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Introduction

In the past few decades, a vast number of studies have been written about the various
aspects of the Vietorian age. Ever since the age came to its close almost cighty years
ago it has never ceased to attract the attention of scholars and critics. Conversely,
one has the impression that with the passage of time the Victorians have become at
once more complex and more fascinating,

The early years of the 20th century saw a vielent reaction against the
Victorians and their attitudes and ideals. This was headed by Lytton Strachey,
whaose treatment of the ,eminent Victorians” tended to turn them into objects of
ridicule.

This early. reaction, however, gave way to a nostalgic view of the period
as one of stability, prosperity and peace, in sharp contrast to post-war England
and Europe.

Hecent studies have attempted to give a more balanced und unprejudiced
view of the Victorian period, suggesting the complexity of the age and emphasizing
at the same time the affinitics between the 19th century and ourselves, to the
point of regarding some Victorian ideas as seminal to modern attitudes. There
is a tendeney now Lo present the period as one precisely lacking in stability, with
rapid changes taking place in various walks of human life which dramatically
affected both the physical and spiritual wellare of men,

Mumerous attempts have been made to strike out acceptable generalizations
about the age, but as many and diverse, often conteadictory, statements are put
forth, that becomes obvious that the difficulties are enormous and the task is
far from easy. Because of a great diversity under its more uniform surface, the
Victorian age has been found by a number of scholars not to lend itself easily
1o generalizations; even the surface itself has often been found to be so perilously
multifarious as o exclude the possibility of an overall view.

Basically, it is this diversity of the Vietorian age that is responsible for the
current two fundamentally opposed ways of looking at the period in present
eriticism, !

One view iz represented by Prof. J, Buckley, who in The Victorian Temper
(1951), seta out to prove that one cannot regard the Victorian period as a homo-
gencous culture the way it used to be talked about some decades earlier in this
century. He contends that there existed in the Victorian age a number of frequently
divergent tendencies, and that far from presenting a homogencous bourgeois
aspect, sellsatisfied, sentimental and firmly rooted in unshakable foundations,
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the Victorian ape wius a period of extreme restlessness, in which nothing was
more stable than in the most dyvnamic peniod of English history, the Elizabethan,
In short the more one analyzes the Victorian temper, the more elusive one iz apt
to find it (Levine 1967:4548).

The opposite view is adopted by Prof. Mario Praz in The Vieworian Mood:
A Reappraisal written partly in response to Prof. Buckley's views, in which Praz
regards Buckley's contention to be true to the extent that men hive always been
the same; but it 15 at the same lime false when, layving undue stress on a number
of tendencies destined to a brief life, he proceeds 1o deny the existence of a Vie-
torian temper as distinet from that of both the preceding and the following
epochs. Praz avers in closing that Buckley commits the error of

missing the forest for the trees, What matters 3¢ the kind of tres thal impresses its character on

the wood, and 2 nfan who maintaing that a garden in Eurepe is a ropical parden because of one

or two rickety palm trees prowing there would hardly be taken seriously (Levioe 1967:55,56),

In the same vein, W. Houghton writes in The Fictorian Frame af Mind (1974)
that

it is now smart to say that of course there was no such thing as Victorianism. Dut the literature

of those years, while indicating shifts and changes of outlooks and showing that there are clear

distinctions between. the frame of mind at the start and at the eloze of the period, nevertheless go
constantly revenals (e presence of the same fundamental attitudes in every decade and in every
group — amaong High Cluwrelimen and liberals, agnostics and Tories — that [ cannot doubt there
was a common culture for which the term Victorianism, though in a wider sense than it

usually bears, is appropriate (1974:XV),

It is difficult not to agree with either Houghton or Praz, and while some
tropical trees should be borne in mind |, to pursue Praz's simile further | it is, never-
theless, obvious that the tree which impressed its character upon the Victorian
forest was that of the middle class. The Victorian period indeed can be inter-
preted in terms of the rise of the middle class to power in the wake of industrial
capitalism, This is precisely how Granville Hicks in Figures of Transition interprets
the age, stating that because of that ,the Victorian era is more easily defined
and more homogencous than most other epochs™ (1939: 1),

Viewed as a whole, the Victorian age represents the triumph of the middle
class in the sense that they no longer aspired after the culture of aristocracy but
insisted on the validity of their own ideas and attiiudes. These, in turn, seem (o
I'!&ve been both shaped and expressed by the utilitarian spirit blended with evange-
licalism.

In the stricter sense, utilitarianism was a theory of morals and of governement,
while in the broader sense it stood for particular arttitude toward life, and the
practical encouragement to the man of enterprise. The businessman seized upon
the idea thal ,the greatest happiness of the greatest number” would be achieved
iflhe was let alone, This is indeed what utilitarianism meant to the average
Victorian. And in its broader sense utilitarianism infiltrated and was accepted
whole-heartedly by the largest and most important sections of the middle class.

The utilitarian bent of mind was further supplemented by evangelicalism, the
latter like wtilitarianism, being ubiquitous and indefinable,

s s

Stacting earky in the I8t century, as fae back as William Law, author of The Serinwe Colf,

coming down through the Wesleys and Whitefield, Tohnzon and Cowper, Clurkzon and Wilber-

lorce and the Clapham Sect, great schaalmasters like Thomas Amold and Charles Wordsworth,
great nobles like the Greye on the Whig side and he philanthropic Lord Shaftesbucy on the Tory,

not o mention many 19th century preachers and divines, 1t became after Queen Victaria's ma g

practically the religion of the court and prpped all ranks and conditions of society. Afier

Melbourne's departure, it inspired nearly every [rontrank public man, save Palmerston, for

fowr decades [L..] Nothimg s more remarckable than the way in which evangelicalism in the broader

sense overleaped seetarian barriers and pervaded men of all creeds (Ensor 19525 137},

Az Iicks states, it is easy to understand why evangelicalism should have
appealed to the middle class so much. Its cardinal doctrine was personal piety,
the individual relationship between the soul and God, thus it both appealed to and
strepngthened the individualism that the middle class practised in its economic
and political affairs, Its moral standards were adapted to the needs of a frugal,
hard-working and single-minded businessman as those of the Church of England
had been to the habits of the gentry. It permitted, if it did not actually preach, the
assumption that the wordly success 18 the evidence of God's favour and hence of
personal righteousness,

The evangelical spirit permeated the whole realm of Victorian moral as
well as intellectual life, leaving its unmistakable stamp on a body of ideas.

During the 19th century evangelical religion was the moral cement of English society. It was

e influenee of e evangelicals which imvested the British aristocracy with an almost stoic

dugnity, resirained the plutocrats who had newly risen from the masses from vulgar ostentation

and debauchery, and placed over proletarist & seleet body of wockmen enamoured of virtue
und capable of sell-restraing,

Evangelicalizm was thus the eonservative farge which restored in England the balance momen-

tarily destroyed by the explosion of the revolutionary forces (Haléwy 19610 166}

Utilitarianism and evangelicalism were thus primarily responsible for the body
of ideas concerning morality, life and duties of man current in the Victorian
age. In the maral sphere it meant piety, sobriety, restraint and silence on all sexual
matters. In the intellectual sphere it meant honesty, carnestness and dedication Lo
Truth, as well as emphasis on duty,

Ultimately, wtilitarianism and evangelicalism contributed to the sense of
confidence and faith in progress which marked and were most characteristic of
the age. These characteristics stemmed from the Benthamite proof that ROEiFl)'
could be improved by legislation, from the generally accepted Christian interpretation
of the world, and from the scientific proof that man was now the master of the
environment.

Man’s complete subjugation of Nature to his needs, the triumph of his mind as
dttested to by the scientific discoveries of the age followed by great technological
development, as well as its accompanying belief in unlimited possibilities of a human
mind to arrive al Truth, were responsible for this sense of optimism and pmgr{fss
which was organic to the age. The 19th century was viewed as occupying a gpecial
place in history, which was in turn seen as a sequence of events passing along a linear
scale from the primitive to the advanced, i. e., rom the worse to the better.



Tennyson's words aptly expréss the gpirit of the age when he says: .l the
heir of all ages in the foremost liles of time” (Locksfey Hall).

The optimizm was also moral, for, ax Chapman wriles,

The faith in “human perfeetibiliee” held by William Godwin and shared by spme of the young

Romantic pocts kept itz hold on others i the next generation, In the second hall of the period

philosophical positivizm and scientific evolution gave o sew (urn o the belief in-progress (Chapman

1968: 39),

It iz not until the latter half of the century that evangelicalism began to wane and
the essential attitudes of the Vietorians came lo be questioned, or else directly
rebelled againtz, Again scholars remain divided about the pointin time when the wave
of reaction set in.

Prof. Kitzon Clark e. g, conziders the years 1850-1875 the High Noon of
Victorianizm {1962; 31) alter which the first signs of the crumbling of the system
begin to occur. G, M. Young in his Ficrorian England: Povivait of an Age regards
the years 1845-1860 the true Vietorian span, after which ideas and attitudes
which could be properly called Victorian gradually died out (1953; 18). Norman
Focraster in The Reinterpretation of Vietorian Literaivre 15 inclined to regard the
eighties az a period of reaction, for as he writes, ,The Victorian era, it is generally
agreed, ends about 1380, that =, a full two decades before the end of the Queen’s
reign” (1962 59). Walter Houghton, in turn, believes that the years [E30-1870
represented the true Victorianism (1974; 53 Edith Batho and Bonamy Dobrée in
The Fictorians and Afrer contend that  throughout the period the dominating ideas
and the reactions against them were those based on middle class idealism and
middle class prosperity, the whole system reaching its heights in the sixtics and seven-
ties® (1962: 1). Batho and Dobrée would then suggest the cighties apain as a period
of decline. By the Edwardian period the old Victorian picture had been completely
shattered, the middle class was eriticizing itself furiously and the superb confidence,
the sense of being right, had gone® (Batho, Dobrée 1962; 3),

T. M. Parrot in A Companion (o Victorian Literamre concludes that the years
immediately preceding and (ollowing 1570 have been called a watershed in Vietorian
England,

The death of Dickens, 1870, seems 1o mark the end of an age almost as shacply as that of Scote

in 1832, The early Vicorians are falling silent; Carlvle, the oldest of them, lived an, but his

waork wias done by 18650 Thackeray died seven yéars befare Dickens; Mill publizhed his last work
in 1808 and Darwin put the capstone en bis theory of evolution in LETE with The Descens of Man

(1955: 74-75).

This thesis attempts to provide an insight into some of A, C, Swinburne’s and
J. Thomson's (B. V. poctry written and/or published between 1855 and 1875, While
belonging thus to the High Noon of Victorianism, it will be found to constitute,
however, a grave challenge 1o the prevalent attitudes being, at the same time, an early
symptom of a gradual decline of these attitudes in the latter half of the century
and their final disintegration by the Edwardian period.
~ Two poets as diverse in their own ways as A, C. Swinburne and J. Thomson have
been chosen for this study not only for the simple reason of their being contempo-
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raries, but also because therr poetry of the period demonstrates siriking similarities
in precccupation with the central issue of religion and Faith versus the evidence of
KCIEnCe. )

Swinburne and Thomson, born in 1837 and 1834, respectively, matured as men
and poets at g time when, which is understoad as Victorianism, was in full sway,
being bolstered by an unprecedented economic progress which resulted in material
prosperity of the people. Both Swinburne and Thomson are commonly regarded as
Late Victorian poets, yel it iz in their poetry written between 1855-1875 that they
gave utlerance 1o sentiments that had letle in common with the dominant attitu-
des, thus dividing themselves sharply from the age. The poetry of 1855-1875 cither
reveals little sympathy with the religious equilibrium as attained by Tennyson or
else exhibits an unswerving hostility to it and o the optimism it breathed as found
in fn Memorian, which both of them tend to regard as facile and shallow,

Their backgrounds betray similarities too, with Swinburne and Thomson being
born inte warm and pious households with either High Anglican or Irvingite
leanings, with convictions and beliels being held firmly; the two of them remained
committed Christians until their early maturity. [L is, scientific conclusions of the
age, primarily, that were instrumental in eroding the poets” early orthodoxy
inducing both of them to rebel avertly againts the central solution of the age. What
follows, then, is an analysis of those aspects of their poetry that place them
directly in opposition to the religious compromise summed up in the position of
Tennyzon, as well as to the general spirit of the age.

Chapter 1 essays what is belicved to be the characteristic trails of the Victorian
temper: faith in progress and optimism, both of which were bolstered by philosophical
and scientific, as well as material, achievements of the age, In particular, the impor-
tance, of scientific discoveries as responsible for the prevailing note of optimizm
of the period is pointed out. At the same time however, the unexpected blow dealt
by the same scicnee Lo the supreme confidence of the age is emphasized, which
esulted in an acute erisis in religion in the middle decades of the century, thus
posing a grave threat to the idea of progress and optimism alike. What follows is an
account of the characteristic responses to the crisis within the Church and the laity.

Chapter 11, on the other hand, attempts to survey the characteristic reactions
of the representative poets of the age Lo the scientific and scholarly challenge. The
poets chosen for scrutiny in this chapter are Tennyson, Browning and Clough,
muinly {or two reasons:

1) representing the most typical reactions of the age guickened by cvangelical
spirit blended with middle elass love of security;

23 supplying a selution to the problem in their poetry which was accepted by and
large by the age.

In order to determine the general tendency of the age, the poetry of these three
poets has, therefore, been taken into account. On the aother hand, Matthew
Atnold has been excluded from among the representative poets of the age dealt
with in this study, also for two reasons,

Firts, because Arnold was not only a poet but a prose writer as well, and the
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problems the Victorian age wrestled with found their due primarily in his prose.
Literatwre and Dogma, St Paul and Protestantism are expressive, among other Lhings,
of Arnold’s concern for religion and contain the poct’s atlempts to ¢ffect a reconcilia-
tion of science with revealed religion by disengaging from biblical storics profound
moral truths, While being of a picce with authors of Essays and Reviews Arnold
actually went even further in his disengaging the content of the Bible from the dog-
matic stractures imposed upon it by theologians of the past, The resolt was, as
Woodhouse notes,
an extremely attenuated definiton of religion ( morality tonched by emotion®) and of the Deity
(. Power not oursclves making for mghteousness") and a reduction of Scripture to a body of
litersiture marked by that quality of Jhigh seriousness” shared by the best poctry from Homer
onward {1965: 211).

Since Arnold’s main concern, however, was for morality, and moral s5ues are
outside the scope of the present study, Arnold has, therefore, been excluded.

Second, his poetry, in contrast with his prose, is never overtly concerned
with the crisis in religion the way it i dealt with in the poetry of his three great
contemporaries. Arnold iz primarily an elegiac poet, and the crisis in religon is dealt
with only insofar as itis part of the general sentiment of loss which his poetry gives
utterance to. A number of Arnold’s poems are dominated by a nostalgic view of
the past as a period of stability and peace in contrast with his own time of abrupt
changes, a time of transition in which men are found.,

Wandering between two worlds, one dead
The other pewerless to be born.
(Stanzag ftom the Grande Charirense)

Furthermore, even il obliquely concerned with the crisis, Arnold never brought
forth a solution to it in his poetry, On the contrary, it is in hiz prose that Arneld
attemnpts to formulate answers and express emotions that must be brought into
order. It iz also in his prose that Arnold refuses to commit himself merely to the
fact as apprehended by the senses and the reason, or to a faith that responds to
imagination and the heart, but demands a unien of the two, which he designates as
“imaginative reason® (Woodhouse 1965 2207, Arnold, therefore, has not received
any attention in Chapter LI, which, as has been stressed, chiefly deals with those
pocts who effected 2 sclution to the religious crisis in their poetry.

Chapters IIT and IV are concerned with Swinburne’s and Thomson's poetry,
respectively, as being in opposition to the central solution provided by Tennyson
it {n Memoriam, in which a ,vast majority of crities found the theology sound and
the faith inspiring® (Shannon 1952: 149), and which long served as a poem of
religious consolation and uplift, being interpreted in accordance with the demand
for piety; optimism and a high moral tone,

The study of Swinburne has been confined to his two collections of poems,
Poems and Ballads, First Series, and Songs before Sunrise, both of them published
within the High Noon of Victorianism, with Songs before Sunrise providing a sequel
to those aspects of Poems and Ballads that are of interest for this study.

LR e

11

Since emphasis has been put on Swinburne's response o the representative
solution of the age, only pocms considered 1o be relevanl to the subject have
received their due in this chapter. Other poems, while being iconoclastic in their
own right, have been excluded from this study as not pertaining to the subject.

