grotesquely floating back to her. Throughout the sequence, images of the desir-
ing female body, and specifically the body of the woman poet, are figured as part of the
translation of the genre into one accommodating an active woman’s voice. But, signifi-
cantly, such physical, material figures are part of an intersubjective exchange with the
beloved, Robert Browning. In other words, the sequence neither rejects Petrarchanism
nor simply feminizes it, but is a process of translation.

The two sonnets which most effectively display the transformative troping of the female
body are numbers 18 and 19. These again invoke the speaker’s hair, as locks are exchanged
for love tokens:
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I never gave a lock of hair away

To a man, dearest, except this to thee,

Which now upon my fingers thoughtfully

I ring out to the full brown length and say

“Take it’. My day of youth went yesterday;

My hair no longer bounds to my foot’s glee,

Nor plant I it from rose or myrtle-tree,

As girls do, any more. It only may

Now shade on two pale cheeks, the mark of tears,
Taught dropping from the head that hangs aside
Through sorrow’s trick. I thought the funeral-shears
Would take this first, but love is justified, —

Take it, though, . . . finding pure, from all those years,
The kiss my mother left here when she died.

The soul’s Rialto hath its merchandise;

I barter curl for curl upon that mart

And from my poet’s forehead to my heart,
Receive this lock which outweighs argosies, —
As purply black, as erst, to Pindar’s eyes,

The dim purpureal tresses gloomed athwart
The nine white Muse-brows. For this counterpart, . . .
Thy bay-crown’s shade, Beloved, I surmise,
Still lingers on thy curl, it is so black

Thus, with a fillet of smooth-kissing breath,

I tie the shadow safe from gliding back,

And lay the gift where nothing hindereth,
Here on my heart, as on my brow, to lack

No natural heart till mine grows cold in death.

The gift of a lock of hair is traditionally a courtly synecdoche for the consummation of a
sexual relationship. In sonnet 18, the lock of hair is specifically a reminder of the speaker’s
age and loss of youth. The speaker represents herself as aged, faded and, against Petrar-
chan tradition, an unaesthetic object of exchange. The curl, however, as a synecdoche of
her body and her desire, participates in a new kind of exchange for the Petrarchan tradi-
tion: the economy of the gift. (This new economy is also apparent in the courtship cor-
respondence; Kintner 1969: 288-93, 300.) As Judith Still (1997) argues, the gift is an
exchange that subverts the capitalist marketplace, for, ideally, it suspends obligation and
laws of ownership. In the Sonnets from the Portuguese, the act of exchanging gifts is a reci-
procal exchange. It is a personal gift, to be hidden away from others” eyes ‘here on my
heart’. As a figure for the bodies of subject and addressee, the locks of hair express what
language fails to do in Barrett Browning’s ‘Insufficiency’: an articulation of female desire
in a way that potentially threatens to singe the laurels and the hair on Browning’s head
with the ‘red wild sparkles’ of sexual passion (sonnet 5).

Judith Still’'s analysis of the gift economy concedes that it may only be a utopia, for
the market cannot be so easily evaded. Indeed, sonnet 19 suggests as much, with the
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reciprocal gift of Browning’s lock taking place on the Rialto, the centre of Venice’s mar-
ketplace and synecdoche for its thriving mercantile economy. The lock also bears a further
significance: it stands figuratively not only for the bodies and desires of the lovers, but
also for the sonnets themselves, which are eventually gifted in manuscript to Browning.
The association of the sonnet sequence with the speaker’s lock of hair suggests that poetry
cannot exist completely outside the marketplace, even published poetry that is originally
written in private and exchanged as a gift. Furthermore, the poet/speaker, whose body
and desire are represented by the lock and the poem, is also inherently part of the mer-
cantile exchange. Indeed, as Gitter (1984) demonstrates, the Victorian fascination with
locks of hair encoded both the aesthetic and the mercantile body (represented most
famously by Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s ‘Jenny’).

While Elizabeth Barrett Browning revives the Petrarchan sonnet to forge a complex
new dynamics between active and passive, subject and object, speaker and addressee,
Christina Rossetti’s Monna Innominata: A Sonnet of Sonnets speaks from the position of the
other and the silenced. This sequence has a highly overdetermined structure of a macro-
sonnet, comprising fourteen sonnets divided to replicate an octave and sestet (Harrison
1988). The sequence’s preface suggests that it is a challenge to Rossetti’s precursor. The
unnamed lady gives a voice to the Beatrices and Lauras whose silence makes them ‘resplen-
dent with charms, but (at least to my apprehension), scant of attractiveness’. The preface
continues ironically:

[Hlad the Great Poetess of our own day and nation only been unhappy instead of happy, her
circumstances would have invited her to bequeath to us, in lieu of the ‘Portuguese Sonnets’,
an inimitable ‘donna innominata’ drawn not from fancy but from feeling, and worthy to
occupy a niche beside Beatrice and Laura. (Rossetti 1979-90: II, 86)

Such comments are ‘elusive’ (Harrison 1990: 110), and indeed, Rossetti felt it necessary
to clarify her oblique reference to Barrett Browning in a letter to Dante Gabriel, after a
reviewer questioned her meaning (Rossetti 1997: II, 299). Harrison summarizes the dif-
ferences between the poetics of the two women poets: ‘[Rossetti’s poetic strength} in oppo-
sition to Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s, lies, not in assertive outspokenness, but rather in
a baffling and defiant, sometimes ostensibly self-contradictory, sometimes masochistic, and
sometimes riddling, silence’ (1990: 110).

Although Monna Innominata is an oblique if self-conscious corrective to the Sonnets from
the Portuguese, its ending with “The longing of a heart pent up forlorn / A silent heart
whose silence loves and longs’ has been accepted by at least one feminist critic as poetic
failure (Montefiore 1987). But within a hyperconsciousness of restrictive poetic space, and
the repeated emphatic staging of closure at the end of each sonnet, the sequence voices
the position of loss, absence and longing both specifically as a sequence addressed to Ros-
setti’s close friend Charles Cayley and generically as the unnamed lady of sonnet tradi-
tion. Within these formal constraints, Rossetti dematerializes the sonnet and speaks out
of the interstice, the in-between: ‘Come back to me who watch and wait for you: — / Or
come not yet, for it is over then’, ‘My hope hangs waning, waxing, like a moon / Between
the heavenly days on which we meet’, ‘If only now I could recall that touch, / First touch
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of hand in hand’, “Thus only in a dream we are at one’. The sequence’s most important
rhetorical figures, furthermore, are those of substitution, doubling and exchange:

For verily love knows not ‘mine’ or ‘thine’;

With separate ‘I’ and ‘thou’ free love has done,

For one is both and both are one in love.
(sonnet 4)

Yea, as I apprehend it, love is such
I cannot love you if I love not Him,
I cannot love Him if I love not you.
(sonnet 6)

Whereas Sonnets from the Portuguese employed tropes of exchange as intersubjective, such
as the lock of hair, Rossetti’s doublings and substitutions eschew the sonnet’s traditional
synecdoche for metonymy. Thus, where for the Wordsworthian sonnet the synecdoche
allows the sonnet’s small space to contain the ineffable, Monna Innominata suggests that
the speaker’s erotic and spiritual desire exceeds form and language in an endless play of
desire. W. David Shaw (1990) argues that Rossetti often means more than she can say. In
her sonnet sequence, both the form and the articulation exceed the genre’s closure.

Rossetti’s play of language produces liminal sonnets which both perfect the Petrarchan
form on a micro- and macro-level and yet also dissolve the norms of the genre. Later Life:
A Double Sonnet of Sonnets similarly contains a chain of substitutions as the speaker explores
the frustrations and fears of mortality and materiality: “We lack, yet cannot fix upon the
lack: / Not this, nor that; yet somewhat, certainly’ (sonnet 6). Her uncanny dematerial-
ization, as her troubled desire for the afterlife is expressed, positions the subject outside
the sonnet form altogether in another revision of Wordsworth’s sonnet ideology: ‘I have
dreamed of Death: — what would it be to die / Not in a dream, but in the literal truth’
(sonnet 27). In comparison, Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s sonnet sequence The House of Life
attempts to reify and materialize language and the space of the genre, as suggested in the
introductory sonnet. As William Sharp suggests, these sonnets are aesthetic objects in
themselves: ‘his imagination is so concrete that its creations always present themselves to
him as things of form and colour, and his sonnets spread themselves out like fair paint-
ings on the walls of the gallery of the mind’ (1886: 57).

It is not only Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s sonnets on pictures which express the form as
an aesthetic object. In his sequence, the formal constraints of the genre are highlighted
by the stanzaic gap between octave and sestet, dramatizing spatially the material shape
of the poem. The sequence’s materiality is, however, uncanny, for it preserves in tension
an experiential and aesthetic ‘moment’s monument’ that commemorates both the moment
and its passing. For Dante Gabriel Rossetti, then, the sonnet is somewhat taxidermic or,
in Wagner’s words ‘a kind of death in life, a formalised stasis’ (1996: 133). Its record of
the moment represents a poetic texture of materiality and immediacy which is illusory
(1996: 132). The very density of language, the weight of figurality, Rossetti’s ‘fundamental
brain-work’ (as he put it), contributed to the effect. Thus, as much as the sonnet is reified



110 Alison Chapman

as an aesthetic object and an experiential moment, mortality and loss shadow the sequence.
For example, “The Portrait’ (sonnet X):

O Lord of all compassionate control,

O Love! let this my lady’s picture glow
Under my hand to praise her name, and show

Even of her inner self the perfect whole:

That he who seeks her beauty’s furthest goal,
Beyond the light that the sweet glances throw
And refluent wave of the sweet smile, may know

The very sky and sea-line of her soul.

