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INTRODUCTION 

Wilfrid Meynell's importance in the history of 

English letters is related to the circle of Catholic writers 

which at the turn of the nineteenth century had a special 

and unique brilliance. The share which he contributed to 

the general effectiveness of the group is overshadowed by 

the more securely established fame of his illustrious wife, 

Alice Meynell, the central figure, and of Francis Thompson, 

the leading figure of the early Catholic Revival. Meynell 

died in 191*8, in a silence scarcely disturbed by a few 

moving obituary notes. The histories of English Catholic 

literature sum up his achievement in a sentence or two 

dropped into the romantic story of the discovery of Francis 

Thompson. His name cedes first rank to that of Francis 

Thompson in Everard Meynell's official biography of the 

poet. In Francis Thompson and Wilfrid Meynell, written in 

1953> Viola Meynell claims to be the first to give an 

"account" of her father. She presents "the personal story 

and characteristics of the two men", deliberately dis­

claiming the larger field of their "achievements and place 

Everard Meynell, The Life of Francis Thompson, 
New York, Scribner's, 1913. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA ~ SCHOOL OF GRAPUATE STUPIES 



UNIVERSITE P'OTTAWA - ECOLE PES GRAPUES 

INTRODUCTION vii 

in their respective worlds". 

It seems to this writer that English Catholic 

literature (and, in particular, the history of the English 

Catholic press) owes too much to the obscure work of this 

influential figure to pass over as lightly, if not to ignore 

almost completely, the essential role which he played in its 

development. This study is, consequently, the first 

tentative estimate of Wilfrid Meynell's unique and essential 

contribution, as propagandist, to the advancement of the 

Catholic Literary Renaissance of the last decades of the 

nineteenth century. It is the contention here that, even 

if he had not fulfilled the providential mission of giving 

Thompson's poetry to the world, he would still have a claim 

to greatness. His attempt to bring out the Catholic Church 

in its proper place in industrial, intellectual,and artistic 

life seems to be the great work of his life. 

It is with these aspects of Meynell1s contributions 

to English Catholic culture that the framework of this 

thesis has been conceived: exposition of the progressive 

disappearance in Victorian thought of the certitudes derived 

from religious faith and metaphysical insight which had 

formed the basis and granted reality to the idea of 

Viola Meynell, Francis Thompson and Wilfrid 
Meynell, New York, Button, 1953, P. 1. 
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Christian man and culture (Ch. I); Wilfrid Meynell's 

launching of a crusade, Catholic and literary, for 

propagating the traditional Christian concept of life and 

culture through Catholic journalism—the project being 

incarnated in the Merry England periodical (Ch. II); an 

analysis of the Manifesto of Merry England, the formulation 

of Meynell's ideals, embodying the essential elements of the 

socio-religious-artistic pattern of medieval culture, 

traditional in principle and modern in application (Ch. Ill) 

a study of the several issues of the periodical brought to 

bear testimony to the fulfillment, limited only by creative 

genius, of the promises of the Manifesto (Ch. IV); one 

fruit of the Merry England project, the sponsorship of 

Catholic writers,is exemplified in the discovery and 

subsequent development of Francis Thompson's genius and 

fame (Ch. V); a second fruit, the education of Catholic 

literary opinion: the Merry England ideology is shown as 

eommon to the nineteenth-century Catholic literary opinion 

and to that of the modern resurgence of Catholic letters 

(Ch. VI, Summary and Conclusions). 

As a propagandist, the cause which Meynell 

endeavoured to promote was that of the Catholic group of 

writers. Consequently, the term "propaganda" as used in 

this discussion will apply to a concerted movement, that 

of the early Catholic Revival, designed to spread Catholic 
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principles as an antidote to the erroneous ideals of the 

Victorian age, religious, social, artistic, and literary. 

Prominence will be given to the Merry England periodical, 

the main organ and one of the most potent factors of the 

Victorian Catholic Renaissance. The reader will allow 

f®r latitude if in what was intended to be a study of 

Wilfrid Meynell's achievement, so much importance should be 

given to Alice Meynell and Franeis Thompson, his two closest 

associates. Alice Meynell shaped the Catholic Revival into 

a movement, acted as co-founder and co-editor of Merry 

England, contributed to it generously by her own works, and 

played an important part in the rehabilitation of Francis 

Thompson. She will be included as co-propagandist. Francis 

Thompson gave classical expression to the Meynell ideology. 