The study of Thomson likewise has been restricted to his poetry written and/or
published betwenn 1835 and 1875, His later poetry has not been taken into account
as being chronologically outside the boundaries of High Noon. In addition his later
poetry does not introduge any new ideas, being in the main repetitive of the ideas
und issues dealt with in his earlier work,

The dissertation is a thematic study, hence all formal considerations of Swin-
burne’s and Thomsen’s poetry have not been discussed as being again outside the
scope of this thesis, Also, the analysis has been strictly limited to the consideration
of poetry alone; prose has been taken into acoount only insofar ag it sheds light
on the attitudes expressed in the poetry,
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Chapter |

Sorae Characteristic Attitudes of the Victorian Age; Optimism
of the Age Versus Crisis in Religion

Perhaps the most salient quality of the Vietorian age is its optimism and deep
faith in progress, This was cspecially pointed out soon after World War 11 when the
period was viewed primarily as a golden age in possession of all the qualities the
modern world seemed to be divested of: sceurity, stability and belief in progress,

In & series of talks broadcast by the BBC in 1948 and published the following year
as Ideas and Beliefs of the Victorians, the Viclorian age was presented as an age
of optimism by contrast with the pessimism of the 20th century. The series was
introduced by England’s two outstanding humanists: G, M, Trevelyan and Bertrand
Russell. Both of them spoke of the age in terms of progress, improvement and moral
and intellectual evolution. While G. M, Trevelyan, the historian, focussed in his talks
on material improvements and reforms, Bertrand Russell described the age almost
as emphatically as Trevelyan as a change for the better, Drawing a comparison
between his own times and the Victorian age he concluded:

The daily life of our time is sa filled with uncertainties and haunted by dread of disasters, that the
periad when Victorin wos on the throne has already acquired the charactes of o polden age. In such
A world the iden of present evil was bearable, since men felt that they knew whit to doe aboutit, and that
it would soon be lessened | .| The Vigtorian age tackled its own problems with vigour and swecess [, ]
They found a country deeply divided against itsell — "the two nations’ as Diseaell ealled it— 8 eountry
fisll of brutality, misery and tgnorance, At the end, the countey was clonely ateprated, all the worst
harrors of carly industrialism had been mitigated; universal compulsory education had been in
aperation for thirty years; and democracy had been achieved except Tor the exclusion of women,
AN this witheut any vielent upheaval, 1t is a good record; | wish it coull be hoped that the present
e could have ane og good (ldeas and Beliefy of the Victarians, 194%; 3),

MNeither Trevelvan nor Russell was isolated in his view: faith in pragress :J_!.nd the
mood of optimism have been generally accepted as the characteristic traits of the
age, which set it in sharp contrast wigh the present age,

If afler the Firnt Word War, we were debunking the sineteenth century, afler (he Second we are
deferving to it and even yearning nostalgleally after i: tendentesgue manus ripae wlterieris amore,
In our own unpleasant century we are mostly displaced persons, and many feel tempted to take
Might into the ningteenth wy inta o promised lnd, o that distent mountain country, all thal we now
lack seems prosent in abundance: not only peace, prooperity, plenty and freedom, but falth,
purpose and buoyaney (Willey 1949: 53}, !
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Recent studies, while confirming these ideas, have, at the same time, emphasized
the fact that optimism and faith in progress were nol entirely unfimited or ungualified
throughout the age.

There was no one single factor responsible for the prevalent atitudes, but several
causes should be regarded as all contributory to the Vigtorian confidence. The imme-
diate source was philosophic trends having their origin in the 15th century as well
as the material achicvements of the age resulting from the development of science
and its application in the practical sphere of human life.

Walter Houghton traces the belief in progress back to the very beginning of the
Victorian age, suggesting that the renewal of hope around 1830, after a period of
turmoil, had its basis in the idea of progress which had first clearly emerged in
the Renaissance,

The Baconiun argument from advancing knowledge, sach age passessing ane profiting from
a constantly increasing body of positive truth, was well established by the [8th century, To this the
rational philozophers, sssuming the almost amuipotent eifect of external circumstances on the
shaping of the mind and character added the particular argument that by the control of snviranment
human life might be vaztly improved (1974; 283,

Thus wise laws, democratic government, and universal education would end
the time of tyranny and superstition and usher in an age of the greatest happiness
of the greatest number. The proponents of Benthamism actually emerged ax
a foree in practical politics as Zlate as 1832, with Utilitarianism becoming the chief
force in the first half of the century, shaping the mind of the middie class,

As . 5. Mill wrote in his dutobiography, the Utilitarian creed meant.

Inpolitics, an almost unbounded confidence in the cllicacy of two things: representative government,

and conmplete freedom of disgussion. So complete was my father's relisnoe on the influence of

reason over the minds of mankind, whenever it is allowsed to reach ther, that he felt ag i all would
be gained if the whole population were taught to read, if all sorts of opinions were allowed 1o be
addressed 1o them by word and in writing, and if by means of the suffrage they could nominate

4 legislature 10 give effeet to the opinions they adopied [...] In paychology, his fundamental doctrine

was the formation of all human character by circumstances, through the universal Principle of

Association, and the consequent unbimited possibility of improving the moral and intellectual

cendition of mankind by education {1924: 1V, #9, al}

Utilitarignism, a8 conceived by Jeremy Bentham, moulded then the early and
mid-Victorian life, and was largely responsible [or the faith in improvement,

In the late I8th century another theory of progress was founded on a new
conception of history which was adopted by both Thomas Carlyle and J. 5. Mill,
History was viewed not as a «Stop-and-go" process in which advance waited upon
particular cvents, but as a natural and organic development in which each age was
the outcome of the previous one, Since the contrast between the contemporary civili-
zation and its inferior beginnings seemed abvious, the development then was one
of propress.

Mill, drawing on French interpretations, was inclined to regard the process scien-
tifically as a series of causes and effects, governed by some law of historica)
evolution, Carlyle, on the other hand, being steeped in German metaphysics, con-
ceived of it as a gradual realization of ideals, a progressive unfolding of the capabilities
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of mankind. Carlyle was assured of | the progress of man towards higher and nobler :
developments of whatever is highest and noblest in him [...] Under the mortal body
lics a soul which is immortal; which anew incarnates ftsell in Fairer incarnation®
fafter Houghton [974: 29).

The note of optimism was further increased by the position assigned to the modern
period in cyclical pattern of history, Goethe, Herder, Novalis and the Saint-Simo-
nians alike regarded the present moment as the end of the critical phase, giving
birth to a new period of vast improvements, Auguste Comte, with his positivist ideas,
contributed in no small way to the belief in progress, Under his influence the discovery
of causes and secret motions of things, and the enlarging of the bound of Human
Empire to the effecting of all things possible, came to be thought of as the historical
end of the nineteenth century, According to Comte, the intellectual progress of
mankind could be divided into three distinct stages. In the first stage, which was
called by him the theclogical one, phenomena of the world were explained in
terms of supernatural agencies; in the second, the metaphysical, by metaphysical
abstractions, and in the third and final, by positive, scientific laws. New vistas
and possibilities were thus opened up before Humanity which was finally delivered
from the erroneous methods of theology and metaphysics alike. Hence the convi-
ction that the Victorian age stood on the threshold of a new and great epoch in
history of humankind,

Due to the new science of sociology founded by Comte and first discussed in
England by Mill, the reconstruction of society on a scientific basis became the
assumption of the time, Since the historical process was organie, the discovery
of itz dynamic laws held out immense possibilities to man, Once the laws had been
discovered men would be able to determine ,what artificial means may be used, and
to what extent, to accelerate the natural progress in so far as it is beneficial 1o
compensate for whatever may be its inherent inconveniences or disadvantages”
(Houghton 1974: 35).

As W, K. Clifford predicted, onee the laws of sociology are mastered, we may
Jrationally organize society for the training of the best citizens. Those who can
read the signs of the times read in them that the kingdom of Man is at hand® (alter
Hougliton 1974; 35),

Faith in progress as well as in almost unbounded possibilities of man was even
more solidified as scientific discoveries and subsequent development of technology
put man in a superior position in relation to Nature and brought about the material
successes of the age, Man was conquering his natural environment, and owing to the
advance of scientific knowledge, he was winning over Nature and bringing her under
his control.

In the course of the century, numeroud discoveries were made in such fields as
chemistry, bacteriology, electromagnetics, thermodynamics, ete, And ElFIl.]ULIj__J‘.['_'l
the application of theory sometimes lagged behind, technology provided ample
prool of science’s benefit to mankind,

» The histoty of England is emphatically the history of progress”, wrote Thomas
B. Macaulay, who attributed the achievements of the age primarily to science and
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its practical applications in the sphere of industry, Tt was his view that the endless
continuation of applied science would produce greater and greater industrial
civilizations, In 1930, a far larger and wealthier population would be better fed,
clad and lodged” than in [830, live longer and healthier lives in bigger citics, travel
only by railroads and steam, and have .machines constructed on principles vet
undiscovered in every house” (1878: [11, 279).

E. P. Hood writing in The Age and Its Architects pays tribute to the power of man
to conguer Nature and to the human mind that could discover her secrets and
transferm her material resources into productive usefulness. ,Within the last half
century there have been performed on our island, unquestionably the most prodi-
gious feats of human industry and skill witnessed in any age of time or in any nation
of the earth” (1852: 138), The Great Exhibition of 1851, which was an impressive
display of industrial achievements of the age, expressed its pride and its confidence
in the beneficence of industrialism alike,

I these farefathers of ours conld rise from their graves this day they would be inclined 10 see in our
hospitals, in our railroads, in the achicvemants of our physical selence, confirmation of that old super-
stition of thelrs, proofs of the Kingdom of God, realization of the gifts whieh Christ received for man,
vaster than any of which they had drenmed (Kingsley 1877 1, 239, 240)

Indeed the advancement of science and technology improved greatly man’s
condition of living, as is evidenced by the following words of Macaulay,

It has lengthenee life; it has mitgated paing it hay extinguished disenses, Tt has incrensed the

lertility of the soil; it kas furnished new arms to the wartior, it hus spanned great rivers and estuarics

with bridges of form unknewn 1o our fathers; it has quided the thundebolt innociously from
heaven ta earth; it las Hghted up the night with the splendor of the day; it has extended the ringe of
human vision; it has faseilinted intercourse, correspondenee, all friendly offices, ull dispateh of busines
et These are but a part of 1ts fruits, and of its firat Trults, for it s u philosophy which never rests,

which has never attained, which is mever perfect, It law is progress (after Laver 1954; 200),

Walter Houghton draws attention to the fact that the age had actually evolved
two visions of Utopia, with the first based primarily on scientific advance of the
period, and the second, a metaphysical conception of the universe erected on the
narrow principle of natural evolution (1974: 36). It was the evidence of paleontology
that made it possible before 1850 to interpret the history of animal life as a progre-
ssive development from primitive forms to more and more complex ones, culminating
in man. However, man did not have to be the final stage of this development.
Chambers himsell asked in hiy Vestiges of the Nawral History of Creation (1844)
ols our race but the initial one of the grand erowning type? Are there yet to be
specics superior to us in organization, purer in feeling, more powerful in device and
act, and who shall take a rule over ug? (1844 276).

Yel it was the very science that dealt an unexpected blow to the supreme con-
fidence and optimism of the age by the challenging evidence of both evolutionary
biclogy and biblical criticism.

The reception of the idea of evolution as put forth by Darwin in 1859 illustrates
aptly the conflicting ways in which science influenced the spirit of the age. On the
one hand, the theory of evolution contributed further to the optimism of the age,
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singe it inclined people to see in it the idea of progress. And il the suggestion of
simian ancestry of man was to many abhorrent, yet it was also an indirect com-
pliment to man’s innate capabilities, The successful businessman, on the other hand,
chose to interpret the doctrine ol the survival of the fittest" in selfjustification
of his activities, This too seemed ta encourage a beliel in unlimited potentialities
of man,

But, at the same time, the idea of evolution as well as the findings of geology had
a particularly disturbing effect on the major assumptions of the age, both intellectual
and moral. In particular, its findings put science in conflict with religion, especially
as preached by the Evangelicals, who relied primarily on the authority of the
Bible. Thus while enhancing the optimism of the age, science was. at the same time,
responsible for the erisis in religion that ensued, and which threatened the Vietorian
faith in progress and the sense of optimism alike,

At the beginning of the Victorian age, Englishmen, apart from a group of
philosophical sceptics and a small number of avowed atheists, were all conven-
tionally orthodox. They regarded the Bible as the literally inspired word of
God, and accepted the Seven Days of Creation and the Fell of Man as historic
facts. Bishop Ussher’s chronology of the Old Testament, derived from the text of
the Bible, and often printed in the margin, fixed the date of the ereation at 4004
B. C., and was considered as aceurate as the chronology of English kings (Parrott
1955: 143), Hence the BEvanpgelical religion dominant at the time was particularly
vulnerable to scientific evidence, as it insisted on the literal interpretation and
inerracy of the Holy Scripture,

Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830-1833) made it virtually impossible to hold
on to a strictly literal interpretation of the Old Testament, 1t went far to show that the
age ol the earth and man's life upon it far exceeded the brief period of tme allotted
to by Ussher. At the same time, Lyell advanced the convincing hypothesis that
geological formations were the results not of sudden oceurrences such as Creation
and the Flood, but the slow operation of uniform processes of change,

Chambers' Vestiges of the Natwral History of Creation alsa maintained that
each species had not been speclally created by God, but had evalved according
to general laws, It followed from these that the Bible narrative of Creation could
no longer be accepted ag historie fact, The publication of the Origin of Species
wits therefare another blow to religion,

The book opened with a shattering introduction in which Darwin stated that the
view which the majority of naturalists had thus far entertained — that cach
specics had been independently created — was simply erroneous. By his own admi-
ssion, Lyell's Principles altered Darwin's entire view of the species problem while
Malthus' essay on Population gave him the clue Lo his theory by suggesting the struggle
for life as the cause of natural selection and the survival of the individuals and species
that were best fitted to adapt themselves to their environment. During a relentless
wtruggle for existence”, ,natural selection® had determined the future of living
ereatures L under the complex and sometimes varying conditions of life” (Darwin
1968 2-3),
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Darwin had not discovercd evalution — the notion had been advanced for
centuries — but he had elaborated an ingenious theory of the method of evilution,
which made the theory ol evolution itself seem much more convineing. And while
Drarwin ended the book in an optimistic way by claiming that there was grandeur
in his conception of life, there were few who failed to see that the view was not at all
that impressive. In particular, the theory of spontaneous ,natural selection®
substituted accident or perhaps mechanism for intelligent and benevolent purpose in
the world, There was no place for morality in the new conception of life; the fittest
did not necessarily mean the best in the moral sense. Indeed, to equate evolution
with progress and the fittest with the best was a fatal error. It was against this con-
fusion that Huxley made vigorous protest in the address on Evelution and Eihics
delivercd shortly hefore his death. Progress, he said, does not consist in imitating
the cosmic process, still less in running away from it, but in combatting it* (after
Somervell 1929; 140), Progress would not come through the survival of the fittest
but through education and social reform,

Darwin's theory of natural selection and its corollary that there was no moral
purpose in the world were found to be incompatible with the view of the world
as expounded by Christianity., Burrow lists three major issues on which Dar-
winism conflicted with Christian belief (Lerner 1978: 167).

First, Darwin’s theory runs counter 1o the literal word of the Sciptures, and
ol Genesis in, particular, which pgives the account of the creation of the world,
since it calls in question the biblical idea of the world as being created by God
successively in seven days,

Second, Darwin's theory by stating thalt natural selection determined the
development of the species, with competition for survival among organisms acting
on the occurrence of chance mutations, excluded indirectly the beneficent God and
Divine Providence from the process. Instead, as it emerged from the hypothesis,
the world was a soulless and pitiless mechanism eperating through blind chance
at enormous cost in waste and suffering,

Thirdly, by the theory of the descent of man fram the animal world Darwin, in
a sense, degraded man and destroyed the special relationship between man and
Gaod epitomized in, to use Burrow's words, his creation in God's image and the
incarnation of Christ as man® (Lerner 1978: 167), It was on this assumption that the
Christian idea of immortality of the human soul with the hope of an afterlile
rested, By descending man from the animal world, Darwin macde belief in the soul
and its immortality virtually impossible. And the idea of personal immortality,
with its accompanying appreciation of the world as a moral order, as well as the
belief in the significance of each act and each individual life, were the fundamental
convictions of the age. The intensity of this belief must be traced, according to
Burrow, directly or indirectly, to the Evangelical Movement of the carly years
of the century (Lerner 1978; 157-158),

In fact; religion found itself assailed on two sides: by the evidence of science
proper, and by biblical criticism on the other, with the process reaching its heights
according to A. Briggs (1978: 484) in the sixtics and seventies. A glance at the
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number of publications at the time will reveal the intensity of the pracess and the
gravity of the challenge: 1859 — Darwin published The Origin of Species;
|60 — Essayy and Reviews published; 1862-1879 — The Pentatench and the Book of
Joshua Critically Examined by Bishop Colenso; 1863 — Renan's Vie de Jésus;
1865 — Leee Homo by J. R, Seeley published; 1871 — Darwin's Descent of Man
published.

Higher Criticism, as Parrott writes, was ,essentially a phase of the developing
seientific spirit discarding tradition in the pursuit of truth® (1955: 1467, It meant that
the text of the Old Testament was no longer regarded as an infallible revelation,
but was subjected to the same methods of scrutiny that were being applied to the
reading of the literary texts, The free analysis of the Bible originated in the Tdbingen
school of hiblical criticism in the 1830s. It first subjected the historieal baoks of
the Old Testament to eritical examination which resulted in throwing grave
doubts upon the factual truth of the biblical narrative. It then proceeded (o

.4 study of the New Testament, to a discussion of the sources of the Gospels, and

a guestioning of the authorship of the Epistles,

Das Leben Jesu by F, D, Strauss and Fie de Jésus by Renan, to mention only
the most important books, questioned the infullibility of the Bible and raised the
issue of the veracity of both the Old and the New Testament miracles, Jesus' divinity
and the validity of his Atonement as well as the promise of the cternal life which rested
upon the credibility of the Gospel miracles, especially the Resurrection were
all called in question, If there were no miracles there was no Resurrection. If
there was no Resurrection, there was neither the Divine Redeemer nor the
assurance of immortality,

Fhe controversy between science and religion resulting in the latter losing its
authority, produced a profound shock at a time, when, as has already been observed, :
Christian belief and its corollaries were all widely held, The worst thing about the
controversy was that it seemed to shatter belief in personal immaortality and the
promise of ¢ternal life — thus stripping this life, as it seemed, of any purpose and |
meaning. For o typical Vietorian 1o be divested of such beliel mennt a nightmare '
vision of a purposeless life, Elizabeth Barrett was asked once how she would feel |
if she had no beliel in a soul or a future life. She replied that she would feel her '
life was a terrible waste and that her struggle would be even more terribly empty, |
for the goal would be dust rather than the erown of heaven,

What a resistless melancholy would fall upon me it T had such thoughial — and what o dreaciul
indifference. 1 should not have strength to love you, T think, It 1 had such o miserable ereed:
And for Nife isell [ ] would it be worth halding on such terms, — with our blind Ideals making
moeks and maws at we wherever turned? (alter Byron 1965: 62),

Thus the whole question of faith and Chiristianity was focussed more sharply on |
thee problem of the immortality of the soul and the existence of an afterlife, the two
being strictly connected in the Victorian interpretation with purposefulness of
human existence in general and ultimately with faith in progress and optimism of
the age,
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Writing about the conflict beiween science and religion, A, H. Whitchead
concluded,

The results of ssience and the beliefs of religion bad come into a position of frank disagreement,

from which there can be no escape, except by abandoning cither the elear teaching of scignce, or the

clear teaching of religion (1938 2{0).