Lo! it is done. Above the enthroning throat
The mouth’s mould testifies of voice and kiss,
The shadowed eyes remember and foresee.
Her face is made her shrine. Let all men note
That in all years (O Love, thy gift is this!)
They that would look on her must come to me.

Implicitly, the ekphrastic sonnet is the picture of the beloved which testifies to and immor-
talizes her beauty. The description is, however, curiously elusive. As the ‘perfect whole’
of both the beloved and the sonnet are announced, both are nevertheless fractured. The
lady has the traditional Petrarchan sweet glance and smile, but the inner landscape of her
soul, its ‘sky and sea-line’, undermines the representation of her presence. The sestet,
indeed, suggests that the moment of the portrait’s wholeness and completion has already
become the past and the future. The moment has dissolved. The sonnet, in capturing the
portrait of the beloved’s soul, has de-animated it so that ‘her face is made her shrine’ at
the moment of completion. Its purpose is to signify to the future her beauty and whole-
ness. “The Portrait’ is haunted by its own temporality.

The House of Life, with its complex history of composition and publication, and its
complex figurality, dramatizes the genre’s fractured investment in its own materiality.
Other sonnet sequences play out that drama rather differently. Meredith’s Modern Love,
the narrative of a failing marriage and marital jealousy, contributes an important innova-
tion to the sonnet with its sixteen lines, made up of four quatrains. The extra two lines
attempt to delay the sonnet’s traditional volta and closure, just as the tortured speaker
attempts to postpone the final dissolution of his marriage. The sequence is, like Dante
Gabriel Rossetti’s, haunted: ‘I claim a phantom-woman in the Past. / The hour has struck,
though I heard not the bell!”” (sonnet 3). The ghost is love (sonnet 6), who haunts the
speaker with the memory of marital content: ‘Shall I, unsustained, / Drag on Love’s nerve-
less body thru’ all time?’ (sonnet 10). Modern Love is a sustained and tortured parody of
Petrarchanism (see in particular sonnet 30), which mourns figuratively and literally the
fruitless, barren marriage. In sonnet 11, the couple’s marital strife is represented as a dead
infant, slain by the speaker’s wife in her betrayal (compare also sonnet 50).



Sonnet and Sonnet Sequence 111

A different concern with physical materiality and the sonnet’s space is shown in Augusta
Webster’s unfinished Mother and Daughter sequence, posthumously published by William
Michael Rossetti in 1895. In her sonnets, Webster insists on maternal plenitude and pres-
ence as, following Christina Rossetti, ‘the passion of maternity’ which subverts Petrarcha-
nism (sonnet 26). Even to be haunted is to experience the presence of love (sonnets 8 and
12). The sequence, then, self-consciously deconstructs the deanimation of the genre at the
hands of such sonneteers as Dante Gabriel Rossetti, whose sonnet space is the vehicle for
the dissolution of the aesthetic object. The start of Mother and Daughter celebrates the inter-
subjective dynamics between speaker and addressee. In the beginning of the sequence, the
daughter represents presence and materiality: her voice, in sonnet 1, for example, intimates
the present moment and plenitude. Even in her dreams, as in sonnet 5 during a thunder
storm, the daughter, in her ‘unconscious grace’, speaks out ‘Mother’. As the sonnets
progress, however, and as the child grows up, the speaker begins to fear the loss of her rela-
tionship with the daughter. The remarkable sonnet 11 translates this fear into a demysti-
fication of the Petrarchan image of woman’s sexual love which does not withstand betrayal
and pain. Marital love is displaced by the love between mother and daughter, which is rep-
resented as far more dynamic. In sonnet 15, the speaker anticipates her own absence in
death, in the ‘voiceless mould’, as ‘no strangeness, but Death’s natural hest’. In contrast,
however, and whereas Wordsworth momentarily and painfully forgets the death of his
daughter in his sonnet ‘Surprised by joy’, Webster refuses to acknowledge the mortality of
her child in the sestet: ‘looking on the dawn that is her face / To know she too is Death’s
seems misbelief.” In sonnet 25, the speaker defends her decision to have only one child by
declaring that their love has a unity and wholeness which transcends the smallness of their
family: ‘Love’s most priceless things / Have unity that cannot be undone’, and ‘None takes
the strong entireness from her: none’, for ‘she is one, she has the whole’. The following
sonnet makes clear that this oneness extends triumphantly to their relationship. Both make
the other whole, beyond the fear of mortality and dissolution:

Oh! Child and mother, darling! Mother and child!
And who but we? We, darling, paired alone?
Thou hast thy mother; thou are all my own.

Thy passion of maternity which sweeps

Tideless 'neath where the heaven of thee hath smiled

Has but one channel, therefore infinite deeps.
(sonnet 26)

For Webster, the traditional materiality of the sonnet form is the perfect vehicle in which
to express her theory of the maternal. Indeed, the unity expressed in sonnet 25 sounds
similar to the ideal unity and wholeness of the Petrarchan sonnet form required
by Victorian genre ideology. Webster thus closely allies the genre’s organic form and
content in a new configuration, to refuse the sonnet’s associations with dissolution and
mortality.
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That this genre, with such rigid rules encoded into its small space, can repeatedly
subvert the sonnet ideology is remarkable. Belying its highly wrought fourteen lines, the
Victorian sonnet does indeed surpass its formal limitations. The Indo-Anglian Toru Dutt’s
‘Sonnet — Baugmaree’ offers another example of its potential for dramatic cultural nego-
tiation and is perhaps the most flamboyantly self-conscious Victorian example of the
subversion of the sonnet form:

A sea of foliage girds our garden round,

But not a sea of dull unvaried green,

Sharp contrasts of all colours here are seen;

The light-green graceful tamarinds abound
Amid the mangoe clumps of green profound,
And palms arise, like pillars gray, between;

And o’er the quiet pools the seemuls lean,

Red, — red, and startling like a trumpet’s sound.
But nothing can be lovelier than the ranges

Of bamboos to the eastward, when the moon
Looks through their gaps, and the white lotus changes
Into a cup of silver. One might swoon

Drunken with beauty then, or gaze and gaze
On a primeval Eden, in amaze.

Dutt begins her sonnet with a traditional Petrarchan octave, rhyming, conventionally,
abbaabba. The content of the octave, however, subverts the ideology of the Victorian sonnet
and of Petrarchanism, for it situates the speaker in an Indian garden which is, paradoxically,
excessively abounding in sensuous Pre-Raphaelite tropes of exuberance and excess. This isa
clear challenge to the racial purity insisted on by Victorian commentators on the sonnet.
The bowered garden, furthermore, is represented with a defined boundary, girded by
foliage, but the contents exceed its size. In implicit contrast to a traditional English garden,
the greens are varied and profuse, yielding division and contrast rather than unity, whole-
ness and organicism. The tamarinds, mango clumps, palms and seemuls remind us that the
speaker is not in England. At the end of the octave, at what is traditionally the Petrarchan
sonnet’s turn, the sound of the seemuls is compared to both an intensely doubled red and
the sound of the trumpet. In his ‘Scorn not the sonnet’, Wordsworth compares Milton’s
sonnets to trumpets. The synaesthesia of Dutt’s trumpet, however, displaces the Miltonic
and Wordworthian tradition in favour of Madame de Staél’s Corinne, who (as Jane Stabler
has pointed out to me) is positioned at the centre of the Indian garden. In her famous impro-
visation at the Capitol, which gave women poets a paradigm of the inspired, spontaneous
artist, the voice of Corinne is compared to ‘the sound of victorious trumpets, which has been
likened to scarlet amongst the colours’ (de Staél 1807, 1998: 33). Thus, Dutt subtly and
coyly reminds us of the sonnet’s racial hybridity and the subversive nationhood of the proto-
typical woman artist, as she parodies the Victorian anglicization of Petrarchanism.

The sestet contains another surprise, for it reverts to the Shakespearean sonnet form of
a quatrain followed by a couplet. While earlier sonneteers such as Wyatt and Sidney and



Sonnet and Sonnet Sequence 113

Donne had favoured the form of Italian octave followed by Shakespearean sestet, in the
context of Victorian sonnet ideology, which prized the Petrarchan form as the ideal, Dutt
implies that neither form can contain the speaker’s desire. Her use of the hybrid sonnet
form flouts all the Victorian sonnet’s rules of legitimacy and purity. The sestet, further-
more, insists that the content exceeds the form, but this is no mere reiteration of the
Wordsworthian sonnet sublime. Indeed, for Dutt, the sonnet goes beyond its restrictive
patriarchal and Petrarchan space through figurality, as the moon, that potent symbol of
the feminine and of changeableness and mutation, shines through the gaps of the bamboos.
Like Christina Rossetti, Dutt locates her desire in the in-between, the space left open by
the bamboos and silvery luminosity of the lotus. The turn, again subverting any norm of
the sonnet by coming in the middle of line 12, suggests that one can either be overcome
with beauty in a loss of consciousness, or accept the presence and plenitude of the garden’s
excesses and (adopting a Spenserian term that encompasses both verb and noun) enter into
its exuberance ‘in amaze’. These last lines, furthermore, suggest that her Indian garden
is the original garden, the ‘primeval Eden’, which both surpasses and precedes Western
traditional literary forms and figures.