It will be observed that no attempt has been made at a 

critical estimate of his works. 

The story of the struggle to revive Catholicism in 

the life and culture of later Victorian England may have a 

more than purely speculative and historical interest for 

our day when Catholic creative literature is attaining to 

world-wide dimensions. With some of these problems both 

religious and literary, many contemporary thinkers are more 

deeply concerned than ever: the conciliation of religion and 

culture, of theology and imaginative literature, remains the 

central problem of serious writers, Catholics and 
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non-Catholics alike. 

The contents of this thesis have been drawn from the 

Thompson-Meynell Collection at the Boston College Library, 

Boston, Massachusetts. This collection of Thompsoniana 

contains 600 manuscripts among which are the "Hound of 

Heaven" and the "Shelley" article as well as 111 notebooks, 

some of which will be mentioned in this work. The Boston 

College Library also possesses a complete file of The Pen 

magazine, one of the two complete files of the Merry 

England periodical known to exist (the other is in the 

Bodleian Library, Oxford), and a complete file of The Weekly 

Register, from the years 1881 to 1899» in bound volumes or 

microfilm copies. The collection also includes the 

separately published works of Thompson, of Alice and Wilfrid 

Meynell, and of Coventry Patmore, to name but the works 

more closely connected with this thesis. Through the 

generosity of Rev. Terence L. Connolly, S.J., Director of 

the Boston College Library and Curator of the Thompson 

Collection, it has been my privilege to study from this 

Collection over a period of three summer sessions. 
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CHAPTER I 

NEED FOR CATHOLIC LITERARY PROPAGANDA 

The significance of Meynell's achievement as propa­

gandist for the Catholic Literary Revival is commensurate 

not only with the future place whieh Catholic writers were 

to hold in English literary history but also with the im­

mediate needs of the times which he served. An appreciation 

of his activities necessarily implies an awareness of the 

intellectual, religious, sociological, and artistic climate 

in which they grew. The character and extent of his in­

fluence bear the stamp of the needs and potentialities of 

the later Victorian era. 

It is to Carlyle, the greatest moral influence of 

the century, that one must look to find a vivid picture of 

the decline of values in the life and culture of the 

nineteenth-century world. Among the great non-Catholic 

prose writers who commented on the standards and attitudes 

of the age, he stands for the ethical and religious side of 

the purely Romantic movement—a movement built on faith in 

the spiritual and the unseen. His own emotional and ideo­

logical struggles, his study of German transcendental 

philosophy, and his dissatisfaction with his own times 

filled him with a desire to save his age from the scientific 
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materialism into which it had fallen. He had witnessed the 

growth of utilitarianism, democracy, and an industrial 

system based upon individual commercial enterprise; he 

burned with indignation before the money-worship of the 

bourgeoisie, the abject condition of wage-earners, the 

whole social milieu produced by laissez-faire economics. 

He was the first of the nineteenth-century prophets to look 

with foreboding upon the break-up of an old system which had 

its-- faults, but was at least orderly, and the oncoming of 

changes which led to a chaos of thought in politics' and 

religion, to the confusion of standards in social ethics, 

to a lost sense of spiritual values in all departments of 

life. 

Carlyle's very popular work, Past and Present 

(l8fy3') > seems to offer the most pertinent frame of reference 

for the purpose of this: study. It is' his principal con­

temporary social criticism and a reiteration of his 

characteristic message to the Victorian generation. In 

search of an ideal with which to compare industrial civil­

ization, he falls back on Catholic Medieval England. The 

past in the title is twelfth-century England. From the 

medieval chronicle of Jocelyn of Brakelond, monk of "Bury 

St. Edmunds", he extracts an idyllic story of life in a 

monastery under the benevolent rule of Abbot Samson who 

lived in a day when reverence for God, obedience, and 
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chivalric devotion to true leaders created a stable world. 

The present is the picture of Carlyle's Modern England, the 

"hungry forties" corroded by sham and cant in all their 

forms—a world of dissolution, injustice, and mutiny. The 

pictures speak for themselves and accentuate the odious 

contrast between the Heavenly-enlightened order of the 

twelfth-century monastery and the Hell-in-England chaos of 

the Victorian era dead to spiritual realities. 