The Victorians, however, found a third way which was atrictly connected
with middle class and evangelical bent of mind, since , Evangelicalism was the princi-
pal ingredient in the state of mind which we today describe, contemptuously
perhaps, as Victorianism™ (Somervell 1929: 101),

What Evangelicalism infused the English mind with was primarily carnestness, not
only religious, but moral and intellectual as well, In the intellectual sphere,
to be in earnest was,

te have or to seck to have genuine beliets about the most fundamental questions in life, and o po

account merely te repeat customary and conventional notions insineerely, or to play with ideas,
o wilh words as if the intellectual e were a May-game (Houghtan 1974 221),

This iz what Dr, Thomas Arnold, the headmaster of Rugby, was teying above all
to give to his students: ,moral thoughtfulness, — the inspiring love of truth going
along with the devoted love of goodness” (Stanley 1904: 111, 1 16).

Such an attitude is also evident in Carlyle’s denunciation of Walter Scott as
a sceptical dilettante writing simply to entertain .indolent languid men®.

The great Mystery of Existence was nat great 1o him; it did not drive him into racky soliludes
10 wrestle with it for an nnswer, 1o be answered or to perish ... ] One sees not that he believed in anything,
nay, he did not even disheliove, but quietly acquicsced, and made himself at home in a world of
conventienalities; the false, the semi-false and the true were alike true in this, that they were there,
and had power in their hands more or less, 1t was well to feel 505 and yet not well] We find it written
WMWoe to them that are at ease at Babel' (after Houghron 1994: 227, 228),

This purely Victorian detestation of mere playing with ideas is nowhere more
clearly reflected than in their earnest attitude towards such fundamental questions
as religion, human life, or the universe. They were never oblivious to any larger
scheme of human destiny, whether natural or supernatural, nor to what duties
or responsibilities it might entail.

Both Evangelical earnestness and love of truth dictated their serious atttude in
the controversy between science and religion. There can be little doubt that faith
was requisite to the Victorians: with no faith nihilism would ensue that weuld
have made life unbearable. The interests of personal need dictated an endeavour
to find a solution, but it must not be supposed that the will to believe was altogether
setting aside the appeal to reason. On the contrary, part of the problem was the
fact that the Victorians tried to face the conflicting evidence of science by way of
reason; the zeal for and dedication to Truth, and a generally earnest approach to
issues, made it virtually impossible for them to ignore what seemed to be the
patent facts of science. However, they were also men of their age who, when
difficulties presented themselves, ,jumped intuitively to affirmations derived from
their deepest feelings® (Cockshut 1970: 15). While not immediately ignoring the
sclentific evidence, they placed their faith hopefully if Jaintly* in the truths
that never can be proved” (Altholz 1976: 67),
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Altholz’s words hint at vet another characteristic of the Victorian frame of
mind: a middic class love of stabilily, sceurity and a constructive way of thinking.
Both resulted in a general cndeavour to reconstruct, which is evident in their
handling of the controversy,

Houghton, writing about the age as one of lransition between the traditional
framework of thought which was breaking down and the new, quotes Carlyle, who in

(the essay called Characteristics aptly expressed the aim of the Victorians:

Bath these Philosaphics are of the Dogmatic or Conztructive sort; each in its way i= [, T an endeavour

w bring the Phenomena of man’s Universe once more under some theoretic scheme [...] they

strive atter a result which shall be positive; their aim is nol e yuestion, but to establish {alter Houghton

1974:9),

The same constructive aspect of their thinking is evident in the following words of
Froude who, while admitting that the controversies unsettled him, concludes at
the same time, ,Difficulties had been suggested which 1 need not have heard of,
but out of which 2ome road or other had now to be looked for (1888: IV, 311-312).

A reconstruction of thought was thus absolutely imperative; the general
feeling was that it was .perilous for their own stability and that of society to sail
blindfold and haphazard without rudder or compass or chart* (Houghton 1974: 223),
SFor them the end of intellectual journey is not doubt but reconstruction”
{Houghton 1974: 17).

Within the Church and the laity alike, the crisis in religion therefore provoked
various responses, whose common denominator was a conatructive effort to restore
the importance of Christian religion and to reassert belief in God, in personal
immortality, and in eternal life.

The Oxfard Movement, while it originated under different circumstances,
nevertheless can be interpreted partly as an altempt to regain solid faith in the face
of crisis by resorting to the Church authority like that of the Roman Catholic
Church. Since the Evangelical stamp of religion was found powerless against
the assault of selentific findings and Higher Criticism alike, defections were made
to the Roman Catholic Church, whose body of belief seemed to he based on more
zolid foundations.

A different attempt was made by a group of Broad Church clergymen in their
famous publication of Essays and Reviews in 1860. Its authors claimed that much
Higher Criticism could be accepled

without forsuking helief in divioe inspiration of the Bible, they siw revelation und reason

at related and complementary, nat contrary (o cach other. They had u busie optimism, stem-

ming from a general acceptunce of evalution and the idea of progress, and according with

the bate Victorian growth of immanent philosophy (Chapman 1968; 282,

Their objective was, therefore, to effect a reconciliation of science with religion
by distinguishing in the Bible between statements that could no longer be accepted
in view of scientific truths on the one hand, and the profound spiritual and ethical
truths which its religious and moral teaching embodied. They thus attempted to
disengage these truths from the dogmatic structure imposed by theologians and
in this way reassert the necessity of. Christian religion.



Chapter 1

Poetry of the Period Versus Crisis in Religion and Final Solution It
Provides

As has already been abserved in Chapter 1, the erisis had far reaching effects not only
on the clergy, but on the public as well. The poetry of the period supplics an
interesting insight into the way the religious controversy affected the latter, It is at
the same time suggestive of this constructive way of thinking which characterized
the Victorian frame of mind with pocts like Tennyson, Browning and Clough being
representative of the age in their efforts at compromise,

The general idea underlying various poetic responses to the crisis iz a determi-
nation to find a way out of the plight by resorting to intuitive belief based on evidence
of the heart as opposed to evidence of reason. This tendency is clearly manifested
in the poetry of the time, which records the lasgitude and perplexity of the authors
following the disruption of the traditional assumptions on the one hand, and
i gonscious effort to reconstruct faith in God and immortality of the soul on the
other — thereby avoiding the spiritual shipwreck. For, as Tingsten observes,
wVictorians often clung to religion as a safeguard against a nihilism that would have
made life unbearable” (1972 40),

In the poetry of the time, the controversy of science and religion took primarily
the form of a preoccupation with two fundamental issues: belief in the beneficence
of God and the moral order of the world, and personal immortality of man, without
cither of which life seemed to be divested of both sense and value. The final
solutions worked out by such diverse poets as Browning, Clough and Tennyson dao,
nevertheless, exhibit certain common traite. In particular, all demopstrate an
emotional necd for spiritual security stemming from the belief in Christianity and its
dogmas, as well as an attempt to mediate between this need and the conflicting
evidence of science — not so much by ignoring it altogether as insisting on the
validity of the evidence of the heart as opposed to that of reason, Thus typical
responses oscillate between Browning's assertive optimism, and a more subtle
and hesitant expression of faint optimism characteristic of both Clough's and
Tennyson's solutions.

Whatever is known about Browning's early erisis of faith, to the peneral reader
his poetry presents a somewhat isolated case of a robust optimism that is entirely
unaffected by spiritual doubts. The famous lines in Pippa's song,
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Ciad™s 16 His hestven —

Adlz vight itk the world
epitamize the esence of Browning's standpoint which DeVane described as the
poet’s Jaxiomeatic faith which he spent the rest of his fe defending” (after Colville
19740 1303,

The controversy ol the age-left Browning victually untouched. Indeed, he laughed
at the presumptions of a seientilic man and depended exclugively on the strength
of his own faith in God, which proved to be unshakable throughout his mature life,
Since Laxiomatic faith® lay at the core of Browning's attitude the problems of God's
existence and immortality of the saul, as seen in the light ol scientific conelusions,
never seriously troubled him, Unlike Tennyson, or Clough, who made an honest
attempt to meet the destructive evidence, Browning seems Lo have turmed a cold
shoulder to seientifie finding:, asserting emphatically,

This constitutes my earthly care:
Cil s alsowve aned distingt,
{Cfirfeimas fve)

Thete are a handful of poems in which Browning's attitude is set forth explicitly.
Chief among these are: Chrisnmas Eve, Easter Day, Rabbi Ben Ezra, Abt Vagler, and
Toceata of Galuppl's.

Chrivimas Eve (1850) atempts o clarify Browning's religions position. The
lundamental quality of hiv beliel in God ag presented in the poem is that it is
bazed solely an the apprehension of the vastness ay well ag the beauty of the world,
the two being in his mind a clear manifestation of God's presence and His bene-
volence, -

I youth | looked 1 these very skies
Al probing their immenaities
| fooped Ciodd there, bis visible power,
Yot Tele ooy beart, amid all i sense
O the pawer, an equal evidence
That his love, there too, was the noble dower,
[ heisimay vl |

Browning makes i number of claims for such divine love and they scem 1o be
g exelusively on hiz own intuitive conviction, God's love and wisdom are lmthi
infinite and e !

Wauld never, (my soul underaood)
With power to wark all love desires,
Hestow ¢en less than man reguires,
(€ heistereas Lye)

Faster Day is mostly a lenguoy monologue delivered Lo an unseen observer on
the problem of beliel in which rationadistic methods of arriving at truth are put
to ridicule, Easter Day makes use of a familiar Romantic notion that Ihif external
beauty of the world implies the fuller, more perfect one that lies beyond it,
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Al partial beauty was 3 pledge

O Bty in it plenitede:

But since the pledge sufficed thy mood,
Retain it! plenitsde e thesrs

Whe laaked above:

(Easier Day

The reality of personal immortality is likewise asserted with cqual energy and
confidence as that of the existence of God in the following lines of Rabbi Ben Ezva;

Girow old along with me!
The best iz vet 1o be,
The last of life, for which the first was made:
Qe times sre in His hand
Who saith A whole | planned,
Youth shows but halls trust God: see ol nor be afrald™

{Raldi fen Bzra)

Thus Browning is - ultimately convinced about the purposefulness of human
existence and states,

and | exult
That God by God's own way occult,
May = doth, | will believe —bring back
AL wanderers o a single track,

(Chrisimas Eve)

Fairchild observes that falling back upon what Tennyson callz _the primitive
impulses and feelings" Browning says,

el Bave one appeal —
I feel, sm what 1 Teel, know what 1 feel,
S0 much i tewth 1o me,

and concludes that this

feeling — (aith remaing constant througheut bis career. Many of his best earlier poems jseume i
without incongrucusly atguing for it; we can road them s expressions of o emperament which (s
exempt from rational eriticism becuase it does not attemspt 1o be rutional (1957 1V, 151).

Browning’s statements of belief made in other puems do not differ substantially
from the position adopted in Chrisimas Eve and Easter Day, As has already been
emphasized the essential feature of Browning's attitude js that he does not attempt
1o solve the problem on an intellectual plane, but grounds hig faith solely in an
inner conviction,

A late poem La Saisiaz (1878), however, is an exception. It offers a rare instance
of an attempt on Browning's part to meet intellectual arguments on their own
ground, However, Browning was no good at this sort of argument, and as Colville
coneluded, [its quality is at best unconvineing” {1970; 136),

Call this — Gad, then, call that — soul, and both —
the only fucts 1o me,
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Prove that Facta? thal they o'erpass my power of proving,
proves thesy such:
Faelit o | keow 1 know nat comething which i lact
s much,

(Lo Saislaz)
or those lines of A4 Toceata of Galluppi's.

The zeul, doubtless, is immuoertul — where a soul
i be diseered.
Yours for indance, you know physics, something of
Reology
Muthematics are your pastime; souls shall rise
in their deproe;
Butterilies may drewd extinetion — vou'll not die,
it cannot b,

iz assertions are enforced again and again in his poems which all breathe a note
of unshakable optimism, Thus with his emphatic acquicscence in the benevolence
of God and the purposefulness of human life, Browning represents one typical
reaction. Other characteristic responses are furniched by Clough and Tennyson.

Unlike Browning, Clough was subject to doubts and perplexities resulting
mainly from the disturbing evidence of Higher Criticism from the late forties
throughout the fifties. Hiz poetry depicts the mental chaos of one whose basic
assumptions have suddenly crumbled and poignantly expresses the tension between
the emanecipated head and the traditional heart.

Matthew and Mark and Luke and Haly John
Evaniched all and gone!
Lowt, i it? Logt, to be recoversd never?
(e S sr g =t

The two Easter poems Clough wrote in 1849 show him wrestling with his problems
and attempting to form some sort of spiritual equilibrium. The poems clash directly:
the first shows Clough facing up to the conclusions of biblical eriticism, and
consequently being led to deny emphatically the grounds of religious faith, If
Strauss was right in disproving the occurrence of the New Testament miracles,then

Christ @2 not risen, no,
[Te lies and mowlders low,
Christ i ol ripen,
{Euxter Day)

The revelation gquickens a nightmare vision of a materialistic world in which
death — the ultimate experience beyond which there iz nothing — puts an end to
a purposeless and futile existence. For, i Resurrection of Christ is but an Lidle
tale™, it follows then that there is no spiritual relity, and the belief in the immor-
tality of the human soul warranted by the assumption is also gone,
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I dlarkness and gresl gloom
Camae gre we thought il s our day of Lo,
From the cucsed workd which s aur o,
Chrisl 15 not risen!

thnsier Ly
The poem ends with bitter disillusionment verging on despatr:

for we arc men deceived
We are most hapeless who had ance most hape
W are most wretched thiet had most beligved
Christ g nol risen.
[Fuster Day)

The ether Easter Day poem written the same year, when Clough was celebrating
Laster at MNaples, i conceived as a counterpart to the former, denving ils bitter
conclusions and its tone of despair alike while voieing hope,

Weep not, it bade, whatever hath been said,
Though He be dead, He iz not dead.
In the troe Creed
He 13 vet risen indeed,
Christ iz yel risen,
[Easrer Day L)

The two poems thus betray Clough's intellectual and emotional perplexitics,
alternating betwenn despair and hope. They are, at the same time, expressive of his
need of faith and a determination to put aright the broken image, His poetry s
a poetry of a fine brain, making the search for moral and spiritual security through
the doubts that were pressing down on the age® (Chapman 1968: 2753, For, while
he was prepared to accept Stravss’ conclusions guestioning the historical truth
of the Christian story and the supernatural charakter of Christian dogmas, he was,
al the same time, unwilling to reject Resurrection as an idea. To disengage moral
truths from the old dogmas that could no longer be held as true was his personal
solution, which, incidentally, he shares with the authors of Essays and Reviews.
As he said himself, whether Christ died upon the Cross, I cannot tell; vet 1 am
prepared to find some spiritual truth in the doctrine of the Atonement” (after
Houghton 1974: 359),

His later poctry elaborates the dilemma by suggesting further posssibility of

mediating between the scientific evidence and belief in Christian dogmas. Although
occasionally tormented with doubts Clough nevertheless resolves his personal
plight by stressing the importance of intuitive convicition, Like Browning, he
affirms his faith and the ability to find God by relying on the evidence of the heart,
dismissing the issue of historical authenticity again as irrelevant,

Enough that in our soul and heart
Thou whatso'cr thou may'st he, art.

[Fiyminos Akymines)

27

Another central idea to Clough's solution 5 the argument that although the
old erecd may be false, the new one need nol be true. For, as he says elsewhere

But the plot has counterplit,
It muy be, and vet be pot,

(de e Trewe, Yo Gods, Whe Trear L)

The final attitude reached by Clough for example in Whas We, When Face o Face
He See bears strong resemblance Lo one adopled by Tennyson in fa Memoriam:
one of ,vague hopefulness”, to use Clongh's own words, Central to that is the
conviction that ift opposite conclusions are both possible and neither can be proved
or disproved, we

huse atill belicwe, foratill we hope
That in a world of larger scope,
What here is faithiully begin

Will be completed, not wndong,

(Whar We,...)

Clough's case seems to be more representative of the age than Browning’s, The
poems discussed above are indicative of Clough's being cognizant of the imporiance
of biblical criticism, and of the problems growing out of divesting Christianity of its
quality of revealed" religion. In one of the letters lo, his sister, the poet expressly
treats the problem, suggesting the importance of moral truth contained in Christianity
that should be divorced rom other concerns:

I cannot Teel sure that a man may not have all that s important in Chostianity evenif he does not
w0 miech s keow that Jesus of Nazareth existed [ ] Trost in God®s justice and love, and belief in Hiz
commands az Written in our conzeience, stands unshaken, though Martthew, Mark, Luke, and Jahn,
er cven 51, PFaul were to Tall, The things which men must work out will not be eritical questions about
the Scripures, hut philesophical problems of Grace, gnd Free Will, and Redemption as an idea,
el w5 historical evene (1858: 57-68, B5-86).