Dutt’s extraordinary poem serves as a fitting reminder that the Victorian sonnet form,
despite its ‘scanty plot of ground’ and rigid metrics, is capable of multiple transforma-
tions. Its intense and self-conscious meta-textuality means that any reading of the sonnet
should take into account the complex relationship between form and content. In its record
of a moment, the sonnet’s insistence on its own space and materiality encodes it generi-
cally as both aesthetic object and commodity. That moment’s inevitable dissolution, and
the form’s transcendence of its miniature size, ensure that the sonnet is, furthermore, an
anti-commodity, escaping its own temporality and concreteness. That transcendence, and
its terrible potential cost, mean that the post-Wordsworthian sonnet is not a place of ‘brief
solace’, but of cultural negotiation, painful loss and radical subversion.

See also: ANTHOLOGIES AND THE MAKING OF THE POETIC CANON; VERSE NOVEL;
Lyric.
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6
Elegy

Seamus Perry

As literary classifications go, ‘Victorian’ is more arbitrary even than most; but the label does,
fortuitously, associate a body of writing with the most famous modern act of devoted mourn-
ing. ‘She herself felt that her true life had ceased with her husband’s’, Lytton Strachey wrote,
in a surprisingly tender stretch of his normally spry biography of Victoria, ‘and the remain-
der of her days upon earth was of a twilight nature — an epilogue to a drama that was done’
(1921: 218). Each night, Albert’s clothes were laid out with hot water and a clean towel,
which was remarkable even by prevailing standards of morbid ceremony. All the same, the
queen’s display of bereavement feels somehow representative, for Victorians, not least the
poets among them, have often been seen as particularly disposed to elegiac feelings, and
not least by the Victorians themselves. Max Beerbohm’s cartoon of a Browning Society gath-
ering, for instance, winningly portrays a dismal room of long faces; but then the poet himself
in their midst beams inscrutably to himself, stirring his cup of tea, so the message of the
full portrait is more intricate than pervasive gloom. That twinkling eye obliges a chapter
like this one to begin with customary noises about generalizing: of course, many Victorian
poems are as blithely remote from elegiac sentiment as any; anyway, death has always been
a favourite subject; and even those many Victorian poets who did find their most telling
voices weighing kinds of loss were, naturally, no more single-minded about the practice of
elegizing than Victorians were about anything else. Still, for all that, the occasion of elegy
does seem to have drawn some of the century’s most powerful imaginations. Tennyson’s I
Memoriam A. H. H. (1850) presides over the literary age: an extraordinary public success (it
sold 5,000 copies in weeks), the poem interweaves a private loss with more epochal anxi-
eties, as though seeking in bereavement a route to the spirit of the age. Critics sometimes
call it the most representative Victorian work of art, part of which exemplary feel doubt-
less comes from its close involvement with Victoria herself: it was Albert’s admiration
for the poem that led to Tennyson’s appointment as laureate; and, after Albert’s death,
Tennyson was evidently flattered as well as touched to learn that the widowed queen
found ‘much on which she loves to dwell in your “In Memoriam” . .. how many were
the passages she had marked’ (Lang and Shannon 1982-90: II, 297n.2).

The term ‘elegy’ initially referred to a particular metrical form, not a subject; but, by
the nineteenth century, the word had acquired its modern meaning, referring to poems
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that responded particularly to a death. The final stage in any adequate response to loss is
persuading yourself, and perhaps others too, that the attenuated world is still worth
persisting with: this is the recuperation that Freud (1953-66: 245, 246) calls the ‘work
of mourning’, which, once completed, sets ‘the ego . .. free and uninhibited again’, as
‘respect for reality gains the day’; and elegies, typically anyway, enact this important piece
of psychology, as though to educate the tribe. Freud’s account might make a successful
recovery seem very complete and single-mindedly healthy, but poets, as William Empson
observed (1953: xiii), are often most at home when writing from a background of
conflicting impulses; and the greatest elegiac poetry (like most actual grief I suppose)
doesn’t exhibit merely a recuperative return to the world, but rather a kind of double-
heartedness, which recognizes the need to move on, while staying true to the dead.

There is an obvious paradox in writing pleasurable verses about loss, but the emotional
paradox underwriting the best elegy is an altogether more intricate association, of recol-
lection back and movement forward, of memory and expectation. Milton’s ‘Lycidas’, for a
prominent example, is at once a lament and a consolation, setting the dwelling sadness of
recollection very honestly against the necessary recovery of prospect: the poem begins with
bare devastation (‘Lycidas is dead, dead ere his prime / Young Lycidas, and hath not left his
peer’), but modulates into something like serenity (‘So Lycidas sunk low, but mounted high,
/ Through the dear might of him that walk’d the waves’) and ends with a famous case of
pressing on (“To-morrow to fresh Woods, and Pastures new’). Milton registers his spirit’s
transition in the shifting life of the phrase 70 more: the sadly contrastive, backward-looking
‘no more’ of the poem’s opening lines (‘The Willows, and the Hazle Copses green, / Shall
now no more be seen, / Fanning their joyous Leaves to thy soft layes’) moves quietly into
the progressive ‘no more’ of its close ("Weep no more, woful Shepherds weep no more’). The
device is marvellous because it insinuates a continuity within a change: the demands of life
push the poet on to pastures new, but the memory of the past lingers irremovably in the
poem’s auditory existence, as though a single thing were the heart of both a perennial loss
and a new kind of future; which is the situation of someone mourning.

So then, an elegy is not, traditionally, merely a lament; nor yet is it an unchecked yowl
of outrage at the wrongness of the universe; but rather a dealing with despair, spoken
from the other side of grief; and the feeling that it moves towards, or around, is consola-
tory, though (in the best elegies) not simply consolatory. This often involves an immense
effort of the mind to think well of death — often by denying that it is, strictly, death at
all. That obviously finds an important precedent in Christ, who died but did not die,
and who raised Japhet’s daughter: ‘the damsel is not dead, but sleepeth’ (Mark 5:39); but
the elegiac turn need not be Christian. In his elegy for Keats, the atheist Shelley summons
the scriptural allusion only to decline it, in favour of Platonic reasons to be cheerful: ‘Peace,
peace! he is not dead, he doth not sleep — / He hath awakened from the dream of life.’
Adonais overcomes death by being ‘made one with Nature’; and this is another common
feature of elegy: to think of the death as somehow intended by, or implicated within, a
persisting natural order, which is why classical elegies, as well as more recent elegies con-
scious of their ancestry, tend to be written as pastoral: that is, as in ‘Lycidas’, the words
are placed in the mouths of grieving shepherds.
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A modern writer is likely to regard with great suspicion both those kinds of consol-
ing discovery — the supernaturalism of the afterlife as much as the naturalism of pastoral:
to see them as a con or a trick, ‘That vast moth-eaten musical brocade’, as Philip Larkin
called religion, ‘Invented to pretend that no one dies’. (Zeiger's 1997 book about modern
elegy is exemplarily entitled Beyond Consolation, and locates the origin of the tradition of
disenchantment it describes firmly within the Victorian period.) Historians have often
described the ‘secularization’ of the Western Mind, and gathered the more devastating
nineteenth-century aspects of it under the rubric ‘Victorian Doubt’: a clumsy idea, if only
for its implication of untroubled centuries before the queen. But of course traditional
kinds of Christian faith were indeed being tested with increasing severity during the
century, and many Victorians were dreadfully self-conscious about living through a
spiritual catastrophe. “We are most hopeless, that had hoped most high’, wrote Clough,
‘And most beliefless, that had most believed’ (‘Easter Day’, 11. 88-9).

Summoning such vast cultural movements to account for any particular poem feels
very ham-fisted; but it is not difficult to make out the general connection in our
Victorian case. For naturally enough, along with the authority of Scripture, the Prayer
Book’s ‘sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life, through our Lord Jesus
Christ’, and its whole attendant repertoire of consolation, got badly shaken: a deepening
uncertainty that underlay the age’s often obsessive arts of death and commemoration —
not only elegies, but also innumerable deathbeds and graveyards in paintings and novels,
collections of ‘last words’, grand necropolises, and elaborate mourning rituals. And if
appeals to transcendent immortality were much less obviously to hand, then nature had
changed too, from a magical view to a scientific one, with similarly immense consequence.
That it should be a Victorian sage, Ruskin, who (in Modern Painters, 1856) regarded
the grounds of pastoral consolation as a fz/lacy is no coincidence: any lingering atavistic
trust in nature’s interested connection with human life was unpicked by the progress of
nineteenth-century science and finished off by Darwinism. Iz Memoriam is, in some
sections, as much a lament for the old benevolent idea of nature’s fellow-feeling as it is
one for Hallam; and among the strong emotions at work in Housman is outrage that
nature should be so negligent of his feelings. As the hero of Mallock’s account of the Zeiz-
geist, The New Republic (1877), complains: ‘Life stares at us now, all blank and expres-
sionless, like the eyes of a lost friend, who is not dead, but who has turned an idiot.” The
impulse to console was not forgone, of course: the speaker in ‘Prospice’, a rare elegy by
Browning, refuses despair (‘Fear death?’) with pugnacious confidence (‘I shall clasp thee
again, / And with God be the rest!’, 1. 1, 27-8); but the best Victorian elegies reach out
for it more tentatively.