1. Social Misery in Victorian England 

Indeed,the social condition of Victorian England 

was deplorable and ominous. Wealth increased more and more, 

and at the same time gathered itself into masses, strangely 

altering the old relations and increasing the distance 

between the rich and the poor. Carlyle scornfully scathes 

this "Corn-Law Paradise of Donothings" with its "Joe-Manton 

Aristocracies" and "giant Working-Mamraonism"—all those 

political economists who are responsible for the sordid 

existence of the slaves of industry, and who 

[...] coldly see the all-conquering valiant 
Sons of Toil sit enchanted, by the million, in 
their Poor-Law Bastilles, as if this were Nature's 
Law;1 

Thomas Carlyle, Past and Present, New York, Burt 
Publishing, 181*3» P. 202. 
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With the same deadly irony he pictures those "Twelve-

hundred- thousand workers in England alone; their cunning 

right-hand lamed, lying idle in their sorrowful bosom; their 

hopes, outlooks, share of this fair world, shut-in by narrow 

walls." They sit there in mute appeal 

[...] with a glance that seemed to say, "Do 
not look at us. We sit enchanted here, we know 
not why. The Sun shines and the Earth calls; and, 
by the governing Powers and Impotences of this 
England, we are forbidden to obey. It is impos­
sible, they tell us.2 

This "successful industry of England", Carlyle remarks, has 

made nobody "stronger", "braver", "happier". 

2. Want of Truth in Politics, Religion, and Literature 

Unable to penetrate to the fundamental cause of 

social misery, Carlyle lays the blame at the door of 

democracy which he feels to be the great force killing the 

spiritual values in men. The meaning of democracy he inter­

prets in terms of "False Aristocracies" or "No-Aristocracy": 

Democracy, which means despair of finding any 
heroes to govern you, and contented putting-up with 
want of them,—alas, thou too, 'mein Lieber', seest 
well how close it is of kin to Atheism, and other 
sad Isms: he who discovers no God whatever, how ^ 
shall he discover. Heroes, the visible Temples of God?J 

1 I b i d . , p . 2 . 
2 I b i d . , p . 3 . 

3 I b id . , p . 256. 
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The "Corn-Lawing Aristocracy", he claims, does not govern 

nor does it understand that it is expected to govern: 

[...] Aristocracy has become Phantasm-Aristocracy, 
no longer able to do its work, not in the least 
conscious that it has any work longer to do. 
Unable, totally careless to do its work; careful 
only to clamor for the wages of doing its work,— 
nay for higher, and palpably undue wages, and Corn-
Laws and an increase of rents, the old rate of 
wages not being adequate nowI1 

Renting the flimsy veil of sham and conventionality 

in politics, he pierces through its thousand soul-killing 

cants and its oft-repeated hearsays. He exposes the gross 

idolatry of self-pleasure and gold which lies beneath the 

surface of Parliamentary "jargon": 

A Corn-Law demonstrating itself openly, for 
ten years more, with "arguments" to make the angels, 
and some other classes of creatures, weepI For 
men are not ashamed to rise in Parliament and 
elsewhere, and speak the things they do not think^ 
"Expediency", "Necessities of Party", etc., etc. I*2 

The same "screech-owl phantasm of talk and struggle", the 

same "dreary Cant" he finds in the Church. "Religion," he 

says, "is based on baleful Atheisms, Mammonism, Joe-Manton 

Dilettantism, with their appropriate Cants and Idolism." 

Literature gives similar testimony. He sees little more in 

poetry than speech without meaning, and, as such, it also 

becomes for him a mockery and a cant. "In the Chaos of 

x Ibid., p. 167. 

2 Ibid., p. 180. 
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Formulas," he insists, man "has quietly lost sight of Fact", 

"God-Veracity has given way to Devil-Falsities", "the temp­

oral carries it over the eternal", "foolish men mistake 

transient superficial Semblance for eternal fact". This is 

the "Deplorablest" world with all its forms of "Falsehood": 

a sham society with laws based on Semblance, guided by 

"Mock-Superiors"—"quack-heroes" for whom the only goal in 

life is "sham success". 

3. Soulless Philosophy of Life 

The false conception of reality fashioned by the 

Philosophical Radicals, Carlyle observes, is accompanied by 

a corresponding view of life. The material and immediately 

practical have become the only important values in life. 