By and large, however, it is Tennyson’s poetry of the period that best exempli-
fies the predicament of a sensitive Victorian whose world — based on traditionl
assumplions — suddenly falls apart. At the same time, Tennyson remalns truly
representative of the Victorian temper in being  more hesitant, more willing to
compromise, more resourceful in avoiding spiritual shipwreck by throwing out
anchors in various directions® {Fairchild 1957: 473). His poetry records the intense
struggle to mediate between the emotional need of faith and the facts as sclence
and scholarship present them.

The Twe Vaices, dating back to early 1830z, and In Memoriar (18507 abundantly
testify to Tennyzon's wrestling with the disturbing evidence of scicnce in an attempl Lo
work out an equilibrium by adjusting his néed of faith to the facts furnished by science
of the periad. Pre-eminently this is true of fn Memeoriam which is the most mature and
consummate expression of Tennyson’s final conclusions, but The Two Peices bears
witness to his early preoccupations with the preblems, thereby furnishing an
interesting point of comparison with his later solution. For while inits final statement
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it presages the dn Memoriam standpoing, it nevertheless offers a marked contrast 1o Lhe
position adopted in hiz mature period.

In his carly period, Tennyson appears to have been perplexed primarily by the
findings of geology. Like Ruskin, quoted by Cook, Tennyzon alse heard those
hammers of geology working busily to destroy his world of security, | If anly the
Geologists would let me alone. T could do very well, but those dreadful hammers! |
hear the clink of them at the end of every cadence of the Bible phrases!® (1911: 11, 19-
20).

The Two Voices is an account of an inner conversalion of the poct with two
voices in his mind representing two different outlooks on life and the world,
being therefore expressive of Tennyaon's fears of the futility of human life as it
geemns to emerge from the new evidence, The first voice asserts that life has no
value at all and denies the existence of another reality beyond the immediate one:

A life of nothings, nothing worth,
From the firet nothing ere his birth
To that last nothing under carth!

To I.h': poet beset with doubts and attempting to arrive at Truth, it demonstrates
conclusively the futility of cuch efforts, for, no matter what means man applies
to find out Truth he can at best ,embrace” shadows:

1T straight they track, or if oblique,
Thou know'st not, Shadows thou doat strike
Embracing elewd, Ixion-like;

 The r?i‘ean:'nglcssnens of life emphazized and the futility of human efforts 1o
:!Lscuwarllru:h demonstrated, the voice then urges the poet to put an end to thi
life of misery and wretchedness,

Thou art g0 steep'd in mivery,
Surely twere better not 1o be,

And further on:

Why inch by ineh to darkness eniwl?
There ig one remedy for all,

e Ipul.‘:l‘a! reply is that since one can never know, it is impossible to disprove
the likelihood of another reality existing beyond the carthly one:

IF all be dark, vague voiee, | said,
Theze things ure wrapt in doubt and deead
MNor canst thow show the dead are dend,

(AL this stage Tennyson resorts to the solution that recalls Clough's final
atmuldc. Yc_zr..lihu argument with the first voice produces no vital conclusions or
solutions; it is the second voice which bring: selace to the poet's tormented
soul by suggesting:

o [ see the end, and know the pood,

Ag the poem draws to its end, a note of oplimizm beging to prevail and is
further reinforced by finding sudden strength and consolation in the surrounding
waorld, [ is Mature that mvests the poet with a sudden cheerfulness and furnishes
him with hope as he contemplates both its beauty and the intricacy of its design,
the twe clearly betraying the existence of a God of love:

Ao Forth inta the fields 1 went
And Natwre™s lving motion lent
The pulse of hope to discontent,

(o]
The woods were 1il1°d 20 full with song
There seem’d no room lor sense of wrong

L]

A all =0 variously wrought,

I marvell’d how the mind was brought
Ta anchar by ane glaomy thought;

It is with an emphatic ,Rejoice! Rejoice!” that the poem concludes. Essentially,
the conclusion invites comparison with Browning's idea of the beauty and vastness
of Mature as being manifestations of divine order and divine beneficence alike,
which they both inherited from their Romantic predecessors,

The solution, although satistactory for the time being, proved precarious in
the long run. Tennyson's later poetry, most notably fn Memaoriam, bears witness Lo
his recurring states of perplexity and frustration pravoked by the same dilemmas,
it Memoriam has thus an espeeial significance, as these doubty and the ultimate
compromise worked out by Tennyson received their most consummate expression
in hiz magnum opus,

Tennyson's long elegy deals more explicitly than Tie Two Fofees did with the two
problems that were of paramount importance to the poet and to the Victorian age
in general: the issue of tmmaortality of the soul and the moral purpose of the world as
manifestations of the existence of a God ol love,

Elegy No.3 gives expression to the poet’s dread of a soulless and pitiless mecha-
nism running blindly if bereft of the presence of God,

“The staes”, shie whispers, Jalindly rung
A web fn woven across the sky;
From out waste placed comes i ory,

And mueme fram the dying sun®,

Such fears were even more pronounced at the time fn Memoriam Was written.
By 1850, the .night of fear* had descended; Darwinism was in the air flanked by
biblical criticism, I the view that the world af science propounded was a correct
one, then Christianity, benevolence of God, and immortality of the human soul
were but an Lidle tale”, The revelation was a bitter one ag it divested human life
of both purpose and meaning: human activities were directionless and futile, the
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world and life all but ashes and dust, The familiar note of suicide, of putting an
end to an aimless existence makes itzell heard again as the poer avers,

Twere beal at once to sink in peace

[
To drop head-faremost in the jaws
O vincanl durkness and (o cease,

{Elegy Na, 34)

Nature is no longer of assistance to the poet. Conversely, it is Nature now,
wred m tooth and claw” that lends evil dreams to him, as in its workings he secs cruel
waste and carelessness of an individual life:

She eries, A theusand types are gong,
I eare for nothing, all shall go™.

(Elegy Mo, 56

The meszage of Nature to man is particularly disturbing, for, if Nature does not
care about an individual lile, it does not care about human individual life either.
Man is like any other species which lives and dies and turns to dust,

And he, shall he,
Wi, her last work, who seem'd so fair,
[-:-]
Wha trusted God was love indeed

And love Creation’s final law -
L]

Be blown about the desert dust,
Or seal’d within the iron hills?

(Elegy Mo, 536)

If this were true, both human life and the history of the earth would be deprived
of all their meaning:

Mo maret A monster then, a dregm,
A discord, Diragons of the prime
That tore each other i their slime
Were mellow music matched with Him.

{Elepy Mo, 36)

Th:. thought that man may perish as did the lost species makes the human
condition monstrous and even more terrifying to contemplate than the Fate of
rrehismric beasts, which at least worked out their destinies in harmony with natural
aw.

Yet, faced with all these nightmare visions, Tennyson shows again a determination
Lo put the broken pieces of his world together. Although these bitter reflections
mmlucntm'ily result in his faltering ,where 1 firmly trod”, the final conclusion is
dgain an optimistic one, It is true that the presence of God cannot be deduced
from the external phenomena of Nature, yet he does find his God,

Ias T
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I fownd |lim not s woerdd or sun,
O cagle's wing, o ineet’s £ye,
{Elegy No, 124)

bt in his own heart instead,

Thus, while giving full recognition to the forces of reason making for doubt, he
is, at the same time, incapable of resolving his problems on a purely intellectual
plane; instead, he prefers to resort Lo the evidenee of the heart, There is a direct appeal
to feeling or fechings  which are, or give, an immediate assurance of God or of
immortality” (Bradley 1901 63). The assurance is direct or immediate, independent
af reasoning o scientitic proof,

Al the sume time, the consciousness of the best or highest in him yields a basis
for the poet’s faith, To guote Bradley again, .Jooking at thal which he feelz to be
highest in himself [he] linds it to point beyond earthly experience; and on this
characteristic of it he founds what is, in effect, an argument in favour of immortality
or the divine origin of the soul® (1901: 62).

Elegy Noo 124 becomes crucial in the development of Tennyson's argument,
Although there is no proof of Ged's existence in Nature — using the old 18th
century argument from design-or in the light of new scientific interpretation of
Mature — Tennyson, nonetheless; objects to cold arguments of reason by contrasting
them with the evidence of the heart:

If e’er when faith had fallen azleep,
I heard a voice, L Believe no more™,

L]
And like & man in wrath, the heart
Stood up and answer'd, | have fell®
{Elepy Mo, 124)

God and immortality of the soul are not matters of knowledge — , For knowledge
15 af things we see.”

This position as set forth in fn Memoriam is maintained throughout Tennyson's
poetry, and iz sometimes reinforced by the idea which he shares with Clough: reason
is incapable of proving the existence of God, nor is it capable of disproving it, hence
Lthe injunction not to despair but Lo cullivate and attitude of hopefulness,

wherefore thou be wise,
Clegve ever (o the sunnier side of doubt,
And eling 1o Faith beyoend the forms of Foith.
(The dnelens Sape)

His faith, then, as Bradley concludes, ,is not an adherence to something which
reason declares false, but it is an adherence to something which reason cannot prove
Loy be true” (1901 66).

The final solution reached by opposing instinctive beliel based on the evidence
of the heart to the evidence of reason, and clinging to the former, brings about
an ultimately positive attitude and confidence.
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Uit Giod, which ever lives and lowes,
One CGiod, one law, one element,
Al ome far-oft divine event,
T which the whole creation maves.
{Elegry Na, 131)

The equilibrium Tennyson thus evolved in Jn Mepioriam is his final and most
‘consummate treatment of the agitations following the impact of science, and iz
truly representative of the Victorian frame of mind in that while making for the
evidenee of seience, it nevertheless tries to avoid the spititeal self-destruction and
hopeless despondency. It enabled his fellow countrymen to retain or regain belief
in Christianily and cultivate the optimistic outlook so characteristic of the age.

At the same time, Tennyson's compromise and the optimism it breathes may be
interpreted as a token of the optimism of the average middle class Englizshman of
the period, an optimism that was not diminishing but was steadily rising throughout
the period and reached itz apogee about the time of the Great Exhibition of 1851,

Despite the conflicting evidence, then: beliefin Ch ristianity and the Christian view
of the world and human existence still dominated the characteristic attitudes of
the age. The majority were still attuned to believing in a world in which Christianity
and God of love are at work, in a world which God planned, and with the immaortality
of the soul that He secured for man. ;

[RE=Ei T

Chapter 11

Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads and Songs before Sunvise

«He was born and baptized in to the Church of rebels” wrote A. C. Swinburne of
William Blake in his long essay on the poet (after Lafourcade 1928: 11, 350). The
sentence might be applied word for word to Swinburne himself, Of the Victorian
age he was truly the enfant terrible” who showed little desire to conform throughout
the best part of his life, A preat portion of his early poetry was a direct assault on
values and attitudes prevalent at the time. While the vehemence of the attack
abated with years — a process all too natural — it certainly reached its high
point in the two volumes published in the sixties and severities, i.e., at a time
when what is called Victorianism wag in full sway. The two collections of poems which
separated Swinburne from the Victorian establishment were Poems and Ballads,
First Series, published in 1866, and Songs before Sunrise, published in 1871.

Poems and Baliady is made up of poems composed between 1858 and 1865 (La-
fourcade 1928: 11, 419). Despite the fact that Swinburne thought of the coliection
as a book the impression that the work makes on a reader is primarily that of
disorder and heterogeneity. The poems do not sesm to be arranged according to any
particular plan, be it chronological or thematic, No continuity of development can,
therelore, be afforded.

A varying degree of success has accompanied the numerous attempts of critics
to introduce some order into the volume. Nearly all the divisions suggested hy
scholars have the virtue of accounting for half of the poems leaving the other half
out. Yet C. Lang insists that the sixty lwo poems constituting the collection should
be read Las a whole poem” (1964; 240), Rutland, on the other hand, censures the
book heavily when he concludes that there s no book in English literature more
unsatisfactory than Poems and Ballads; ,considered merely as a collection, the
absolute lack of coherence and all order is deplorable® (1931: 269).

The earliest grouping, however, suggested by W, M. Rossetti (Hyder 1970: 62)
is probably the most satisfactory sinee it takes into account main currents of influence
and feeling. Rossetti distinguishes the following four currents which he sets down
in desending order according to their importance in the volume:

1} the Passionately Sensuous,

2) the Classic or Antique,

3) the Heterodox or Religiously Mutinous,

4) the Assimilative or Reproductive in point of literary Form,
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The publication of Pocmns amd Ballads in 1866 was a major literary scandal,
The wolume met with a spate of contumely mainly on account of its Passionatel ¥
Sensuous content; there were at least a dozen poems that contained an outspoken
assault on the bazic moral tdeals of the age. Thus the criticiem was almost unanimous
in denouncing what was cafled indecencies and blasphemies,

John Morley in the August 4, 1866, issue of the Saturday Review referred to
Swinburne’s subject matter as ,the nameless shameless abominations”. and
Swinburne’s treatment ol it revealed to the world a mind all aflame with the feverizh
carnality of a schoolboy over the dirtiest passages in Lempriere’s”, In particular
Morley objected to the poet’s pagan verses. According to him, Swinburne chose the
bestialities and depravities of the Greek world to dwell upon instead of revivifving
the grand old pagan conceptions of joy. He went on to censure the poct for lacking
scrupulous moderation and sobriety in colour and for introducing extravagant
passion which he found to be ,mad intoxicated sensuality”. At the end of his review
he conceded that the lurid clouds of lust or of fiery despair and defiance never
lift to let us see the pure and peaceful and bounteous and kindly aspects of the
great landscape of human tife" (Hyder 1970: 23, 29).

The review by R. Buchanan in the Athemewm of August 4, 1866, attacked
swinburne for the same reasons it attacked the Fre-Raphaelite poets, i.c,, for
being the fleshly school of poetry*, Buchanan contrasted Swinburne harshly
with the chief glory of the English poetry, namely, its  transcendent purity — no
less noticeable in the passionale sweetness of Keats and Shelley than in the cold
severity of Wordsworth® (Hyder 1970: 30),

It is easy to notice from the foregoing quotations that it was the Passionately
Sensuous content which proved particularly offensive. In the storm over the al leged
sensuality of Poems and Ballads, an aspect repellent to the Evangelical stamp of
morality, the Religiously Mutinous content went relatively unnoticed. Neither Moarley
nor Buchanan seem to have paid much attention to it, their remarks being made in
passing, as it were, and their attention being focussed mainly on love poetry. It was
only the author of the Unsigned Review of August 4 1866, who found that the
strangest and the most melancholy fact in these strange aned melancholy poems is not
the absence of faith, but the presence of taith which mocks at iself and takes its
pleasure in its degradation®, Further on the author observed that it faith that laughs
atitself, that insults its own deities and defiles its awn temples — this is the wildest and
the drearicst aberration of all* (Hyder 1970: 36).

‘The reviews bear testimony to the iconoclastic quality of Poems and Ballads, with
which Swinburne was putting himself at a wide distance from the contempaorary
attitudes. Primarily he was striking out against the Evangelical type of morality with
his outspokep presentation of physical aspects of love. At the same time, by his
onslaught on Christianity and God alike, he was also striking out against the
religious equilibrium of the period as attained by the representative figures of
1!1!? age, which he found to be facile and dishonest and which he befittingly ridi-
culed,
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Thae run= our wizse men’s S0
Bemg dack il must he light
And most things arc so wrong
That all things must be right,
God must mean well, he works 5ol by this workd's faws
This, when owr souls are drowning,
Falls on them like o benison,
This satizfics our Brawning
And thiz delights our Tennveon
And soathed Britannia sunpers in serenc applause,

(Lafourcade 1928 11, 163)

Swinburne's religious iconoclasm has two phases, as it were, which loosely can be
termed as negative and positive ones, the former being characteristic mainly of
Poemy and Ballads, while the latter of Songs before Sunrise. The negative phase
shows Swinburne rejecting the Victorian compromise and decrying the evils of
Christianity, as well az fulminating against the Christian God while, at the same
time, extolling paganism.

The second phase, while continuing the attack on Christianity and repudiating
the very idea of a God external to man, asserts a belief in the independent power
of man preaching the Religion of Humanity.

The poems contained in Poems and Ballads were written, as has already been
pointed oul, between 1858 and 1865, being thus the immediate product of the years
during which Swinburne — like the rest of his contemporaries — was subjected to the
pressures of scientific conclusions which were probably instrumental in destroying
his eatly orthodoxy.

Like Thomson, Swinburne was reared in an orthodox house with High Anglican
leanings, and the religion he absorbed while at home continued to be vital throughout
hiz youth, as i evidenced by a letter of 1854 which he wrote to his father revealing
hiz joy at having been able to go to Church again after a period of illness and to
have Holy Communion,

I suppose youw had Holy Communion today sz well a3 we here [ 1 pet to chureh

fain, which 1am very glad of. | mean never il 1 ean o negleet going, as [ fear | sometimes did

betore, when perhaps T might have gone, but was not ohliged: now 1 have been so long without it, with

my calds (Lang 1959: 1, 1),

His subsequent rejection of orthodoxy was probably cffceted by scicmif'i_c
conclusions with which he had an opportunity Lo get familiar already through his
association with John Nichol at Oxford, John Nichol was the founder of GJd
Mertality and contributed in no small way to Swinburne’s intellectual development.
Much of Swinburne's later republicanism can be traced to his inl'lucm:e, Of equal
importance was his influence, as well as that of the whole association, on the
formation of Swinburne's attitude to religion, Humphrey Hare observes that ~-f51“F“
is no doubt that at Oxford his influence was complete and dominating. At his
instance that lingering Anglicanism that Swinburne had so far managed to maintain
languished and was discarded for ever” (Hare 1949: 33).