Victorian elegy emerges not only within a particular episode in the history of religious
feeling, but also at a specific, late Romantic moment in literary history. One of the most
telling Romantic elegies is the one that Wordsworth didn’t write (despite encouragement)
about the master of his college, on the grounds that ‘I felt no interest in the deceased
person’: that invokes the poetic standard which Keats would later call ‘the true voice of
feeling’. If a classical poem seeks to describe what Dr Johnson termed ‘general nature’,
then a Romantic poem will characteristically appeal to the reality of a particular ‘T,
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emphasizing not the universality of its sentiments but their uniqueness. The testing new
criterion, then, is often sincerity: ‘when a Man is treating an interesting subject’,
Wordsworth writes in his ‘Essays upon Epitaphs’, ‘no faults have such a killing power
as those which prove that he is not in earnest, that he is acting a part, has leisure for
affectation’ — the poet should, rather, exude the ‘charm of sincerity’ and an ‘inward sim-
plicity’ (Wordsworth 1988: 345, 346). So the testing point for post-Romantic elegy is
about the eloquence or the inwardness of poetic language: its public efficacy and address
or personal authenticity. This all-important distinction in possible poetic voices might
first be heard in the difference between Gray’s lapidary and handsomely generalizing
‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ (1751) and the stifled intimacy of his sonnet in
memory of Richard West (1742), which concludes by lamenting the impotence of its
poetry: ‘I fruitless mourn to him that cannot hear, / And weep the more because 1 weep
in vain.’

Wordsworth (the most important Romantic presence in Victorian elegy) thought those
lines among the very few in Gray’s poem that were any good: they shed the literary refine-
ment that, as Wordsworth saw things, corrupted the feelings in most of the sonnet, and
lapse savingly into a human voice; and it is no coincidence that they admit poetic inca-
pacity, for one of Wordsworth’s most effective (and paradoxical) bequests was his discov-
ery of the expressive power of inarticulacy. When this power exerts itself, an accomplished
public voice falters beneath a private pressure, as in his muted elegy for the obscure Lucy:

She /ived unknown, and few could know
When Lucy ceased to be;
But she is in her Grave, and, Oh!
The difference to me.
(‘Song’, 1l. 9-12)

The reticent virtues of that are just the opposite of Milton’s grand performance:
Wordsworth’s is quite as much a performance, but, so to say, of a very private sort; and
it gives rise to a paradoxical understanding of the lyrical voice. J. S. Mill, a good
Wordsworthian, makes the point: ‘eloquence is heard, poetry is overheard. Eloquence sup-
poses an audience; the peculiarity of poetry appears to us to lie in the poet’s utter uncon-
sciousness of a listener. Poetry is feeling, confessing itself to itself in moments of solitude’
(1981: 348).

Publishing confessions made to yourself is about as introspective as you can get while
communicating at all; and Romantic poems often give the impression that they’re reluc-
tant to yield up their innermost privacies: a Romantic distrust of the publicity of lan-
guage, which distorts and corrupts the integrity of inner feeling, importantly shapes the
Victorian practice of elegy. For elegy is duty-bound to turn a private experience into a
public meaning: its whole function, you might say, is to relate the one to the other; but,
after the Romantics, the public and private inflections of the voice often show themselves
at odds. Tennyson (reportedly) said of In Memoriam that the poem was more hopeful than
he was himself (Ricks 1989: 339, headnote): the public voice and the private experience
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failed to coincide. In the case of In Memoriam, it is as though the classical work of elegy
is not being completed properly: the conditions are not propitious; and this is something
which the poem’s poignant double-life of wandering irresolution and wilfully steadying
optimism must surely communicate even to readers who have never come across
Tennyson’s remark.

The subject of In Memoriam A. H. H. Obiit MDCCCXXXIII is Arthur Hallam, Ten-
nyson’s Cambridge friend. He was a fellow Apostle (‘The Apostles’ is the undergraduate
society in section LXXXVII; Hallam was its brightest star), a poet and the fiancé of
Tennyson’s sister; and Tennyson was clearly much in love with him (and loved in return).
Hallam died, suddenly, from a blood vessel burst in his brain, at the age of twenty-two,
in September 1833; the body was brought back to England by boat — the episode which
features in an early sequence of the poem. The first sections of Iz Memoriam date from the
month Tennyson learned of Hallam’s death; it grew and grew over the next seventeen
years, haphazardly: ‘I did not write them with any view of weaving them into a whole,
or for publication, until I found that I had written so many’ (Hallam 1897: I, 304).
Rearranged into a fictive chronological order spanning nine years, it was finally published
(with important revisions on the eve of its appearance) in 1850.

The most striking discovery in the poem, as critics have often noted, is its stanza, about
which many things have been beautifully said. Here is Charles Kingsley:

The poems seem often merely to be united by the identity of their metre, so exquisitely
chosen, that while the major rhyme in the second and third lines of each stanza gives the
solidity and self-restraint required by such deep themes, the mournful minor rhyme of each
first and fourth line always leads the ear to expect something beyond. (Jump 1967: 183)

Some first stirrings of the poem were rthymed abab (see Ricks 1989: 347), and the dif-
ference makes clear the inspired rightness of the final choice, abba: the In Memoriam stanza
is one of the great formal responses to the occasion of elegy, acknowledging the necessity
of trying to move on, but insistent too about the compulsion to look back — a paradoxi-
cal matter of ‘loiter{ing} on’ (XXXVIII). The verse entwines a moment of confirmation
(in its middle couplet) with a lingering return (in its outer rhyme), so that each verse,
whatever the sense of purpose with which it sets out, ends acoustically haunted by the
thought with which it began: ‘the perfect embodiment’, as Christopher Ricks says finely,
‘of the true relationship of faith to faintness in the poem’ (1989: 216). ‘Rhyme has been
said to contain in itself a constant appeal to Memory and Hope’, wrote Hallam, in an
essay Ricks quotes (Ricks 1984: 77, quoting Hallam 1943: 222): a new rhyme looks
forward hopefully to its completion, and a completing rhyme recalls its partner; and if
each In Memoriam stanza begins with expectation, it soon relapses again into recollection
— the texture is self-enfolding, as though seeking to protect a memory of Hallam, as much
as the bruised being of Tennyson himself, from change (‘that large grief which these
enfold’: V). Tennyson himself announces, quite near the end, what might serve as motto
for the whole: ‘though my lips may breathe adieu, / I cannot think the thing farewell’
(CXXIII) — which allows a note of tenacious return to sound (‘I try to persuade myself
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forward, but I am unable to move my thoughts on from this thing’) beneath a necessary
assertion of hope (‘I cannot conceive that this parting is really absolute or complete, that
he is really dead’).

For example:

Behold, we know not anything;
I can but trust that good shall fall
At last — far off — at last, to all,
And every winter change to spring.

So runs my dream: but what am I?
An infant crying in the night:
An infant crying for the light:
And with no language but a cry.
L1v)

The hesitancy and self-undoing of the verse are terrible but marvellous: ‘trust’ can seldom
have been invoked so doubtfully, a last resort; nor the remoteness of ‘At last — far off — at
last” made so falteringly emphatic. ‘Fall’ dwindles audibly to the reduced rhyme of ‘all’;
‘spring’ circles back forlornly, as with seasonal inevitability, to find the bleak ‘anything’
which the stanza had begun gathering its strength to overcome. Even this scant trust is
promptly undone by the next verse, with its stymied internal repetitions, and its extra-
ordinary freezing-up of rhyme — I/ night / light / cry’ — as near as matters to the help-
less immobility of #aaa. Repetition and return were always among Tennyson’s most potent
poetic resources, and in the history of a grief they found one of their most natural occa-
sions; for repetition is the stuff of mourning: thoughts that return insistently to the dead,
anniversaries which unforgivingly recur. T. S. Eliot (1951: 333—4) likened the poem to a
diary, implying the sense of passing months and years which is so important a part of the
poem’s life: three Christmases pass; seasons change; the poem has its uninsistent but
unmistakeable ‘internal chronology’ (Bradley 1901: 22). And that sense of duration is all-
important, because one of the great themes of In Memoriam is time passing, its impact on
grief: the dreadful proximity of its necessary power to heal and its heartless inducement
to forget (‘the victor Hours’: I).