Man has lost his belief in the "Invisible", the "Quack" has 

become God, and man a "Maumon-worshipper" with a new gospel, 

a "Cash-Gospel". The mysterious relation between God and 

man has been forgotten, and has become a "cant, a doubt, a 

dim inanity". God's absolute laws have become a "brutish 

god-forgetting Philosophy of Life-theory". Men sit 

bewildered in their spiritual blindness, the prey of false 

ideologies which colour their interpretation of the meaning 

of the universe and man's place in it: 
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[...] The Universe has become a Humbug to 
these Apes who thought it one! Tb.ere they sit 
and chatter, to this hour: [...] looking out 
through those blinking smoke-bleared eyes of 
theirs, into the wonderfulest universal smoky 
Twilight and undecipherable disordered Dusk of 
Things; wholly and Uncertainty, Unintelligibility, 
they and it;1 

Man's "Hell" is "the terror of not succeeding, of not making 

money", and his "Heaven", his "one reality among so many 

Phantasms", is "the making of money". 

Carlyle presents his "sham hero" as the epitome of 

the ideas and life-values of this world of "Puffery": 

[...] my right honorable friend Sir Jabesh 
Windbag, Mr. Facing-both-ways, Viscount Mealymouth, 
Earl of Windlestraw, or what other Cagliostro, 
Cagllostrino, Cagillostraccio, the course of 
Fortune and Parliamentary Majorities has constitu­
tionally guided to that dignity, any time during 
these last sorrowful hundred-and-fifty years [...] 
strong only in the faith that Paragraphs and 
Plausibilities bring votes; that Force of Public 
Opinion, as he calls it, is the primal Necessity 
of Things, and highest God we have:2 

Jabesh's way of life is faithless, directless: a "Columbus" 

heading his way from "the lndlstrict country of "NOWHERE", 

"to the indistinct country of "Whitherward", and he infal­

libly arrives "Thitherward". 

Carlyle likewise brands as false the cheerfulness 

of the Utilitarians, and denounces their "babbling" over a 

x Ibid., p. 182. 
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happiness founded on a "Greatest-Happiness" principle: 

Does not the whole wretchedness, the whole 
Atheism as I call it, of man's ways, in these 
generations, shadow itself for us in that un­
speakable Life-Philosophy of his: The pretention 
to be what he calls "happy?" Every pitifulest 
whipster that walks within a skin has his head 
filled with the notion that he is, shall be, or _ 
by all human and divine laws ought to be "happy.nL 

Carlyle's philosophy of happiness is derived from the 

Puritan fear of all that is light and easy. For him the 

only source of happiness is to be found in work. 

Carlyle realizes the fact that the utilitarian 

rational scheme of contemporary philosophy is no longer 

concerned with the moral, religious, and spiritual condi­

tions of the people, but with their physical, practical, 

and economic conditions as regulated by laws: 

[...] Religion, Christian Church, Moral Duty; 
the fact that man had a soul at all; that in 
man's life there was any eternal truth or justice 
at all,—has been as good as left quietly out 
of sight.2 

This new "Life-Philosophy" he sees propagated generally 

"from the throats and pens and thought of ail-but men". 

As a consequence, he claims that man has lost all power of 

thought. He remarks 

Ibid., p. 181*. 

2 Ibid., p. 200. 
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[...] not only that men have "no religion," 
but that they have next to no reflection; and go 
about with heads full of mere extraneous noises, 
with eyes wide-open but visionless,—for most 
part in the somnambulist state. 

The root of all the woes of the day he finds in the fact 

that 

[...3 man has lost the soul out of him; and now 
after the due period,—begins to find the want of 
itl This is verily the plague-spot; center of the 
universal Social Gangrene, threatening all modern 
things with frightful death.2 

Such is the Carlylean picture of the rapid decline 

of spiritual values in the general background of English 

life. 

ii. Prescriptions for Remedy 

The best method of solution for the ills of society, 

Carlyle finds, is one of enlightenment and persuasion; he 

would advocate the enactment of an Education Bill to bid 

God's Light to come into the world": 

To irradiate with intelligence, that is to say, 
with order, arrangement and all blessedness, the 
Chaotic, Unintelligent: how except by educating 
can you accomplish this? That thought, reflection, 
articulate utterance and understanding be awakened 
in these individual million heads, which are the 
atoms of your Chaos: there is no other way of 
illuminating any Chaos 13 

x Ibid., p. 208. 

2 Ibid., p. 161|. 

3 Ibid., p. 311. 
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He therefore "outlines" 

That a "Splendor of God," in one form or other, 
will have to unfold itself from the heart of these 
our Industrial Ages too; or they will never get 
themselves "organized;" but continue chaotic, 
distressed, distracted evermore, and have to perish 
in frantic suicidal dissolution. 