Nichal founded O Mortality with the intention delined as,
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Object: stimulating and premeting the interchange of thought smang the members on the mare
general questions of [ierature, philceophy, science a< well as the diffusion of 4 correct knowladge and
critical appreciation of our standard English authors {(Hare 1949 3d),

Swinburne thus became acquainted with the advanced thought of the age. The
scientific conclusions turned out to be no source of perplexity or doubt to him. In
fact, he welcomed them becanse he found them to introduce harmony and order into
the universe, Conversely, il was revealed religion that introduced an clement of
diseord inte an otherwise harmonious whole, The letter of August 29, 1874, gives
expression to Swinburne's attitude to both. The oceasion was Tyndall's Belfast
Address on the relation between science and religion,

My mind iz very full just now of Tyndull’s magniticent address. Science so enlarged and harmonized
gives me & sense as much of rest 43 of light, Mo mythology can make its helievers feel less alraid or
lath to be reabsorbed inta the immeasurable hurmony with but the change of 4 single individual notein
a single bar of the tune than dees the faintest perception of the lowest chord touched in the whols
system of things. It iz Theism which to me seems 1o introduce an element — happily a factitious
element — of doubt, dizcord and disorder (Lang 1959 11, 334-335),

The immediate outcome of these years was the rejection of the idea of the immor-
tality of the soul and, consequently, the espousal of the materialist view of life,

as is attested to by some poems in the collection, in particular Dolores and
Anaciaria, where he says,

For the crown of your life us it clases
Is darkneus, the froit thereof dust;

(Defores)
and

Thee too the years shull cover; thou ahall be
Ad the rose born of one same blood with thee,
A i song sung, as o word said, snd full
Flower-wise, and be nat any more at abl
Mot any memory of thee anywhers,

(el naciorin)

The repudiation of the immortality of the soul, which entailed the dismissal
of a belief in a life beyond the grave, had a marked bearing on Swinburne’s approach
to life on the earth, which he demonstrates in the Poems and Ballads period,
~Itseems that life on the earth suddenly acquired a new significance and a special
importance, He felt that if there was no second life man should be able to enjoy the
gifl of this life. Swinburne thus develops a cult of life with hedonistic leanings,
whichl forms the basis for scorning Christianity on the one hand and exalting
paganism on the other,

: But there is more to it than pure hedonism. Swinburne deliberately and ostenta-
tiously repudiates the ideal of Christian asceticism, as well as the Evangelical
gosp::l of toil, calling loudly not only for the impulsive enjoyment of life but also
!ndwd for the possibility of living life to the full, He thus feels Christianity with
its emphasis on asceticism leaves oul something essential and fundamental to the

T

fulness of life as he understands i1 Primarily, it involves torturing the flesh and
destraying the beauty of life. Consequently, Swinburne proceeds to assail Chris-
tianity for imposing limitations on the development of human personality by
dizerediting the fesh, and for smothering life by taking away from it the joy af
living. Whereas,

While he Jives let & man be glad,
For none hath joy of his death.

14 Lamentation)

Life iz transient and the energy of life should be begun before the grave; life
chould achieve completeness. Christianity Is inimical to life; it holds man back from
living life to the [ull, both by preaching asceticism and by its generally other-wordly
arientation,

May, fora lictde we live, and life hath
mutable wings,

A little while and we die; shall life not theive
as it miy?

For no man under the sky lives twice outliving
his day,

(I te Proserpine)

The idea of Christian religion as inherently hostile to life finds its fullest expression
in Hymn to Proserpine. The poem is a lengthy monologue spoken by an aged Roman
pagan after the proclamation of the Christian faith in Rome, and lamenting the
passing away of old gods and the coming of the new ones.

Throughout the poem the imagery supports the central idea: the association of
Christianity with sterility and death, By torturing the flesh, Christianity is funda-
mentally opposed to the principle of life — not only does it take away all the joy of
living but it also impedes life itsell’ with its dead weight of asceticism, Hence the
predominance of words suggesting barrenness and death-like quality of Christianity:
Jhe days are barce", the world has grown grey from thy breath®, ,their new device is
barren”, pale Galilean® ¢rop out in the poem, kending a colour to Swinburne’s idea
of Christianity as a repellent faith of selfedenial and ugliness,

This ashen guality of Christianity s then vividly contrasted with the pagan
world of

The laurel, the palms and the pacan, the breasts of
the nymphs in the brake;

Breasts more soft than o dove's, that tremble with
tendurer breath;

And all the wingz of the Loves, and all the joy
belore death;

Al thu faet of the howrs that sound s a single lvre,
Dyropped and deep i the Nowers, with strings thit
Micker like fire,

Other threads of imagery also support this central idea of Christinnity as a sterile
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and dead foree, this being contrasted with the energy of life and beauty as characte-
ristic of paganism.

The fatter consideration iz particularly prominent i images like those gquoted
above, This led some eritics to bring out acsthetic grounds on which Christianity
is being assailed by Swinburne. Thus Lafourcade avers, e Christianisme est
attaqué de bigis de point de wue strictement esthétigue, Les mythes Chrétiens
sont laids, les mythes paiéns beaux. Venus est plus plastique gue la Vierge® (1928 11,
481).

Chew follows Lafourcade when he notes that Swinburne's hostility to Christia-

nity takes the form of the accusation that Christianity is hostile to the principle of

Beauty” {1966: 83),

However, as has already been hinted, the attack on Christianity involves much
more than aesthetic considerations only, although the latter do play an important
part in Swinburne's indictment of Christian religion,

Curtis Dahl, in his essay on the Victorian wasteland, observes that Swinburne
actually created the picture of a wasteland in the Hymm lo Praserpine, Comparing
swinburne's wasteland with that of Eliot, Dahl notes that ,the triumph of Christian
virtue over pagan sensuality and aestheticism causes the wasteland” (Wright 1961: 38).

Thau hast conguered, € pale Galilean; the world
has prown grey from thy brenth;
We have deunken of things Lethean, and fed on
the Tulness of death,
(v jo Praserping}

Hymn o Proserpine becomes thus an accusation of Christian ethics that have
devastated both the world and human life. 1o is Christian religion with its asceticism
that way instrumental inoatifling life, rendering it barren and fruitless, creating
awasteland. Henee Swinburne’s bitter enmity to Christian religion and his :,xailanon
of paganism which is informed with a cult of life,

The fundamental contrast between the two is Turther reflected in oppositions
between images of the Virgin Mary and Venus, which acquire a symbolic rele-
vance, Thug the Virgin was o slave” and she eame | rejected”,

pale and o maiden, and sister o sormow,

The idea of death and aridity is again prominent while, at the same time, Swinburne
tends to associate Christianity with sorrow and suffering,

And geiel i 0 grievons thing, and g mon bath
anough of lig tears;

Why should he labour, and bring fresh grief to
Blacken his yenrs?

If the Virgin came as a slave”,  pale and barren”, Venus came ,flushed”, arrayed in
flowers, ,laden with odours®, imperial” — she was the true guddwa nf love, of Eros,
the spirit of life, and
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Bent down unite us that Besoughl her, and carth prew
sweet with Ner page,

The world of Christianity being grey, pale and arid is ultimately dead, while
in pre-Christian times,
The roses grew rosier, and hiloer the sea-blue
sircam of the bays,
Yiz are [allen, our lordy, by whal token? we wish
that ye should not fall
e were all o fadr thot are broken; and one more
Fair than ve all.
WPale Galilean™ destroved all that, thevefore,
Though all men ahase them before you in ¢piril,
and all knees hend
I kncel not neither adore you,

Denunciation of Christianity as a system ol repression and denial on account of
its extreme aseeticism is pccompanied with the rejection of the idea of the beneficence
of God. A handful of poems in the volume show Swinburne attacking the Christian
conception of a God of love while, at the same time, attributing to Him the qualities
af evil, cruelty and malignance — the idea that he may have derived from both de
Sade and Blake (Lafourcade 1928 [1, 486).

The poems in which he gives utterance to his unorthodox conception of God
are primarily Anactoria, Félise, A Litany and, parily To Fieter Hugo.

Anactoria, which is a long poem written in the form of a monologue, has Sappho
dwelling on her passionate love ol Anactoria on the one hand and rebelling against
God on the other, She reviles Gaod, whom she finds to wrong humanity and crush
life, God is a cruel and spiteful being whe made man only o subject him to a life
of transcience and misery, having denied immonrtality to him.

Why hath he made us? What had we all done
That we shauled live and Joathe the sterile sun,
A with the moon wax paler as the wanes,
And pulse by pulse fecl time grow throogh
our veinst

siappho outerics againgt God for giving man a life of evanescence and of the
fleetness of passions. AL the same time, she shows Him ag being who relishes
Hiv power and uses it only 1o crush what He had created,

B, hisving made me, he shidl not olay,

MNor aliy nor satlnte, like those herds of his

Whie laugh and love @ liole, and (heir kiss

Contents them, and their loves ane solt and sweet,
And sure death grasps and gaing them with slaw teet,
Lave they or hate they, strive or bow their kneey
And all theoe end; he hach bis will of (hese.

Ciod i o wicked monster taking delight in suppressing and terrorizing humanity
who are made to feel his iron feet" — God is a destroyer,
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I m01 his incenze hitterncss, his meal

Murder? his hidden face and iran feet

Hath not man known, and feft them on their way
Toreaten and trample all things and every day?
Hath he not zent us kunger? who hath cursed
Spiric and Tesi with longing?

A Litany iz written in then antiphones, and continues the indictment of God of
Anactoria, with the emphasis being placed on God's suppression of man. Instead
of a priest speaking to the congregation, Swinburne has God addressing mankind,
exhibiting hi¢ supreme power over man, and relishing in terrorizing mankind,

All the lights of heaven
L will make dark over thee,

All the hghis of heaven
I will make dark over thee,

1 will send on thy strong men a sword,
On thy remnant a rod,

Ye shall know that [ am the Lord,

He 15 unmerciful to those that have sinned:

Mg one breaketh and shatereth a reed
[ will break and shatter them,

and takes delight in making human life one of misery,

From all thy lovers that love thee
I God will sunder thee.

Humanity addresses God and entreats Him to show mercy and grace, but her prayers
remain unanswered, for God places himself beyond man's reach; He is remote and
inaceessible

For behold, 1 God am holy,
I ihe Lord am strong:

¥e shall seek me and chall nat reach me
Tl the wine-press be trod,

Throughout the poem, the relationship of God and man is consistently presented
in terms of the Lord and a slave, with God exercising His unbridled power to crush
and subjugate man. God demands that man be a slave to Him. Those who oppose
God and cry for freedom will be exiled”. Both spite and hatred characterize
God's attitude to man. In mankind's final hour there will be no merey shown, Hell
will be awaiting them,

Would God it were dark! Thou shalt says
Waoule Gaod it were light|

And the sight of thine eyey shall be made
Ag the burning of five

And thy soul shall be sorely afraid
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For thy soul’s desane.
£.)
Yeowhem your lords loved so well,
Futting silver and gald an yvou,

The inevitable hell
Shall surely take hald an you;

In a poem addressed to Victor Hugo, as well as in Félise, the emphasis is-again
placed on God's oppreszsion of humankind, The poems, however, alternate between
the denuciation of God’s malignance and His subjugation of mankind, and the
indictment of God’s supreme indifference to man's lot. God created both the world.
and man, but He is either cruel and wicked to them, or else shows utter indifference,

We know he hath made us, and i king:
We know not il he care for anything

(To Victor Hugo)

The gods, the gods are stronger; time
Fallz down before them, all men's knees
Bow, all men's pravers and sorrows climb
Like incense 1o them;

(Fédise)
snange
Shall break or take away the rods
Wherewith they seourge us, nol s one
That smites 4 son, !
(Fedise) |

Jand out of many lands/Have we stretched hands® but the heavens are unmoved E
by, and remate from, human suffering. God is superemely indifferent to human
sorrow and misery .
|
When have they hewrd w? who hath known |
Their faces elimbed upto their feet,

Felt them and found them? Laugh nor groan, ‘

[oth heaven remurmur and repeat
Sad sounds or sweet’? ?
(Féiise) |
|
|

The gods and the skies being blind and supremely indifferent to man's destiny,
Swinburne derides the idea of prayer. Addressing mankind he shows the futility of
prayer,

Cry; thon chalt know whil prayers ore worth,
Then dust and enrtly.
["IJ

i
1
|
Cry outy they are gods; perchance they sleep; ‘
Pray. tll ye feel the exeeeding weight ‘
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Of Ciod's inteleratile seorn,
Wl te e borne
f.l’"n:.".'..'n'r':l

Man should not .seek high up in the air®, he should not beat always at the gate,
but should rid himself of such aods,

Yo must have S""'IF" the feends ol men,
Merciful gods, compassioniie,
And Uese shall answer ¥ou again,
[Fidive)

The denunciation of a jealous God of wrath, oppressing mankind and punishing
the human race with cternal torture in Hell and demonstrating supreme indifference
to human suffering, leads Swinburne to an open revolt against Theism, postulating
casting out the tyrant God, and substituting for Him a new god who would be a friend
1o man. However, before he invokes the deification of man the Religion of Humanity,
he again furiously attacks God and Christianity in-Sangs before Sunrise,

In October 1867 Swinburne wrote to W. M, Rossetti; 1 think I may some time
accomplish a book of political and national poems as complete and coherent in its
way as the Chitiments or Drum Taps® (Lang 195%: 1, 268).

I[ Poems and Ballads provoked indignant reaction on account of its alleged
sensuality, Songs before Sunrise was greeted with the outraged cries of blasphemy
and Red Republicanism, While the collection revives Lo a great extent the feelings
and themes Swinburne had cultivated at Osford during his association with Nichol
the real inducement 1o compaose the poems came from Mazzini who asked Swin-
burne to write Lyrics for the Crusade in one of his letters to the poet,

Swinburne indeed chose to give lyrics for the Crusade, and the outcome was
a volume of thirty eight poems — Seags before Sunrise. The collection shows
Swinburne's cult of life, which informed his Poems and Ballads phuse, interacting
now with hig craving for liberty, resulting in a passionate rebellion against any
authority that makes it impossible to live a full life by impuosing restrictions on human
frecdom, His real call is to the removal of all which, shackling the full development
of the individual, the nature, the whole hody of mankind, hinders the progress af
the universe towards complete expression, Chiel among these are .erceds” and
.crowns®, Christianity therefore becomes identified with tyrannical forces as
represented by ,crowns® and the attack is levelled at both religious and political
orthodoxy. In place of Christian Trinity, Swinburne puts forth his own: that of
Life, Liberty and Truth,

His enmity to Christianity is now largely due to his espousal of Mazzini's
anti-clericalism and is especially bitter in Before a Crucifix and Christmas Antiphones.
The denunciation of Christian oppression, followed by the rejection of Christianity
in favour of the Religion of Humanity, becomes the all-prevailing idea, infiltrating
more or less intermittently the whole volume and finding its most consumimilte
expression in O the Downs, Hertha, and Hymn of Man,
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d A J. lyder and Chase observed, however (1937 XXIV), in ¢pite of the outraged
cries of h!ﬂ.’ilp:':m}' that greeted the volume, Songs before Sunrise expresses :r:j:;;tt
min, a positive faith, It s true that Swinburne wages war on Christian ;;:Iigicrn
again, because in his view it was allied with political autocracy and contributed
!hcrlcirlﬂrc, te the thraldam of man, which induced him to pua‘.lul:'ne casting out th;
Christian God. Yet. uluimately, there is o marked change in tone.
~ Before a Crueifiv and Christmas Antiphones are the two poems in which Chris-
tianity is z'ngui!n indicted — though for different reasons thun in Poems and Em’!rm;.f.
I'he opening image in Before a Crucifix is that od haggard women whose' LEaunt
backs" have been  bowed by servitude®, with Jean limbs that shew the labouring
bones/And ghastly mouth that gapes and groans®, shifting their loads and prayin
before a crucifix. =

_E'hc u!cplimion of the women's misery prepares ground for levelling an attack
against Christianity and the Christian God as forces of oppression inflicting pain
and suffering on mankind. In this respect, Swinburne avers, Christianity is as
tyrannical as kings, with whom it actually joins hands in squugsuing mankind,
Jﬁ,m.: was sent to the'earth apparently to set man free, but ironically, it is the Christian
rf_:hgian that had served for centurics as a means of enthralling man, It stymicd
hig !th‘II'L}’ and contributed to making his life one of grief and misery and poverty,
Rcl\-'llcwmg the history of mankind the poet finds that Christianity brought neither
spiritual food nor (reedom to humanity,

Hast thou Ted full men's starved=cut sauls,
st theu brought frecdom ppon earth?
Or are there less oppressions done
In this wild warld under the zun?

On the contrary, Christianity either conspires with the forces of tyranny or was used
by them as a tool of suppression,

The Blinding buifers on thine head
O their erowned heads confiem Lhe erown;

Thr.lz poem clearly divulges Swinburne's espousal of Mazzini's anti-clericalism,
which results in the soeial tuen his bitter denunciation of both Christianity and God
now takes, both of which he identifies with the Church and priesteraft who have
used Christian religion for their own, evil purposes. If God preached by these is one
with Christ’s God and is dumb and mute to the prayers of man, then it is better
for men to dispose of Him,

Come down, be done with, cease, 'giifc_ o'er,
Hide Thyself, strive not, be no more.