The question of the poem’s unity, which once occupied critics a good deal, seems much
less pressing now; but it is not a redundant question, because it responds accurately to an
anxiety at work in the poem itself. The rival titles which Tennyson contemplated nicely
imply the division of feeling that unsettles any firm sense of the poem’s shape. At one
point he was considering Fragments of an Elegy, which, like his description of the work in
section XLVIII as ‘Short swallow-flights of song’ that evade ‘a larger lay’, frankly concedes
incompleteness; at other times, he called it The Way of the Soul, implying a greater spiri-
tual resolve — while, at his most positive, he compared the poem’s progress to that of ‘a
kind of Divina Commedia, ending with happiness’ (Memoir, I, 304). Certainly, the story
begins with grief, the poem turning about the starting point of all elegy (‘He is not here:
VII), and it ends with an auspicious marriage (Tennyson’s sister’s). In its bluff way, the
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remark of his friend FitzGerald testifies to his outward success: ‘it is about three years
before the Poetic Soul walks itself out of darkness and Despair into Common Sense’
(quoted Ricks 1972: 203). But both men exaggerate the final victory of common life:
when Bradley worried the poem for a structure that would accomplish the business of true
elegy as ‘Lycidas’ or ‘Adonais’ did — ‘the transition from gloom to glory’ — he found it
oddly unwilling to oblige (Bradley 1901: 23-30). Just as Tennyson’s stanzas read like
Petrarchan sonnets never reaching the turn of the sestet, so the poem as a whole never
quite achieves its return to life. True, there is a very beautiful section (XCV) describing
a numinous communion, apparently between Tennyson and Hallam: “The living soul was
flashed on mine’, originally ‘His living soul’; and some critics have seen it as the elegy’s
requisite turning point. But (as Kennedy 1977 has said well) the verses oddly invert the
normal turn of elegy by insisting on Hallam’s terribly real removal from Tennyson’s life
(“The dead man touched me from the past’); and even this tenuous relief is checked by
a counter-voice: ‘At length my trance / Was cancelled, stricken through with doubt.’
Tennyson’s genius was for irresolution — ‘undulations to and fro’ (CXIII) — which is why
the more firm-hearted moments of hope in the poem seem so unfirm: the essayist’s ‘we’
hardly ever rings true (‘And yet we trust it comes from thee, / A beam in darkness: let it
grow’: ‘Prologue’), while the personal ‘we’ can be devastating (“We cannot hear each other
speak’: LXXXII). That, presumably, is what Eliot meant when he praised the poem for
the quality of its doubt, rather than of its faith (1951: 336).

The shock at Hallam’s death was general among the circle, and intensified by a sense
of national bereavement, not lost on Tennyson. Hallam himself had written distrustingly
of ‘that return of the mind upon itself, and the habit of seeking relief in idiosyncrasies
rather than community of interest’ which he saw as characteristic of modern poetry (Jump
1967: 41); and much of the uneasy progress of In Memoriam (which repeatedly returns
upon itself) is marked by the difficult transition between private feeling and public
responsibility, leaving the poem ‘anonymous but confessional’, as Ricks says, ‘private but
naked’ (Ricks 1972: 209). Tennyson shares Wordsworth’s paradoxical inclination towards
a wordless emotional privacy in a way which insistently obstructs the poem’s fluency : ‘I
sometimes hold it half a sin / To put in words the grief I feel’ (V). The universality of the
theme (‘“I” is not always the author speaking of himself’, Tennyson said, ‘but the voice
of the human race speaking thro’ him’ (Hallam 1897: 1, 305)) is recurrently inhibited by
the incommunicably personal nature of the poem’s feeling: “That loss is common would
not make / My own less bitter, rather more: / Too common!” (VI).

One of the most powerful things in the work is its evocation of reticence: as when a
thought slips into view, giving the sense of something that had been in mind all along,
but not publicly acknowledged. Section CVIII is a good example: the poem’s bracing and
general rhetorical questions maintain a brave face; but, in a last turn of the verse, the final
word — ‘thee’ — brings abruptly to light a terrible personal closeness, always present but
unmentionable. For all Tennyson’s marvellous verbalism, the poem repeatedly professes
itself merely a sort of sketch or ghost of the thing it should be — ‘given in outline and no
more’ — let down by its language’s inability to do anything like justice to the loss in hand.
Doubt characterizes more than the poem’s religious opinions; the poem itself is a sad, self-
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disparaging thing, a ‘sad mechanic exercise’, a sequence of ‘wild and wandering cries’,
inspired only by ‘an earthly Muse . . . owning but a little art’ (V, ‘Prologue’, XXXVII).
Such honest equivocations give the poem a faltering self-consciousness: it is, in good part,
a poem about the business of elegy, about the kind of poem it should be, or the kind it
finds itself to be instead; it quotes itself (LVI) and mulls its own procedures and progress,
or lack of progress — all of which sounds tiresomely self-knowing, but such self-awareness
here is a mark of diffidence, not aggrandizement, and anyhow possesses an important kind
of psychological truth, for self-consciousness is not the least burdensome part of grief.

Part of Hallam’s promise lay in the resolve with which he faced the age’s crisis of faith;
and, indeed, the poem’s religious speculations often draw on Hallam’s writings. The con-
nection between Hallam’s death and the interests of the epoch are what licenses the widen-
ing circle of the poem’s reference to include the impact of the new geology: ‘O earth, what
changes hast thou seen! . . . The hills are shadows, and they flow / From form to form, and
nothing stands’ (CXXIII). The poem is preoccupied with ‘change’, as any elegy is: by the
mysterious alteration that has turned Hallam ‘to something strange’ (XLI), but also by the
changes working within the poet himself, which have left him feeling “The same, but not
the same’ (LXXXVII). Unlike ‘Lycidas’, where the attentive permanence of pastoral nature
marries happily enough with the eternity of heaven, Tennyson’s ‘nature’ herself comes to
exemplify this frightening new universal principle of flux and impermanence.

Tennyson thought ‘Lycidas’ ‘a test of any reader’s poetic instinct’ (Hallam 1897: 1, 152);
and In Memoriam includes many elements of the earlier poem’s pastoral mode, especially
in the earlier sections, Tennyson casting himself as a mourning shepherd (‘I take the grasses
of the grave / And make them pipes whereon to blow’: XXI), and portraying Hallam’s
reabsorption into nature as a Wordsworthian homecoming (‘And from his ashes may be
made / The violet of his native land’: XVIII). He tenderly enjoins the elements to bring
his beloved’s corpse across the sea, as though addressing an attentive universe (‘Sleep,
gentle heavens, before the prow; / Sleep, gentle winds, as he sleeps now’: IX), and momen-
tarily feels the hushed Wye to be in tune with his ‘deepest grief” (XIX); while the death
is said at one point to have ‘sickened every living bloom, / And blurred the splendour of
the sun’ (LXXII). But the undeluded heart of the poem, shockingly alert to ‘Nature, red
in tooth and claw’ (LVI), recognizes the deep fallacy of the old conventions, and the kinds
of needily egotistic distortions of nature’s heedlessness that grief may incite: “The wild
unrest that lives in woe / Would dote and pore on yonder cloud’ (XV). Sorrow tells him,
early on, that “The stars . . . blindly run’ (III); that the only constant is change (a paradox
which Tennyson found very compelling): the seasons’ unaffected succession, lurking in
the background of In Memoriam, is itself tacit testimony to nature’s unstartled indiffer-
ence. Toward the end of the poem, Tennyson attempts to think well even of this starkly
anti-pastoral nature: the flux that governs all things, he speculates, may have a direction
after all, and Hallam be by some mysterious dispensation the next stage of evolution,
‘Appearing ere the times were ripe’ (Epilogue); but this is as poignantly fantastic as the
pastoral conventions it seeks to replace.

The pastoral elements have made some readers uneasy about their formulaic feel; but
this is rather the point: the pastoral moves are a part of the sad mechanic exercise (not
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unlike Dr Johnson doing long division sums to stave off madness). ‘Don’t you think the
world wants other notes than elegiac now?’ FitzGerald asked in a letter, when he learnt
of moves to publish, ‘Lycidas is the utmost length an elegiac should reach’ (Ricks 1989:
334): the comparison is an irresistible one, and in his unimpressed but shrewd way
FitzGerald puts his finger on the strange kind of experiment that makes In Memoriam —
the genius of the thing is just in the way the poem meanders, aspiring to a purposeful
‘way’ but guiltily aware of the thought of ‘aimless feet’ (LIV), alluding to a pastoral con-
solation that it cannot bring itself to fulfil, nor for which it can abandon all hope. The
incongruity of the pastoral ingredients suggests the more generally oblique relationship
that In Memoriam instinctively strikes with the traditions of elegy, inventing itself sui
generis as it goes along (‘Still onward winds the dreary way; / I with it’: XXVI), wander-
ing indecisively between the therapeutic success of elegy’s properly healing form and the
unfinished business of confessed ‘Fragments’. The poem’s power lies in its special kind of
failure, even its professed incompetence: it is a masterpiece of uncertainty, enabled by the
honesty of its diffidence, the progressive and consolatory duties of the poem’s genre embar-
rassed by the eddying movements of its unquiet heart.