As a remedy for the evils of the day he prescribes: 

i) Hero-worship.- The leadership of the hero would 

enforce unity, coherence, and direction. He prophesies 

That there will again be a King in Israel; 
a system of Order and Government; and every man 
shall, in some measure, see himself constrained 
to do that which is right in the King's eyes.2 

ii) Prayer by Work.- Blasting the lazy material 

comfort-seeking of the middle-class, he preaches the sacred-

ness of labour as the one permanent value of life. All his 

works advocate the doctrine of good behaviour safeguarded 

by hard work. Out of his gospel of work he fashions his 

gospel of duty and obedience. "Prayer by Working", the 

sanctification of "Works" and "Action", he believes, is the 

only good form of "Worship": "Labor is Worship". The 

salvation of the working-classes could be attained by the 

leadership of a strong man. The "hero" as "the soul of all 

business among men" would be the instrument invested with 

"*• Ibid., p. 293. 

2 Ibid., p. 293-
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God-power to solve the great problem of the organization of 

labour. 

iii) Ideals of Medievalism.- Against the spiritual 

blindness and mediocrity, which he believes to be fostered 

by industrialism and democracy, he poses for modern society 

the ideals of medieval monasticism. One thing Medieval 

Catholicism could offer is a true working land aristocracy 

as well as true, permanent, eternal values of life: 

"Monarchism, Feudalism, with a real King Plantagenet, with 

real Abbots Samson,and their living realities, how blessed". 

The Middle Ages, as he pictures them, are "the rugged 

stalwart ages", "full of earnestness of a rude God's Truth", 

which make for a blessed "God's World" and a life of 

"antique devoutness, antique veracity and heroism". The 

Burg of St. Edmund is a prosperous, lively town, a real 

world with twenty thousand "souls" busy at hard work amidst 

fruitfulness, greenness and sunshine, experiencing both the 

practical and spiritual realities of life, and forever 

mindful of their eternal destiny. 

The reader is invited to mark Abbot Samson, the 

living Ideal of a true governor—a "born" governor with "a 

heart-abhorrence of whatever is incoherent, pusillanimous, 

unveraclous—that is to say chaotic, ungoverned." He proves 

to be the true royal governor and the "justest of judges". 

His first concern has been to set order in the "confusion 
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of Convent finance" and to restore genuine spiritual ideals 

in the monastery. As a result a new life springs benefi­

cent; his monks live in an atmosphere of serene, peaceful 

religious certitude, free from restless doubt, and a 

"Splendor of God" informs their work and life. The right 

coordination of the material and spiritual achievements of 

man, this enriching reconciliation of the temporal and the 

eternal, he finds in Samson's ideals of government. This 

"great antique heart" makes the "Earth's business all a kind 

of worship." The secret of Samson's success is his 

adherence to a true religion—a religion free from cant, 

"not a talking theory", but "a silent practice" which makes 

a part of himself: "This is abbot Samson's Catholicism of 

the Twelfth Century"; "unnoisy, unconscious,—practical, 

total, heart-and-soul demonstrative of a Church,..." 

Carlyle ends on a note of confident anticipation 

and hope for the future. Contrarily to the Utilitarian 

disciples of Bentham who assumed that their "Greatest-

Happiness" principle was to make heaven of earth in a very 

short time, he prophesies: 

When Mammon-worshippers here and there begin 
to be God-worshippers, and bipeds-of-prey become 
men, and there is a Soul left once more in the 
huge-pulsing elephantine mechanic Animalism of 
this Earth, it will be again a blessed Earth.2 

1 I b i d . , p . 139-11*0. 

2 I b i d . , p . 31*5. 
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iv) Enlightenment through Literature.- Again, he 

finds promise in the potential power of literature as a 

vehicle for truth; the function of the "Men of Letters" is 

to "see Truth and speak against the hearsaying and canting 

of the bewildered, benighted mortals". 