" Chrisimas Antiphones continues the central idea of the former poem in repre-
senting God as the very incarnation of tyranny, uniting with political autocracy
on the earth in their common oppression of humankind; God and Christian religion
support the forces of social injustice, ;
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Man on nz as God,
Ciad az man hath trod,
Trod vz down with might,

Evantually, Christmas Antiphones repeats the call to the removal of God and invokes
man in His stead, who,

o shall do for you,

Men the sons of man,
What no God would do
That they zought unto
While the blind years ran,

As the poem draws to its close, Swinburne evolves an image of a utopian future in
which man will put an end to political and social injustice, introducing instead
equality, freedom, and brotherhood of man.

Before a Crucifix and Chrivtmas Antiphones become thus primarily, as Stevenson
observes, diatribes against monarchy and autocracy in government, priesteraft
and theism in religion, the poet often assailing both at onee, since Swinburne
regarded them as interchangeable phenomena® (1974: 233).

Christmas Antiphones ended by postulating discarding the Christian God from
the world of men in order to regain freedom. And yet the expulsion of God resulted
in a momentary emptiness, pointlessness and melancholy.

On the Downs, while ultimately preaching the religion of Man and sharing there-
fore the all-prevailing idea of Hertha and Hymn of Man, is, nevertheless, a curious
poem te have been written by Swinburne; its opening stanzas are imbued with the
sense of aridity and melancholy — the two inhabiting the world bereft of the presence
of God,

The poem opens with a description of a desolate landscape, naked and sterile,
informed with dejection and hopelessness not unlike that presiding over Thomson’s
cityscape — the place where God is dead. Thus vast stretches of land and sea are
depicted with gloom and melancholy brooading over them,

A Taint sky withow wind or sun;
Asky like flameless vapour dun;
A valley like an unsealed grave
[
Adeng the long liney of the ¢lifl,
Do the flat sea-ling withour skiff
Or =ail or black-blown fume for mark,
Through wind-wormn heads of heath and stiff
Stems hlossomlens and stark
With dry sprays dark, ;
At the same time lavish vee of words like 'dun’, *grave’, 'bare’, 'dry’, 'blossomless’,
‘sterile’ helps to suggest aridity, nakedness and ultimately death-like quality of the
warld stripped of the presence of God,
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Asa quesn taken and siripped and Bound,
Sal earth, discalonred and dizcrowned,
As a king's palace empry and dead
The sky was, without light or sownd;
And on the summer's head
Were ashes shed,

There is a sense of purposelessness and hopelessness of human cxistence as the
speaker’s soul looks up to the skies .as for news/Of comfort that all these refuse:” no
Wlight” can be found to guide it on ity way. Thus the opening of the poem iz des-
criptive of yet another wasteland, this time, however, caused by the absence of God,
It is only when the realization that

There iz no Gad, O son,
If thow he none

comes that the world springs back to life; the image being symbelic of the necessity
of a faith in a god,

And the sun smete the clouds and slew,
And from the sun the sea's breath blew,
And white waves laughed and turned and fled
The long green heaving sea-field through,
And on them overhead
The sky burnt red.

Uliimately On the Dewns ends with invoking the religion of Humanity, placing
emphasis on the destiny of man and welcoming the coming of the age of Man. At
the same time, it hails the truch that time brought to man because

... truth makes free
And freedom fills Time's veins with power.

The sense of cestasy and high expectations informs the poem as it draws to its end,

And with divine triumphant awe
My spint moved within me saw,

L]
T windless wastes of =kies
Time's deep dawn rise.

As expressive of woe and hopeleseness resulting from the expulsion of God, n the
Downs reveals the plight of the 19th century with its fears of being suddenly bereft
of the assurance of God's existence. The poem surprisingly gives utterance to
sentiments that were characteristic of the Victorian attitude to crisis in religion, in
particular the fear of pointlessness and unmitigated sorrow of human existence and
the world if deprived of religion as a guarantee of the moral purposefulness of the
universe, as well as of human life,

As a safeguard apainst the wasteland that would follow the cvaporation of
religion which he so effectively depicted, Swinburne postulates the deification of



46

Man, 1t s not so much, therefore, a godless universe that the pout finally posits as
4 Godless one with Man in His stead. On the Downs may be, therefiore, interpreted
as expressive of the will to believe; baving discarded both Chrstramity and the idea
of God external to man, Swinburne’s will brings him eventually to the threshold of
Positivisni,

(i the Bowss embodies then a trend that became increasingly important as an
afternative to the Christian religion which was being ousted,

For another poem deifying Man, Swinburne chose Hertha, the Earth-goddess of
Teutonic mythology, embodying the forces of growth and ferdlity. By conirast
with the changeable world of men and things, Hertha appears to be unchangeable,
indestructible and cverlasting, and is the soul of the world,

Oul of me God and Man;
Lam equal and whobe:
Ciodd changes, and mae, and the form of them bodily,
[ am e soul

And yet man has deserted her, betrayed her by making pravers to the Gad of his
faghion; man has enslaved himself. Hence an appeal to him to sutmmon all his strength
and free himself from fetters, develop fully his might and live life to the full, be
conscious of his God-like power and become God himself, emerging thus from
darkness into light,

A creed in a rod,
And a crown 15 of night,
But this thing is God,
To be man with thy might,
To grow straight in the strengeh of thy spirit, and
live out thy life as the ligin,

Hertha is there to save man, to assist him, and she implores man to give himself
to her, and free his life of all bondage,

The [ree hie of Lhy Liviong,
Be the gift of it Fres;
Mot as a servant 1o lord, nor a2 master to slave, shalt
thou give thee o me.

Once the creeds and pods are discarded Humanity will strive forward, for man ,shall
live and not die® if only he should set himself free and partake of Hertha's ¢pirit. She
then prophesies the death of man-made God whom Truth will kill,

Thought made him and hreaks him,
Truth slays and forgives;

The poem ends with a positivist anticipation of the twilight of man-made God and
the birth of a new man delivered from self-imposed chains, finally in harmony with
Hertha,

& | n ——
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This positivist accent with which Meriha ended receives its more emphatic
treatment in the fymn af Man which s the crowning poem of Songs before Sunrise.
The poem was written ,During the Session in Eome of the Oecumenical Couneil®
(1870), and the papal decrees of the Session were the immediate provocation of
Swinburne's reaction.

Like Hertha, it is inspired by the revolt against Christian dogmas as well as by
the cult of life interacting with the poet’s love of freedom, and iz a continuation
of the argument of Herrhg, Swinburne speaks about the furility of asking for the
answers to the perennial questions about man's origin and that of God, becanse no
such answers can be obtained, God will not and cannot help for he was created by
man for hiz sake oaly. If there is a God, he is ,the substance of men which is man®
— no transcendent deity but a pantheistic spirit that informs the world and is most
clearly manifest in man. Existence i a whole, there is no dichotomy between the
body and spirit for these constiiute one entity and man is  the glory of godhead”,

With zuch [ire as the stars of the skies are
the rootz of his heart are fed.

There iz therefore enough power in man’s spirit to overcome the adverse influence
of God and shake off the chains with which man has bound himself by intreducing
Christianity and bowing,

To a master whose face iz & ghost's;

What follows is a vehement denunciation of God's cruelty, malignance and tyranny
for which God iz finally judged by man freed from the trammels of mental tyranny.
Having attained the spiritual maturity Man now comes into his own; he has no longer
need of the ,God of his fashion” singe,

The sun reanigen is his priest, and the heat
thereot hallows his head,

Man's own soul is now a law to his soul, and his mind is a light to his mind, and

Hiz thonght takes flight for the centre where-

through it hath part in the whole;
The abvsses forhid it not enter; the stars

make eoom for e soul,
Space iz the soul’s to inhert to inherit; the night is

hers as the day;

Lo, saith man, this 15 my spicit; how shall not

the world make way?

Swinburne then proceeds to ask God and his priests with derision,

Who are ve that would bind him with curses and

blind him with vapour of prayer?
Your might ts o night that disperses when light

iz alive in the air.
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Finally there i an image of God stripped of all his attributes of power with his
tyrannical empire falling to pieces,
Fis red King®s raiment &5 ripped from him naked,
thy death is upor thes, O Lo,
And the love-zong of earth as thou diest resounds
through the wind of her wings —
Glory to Man in the highest! for Man is the master of things!

Like previous poems, Hyma of Man is iconoclastic in its repudiation of
Christianity and the Christian God, representing both as forces of Lyrunny and
oppression holding man in bondage. At the same time, it preaches emphatically
the creed of Positivism in the sense that it weleomes the arrival of the age of Truth
and knowledge that man attained: scientific, positive Truth by which man can
discover the true nature of things and reestablish his relationship with the world
by discarding the mental fetters which prevented his full growth,

Man is installed as the object of worship and the poem celebrates again the
Positivist Religion of Humanity,

Compared with Poems and Baliads, Songs before Sunrise represents a complete
change in the tone of the poet, of which he himself was aware, After pointing out
that he had made the All-Mother a good republican™ who savs, I have need of
you free/As your mouths of mine air/That my heart may grow greater within me,
beholding the fruits of me fair”, he added, , This much I think may be reasonably
supposed and said without incurring the (to me, most hateful charge of optimism,
a creed which I despise as much as ever did Voltaire” (Lang 1959 11, 80, §5).

And yet, it is impossible not to charge Swinburne with an optimism as facile and as
emphatic as that of his contemporaries. What this enraptured song conveys is
primarily a sense of supreme confidence in the power of humanity, and in the utopian
future of the world,

Chapter 1V

Thomson's Poetry of 1855-1874

James Thomson (B. V.), the second poet of that name (not to be confused with
the 18tl_1 century poet of the same name, author of the Seasons), was not a great
figure i the main current of Victorian poetry, He never achieved public
rc-::ogn_ition as a poet, but remained obscure throughout his life. Undoubtedly,
one of the main reasons accounting for his relutive obscurity was the fact that
Tlhomscm's poetry stands in direct opposition to the predominant attitudes and
hlgi_1 expectations of the age. In particular, it contrasts sharply with the tide of
optimism which was at the flood, being at the same time at variance with the
intellectual structure of the age in its adoption of a materialist view of the world
which followed Thomson's rejection of belief in God and Christianity,

Yet his carly poetry is much representative of the age than that of Swinburne,
In a number of poems Thomson will be found to give utterance to sentiments that have
a close parallel in the poetry of Arnold, Clough and Tennyson, His poetry of the
fifties testifies to the same spiritual perplexity caused by the disruption of certitudes
afui @ mounting doubt under the impact of science. Indeed, up to a certain point
his ease was akin to that of his disillusioned contemporaries, as well as to Swinburne,

He was reared in a strictly Protestant home, his mother, Sarah Thomson, being
a fo!luwtr of Irving, imbued his childhood with Presbyteriam theology, and the
r_ctllgmn with which he was invested at home continued to be vital throughout the
fifties, although it was then that the first symptoms of disintegration began to
oceur, when he confronted the new industrial civilization as represented by the eity
from which positive religious belief is vanishing,

) His early poetry shows Thomson brooding on the life actually led by men in the
city and decrying the evils of the new civilization which he holds responsible for the
withdrawal of God, only to give way to doubts and conflicts resulting from his
emotional need of faith and the impossibility to retain it in the face of the evidence of
science. Like Swinburne, he came to deride the kind of resolution attained by
Tennyson — tinding it intellectually precarious — while the words used o deseribe
Tennyson's Vision of Sinas ,very pretty and clear and silly and truthless” may be taken
to reveal his attitude in this respect too,

Shating with ather Victorians that earnest approach to the problem, he found
himself unable to retain his belief and loathing intellectual dishonesty, he was
consequently led to embrace an attitude of whole-hearted materialism, refusing to see
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any power transcending physical world. ihe loss of belief, lmuf'ew.r,.-:.ng-.:r?n;!::l ed a
pessimistic autiook which was further strengthened by -['hﬂ]‘.‘.'llx'ﬂl'l"i .{ll.‘l‘l”uhlf}ﬂ menl
with man and the industrial civilization as represented by the city. In fact, what seems
to be of particular importance in his case is his recoguition of the city and the Godles:
universe a5 being inseparably connected wath cach other,

His poetry is 1o an unusual degree a city poetry and the vision of this new sworld as
it emerges from his poetry strangely contrasts with the Victorian high expectations,
Both his experiences and his frustrations as a city-dweller, the awareness of the
interdependence of the emergence of the city ogether with the withdrawal of God,
and the disruption of traditional assumptions, are thus responsible for his pessimistic
vision,

Thomson's poetry is usually divided into three periods (Vachot 1964), with the
first covering the years 1852-1861 — the period of apprenticeship, the second, 1861-
1874 — the period of maturity, and the third, 1881-1882 — late period. For the
purposes of this study, however, a new division will be adopted which corresponds to
the stages in the development of Thomson's vision of the new world.

The poetry of the first period, which includes poems written between 1852 sl
1857, introduces the city and demonstrates an attempt on Thomson’s part to
apprehend his time. The poems betray primarily Thomson’s distrust of the new
civilization, and become a severe eriticism of industrial civilization on the one hand,
and a , dirge for the mighty creed outworn®, which is made to die by the arrogance of
the age, on the other. Thomson vehemently denounces the material goals of the new
civilization, which he finds to endanger the spiritual welfare of man by expelling God
from the world of human beings. His criticism has a close parallel in that of Matihew
Arnold. In fact, much of Thomson's inspiration at that time came from Arnold, but
whereas Arnold bemoans the effects of the new life on an individual, Thomson warns
men against the effects of ,modern march of thought” which will result in alienating
man from God or God from man unless stringent remedies are applied, His poetry is
expressive of the fears of a sensitive man who finds the ties between man and God to be
severed by man's own presumptuousness, resulting in the withdrawal of God from the
world of men.

Thus the peems of this period are all united by Thomson's awareness of the
process that J, Hillis Miller pointed out in The Divappearance of God, where he
ohserved that,

The industrialization and urhanization of man means the progressive transformation of the world,

Everything is changed from its natural state into something uselul and meaningful to man, Every-

where the world mirrors back to man his own image, and nowhere ean he make vivilying contact with

what i= not human, Even the fog is not a natural fog. rolling in from the sea, but is half soot and
sivoke The ity i the literal representation of the progressive dehumanization of the world. And where
is there ronm for God in the ¢ity? Though it iz impossible to tell whether man exeluded God by building
great cities, or whether the cities have been built because CGod has disappeared, in any case the twa

Bo together (1963: 5),

With Thomson, it is the city that expels God, The Approach to St Paul’s, written
in 1855, depicts the city streets, noisy and busy, swarming with crowds of peaple
whase only concern is the pursuit of material goals. The poet finds himsell appa-
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led and helpless before this new phenonenon of 4 society pursuing its wordly goals
of ambition or pleasure or wealth, in supreme indifference to spiritual values. The
lines are especiaily remarkable for their sensitiveness to the influcnce of the indus-
trial age upon man’s spiritual life: the blind pursuit of money, absorption in dreams
of opulence, desire to amass riches — all bring about man's spiritual death, Being
too much precceupied with thelr new goals, men cannot spare a single moment
to Jook arcund; their blindness to the beauty of the external world is symbolic
ol their spiritual death,

Eaztwards through busy steeetz 1 lingesed ony
Jostled by anxious crowds, wha, heart and brain,
Waere zo absarbed in dreams of Mammon-gain,
That they could spare no lime 1o look upen

The sunset’s gold and erimson tires,

They pass by 5t Paul’s but take no heed of it, its cupola with a cross towers amid
the din and uproar of the new life, silent and forgotten because no longer desired.
Superflluous, because it only hampers the modern march toward Larrogant opulence®,

D thug Keligion towers
Above thiz sordid, restless ife of ours,

This is alse undeniably true of Suggested by M. Arnold's Stanzas from the Grande
Chartrense: the ideas and feelings central to the Approech have been again
transposed into this poem, showing Thoms=on setting himsell against the negative
powers which he found so menacingly in the ascendant.

The poem invites special consideration for two reasons: it is a dirge in the

Arnoldian spirit, bemoaning the materialist goals of the modern civilization; at |

the same time, it iz scornful of man's presumptuousness in the Positivist spirit.
It expresses Thomson®s apprehension at the industrial civilization which leads

to the destruction of God and the disintegration of the Christian religion. 1t laments

the arrival of the new age, ,whose Life—march is a funcral knell”, because Religion

is no longer divine nor spiritually active, except to some, who cling to it cither
because they remember how by its light generations lived in the past, or else,
because they .win wealth and power/And honours serving at Its shrine®, The poem
becomes truly a

[irge for a mighty Creed outworn —
Tue gpivit fading {rom the carth,

The body of the poem gradually divalges the idea of God’s retreat from the human
world, his presence being no longer experienced by man. Christianity died as no
more fit to guide the new, noisy, centrifugal, ignoble society on its way to material
prosperity, Men, presumptuous in their new conflidence, take no heed, belicving
themselves to be fit guides. Fooled by their material successes, they do not realize
that they are not fit to lead for,
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If e thus died az no more 6t

|
He was o least Divine: and mdane
OF human souls can Jead it on.

Thomson inveighs against the pride of the age which responsible for the new
world

faxt losing all
Earth has of heaven: bereft of fath,
And living m Loernal Denth,

Denouncing the crass materialism of the age on the one hand, Thomson scorns
— in lines dircetly opposite to Swinburne's — the immense pride of men who

fell as gods in our own hearts;
Seeming to conquer Time and Space;

and yet

are all too glavish, oo unmanned,
For Conguerors of the Promised Land,

The new petty life of material goals has resulted in brea king the connections with God,
and men have become spiritually dead.

God turns to Mammon at our ory,
Our souls wealth-coushed, dross-stifled lie.

And yet men arc

loudly boastiul of such life.

Blinded by our material might,
Absorbed in frantic worldly strife,

Unconscious of the utier Night
Whaae palpable and monstrous gloom
I gathering for our spirits’ tomb.