Matthew Arnold’s elegies also enjoy an enabling inability to do things by the book;
but where Tennyson is inclined to blame himself, Arnold reproaches the conditions of the
age. The difficulty in fulfilling the elegiac norms is not so much the burden of loss as a
reluctance to move on, given the unpromising prospects of life: modern elegy is stymied
before it begins. In “The Scholar-Gipsy’, Arnold says:

amongst us one,
Who most has suffered, takes dejectedly
His seat upon the intellectual throne;
And all his store of sad experience he
Lays bare of wretched days;
Tells us his misery’s birth and growth and signs,
And how the dying spark of hope was fed,
And how the breast was soothed, and how the head,
And all his hourly varied anodynes.
(11. 182-90)

The poet in question might be Goethe, as Arnold later said; but it sounds more like Ten-
nyson: In Memoriam appeared two or three years before Arnold wrote his poem. Either way,
even that tenuous flicker of hope is denied to the majority of Arnold’s generation: ‘This for
our wisest! and we others pine, / And wish the long unhappy dream would end.” The
impulse behind a good deal of Arnold’s poetry is the irresistible attraction of withdrawing
from the unpoetic world — ‘the brutal world” (‘Immortality’): ‘world’, like ‘life’, does a lot
of sad work in Arnold’s verse, both words meant to invoke the same epochal fret, “The hope-
less tangle of our age’ or ‘this strange disease of modern life’ (‘In Memory of the Author of
“Obermann”’, “The Scholar-Gipsy’). It was Wordsworth’s gift momentarily to redeem the
world from its modern confusion of ‘doubts, disputes, distractions, fears’ and return us to
“The freshness of the early world’, so making life worth living (no less): ‘Memorial Verses’,
Arnold’s unconsoling elegy for him, laments the passing of such power from the earth.
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At the same time, though, the yearning to quit is obviously something that a manly
spirit should firmly resist. Arnold’s elegy for his father, Thomas Arnold, headmaster of
Rugby, memorializes the ‘radiant vigour’ of his public virtues as positively Christ-like
(‘Rugby Chapel’), which has a fraught air to modern ears; and yet, after all, the virtues
were indeed noble and life-consuming; and such high-minded engagement with the
details of the world — Arnold himself spent his career as a school inspector and tireless
pedagogue, as well as a campaigning man of letters — looked with justified disapproval,
though wistfully, at the charmed, reclusive and solitary alternative to ‘life’. Arnold often
identified, in a slightly nebulous way, that alternative existence of inward singleness and
sureness of purpose (not modern uncertainty and self-doubt) with Poetry: a charmed
release into unfretful being. Given the abiding theme, the recurrence of death in the poems
is scarcely odd, though it does cast death in a peculiar way: as a way of getting removed
from the ‘world’, it certainly avoids ‘life’ very successfully; and Arnold’s elegies (collected
together in the edition of 1881) invest it with the full force of his mixed feelings.

‘In Memory of the Author of “Obermann”’
work Arnold’s note claims a ‘profound inwardness’ — memorializes a death that only con-
firms the pre-existing tenor of its subject’s genius. ‘Immovable . . . still / As death, com-
posed to bear’, Senancourt watched the strife of the world with blithe disinterest: ‘He only
lives with the world’s life, / Who hath renounced his own’ — a curious adaptation of Jesus’s
advice (Matthew 26:25). Arnold tries to hurry himself out of such deathly pleasures and

— the author is de Senancourt, for whose

back towards life again (‘Away the dreams’), announcing with a strange kind of heroism,
‘T in the world must live’, as though this were a peculiar cross; but, though the poem
ends with ‘A last, a last farewell’, it keeps saying ‘farewell’, as though unwilling to leave.
The wonderful poetic hero of ‘The Scholar-Gipsy’, a delightfully non-elegiacal elegy, is
happily free never to get back to the business of life, but to roam the Oxfordshire coun-
tryside forever like a wood-spirit; and while the poem stops to ponder whether he is mar-
vellously immortal or, more prosaically, deceased, it winningly insinuates that really it
amounts to much the same: ‘early didst thou leave the world, with powers / Fresh, undi-
verted to the world without’. Either way, the Scholar-Gipsy is free of modern disease,
living the ideal life that Arnold cannot. The poem might have been wearisomely regret-
ful, but the unconcealed pleasure of the fantasy has a sprightliness qualifying the global
woe: tables are spryly turned when the long-dead Gipsy is warned off the infectious alive
(‘fly our paths, our feverish contact fly!’).

Still, you might say the poem embraces the Gipsy’s fantastic world-free world and life-
evading life a little too single-heartedly: for there is more to be said for the world than
that. Arnold himself thought so, anyway, as he wrote to his friend, the poet Clough:

... the Gipsy Scholar at best awakens a pleasing melancholy. But this is not what we want.

The complaining millions of men
Darken in labour and pain —

what they want is something to animate and ennoble them. (Lowry 1932: 146)
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When he came to elegize Clough, a few years later, in “Thyrsis’, his most ambitious
attempt at full-blown pastoral elegy, “The Scholar-Gipsy’ returned to mind. (Pastoral
elegy, like ‘Lycidas’, often took as its subject a dead poet.) Like the earlier poem, ‘“Thyrsis’
is set in the hills outside Oxford: a few months after Clough’s death, Arnold wrote to
thank his widow for the gift of some of her husband’s verses, explaining ‘I shall take them
with me to Oxford, where I shall go alone after Easter; — and there, among the Cumner
hills where we have so often rambled, I shall be able to think him over as I could wish’
(Lowry 1932: 160). The poem is rooted in autobiographical fact, then; but it is also very
bookish and artificial, drawing not only on Arnold’s own verses, but also on Virgil’s Ec/ogues
and Theocritus; and the actual and the literary get interestingly tangled.

For a start, the setting is, as it were, secondary pastoral — as though, like a good deal
of Arnold’s most distinctive poetry, written somehow against the odds, the best shot at
pastoral that a belated modern poet might manage. Much of the poem’s charm comes
from the details of Oxfordshire and Berkshire (‘I know what white, what purple fritillar-
ies / The grassy harvest of the river-fields, / Above by Ensham, down by Sandford, yields’),
local and unidealized. Proserpine may have ‘loved the Dorian pipe . ../ But ah, of our
poor Thames she never heard’; so there is something a little academic about the elegiac
exercise: ‘wind-dispersed and vain the words will be, / Yet, Thyrsis, let me give my grief
its hour / In the old haunt’. And if the landscape wobbles between Arcadia and England,
then Thyrsis doesn’t turn out to be a very securely pastoral character either; in fact he’s a
Jailed pastoral figure: the burden of the poem is to blame Clough for his own ruin, for he
abandoned the shepherd’s life (= resigned his fellowship at Oriel) to enter the world
‘outside our happy ground’, which, unsurprisingly, de-tuned his ‘piping’ (= his poetry).

Arnold’s poem is a curious kind of elegy, more reproachful than eulogistic, and con-
cludes that Clough’s life was a disappointment: he never realized his Oxonian potential,
his poetry went off the boil. In a poem ostentatiously based on one omen, the signal tree,
Clough himself is surreptitiously the most profound omen: an exemplary figure of a life
gone wrong, as Arnold’s own might too, or might have already. The comparison with the
properly ideal figure is unhesitating, and in its way quite unforgiving — ‘Our Gipsy-
Scholar haunts, out-living thee!’: the Scholar-Gipsy knows that the light worth pursuing
is not to be found in ‘the world’s market’, where Thyrsis found himself waylaid. Arnold
knows it as well (‘I seek it too’), and he obviously yearns to associate himself with the
Gipsy’s destiny, rather than with the purposefully worldly Thyrsis’s; but the poem is frank
enough to admit that life is taking Arnold away from the scene of poetry too (‘“Too rare,
too rare, grow now my visits here!’), and Arnold ends the poem just as far from pastoral
reassurances as his dead friend — amid ‘the great town’s harsh, heart-wearying roar’.

Confirmation that Arnold’s Gipsy still remains about the hills, happily dead and well,
comes in “Thyrsis’ through the oddly arbitrary ‘evidence’ that the signal-elm still stands:
Arnold finally sights it (but doesn’t reach it) in line 160. The tree is a figure of some con-
troversy, as it happens; the best researches suggest that it was actually an oak. It is the
sort of discrepancy that wouldn’t be possible in a more whole-heartedly pastoral affair like
“The Scholar-Gipsy’; but here the irreality is a clue to wider discontents. The arbitrary
attachment of a private meaning to a single tree is a bit of childlike magic, poignantly
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wilful; but the habit of appropriating elements of the world within a private symbolism
is more troubling when it turns on Clough himself. Arnold misrepresents Clough’s
motives in leaving Oxford very badly: he didn’t leave to throw himself into public affairs
at all, but for private, high and noble reasons, unable to subscribe to the Articles of the
Church of England; nor did his poetry grow noticeably more strident or fretful once he
had. To be fair, Arnold himself quickly saw that the real Clough had somehow slipped
from the poem: ‘one has the feeling, if one reads the poem as a memorial poem, that not
enough is said about Clough in it’ (Russell 1895: I, 327); which is typically engaging
and frank. A similarly wobbly relationship with actuality occurs in Arnold’s curiously
misjudged elegy for the Brontés, ‘Haworth Churchyard’, which equivocates awkwardly
between the matter-of-fact and the self-consciously literary. Arnold had the details of the
graves wrong, keen to see the doomed siblings clustered in the harsh moorish ground,
like the characters at the end of Wuthering Heights, when in fact they are buried quite
respectably in a vault within the church (and Anne is buried elsewhere). ‘I am almost
sorry you told me about the place of their burial’, he wrote to Elizabeth Gaskell, who had
told him the truth, ‘It really seems to me to put the finishing touch to the strange cross-
grained character of the fortunes of that ill-fated family that they should even be placed
after death in the wrong, uncongenial spot’ (Allott 1979: 442 headnote) — which is to
say, not the spot that he chose for them.