I conclude that the Men of Letters too may 
become a "Chivalry," an actual instead of a 
virtual Priesthood, with result immeasurable,— 
so soon as there is nobleness in themselves for 
that.1 

In his Latter-Day Pamphlets, exposing the same view 

as Past and Present, Carlyle stresses further the importance 

of literature which he would make a substitute for religion: 

The Fine Arts are by some thought to be a kind 
of religion; the chief religion this poor Europe 
is to have in time coming; and undoubtedly it is 
in Literature, Poetry and the other kindred Arts, 
where at least a certain manliness of temper, and 
liberty to follow truth, prevails or might prevail, 
that the world's chosen souls do now take refuge, 
and attempt what 'Worship of the Beautiful' may 
still be possible for them.2 

Inspired, as he tells us, by the teachings of "Fichte" and 

"Nature", he claims 

[...] that the man born with what we call 
'genius', which will mean, born with better and 
larger understanding than others; the man in whom 
'the inspiration of the Almighty' given to all men, 
has a higher potentiality;—that he, and properly 
he only, is the perpetual Priest of Men;3 

x I b i d . , p . 3JLL3-
2 

Thomas C a r l y l e , " J e s u i t i s m , " i n La t te r -Day Pam­
p h l e t s , London, Chapman and H a l l , 1891+, p . 2 7 1 . 

3 Ibid. 
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These convictions follow his theory of "Heroes and Hero-

Worship". Among those who have shaped the destiny of their 

times, he presents heroes not only from among rulers and 

warriors but also from among poets and writers. The true 

poet, he thinks, could restore the spiritual ideals to the 

Victorian society. The "Prophet" and "Poet", which, "well 

understood, have much kindred of meaning", share the same 

functions. They 

[...] have penetrated both of them into the 
sacred mystery of the Universe; [...] That divine 
mystery, which lies everywhere in all Beings, "the 
Divine Idea of the World, that which lies at the 
bottom of Appearance," [...] of which all Appearance, 
from the starry sky to the grass of the field, but 
especially the Appearance of Man and his work, is 
but the vesture, the embodiment that renders it 
visible.1 

The poet's "message", therefore, is "to reveal that to us,— 

that sacred mystery which he more than others lives ever 

present with." Shakespeare, as a "Saint of Poetry", is to 

Carlyle "a blessed heaven-sent Bringer of Light"-3 

This "Light", Carlyle thought he had found in a 

"spiritual New-birth" achieved through self-annihilation 

and hard work. A record of his spiritual triumph Is found 

Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worshlp and the 
Heroic History, London, Routledge, I8t38, p. 70. 

2 Ibid., p. 71. 

3 Ibid., p. 92. 
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in two chapters of Sartor Resartus, namely, "The Everlasting 

Yea" and "Natural Supernaturalism". The reader follows his 

"glorious revolution" from his "Forty Days" of "temptation" 

in the "Wilderness" which is "the wide World in an Atheistic 

Century" to "that Mountain which has no summit, or whose 

summit is in Heaven only". There he "awoke to a new Heaven 

and a new Earth". He has pierced through the appearance of 

things to find their hidden meaning: 

[...] he has looked fixedly on Existence, till, 
one after the other, its earthly hulls and garnitures 
have all melted away; and now, to his rapt vision, 
the interior celestial Holy of Holies lies disclosed.2 

He has learned that "The Universe is not dead and 

demoniacal, a charnel-house with spectres; but godlike, and 
3 

my Father'si" He now realizes with wonder 

[...] that this fair Universe, [...] is in very 
deed the star-domed City of God; that through every 
star, through every grass-blade, and most through 
every living Soul, the glory of a present God still 
beams. But Nature, which is the Time-vesture of 
God, and reveals Him to the wise, hides Him from 
the foolish.^ 

Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, London, Routledge, 
1888, "The Everlasting Yea", p. 121|-136; "Natural Super-
naturalism", p. 167-176. 

2 Ibid., p. 167. 

3 Ibid., p. 127. 

** Ibid., p. 172. 
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He looks "with other eyes" upon his fellow man, calls him 

"Brother" with "infinite Love" and "infinite Pity". 