If men cannot hear the voice of God anymore, it is because they have become
deaf, and not because God is mute and dumb.

Thomson considers the materialistic trend of the new civilization ag mortally
inimical to man in the sense that it destroys the most valuable part of man by
impoverishing him spiritually. The fever of modern life, with its wnnh:p of
Mammon, infects man and the aridity of vital feelings and values is the main cause
of the decay of religion. For if God is obscure, it is only to the “gross and earth-bound
sense”,

The pure can wee Him perfect-pure;
The strong feel Him, Omnipotence,
The wise, All-wise:
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Proclaiming indirectly the necessity of Christianity for human spiritual health, al the
same time, Thomson is indignant about the complacency of the age amd men’s
folly to disown God and believe that they themselves can act as gods, However  good
and wise™ they can be, they do not possess the power of God, for no man can ever
rise Lo it. Therefore,

Vainly ve choore you Saviours now
Of men,-

The Doom of & City, dated in 1857, is a poem in which the city plays a prominent
part, and points forward to later developments that received fuller treatment in|
Thomson's later poetry. It is a long allegory which presents an inhabitant of a city
who sets off at night on a long voyage that takes him to another city, a nightmare
desert city, petrified and empty, While in this city, which strangely resembles the one |
he left behind, the speaker hears God delivering judgments on the dwellers of
the doomed city, whereupon he returns to his native city with a message to his fellow
inhabitants.

The poem carrics a weight of criticism that is mainly social and shows Thomson
being outraged by the suffering which society inflicts on its humbler members and by
the waste of human material. It also gwcb his own view of the successes his |
countrymen prided themselves on in exposing readily the ugly facts about industrial
civilization as embodied in the city. In particular, the poem is concerned with the fatty
degenation of the soul, which had put English society on what was, according to
Thomson, its deathbed unless some remedies were applicd. !

It opens with a sinister image of the city at night: the image symbolic of this
Life-in- Death as characteristic of the city,

| paced through desert streets, beneath the gleam
Of lamps that it my trembling life alone;
Like lamps sepulchral which had slowly burned
Through sunless ages, deep and undiseerned,
Within a buried City's maze of stone:
Whaose peapleing corpees, while they ever dream
Of birth or death = of complicated life
Whoae davs and months and years
Are wild with laughiers, groans and tears,
As wilh themselves and Doom
They wage, with loss or gain, incessant strife,
Indeed, lie motionless within their tomb,

The poem reiterates thus the idea of spiritual emptiness which results from the age
destroying God and religion,

Thy Church has long been becoming the Fossil of
Faith
The Form of dry bones thou hast, but where are
the blood and breath?




54

while ecxpressing, at the same time! indignance about the arrogant seifishness”
of the rich and the materialism of the age. Towards the end of the poem Thomsoen
assumes a praphetic role, prophesying the downfull of the new civilization unless
men cleanse their infected souls,

Far fall thou wilt, thou must, so proud ag thy
state is now,

Thow and thy sisters all, scarce better or warse
than thaeu,

11 ve do not repent, and cleanse cach one her
heart

Fraom the foulness cincling with its blood 1o
paisen every part,

All these poems that cluster together show Thomson standing apart and appalled
at the fever of modern life infecting the spitit of man. They are also descriptive of the
poct's awareness that life of material goals is & devalued [ife, the latter resulting
from the rise of the modern, urban, industrial society which is responsible for the
decay of religion.

Yet, however appalled by the turn civilization was taking, Thomson was unwilling
at this stage 10 abandon his hopes of humanity that can still be reformed and find
its way back to God and install religion in its proper place,

The second period in Thomson's poetry is marked by a complete reversal of
position from that of 2 man deploring the complacency of the age, which brought
about the withdrawal of God and religion, to that of a man subject to doubts and
perplexities akin to those experienced by his outstanding contemporaries, The period
extends from 1857 to 1867 and comprises a decade which saw Thomson abandoning
the hopes of his early period while experiencing the crisis of faith himselll Such
poems as Lines on His 23rd Bivihday (1857), A Recusant (1858).4 Real Vision af Sin
(1859), Mater Tenebrarum (1859), Sonner (1859, To Our Ladies of Dearh (1860)
and Fane's Story (1864) divulge several phases of the turmoil caused by the conflicting
evidence of science. Their particular value lies in showing Thomson undergoing
the same spiritual breakdown that was characteristic of the period. However, while
being in a way typical of the age, Thomson, at the same time, separates himself from
the age by denying the intellectual validity of the Tennysonian compromise while
professing unbelief and pessimism instead.

The turning point was the vear 1857: Liner on His 23rd Birthday are clearly
indicative of this lassitude and indecision which accompanied the dissipation of
tradition alfaith. The anguish of uncertainty resulting from the conflict between the
intellectual honesty on th @ one hand, and the emotional need on the other, will be
found to permeate the whole body of the poem. The poem is an early instance in the
whole chain of poems written in the late [ifties and carly sixties, testifving to Thom-
son’s predicament of a sensitive Victorian caught in a dilemma between his inner
need of faith and the evidence of science which makes this faith inteflectually
untenable.

In lines strongly reminiscent of his spiritual mentor Shelley, Thomson addre-

the others whom we love so wel

35

sses the West Wind and entreats it to inspire him with strength to overcome his
doubts and fears and regain the former state of security,

O purs West Wind, strang life-broath of the day,
Ingpire my wasted heart with strength and hope!
Sweep thow its prievous doubts and lears away.

The battie of the heart and intellect is reficcted in the lines descriptive of the poet’s

doubts, which alternate with hines professing an assurance in the purposefulness
of life,

What of the ends, means, ssues of its Lrip

Enuws holy veszel or Brazilian bargue?

Through storm and calm it sees its best to fioat!
Far what? He knnows who steers and miles the boart.

The poet’s craving for religions certainties becomes paramount when he complaing
about wisdom being the source of his turbulence, for obviously he is unable to
square his intellectual convictions with the emotional need of faith. The dilemma
receives its fuller treatment again in the sonnet originally entitied Heresy, later
A Recusani, which was also conceived in this troubled mood during the following
year.

The octave provides the scenery depicting the poet alone in the countryside, sad
and weary, ,yearningly gazing” upon the Church's spire, The images of the church

Lifted mysterious through the twilight glooms,
Dissolving in the sunset’s golden fire,

Or dim as slender incense morn by morn
Azcending to the blue and open sky,

lend the scenery an aura of peace and stability which contrasts sharply with the
Jforlorn heart” of the poet, void of the verities of the past and stricken with doubts.
He would like to be able to come to church again and share its message with ,all
1, haping that,

All disbeliel and doubt might pass away,
All peace float to us with itz Sabbath bell.

Yet, sadly, he is conscious of the futility of his dream, which is a dream only, for
his earnest zeal for Truth excludes the pessibility of halding on to old dogmas:

Conscience replies, There is but one good rest,
Whose head is pillowed upon Truth's pure breast.

The poem thus poignantly defines this characteristically Victorian wistful longing
for certainties of the past with a nostalgia of someone whose intellectual honesty
renders his more immediate convictions untenable, who cannot, however, resign
himself emotionally to the new situation.

The central theme of the agonized poems written in 1859, which all cluster
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together, 15 that of the immortality of the soul and of an aflerlife, The Sonnes
(. Through foulest fops"} gradually reveals the poet's mental plight, The octave
skilfully builds up the athosphere of hopelessness and terror. The main images of
Sfoulest fogs” .midnight gloom® and ,sulphurous cannon clouds™ paint a desolate
and sinister landscape, being suggestive of the .darkling plain® of the outside
warld as well as of his own soul in its vain scarch of ,God, the Love-Supreme,
All-wise, All-good™,

The poem lays bare the spiritual anguish of the poet longing for security and
admitting failure to find it, For, instead of the ,Love-Supreme, All-wise, All-pood®,

A dark and awfil shadow seems o brood,
A numbing, infinite, cternal placm:
I trembie in the consciousness of Doem,

The conflict between his emotional willingness to retain the former beliefs and the
evidence of intellect inspires much of his poetry of the period and provides the core of
Mater Tencbrarum.

The poem was also conceived in this questioning mood and is expressive of
Thomson's faltering in his grasp upon the traditional belief in immortality of the
soul. The opening lines present the poet |, Sleepless in anguish® in the endless night”,
crying out from his bed to his dead beloved to come down and comfort him by
assuring him of the existence of an after-life

and give me one kiss,
Omne tender and pitying look of thy tenderest eves,

Ome word of solemn assurance and truth that
the soul with its love never dies,

However, in view of his imploring being left unanswered, the poet is again driven
to express emphatically an avowal of disbelief,

She s dead, she is utterly dead; Tor her life
wolld hear and speed

Ta the wild imploring ery of my heart, that eries
in its dreadiul need,

This bitter realization prompts a vision of directionless and futle existence,
governed by blind forces functioning mechanically and utterly indifferent to the fate
of man. The poet finds himself appalled and helpless before the appearance of
Doom, while averring that life is only a chain of,

Anguish and grief and sin, tercor, disease and
despair,

He thus seeks oblivion to still the painful ferment of thought and feeling when
concluding,

Why throw sot off this life, ihis garment of torture
I wear
And g dewn to sleep in the grmve in everlasting res?
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Yet the sudden remembrance of the purity and beauty of his beloved's soul
induces him to reverse his position apain and profess an assurance of the soul’s
immortality,

Far thy pure and geatle and beautiful soul, it must
immorlal be.

The poem thus alternates between an avowal of disbelief and an avowal of belief,
the latter being based mainly on his innermost convictions. The lines are also
indicative of Thomson’s unwillingness to cast aside his belief at this point of his
life; the poem clearly betrays his desperate need of faith to which he clings despite
the conflicting evidence, Eventvally the agony of doubt and fear is resolved in
an assertion of the reality beyvond the immediate one,

Yet, his hold on it was precarious. A Real Fision of Sin, written the same year,
amply bears witness to the renewal of perplexities which are again resolved, but
in a way that bears little relation to the closing assertion of Marer Tenebrarun,

According to a note pencilled at the head of the original manuscript, A Real Vision
af Sin was written ,in disgust at Tennyson’s" which is very pretly, and clever and
silly and truthless® (after Byron 1965: 71). It might be argued that the poem was
written not only in disgust at Tennyson’s but at Thomson's as well: it marks a com-
plete breakaway with former ideas and anticipates later development of the poet’s
attitudes which put him in direct opposition to the religious compromise as effected
by Tennyson and others.

A Real Vision of Sin primarily ridicules Tennyson, being a recoil from his
unbearable optimism. The poem depicts two old beggars who have reached the very
depths of ¢xistence and finally resolve to commit suicide. The poem is the first of
a group of poems comprising, in addition, Melencolia of A. Diiver, To Our Ladies
of Death, and Vane's Story. All of these poems are united by being expressive of
Thomson's rejection of a beliel in God and Christianity, which is followed by an
adoption of a strictly materialist interpretation of the world and human existence.
This conception leads him to discarding the notien of the immortality of the soul
and to denying any meaning or value to life,

A Real Vision of Sin expresses with great force the idea of life as a meaningless
drudgery, fruitless and futile that leads to a grave only: all future life is a sham. The
poem has thus been conceived as a counterpart of Tennyson’s poem, laying bare the
shallowness of Tennyson's vision. The vision put forth by Thomson is entirely pessi-
mistic of both life and the human being, with the two beggars being descriptive of
the wretchedness of human condition, The poet disowns the idea of men's free will
and the idea of purposefulness of human life: man ,works out God's will* regardless
of what he does — for there is no God's will nor His interest in man. Man is thus
reduced to a mere mechanism functioning irrespective of his will in accordance
with the mechanical laws of the universe, performing tasks that have no meaning
at all,

But I am working out God's will
Alike when active and when still;



And work we good or work we ill,
We never work against His will,

{Fane's Story)
4

The passage flatly denies both the notion of the benevolent God and the value
of human life, or of human activities performed in this life, since God is remote — if
He exists at all — and oblivious to man's endeavours.

In order to suggest total meaninglessness of human existence and of human being
alike, Thomson frequently employs the motif of a pantomime or a card game, the
two being suggestive of the lack of free will on the part of man, as well as the
futility of his efforts. For man was made to play a rolein this bewildering Pantomime”

Whose seenes and acts fill Space and Time
The laws seem evermore the same,
The operation of the laws
Reveals no variance in the cause
(Fane's Stary)

The vision, then, which is evolved is that of a powerless man in the hands of
powerful Fate, which reduced man to a mere meaningless automaton living for the
sake of Fate's laughter. Human existence is reduced to a trivial repetition of an endless
recurrent process in which man has been robbed of his human prerogatives. The
realization prompts Thomson again to invoke the Lady of Death to put an end to
his sorrow,

1 ¢lose my eves and calm my panting breath,
And yeamn for Thee, divinely tranguil Death,
To come and soothe away my bitter pain.
(To Our Lagies of Death)

The symbol of this melancholy vision of life is, appropriately enough,
Melencolig of A. Direr, the image which Thomson employs (o contain his pessimism,
Melencolia is symbolic of man and of the human condition,

La, she has set hersell’ with ferce intent
OF neversquailing will, and desperate pride,

L]
And she has found but Fate — _od petrified

And npt o single word or sign can wring
FFrom the tremendous, dumb, blind, crushing Thing.

(Mefencolia of A. Ihirer)

The poems written in 1864 and the latter part of the sixties follow Thomson’s
arrival in London, a fact of manifold importance, Primarily, however, the fact is
significant because Thomson found himself for the first time in an intellectual milieu
which was responsible for his re-education, By the end of 1863 Thomson appears
to have been divested of all the remnants of his former outlook and his old world
picture was completely shattered, There are no more gropings but a firm declaration,

RO b

I bezeech no more
That one and cne make wp four, -
When one and one are my assels
And four the total of my debts.
Nor do 1 now with fervour pray
To cam no shadow in broad duy:
Mor even ask (as | psked once)
That kaws sustainming workds and suns
In their eternal path should be
Suspended, that to pl sure me
Some flower 1 love, — now drooping dead
May be empowered 1o bift its head.

(Fanre's Story)

Surprisingly enogh, the final collapse o1 his former world picture resulted in two
diametrically opposed solutions Thomson set forth in the poetry of the late sixties.

Initially he seems to have reacted to the crumbling of his faith in o manner remi-
niscent of Swinburne. The issue at stake was an attitude to life after the Christian
view had been rejected. Having discarded the belief in the soul's immortality and
the benevolence of God, Thomson unexpectedly evolved a philosophy which can
loosely be labelled as hedonism,

Holding, that because the human being was but a segment of the universal life
force, he had, therefore, only one duty — to live as fully as possible, This idea seems to
be accompanied by another, namely, that due to a belief in the immortality of the
soul and the other-worldly orientation of Christianity in general, man had not dared
to live a true life. Now, finally, man was freed from past bondage: he was free to
live a full life, to burn with pure aspiration.

This philosophy, so unexpected and so alien to Thomson in view of his carlier
poetry, crops up in 4 number of poems written in the mid-sixties. For example, Sunday
up the River, written in 1865, asserts joyously,

Let my voice ting out over the carth
Through all the grief and strife,

With a golden joy in a silver mirth:
Thank Godd for life!

Sunday at Hampstead, written the same year, is in the same vein,

We will rush ever an without [ear;
Let the goal be far, the fight be fect!
For we carry the Heavens with us, Dear,
While the carth slips from our feet|

Man should cluteh at life given to him and pitch it high*, for what can be achieved
through pining away one's life? One's life, the only life given to us, will be lost, hence
the advice given in the 1866 Philosophy, the moral of which is,

If Midge will pinc and curse ils hours away
Because Midge is not Everyihing for-aye,
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Poor Midge thus loses its one summer day,
Loses it #ll — and winnethy what, T proy?

The hedonism of these years, however, was destined ta be a shart=lived affair, and
was fated to be abandoned in favour of the pessimistic vision of life that informs the
greatest poem Thomson wrote: The City of Dreadiud Night. He himself admitted
that .Striving to sing glad songs, | but attain/Wild discords sadder than Grief*s
saddest tune” (Sonner),

The Chy af Dreadfid Night is a sequel to his ecarlier poetry combining all the
strands of thought into one final vision of life for which the city again provides the
background. The poem arose primarily out of Thomson’s own frustrations as a city
inhabitant, and reflects his bitterness and his rejection of the Christian interpre-
tation of the world, At the same time, as has already been pointed out, the poem
forms a natural sequel to those strands of thought that characterized his early
response Lo the crisis in religion, developing them thus to their logical ending.

While the poem is indicative of that carnest approach characteristic of the
age in its attempt to slave the issue, nevertheless, it refuses to evolve a reconstru-
ction of the world on a new basis, Instead, it insists on a strictly materialist interpre-
tation — based on the findings of science — thereby evolving a vision of a mechanism
indifferent to man, which

wo Brinds him some slov vears of bitter breath
Then grind= him back into cternal death,

(VI

Again the city provides the setting and a vehicle through which his ultimate
vision is projected, It is an ironic sequel to the tone of hope and expectations for
the better that characterized the response of Te nnyson's — and Swinburne's — as well
as Thomson's own poetry of the fifties, assetting firmly disbelief and pessimism.

Thus George Meredith thought the poem to be .a poetical offence of dark
monotonousness”, and the practical effect of the poem to be that of ,a litany of the

aults below" (Dobell 1899: XV) while Dobell himsell observed that The City
wcompels us to sympathize with moods alien to our disposition® (1899: XVII},
presumably having in mind not only his own but also the Victorian mood in peneral,

The opening lines of The City immediately set Thomson in opposition to the
Victorian compromise and to the high expectations of Positivism of the Swinburne
type alike,

Suvely [ write not for the hopelul young
[:]

Or plous spirite with o God above them
T snetity and glovify, and love them
Or sages who foresee o heaven on eartl.