To call such small readjustments of truth ‘egotistical’ would be tiresome; but that
would invoke something like Arnold’s own criterion, for no one speaks more stirringly of
the need to see ‘the object as in itself it really is’ than he does, or criticizes more tellingly
poets who write ‘without their eye on the object’ (Arnold 1965: 35, 150). Self-regard is the
danger always attending a poet elegizing another poet, especially where, as in “Thyrsis’,
the dead poet becomes identified with concerns or dangers too close to the elegist’s heart:
“The strength of the poem’, says Bernard Richards, ‘lies partly in the fact that it is a lament
for Arnold’s own lost, romantic youth’ (1988: 160), which generously accepts Arnold’s
own romanticism as a poetic advantage, but might as well describe the poem’s imagina-
tive limits. Harold Bloom once claimed the self-attending turn to ‘Thyrsis’ as typical of
all major elegies for poets, which (he said) ‘do not express grief but center upon their
composer’s own creative anxieties’ (1973: 151), but such identification need not exclude
a more selfless attentiveness to the dead. One of the unannounced triumphs of In Memo-
riam, a triumph at once poetic and ethical, is the way it allows Hallam (for all the ideal-
ization that he obviously enjoys) to retain a kind of independent reality, even when death
has transformed him into a pure object of consciousness. ‘Mine, mine, for ever, ever mine’,
claims Tennyson of Hallam towards the poem’s close, which is true of any memory; but
goes on, most beautifully, to imply that his ownership is very different from the self-
serving re-creation of the grieving sentimentalist: ‘Strange friend, past, present, and to
be; / Loved deeplier, darklier understood’ (CXXIX). ‘Strange friend’ lucidly finds a dif-
ference as well as an intimacy; ‘darklier understood’ gently concedes an obscurity as well
as a lasting familiarity.

Christina Rossetti provides one of the period’s sharpest satires on the self-interest that
shadows elegy. The hero of “The Fate of a Frog’ leaves the privacy of his pond for the
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public highway, only to be crushed by a passing cart: ‘My road to Fame turns out a wry
way’, he laments as he perishes, ‘T perish on this hideous highway.” As it happens, the
driver is singing a poignant song about a frog; and Rossetti’s contrast between the frog
of art and the real frog is unforgiving and polemical about the kinds of fantasy that are
always ready to distort the practice of elegy:

O rich and poor, O great and small,
Such oversights beset us all:

The mangled frog abides incog,
The uninteresting actual frog;

The hypothetic frog alone

Is the one frog we dwell upon.

To elegize a real frog might seem an odd assignment, of course, though there is a rather
mirthless spoof ‘Ode to an Expiring Frog’ in Pickwick Papers (chapter xv); but, as it
happens, dead animals inspired Arnold to some very good elegies, written about his pets,
which quite avoid the co-opting symbolism of “Thyrsis’, or treat it with affectionate satire.
‘Geist’s Grave’, about his dachshund, knowingly sketches the right sort of affecting
deathbed scene (‘A meek last glance of love didst throw, / And humbly lay thee down to
die’), but the dog is far too much of a dog to fulfil such human requirements for long
(‘lending half an ear / To travellers on the Portsmouth road’). Kaiser, a mongrel, died seven
years later, leaving only Max (another dachshund): ‘Full well Max knows the friend is dead
/ Whose cordial talk, / And jokes in doggish language said, / Beguiled his walk’ (‘Kaiser
Dead’). The privacy of their doggish language is charmingly absolute; the creatures are
so incorrigibly different; and if that is true of dogs, it is even truer of a bird, as Arnold
says in the sprightly elegy for canary Matthias:

Birds, companions more unknown,
Live beside us, but alone;
Finding not, do all they can,
Passage from their souls to man.
Kindness we bestow, and praise,
Laud their plumage, greet their lays;
Still beneath their feathered breast,
Stirs a history unexpressed.

(‘Poor Matthias’, 11. 95-102)

Matthias keeps his secrets: the poem conjures the bleak, incommunicable isolation of
Arnoldian Man into something humane and deft.

The threat of posthumous appropriation which Matthias jokily resists, and In Memo-
riam avoids so profoundly, can never be more pressing than when the impulses behind the
elegy are religious or evangelical; for then the whole pressure of the poem’s conception
works to make its subject exemplary or representative. Hopkins was certainly aware of
the way in which elegies for others could be thin disguises for deeper concerns with
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oneself. The poem that begins ‘Margaret, are you grieving / Over Goldengrove unleav-
ing?’ resolves itself into a bleaker underlying truth, ‘It is Margaret you mourn for’; and,
in a different way, you sometimes sense the dominant presence of Hopkins himself dis-
placing the notional subject of his elegiac pieces: the sheer wordy inventiveness of his
poems, and his own absorbing interest in their technical challenges and opportunities,
can take over. No one could claim much individuality for ‘the tall nun’ and her five sisters
in “The Wreck of the Deutschland’; they have been transformed into religious symbols:
within the world of the poem, she is tall really because she ‘rears herself to divine / Ears’,
and they are five in number to emulate the ‘cipher of suffering Christ’. But perhaps the
great set piece is not wholly representative; anyway, Hopkins’s whole theology was, in
principle, preoccupied with the individuality of other selves: the distinction of his elegy
for ‘Felix Randall’, for example, is its demonstration of an unthinking response to an unex-
ceptional death (‘Felix Randall the farrier, O is he dead then? my duty all ended’) finding
itself surprised by sudden feeling for an individual, to whom he discovers an unexpected
debt (‘Thy tears that touched my heart, child, Felix, poor Felix Randall’).

Hopkins’s friend, Coventry Patmore, represents a quite different kind of experiment in
elegy: the domestic elegy. Interspersed among his sequence, The Unknown Eros, Patmore
has a number of poems written after the death of his wife, many addressed to her. Patmore
strives for a speaking voice, with an extremely variable line; and the result is a good deal
more palatable than the stickily mystical portrait of marriage in The Angel in the House,
though not without some bad swerves, especially when reaching for God or mulling kisses.
Patmore’s description of betraying his dead wife in dreams of ‘sordid streets and lanes / And
houses brown and bare’ (‘Eurydice’) is horrid and candid, and his self-reproach when he
finds himself attracted to another woman (“Tired Memory’) is honestly memorable; but the
verse is never altogether happy with its speaking line and stumbles ill-advisedly on occa-
sion into something more wilfully literary: ‘Thy Sister sweet, / Who bade the wheels to stir
/ Of sensitive delight in the poor brain, / Dead of devotion and tired memory . . .".

Patmore was a champion of William Barnes, whose Dorset dialect poems speak a
domestic voice with a surer success, as in “The Wife A-Lost’:

Since I noo mwore do zee your feice,
Up steiirs or down below,
T'll zit me in the lwonesome pleice,
Where flat-bough’d beech do grow:
Below the beeches’ bough, my love,
Where you did never come,
An’ I don’t look to meet ye now,
As I do look at hwome.
1. 1-8)

The poem’s quiet brilliance lies in the way it brings things home: ‘noo mwore do zee your
fedce’ is not a poeticism for ‘not here any more’; it really is her face that he is missing and
which he instinctively looks for. The dialect announces a poetry of homeliness, opting out
of the heroic gestures: Barnes once said he wrote in it because he could not help it; but
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he wrote a good deal in standard English too. What really mattered was the way the
dialect could free the poetry from the duty of certain kinds of accomplishment; so that
here, for instance, the willed provincialism of the idiom allows the poem to evade the
recuperative models of high elegy, and offer instead an heroically understated portrait of
day-to-day coping:

Since now bezide my dinner-bwoard
Your vaice do never sound,

I'll eat the bit I can avword,
A-vield upon the ground;

Below the darksome bough, my love,
Where you did never dine,

An’ I don’t grieve to miss ye now,
As I at hwome do pine.

(L. 17-24)

What is not said is everything: the level-toned patience of the rationalizing, and the deter-
mination to maintain that things are just about all right, are beautifully observed, as
though keeping darkness down; while the numbness of bereavement registers in the insis-
tent return to a few unshiftable points of reference — hwome’, ‘love’, ‘now’.