Concerning man and his destiny, he asks: 

Are we not Spirits, that are shaped into a 
body, into an Appearance; and that fade-away again 
into air and Invisibility? [... ] we start out of 
Nothingness, take figure, and are Apparitions; 
round us, as round the veriest spectre, is Eternity; 
and to Eternity minutes are as years and aeons. 
Come there not tones of Love and Faith, as from 
celestial harp-strings, like the Song of beatified 
Souls? [...] Thus, like a God-created, fire-
breathing Spirit-host, we emerge from the Inane; 
haste stormfully across the astonished Earth; then 
plunge again into the Inane. [...] But whence?— 
0 Heaven, whither? Sense knows not; Faith knows 
not; only that it is through Mystery to Mystery, 
from God to God.1 

From these glimpses of light he derives his philosophy of 

happiness: 

[...] Man's Unhappiness, as I construe, comes 
of his Greatness; it is because there is an Infinite 
in him, which with all his cunning he cannot quite 
bury under the Finite. Will the whole Finance 
Ministers and Upholsterers and Confectioners of 
modern Europe undertake, in joint-stock company, 
to make one Shoeblack Happy? They cannot accomplish 
it, above an hour or two; for the Shoeblack also 
has a Soul quite other than his Stomach;...2 

With Goethe he believes that "It is only with Renunciation 

(Entsagen) that Life, properly speaking, can be said to 

begin.Il3 He draws again from Goethe to find the final 

x Ibid., p. 172-17U. 

2 Ibid., p. 127. 

3 Ibid., p. 11^. 
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solution of life and tells us that 

[...J there is in man a Higher than Love of 
Happiness: he can do without Happiness, and instead 
thereof find Blessedness I [...] Love not Pleasure; 
love God. This is the EVERLASTING YEA, wherein all 
contradiction is solved; wherein whoso walks and 
works, it is well with him.1 

5. Divorce of Theology and Christian Values 

Carlyle's message to his generation could be sum­

marized in his own words: "the loss of religious belief is 

the loss of everything", and "for man's well-being, Faith 

is properly the one tiling needful." The foregoing pages of 

this chapter carry examples of his insights into spiritual 

truth and his brilliant glimpses into the "divine idea" of 

human and external nature. Against the claims of rational­

ism which finds the source of all real knowledge in rational 

demonstration founded upon concrete experience, he rightly 

affirms the existence of the spiritual and symbolic, and 

proclaims an "inwardness in all outwardness" of things. 

Amidst the gross materialism of a smugly scientific world, 

he pleads for the reconciliation of the material and 

spiritual, of the temporal and eternal. 

However, the truths set forth by Carlyle are but 

transient gleams of insight without theological foundation. 

Ibid., p. U4.I4.. 
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He is a moralist without dogma; his religious ideas are 

German metaphysics moralized and his morals are inherited 

from a Puritan ancestry. He takes his view of life from 

his anti-mechanistic philosophy steeped in Teutonic trans­

cendentalism. A man of intuition and feeling, he under­

stands social evils in flashes of emotion and imagination. 

He fashions his own personal concepts of God and nature. To 

him Christianity is an "antiquated" mythus. He anticipates 

the hero yet-t©-be-born who would reincarnate the spirit of 

religion into a new and modern mythus. To find this ideal 

he looks within himself: "Peel it in thy heart and then say 
2 

whether it is of God! This is Belief; all else is Opinion." 

For all these reasons Carlyle's greatest weakness 

as a thinker is a lack of system. He can explain the evils 

of the age, but he does not know how to right them. He 

offers nothing positive on which one can rebuild the world. 

His wisdom startles and provokes rather than informs the 

reader. His prophecies won for him but the dubious 

sentimental approval of his generation which remained 

determined to go its own way: 

x Ibid., p. 129. 

2 Ibid., p. 11x7. 
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It satisfied the demands of religious sentiment 
at the same time that it sapped the foundation of 
religious dogma. It provided a temporary resting 
place for spirits wearied by the search for truth 
and not prepared to make a clean break with the 
past. In his philosophy of nature he was doing 
his best [... ] to make a passage from a super­
natural to a natural reading of the world... 

However, Carlyle's rifts of truth, couched in a 

vehement startling style, shocked his readers into attention. 

His exasperated denunciations set his readers thinking and 

wondering about culture and economics and social affairs. 

His point of view is representative of an age in revolt. 

His dominating voice leads in the series of problems raised 

by the more serious Victorian writers against the vulgar­

ization and selfishness of a society devoted to material 

needs, against the mechanical triumphs achieved by the 

exploitation of human beings and at the expense of spiritual 

and aesthetic values. His fundamental belief, curiously 
2 

similar to Langland's , that only hard, honest work could 

save humanity, was a healthy antidote to the parasitism of 

the moneyed manufacturing class. His teachings inspired 

social reformers like Ruskln, Mrs. Browning, Dickens, and 

Joseph Beach, Concept of Nature in Nineteenth 
Century Poetry, New York, Pageant Book, 195To", p. 317. 