[Froem)
_Thc city becomes an appropriate vehicle through which to project the new
/ision in that it links this poem with the early poetry where the city was also pro-
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minent, while the lines breathed a note of hope — hecoming thus an inverted vision
of his former one. At the same time, the idea that the city and the crisis in religion
go logether s again emphasized,

There seem 1o be tweo sides to the poem which are constantly mingled: one is a very
conerete picture of London with its dark streets and the river: howewver, this is
simultanconsly transformed into a lantastic and imaginary world, a limbo of the lost,
set in a symbolic wasteland and peopled with equally symbolic phantom-like figures,
These two aspects are already emphasized in an image of the city found in Section I,

The Ciry i of Night! perchance of Death,
But certainly of Mipht: for never there
Caneeome the lueid morning's fragrant breath
Alter the dewy dawning's cold grey air,
The moon and stars may shine with searn or pity;
The sun has never visited the city,
Far it dissolveth in the daylight fair,
L]
A river girds the city west and south,
The main nortk channel of a broad agoon,
Regurging with the salt tides from the mouth;
Whaste marshes shine and glister 1o the moon
[]
Cirent piors und causewnys, many noble bridges,
Connect the twwn and islet suburbs strewn,

The metaphoric process is further extended by making London a symbol of
all the great cities of commerce and politics, characteristic of the new civilization
which dooms man to an  existence of frustration and futility, The urban images
shape themselves into an allegory which begins to express a pessimistic vision of the
universe and man alike,

Ancl now ot last authentde word 1 bring,
Witnessed by every dend and living thing;
Good tidings of great joy lor vou, for all;
Theee iy no God; no Fiend with name divine
Made us and tortures us; [ we must pine,
[0 s 1o satinte no Being's gall,

Thia little Dife b all we must endure,
The grave's most holy pence is ever sure,

We fall asleap and never wake againg
[1]
I findd mo hing throughout the universe
O good or ill, of blessing or of curie;

I find nlone Neeewsity Supreme.

(XIV)

Thus in this city where God is dead “a strange parody of daily life goes under the
reign of terror, “the lawless law* of the king Death-in-Life: figures walk the streets
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and squarcs aimlessly, a speuker slands addressing an empty square’ {Foakes
1958 172), The main images are therefore those of night, silence, sepulchres and
necropolis, being symbolic of the Death-in-Life which reigns in the city. It i
a teprifying vision of the city as a wasteland where,

The strect=lamps burn amidst the baleful plooms,
Amidet the soundless telitudes immense

OF rangid mansions dark and atill as tamhes,
The silence which henumbe ar strains the sense
Fulfils with awe the soul’s despair unweeping:

(1

Consequently, Thomson's city has been stripped of all its characteristic
attributes such as the noise and bustle of life, invoking night and darkness and silence
in their stead, which are suggestive of the abnormality of life in the city.

Yet, although the City is of Night, it is not really one of Sleep: there is a strange
life going on in it, strange phantom-like beings appear in the streets, and are virtually
indistinguishable from real men: phantoms are like men and men are like phantoms.
Their insanity and wretchedness stem from the pointlessness of their existence in the
gity, the latter having deprived them of the three precious values in human life which,
indeed, make life worthwhile: Faith, Hope and Love,

Since both spiritual values and spiritual security have been taken away from man,
life can only result in an aching and inescapable futility, mechanical and aimless,
as is suggested by Thomson's image of a watch, which becomes an ironic comment
on the 18th century argument from design employed now to demonstrate the futility
of human existence in a Godless world,

Take a watch, ernse
The signs and fgures of the eiccling hours,
Dretach the hands, remove the dial-fnee:

The works proceed until un down, although
Berelt of purpose, void of use, stll go,

[y

Having deprived man of spiritual values the city has virtually destroyed him, it has
doomed him to Death-in-Life, There is no escape,

Erenpe seems hopeless to the heart forlorn,
Can Deathein-Lile be brought 1o life again?

(v

Ultimately neither the universe nor man has any meaning. The latter is a wret-

ched being, miserable and impotent, and the former is a machanism of supreme indif-
ference and futility devoid of any moral purpose,

The world rolls round for ever like a mill,
It grinds out death and life and good and ill;
It hos no purpose, heart or mind or will,
(VI
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Similarly pointless and mechanieal is human life; there is no immartakity of the
soul, and this life is what little life man was granted,

And thiz sole chance wag frastrate from my birth
A mockery and a delusion,
Chir life's a cheat, owr death o black abyss,

{(XVI)

The City then negates both the Christian assertion of the Tennyson type and the
Positivist assertion of the Swinburne type. It builds up another wasteland presided
over by the figure of Diiver's Melencolia, a fit symbaol of the futility of the universe
and of human existence alike,

¢ and throned there
An Image sits, stupendous, superhuman,
The bronye colossus of a wingéd Woman,

Upon o graded pranite base foursquare,
[.]

Baffled mnd beaten baek she worky on still,

Wenry and sick of soul she works the more,
Sustained by her indomitable will:

The hands shall fashion and 1he brain shall pore,
And all her soreow shall be turned 1o labour,
Tl Drenthy the friend-foe piercing with his subre

That mighty heart of heants ends bitter war,

The Ciay af Dreadful Night is Thomson's linal word on faith, the universe, man and
human existence, Fear of intellectual dishonesty and dedication to Truth precluded
the poet from working out & compromise but compelled him to embrace a materialist
interpretation of the world, Tn the main, the poem recapitulates much of Thomson's
previous ideas, being at the same time, the most consummate expression of his final
vigion: a nightmare sense of sterility and futility,




Coneclusions

When studicd with respect to the prevalent attitudes of the High Noon of Vietorianism
involving questions of faith and optimism, Swinburne’s and Thomson's poetry of
18551875 is of particular interest; il conclusively demonstrates that the process
of disintegration of Victorianism was already setting in during the full flowering of
this period. While suggestive of their personal enmity 1o the major attitudes of the
period, Swinburne’s and Thomson's poetry can at the same time be interpreted as
an early symptom of the process of decline which = more characteristic of the last
decades of the century,

Both Swinburne's and Thomson's cases are descriptive of how the scientific
spirit of the age, as manifested in the theory of evolution and biblical criticism, was
instrumental in dissolving the carly orthadoxy resulting in the complete overthrow
of the former world picture, Although the two poets exhibit some affinities with
their contemporaries yet, in the main, the outlooks they expressed in their poetry
of 1855-1875 are deeply antagonistic to the solution offered by Tennyson and others,

If Swinburne and Thomson are united in their common hostility to the Vietorian
compromise they are, at the same time, worlds apart in their final selutions, They
moved from identical premises, i.e,, from disowning the Victorian compromise in
favour of scientific materialism, yet it is completely different and even incompa-
tible conclusions that they finally drew, And although their solutions are virtually
diametrically opposite, they are at the same time suggestive of the two alternatives
open to the Vietorian age after its central solution was discarded: alternatives which
might simply be lubelled as optimism and pessimism.

Ironically, while waging his war on Christianity and the Christian Gad and
ridiculing the Tennysonian compromise Swinburne ultimately demonstrated the
characteristic Vietarian quality that lay at the basis of his contemporaries’ response;
the will to believe and an unwillingness or fear of relinguishing faith altogether, It is
indeed difficult to uvoid the conclusion that while Swinburne was quick to deny
the basic premises of Christianity and Christianity as a religion in general, he
found it, nonetheless, impossible to discard the idea of religion at all, shifting the
grounds of belief to man instead,

If Poems and Ballads was mainly iconoclastic, Songs before Sunrise embodies
a trend that became increasingly important as an alternative to the Christian
religion which was being ousted, Songs before Sunrise is su geestive of the reconstruc-
tive effort on Swinburne's part, and the ideas put forth in this collection made him
a disciple as well as a forerunner of that faith in progress and optimism which the
materialists found in science,

For, if rationalism was primarily an escape from religion, a concurrent school of
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anti-Chiristian thought constituted, in a way, an escape into religion: the Positivism
of A. Comte, with its most memorable by-product, the so-called Religion of
Humamty. The latter was in itsell an attempt to provide a rationalistic age with
an emotional centre, o core of faith, an object of worship that no society — aceor-
ding to Comte — could for long do without. It prided itsell on its liberation from
the superstition which radical thinkers like the French philosophers, William Godwin
and P. B. Shelley had attributed to the traditional church, Ultimately, Positivism
proposed to erect a new rationalistic church on the site of the old superstitious one.
The new church, too, possessed an order of liturgy, a prayer book, and a suceession of
church festivals, In short, it was ,Catholicism minus Christianity” as Huxley
derisively concluded,

It was Positivism’s informing spirit, the conviction of the nobility of the human
race as metaphysically conceived that had a considerable influence upon the intelle-
ctual climate of the latter half of the century. Also, Positivism supplied the Victorians,
who dispensed with Christian religion, with an emotional centre they all craved for,
with a faith that they could not do without, Thus the Positivists’ insistence that man
needed religion as a binding principle of life concurred with the Victorians' deeper
convictions and needs. At the same time, by confidently proclaiming the worship
of Humanity, Positivism was ultimately supportive of the deep-rooted optimism of
the Victorians,

Swinburne’s final deification of Man, therefore, amounts to little more than
substituting one religion for another as a safeguard against the nihilism that On the
Downs so poignantly expressed. The final message of Songs before Sunrise; worship
of Humanity and faith in progress is expressive then of an optimism as emphatic as
that of his contemporaries he was in revolt against, which links him as much with his
age asg he was against it

Both Swinburne's and Thomson's conclusions were drawn from materialist
agsumptions and were, therelore, in sharp opposition to the characteristic voices
of the period, which clung to a metaphysical interpretation of the universe and man,

I Thamson agreed with Swinburne that science had indeed set the mind free, his
vision of the universe and man, quickened by scientific revelation, had little in
commoen with either Tennyson's more quarded optimism or Swinburne's unbounded
one, His linal vision, as expressed in The City of Dreadfif Night, is not only a whole-
hearted rejection OFf Christinn interpretation, but alse a erughingly pessimistic
interpretation of the principles which rationalism advocated as a source of enlighten-
ment, and of freedom and happiness as well, In contrast with the note of ccstatic
optimism which marked the period alter 1850, and to which Swinburne's Sonrgs
hefore Sunrise bears such ample testimony, The City embodies a pessimistic vision
of a mechanistic universe, devoid of spiritual life and moral purpose, inhabited by
human automatons who are divested of free-will and powerless before an inscrutable
superior, all-governing ordination,

To convey this idea of the universe and man Thomson choge the urban milieu,
which is at once the birthplace of the new civilization as well as its product, Through
Thomson's London flows a river — the eternal symbol of life — and yet, ironically,
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its waters not enly do nol give life to the inhabitants of the city bui even suggest
a wasteland: an allegory of the aterialist civilization, Thomson's poetry, therefore,
denies confident proclamations of progress substituting for it an assertion of regress,

Hence, Thomson's rejection of faith and a refusal to reconstruct, which resulted
in a pessimistic vision, commend him to the 20th century, as does the London
cityscape which provides the background against which and through which his
vision is projected, Hyde observes that T. S, Eliot paid tribute to this aspect of
Thomson's peeiry indicating that both Thomson and Davidson , contributed to the
Madernist tradition a native English element that was not imitated from continental
literature” (Bradbury [1978: 343),

Both Swinburne and Thomson appear to be among the pioneer exponents of the
process of decline of Victorianism which proved to be a drawn-out one since the
typical attitudes were well entrenched, as exemplified by Swinburne's case, While
iconoclastic to the dominant attitudes of the High Noon, Swinburne’s final message
— the omnipotence of Humanity and the optimism derived therelrom — is suggestive
ol the need of reconstruction and affirmation which also lay at the basis of Tennyson's
compromise. Despite his rejection of the central solution of the age Swinburne
remained, therefore, essentially Victorian, Thomson's break with Victorianism, on
the other hand, was more definitive and his ideas were anticipatory of essentially
modern attitudes,

While this study suggests that the decline of Vietorianism had actually begun
during the High Noon — based on careful examination of two similarly inclined
poets who arrived at paradoxically opposite resolutions of the question of the age —
much remaing to be studied of this fertile period of thought,
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Kryzys postaw wiktoriafiskich i jego odzwierciedlenie w poezii
A, C. Swinburme'a i J. Thomsona (B. V.): 1855-1875

Streszczenie

Praca ninicjz7a jest studivm historyernaliterackim poezji A. C. Swinbume'a i J. Thomsona napisancj
lub opublikowane] w okresie peinego rozkwitu cpoki wiktoriafiskicj (tzw. High Moon of Victorianism).
Preedmitem badud jest zanlkanie pewnych poglydtw uwazanych @ typowo wiklariadskle, kidrego
wezesnym pracjawem g tredcl zawarte w poegji tych dwi poetdw.

Winra w postgp oraz oplymizm to wedlug autorki najogdlniejeze, a jednocacinie najbardzicy repre-
sentatywne cechy cpoki wiktoriadekia). Prayezynily siy do tego nie tylko prady filozoficane | religijne
omawlinegoe okiesu, takie juk wtylitaryam i ewangelikalizm, ale i osiggnigeia = zarowno w iferze Leore-
tycznej jak praktycenej — nauki XIX wicku. Autorka podkredla rdwnoczeinie, e nauka, ktora tak
umocnila wiarg w pontep, spowodowats zarazem glyboki kryzys dwialopoglydowy, o tym samym zachwin-
nie winry w postep. Teorin ewolucii Darwing oraz wastosownnle naukowyeh metod do adezytywanin
Starego | Nowego Testamentu {tzw, Higher criticlsm], podwaiyly podstawowe dogmaty religh chraedci-
jafiekic), Echa tego kryzysu odnajdujemy u ceolowych pocibw doby wiktoriafiskie), kidrzy riwnoczeinio
propamijy w swej tworezodel pewne rozwlqzania konstrukiywne, Problemy, # jakimi zmagala sig epokn,
odewiercledla najpelnicj poesjn Clougha | Tennyioni, a kaneepeja tego estatniego ayskaln powszechng
akceptaciy jako wyznanic wiary | optymizmu.

Autorka rwraca uwage, fo na tym tle poezjn Swinbume'n | Thomyona 2 lat 1855-1875 jest zapreccre-
niem fidelstyczne] koncepeji Tennysoni, co modna iraktowad jako weseuny preejaw zanikanin pewnych
charakierysiyeznych dla epaki postaw.

W poezji Swinburne'a mokna wyrbinil dwie fazy: negarywns, huniownicey | obrazoburces, w kidre)
nutor odmiesza kompromia Tennysonn orae odrauca religly chrzesciintnks (Pooms and Bailads), oraz larg
poryivwng, w ktore po adrsucenin Boga | religii chraeseijanakie) poetn tworzy religie nowi, poeytywl-
styceng religie Tudekosel (Songs before Sunrise). Konkluzja zawarta w takich utworach, jok on On the
Dewns, Hertha cey Hyma af Man wyrada przekonanie ¢ koniegznodel winry i jako taka rdradza te same
matywy, ktdre Tennysona | lonyeh sklonily do postawy fueistyczne), 4 2 Swinburne’s neay iy
obrafcy poeytywizmi, Songs before Sunrise 34 praepojone oplymizmen | wiarg w postep, rownie wiklo-
rianskin, jak te, 2 ktdrymi posta walezyl.

Bardziej konsckwentne stapowisko zajyl J, Thomson, kidry odrauciwszy lideistycany koncepoly
Tennysoni aparl swd| Swintopoglyd na praeslankach materialistyeznyeh. Jest on jednym 2 nlelicanych
poctdw wiktoriahskich (jedli w ogdle nle jedynym) zajmujycym sig problemami, jukie niosls nowoczesna
cywilizncja preemystowa. Symbolizuje j§ w poezji omawinnego autora miasto, a jej powstanic |ezy on
fcifle  Kryzysem winry, 7 tego punkiu wideenin modnn w iwdrezosel togo poety wyrdanid trey ohresy,
odpowindajijce posrcacgdlnym stadlom reakc)l na kryzys winry | kiztaltowania wizfi dwiata oparie)
na podstawach materialistycenych: 1852-1837 — okres wiary inadziei, |E87-1867 — kryzys wiary | odr-
cemie fidelstyezne) koncepeii, 1H67-1874 — filozolia pesymizmu, kidrej najpelnicjsey wyraz daje The Cityaf
Dreadful Night. W utworze tym Thomson adeeydowanie adaina sig 2ardwne od optymizmy Tennysonn
juk i od optymizmu opartego na podstawach pozytywistycznych, charakterystyeznego dla postawy
Swinbume'a

Cratanin ceghd pracy zawlera wnioski oraz sugestie dalizych badah, Awtorka wykazuje, ke proces
dezintegracii postaw wiklorlafhuklch zneryl sig anneznie weaednle, nid sy 1o zazwyora] prayimuje 4, nie
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woastainich dwu dekadach epoki wikioriaiskie, ale ju w okrese jef pelnego rorkwity, Bdwnoczednie
propanuje ritco inne odezytanie tej poesfi Swinbume'a, ktorn odnosi siy do problemdw wicku, wskarujye
na wiktoriaiski charakicr poslawy poety 2 roku (8T1,

Ponadio aulorks ewrach wwags na te cechy poezji Thomsona, kidre pozwalajy widziet w nim
prekussors pradow 1 postaw typowsch dla moderniemu | posggi XX wicku, owlaereza Eliota,

W swej warstwic ogdlie] rozpraws stanowi prdbe komparatyslycznege ujecia twhrezodci 2 Jat
1855-1874 tych dwu tak bardro raknych, a jednocreinie tak bardzo podobnych poctdw.
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