Swinburne thought the “Thyrsis’ one of the language’s great elegies, alongside ‘Adonais’
and ‘Lycidas’, and Arnold’s finest single poem: he liked the ‘English-coloured verse’ that
it shared with ‘The Scholar-Gipsy’, with its offerings of ‘field-flowers and hedgerow blos-
soms’. Nothing could seem more emphatically uninterested in such possibilities than his
own most ambitious exercise in pastoral elegy, ‘Ave Atque Vale’, a poem about Baude-
laire; but, though its paraphernalia is quite different to Arnold’s, it similarly sets itself at
a modern distance from the classical norms. Swinburne’s poem is just as absorbed by the
dilemmas of its own proceeding as was In Memoriam (‘Shall I strew on thee rose or rue or
laurel, / Brother, on this that was the veil of thee?’); but quite unguiltily. On the con-
trary, it is a self-consciously gorgeous performance, and spends much of its time mulling
over the gaudy possibilities that it might have pursued, piling them up in languid, verb-
deferring questions:

Now all strange hours and all strange loves are over,
Dreams and desires and sombre songs and sweet,
Hast thou found place at the great knees and feet

Of some pale Titan-woman like a lover,

Such as thy vision here solicited,
Under the shadow of her fair vast head,

The deep division of prodigious breasts,

The solemn slope of mighty limbs asleep,
The weight of awful tresses that still keep

The savour and shade of old-world pine-forests
Where the wet hill-winds weep?

(Il. 56-66)
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There is the ghost of the In Memoriam rhyme scheme in that, with a couplet between and
a truncated line to complete: so you feel the verse pausing doubly to admire its rumina-
tive beauty, a good deal too exquisite to bring itself to the falsity of a resolution. The
oddly preludial feel to it all is the secret of the poem’s peculiar success, as though it were
treading gingerly but with immense style about an unspeakable emptiness: it is not a
coincidence that the idea of hollowness crops up several times ("What ails us with thee,
who art wind and air? / What ails us gazing where all seen is hollow?’).

Swinburne could be boisterously secular (‘Glory to Man in the highest! for Man is the
master of things: ‘Hymn of Man’); ‘Ave Atque Vale’ is actually very hard-headed about
Baudelaire’s plain extinction. True, the tenth stanza offers a brief flash of communion with
the lasting life of Baudelaire’s poetry; but the poem ends frankly professing the irrele-
vance of its own fine words: “There is no help for these things; none to mend / And none
to mar; not all our songs, O friend, / Will make death clear or make life durable.” The
best that one can summon up, in place of the normal turn of elegy, is the lean thought
that at least life is over (‘Nor sight nor sound to war against thee more’): ‘That no life
lives for ever; / That dead men rise up never’, as Swinburne bouncily put it in “The Garden
of Proserpine’. All that remains is the self-sufficing formalism of uncommitted ritual
to go through (‘I stand, and to the gods and to the dead / Do reverence without prayer
or praise’), exemplifying what John Bayley (1974: 86) once described as ‘the dilemma
of art in a Godless age, its need to search for and reveal salvation while showing that no
such thing existed’. Unlike the more orthodox ‘Memorial Verses’ for Gautier — which
protest too much, ‘the music of thy living mouth / Lives’ — the Baudelaire poem really
claims nothing very much: it embraces its existence as a piece of ravishing antiquarian
nonsense, as though the sort of thing that might once have meant something. The sense
of distracted purpose can even give rise to uncertain moments of humour, as when
the repeated questions grow practically jocular ("What of life is there, what of ill or good?
/ Are the fruits grey like dust or bright like blood?’), but it would be left to other
poets in the period properly to realize the droll potential in elegy conducted quite without
hope.

Humorous elegiac verse has some claim to being one of the most original of Victorian
innovations; it comes, very often, from the same sort of amalgam of heartlessness and sen-
timent that you find in the best deaths in Dickens; but it is not his unique property.
Thackeray, for instance, has a real tear-jerker of a poem about an old cane chair where
dead Fanny once sat, the whole success of which stems from its unsteadily facetious alliance
of mournfulness and domestic paraphernalia (‘Old armour, prints, pictures, pipes, china
(all crack’d), / Old rickety tables, and chairs broken-backed’). The poems of Edward Lear
also come at death through incongruous jokes, though scarifying ones:

There was an Old Man of Whitehaven,

Who danced a quadrille with a Raven;

But they said — ‘It’s absurd, to encourage this bird!’
So they smashed that Old Man of Whitehaven.
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Many of the best limericks embark, like this, on elegiac acts of commemoration (as
though emulating Wordsworth’s ‘There was a Boy’), but promptly stcumble into violence,
described by the collapsed internal rhyme of line three; and then return brokenly, with
unrhyming lassitude, to the terms of the first line once again. It is not unlike the Iz Memo-
riam stanza, though darkly absurd rather than measured, describing a nonsensically brutal
world while sounding eminently rational about it (“There was . . . But . .. So’).

“The Pobble Who has no Toes’ reimagines ‘Lycidas’ as a swimming accident: the Pobble
is not wafted off by dolphins, but his toes are carried away by mermaids (or possibly craw-
fish); and, back home, his Aunt is sturdily consolatory about the naturalness of loss:
‘Pobbles are happier without their toes.” (Eric Partridge dates “To turn up your toes’,
meaning ‘to die’, to 1860; the poem was written in 1867.) That, like the limericks,
pursues a dark joke about the elegiac convention; which takes me to my last figure here,
perhaps the greatest exponent of Victorian humorous death poetry: A. E. Housman.

Housman (in his lecture on ‘The Name and Nature of Poetry’) provocatively cham-
pioned ‘nonsense’ as the condition under which poetry could exist most freely and purely,
unhindered by the bothersome duty to communicate thoughts; and while his own verse
doesn’t reach very far towards the world of Lear’s brand of ‘nonsense’, it thrives on a not
dissimilar background awareness of poetry’s ultimate irrelevance, and on the sense of the
comic redundance of mournful ceremony, faced with the meaningless unkindness of the
universe, that occasionally flashes out from Swinburne (whom Housman admired):

The time you won your town the race
We chaired you through the market-place;
Man and boy stood cheering by,
And home we brought you shoulder-high.
To-day, the road all runners come,
Shoulder-high we bring you home,
And set you at your threshold down,
Townsman of a stiller town.

(“To an Athlete Dying Young’, 1. 1-8)

The adroitly managed pairing of the funereal and the celebratory mirrors the simulta-
neous mordancy and drollness of Housman’s own verse, his remarkable mixture of black
glee and genuine plangency. Louis MacNeice once said that Housman ‘used his tripping
measures to express the profoundest pessimism’ (1967: 140); and the humour of incon-
gruity can sometimes be brisk as that implies. But at other times, the rich, self-conscious
comedy of pulling out all the old stops creates something more subtly su7 generis:

When the eye of day is shut,
And the stars deny their beams,
And about the forest hut
Blows the roaring wood of dreams.
(Last Poems, XXXIII, 11. 1-4)
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That, faithful to the old conventions which it sees through, describes an imaginary
Shropshire — a place which featured in Housman’s verse, he said, like ‘the Cambridge of
Lycidas’. This poem turns to a watery grave, as ‘Lycidas’ does, but Shropshire quite refuses
the pastoral consolations that Milton entertains; and, in their place, all that remains is
the world as bleak joke, death as arbitrary as a pun:

In gross marl, in blowing dust,

In the drowned ooze of the sea,

Where you would not, lie you must,

Lie you must, and not with me.
(Last Poems, XXXIII, 11. 13-16)

See also: LYRIC; POETRY AND RELIGION.
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v
Hymn
J. R. Watson

‘Victorian England was religious.” With these words, Owen Chadwick began his study of
the Victorian church (1971: 1). In one sense this is correct, but in one sense only: another
book could be written, beginning “The sea of faith / Was once, too, at the full.” The two,
of course, are not incompatible: religious zeal can be intense at a time of difficulty, and
there certainly was a great deal of both in the Victorian period, not only in England
but in Wales, Scotland and Ireland, and throughout the British Empire. That religious
activity took place, almost defiantly, against a background of uncertainty and doubt, and
of social problems which stubbornly resisted the ministrations of religious reformers such
as William Booth, or the visits of evangelists such as Dwight L. Moody and Ira D. Sankey.
Belief and unbelief coexisted uneasily: geology and natural history, together with textual
criticism, threatened the authority of the Bible, and undermined the traditional belief in
life after death. The result is seen in the sensitive speculations of I Memoriam, the poem
which, more than any other, reflects the struggling of hope — the same hope that, in George
Frederick Watts’s 1886 painting, holds over the world a damaged lyre.

In Memoriam began with a prologue, ‘Strong Son of God, immortal Love’, which is
hymn-like in tone and form, so much so that it has been included in some hymn books.
And the Victorian hymn was an expression, as Tennyson’s poem was, of the cultural and
spiritual preoccupations of the age. Hymns were evidence of faith and hope, but also of
other things: weariness, unease, fighting, danger — ‘Oft in danger, oft in woe / Onward,
Christians, onward go.” They reflected an intense activity in church and chapel, trying to
assert the centrality of religion in a world which was increasingly aware of uncomfortable
truths.

That world changed through the decades. Hardy looked back to a rural church which
slumbered in its old ways:

On afternoons of drowsy calm
We stood in the panelled pew,

Singing one-voiced a Tate-and-Brady psalm
To the tune of ‘Cambridge New’.
(‘Afternoon Service at Mellstock’, 11. 1-4)
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The congregation in the village church in 1850 (Hardy gives the date) were using A
New 