2 
William Langland, The Vision of William Concerning 

Piers the Plowman, edited by Rev. Walter W. Skeat, Oxford, 
Clarendon, 1869-
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William Morris. In his pleadings for a return to medieval 

institutions as a cure for the industrial mediocrity and the 

spiritual stagnation of his age, he pointed the way to the 

crusade of reactionary writers who looked into the past to 

seek cultural and spiritual values with which to enrich 

their times. While Carlyle lashes his contemporaries as 

murderers of the soul, Ruskin, his disciple, attacks them 

for the readiness with which they accept the ugliness of 

their surroundings—an ugliness which he finds indicative of 

their spiritual degradation. Arnold criticizes them for 

depriving men of the full and best use of their spiritual 

faculties. Each writer, in his search for values, seeks to 

put forth constructive suggestions of his own as the 

sovereign remedy for the ills of the times. While Carlyle 

believes in moral salvation of society by work, hard work 

and plenty of it, Ruskin qualifies the prescription by 

associating work with beauty. For Arnold culture and poetry 

could save the world. 

It is to the credit of Ruskin and Arnold, as well 

as to that of Carlyle, that they introduce the religious 

issue in their suggestions for reform. However, though they 

advocate the religious and philosophical values of Christian­

ity, their interpretation of these values is purely personal 

and devoid of theology and belief. Carlyle advocates social 

morality achieved by works rather than Christian morality 
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based on faith. Ruskin dignifies his preachments by a 

strong belief in the spiritual values of Christianity, but 

he never associates Christianity with dogma. Arnold was 

sure that man could neither do without the Christian reli­

gion nor do with it as it was then constituted; he tried, 

therefore, to desupernaturalize it. The spirit of 

Christianity was worth preserving, he decided, but Christian 

dogma must adapt itself to the contributions of science and 

enlightened thought. 

In all the currents of thought in Victorian England, 

Newman stands out as the chief proponent of the Oxford 

Movement. This movement was led by a group of deeply 

spiritual men, who, alienated by the materialism of the era, 

desired to rescue Anglicanism from the grip of political and 

worldly domination which made it a religion without a soul 

and a liturgy without a meaning. For them, the return to 

the medieval ideal was a return to an age when the rights 

of religion were immune from secularism. They asserted the 

superiority of spiritual values, and endeavoured to restore 

the ancient ceremonies and practices originally rooted in 

religion. They were particularly concerned with the doc­

trines of which the ceremonies they revived were a symbol. 

Newman's progress from Evangelicalism to Catholicism 

estranged him from the Puseyltes who abandoned the movement 

in I8I43. As soon as the Tractarians ceased to enlighten 
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the thought and culture of Oxford, others, such as Arnold 

and Ruskin, perpetuated their ideals by offering what might 

be called substitutes for Newmanism. Influenced by Ruskin, 

the members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood became the 

chief propagators of the new quest for beauty. They, too, 

turned to the Middle Ages for inspiration to revivify their 

artistic world. Lacking depth and intellectual strength, 

the movement had spent its force in the 1880's, but 

furnished a sort of aesthetic background for a poet such as 

Swinburne and for the new-pagan philosophy of Walter Pater-

6. Triumph of Secularism 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century a secular-

istic philosophy of life was well established. Romanticism, 

which had saturated the inlands of religion, morals, 

politics, and literature, became a philosophy recognizing 

emotionalism as the deeper source of religion and placing 

philosophical and theological formulas as secondary 

products. Scientific positivism applied scientific methods 

to everything without regard to the older cultural and 

spiritual foundations of civilization. Evolutionism 

challenged accepted opinions on the origin and nature of 

man. Pragmatism made utility a substitute for truth. The 

basis of certainty was changed, and a new Revelation was 

being found in science and in self. There was a conviction, 
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then quite widespread, that the old order of things 

advocated by religion was demonstrably false, and that for 

a fresher grasp of reality one must turn to the new concepts 

of man, God, and the universe being constructed by man. 

Romano Guardini points out the main significance of these 

autonomous trends of thought as an influence on modern man's 

concept of reality: 

The new picture of reality was dominated by a 
number of conceptions, the most important of which 
was the modern view of "Nature." It had come to 
signify whatever was given immediately to the mind 
and sensibilities of man. It was all those things 
which existed in the world prior to anything man 
did to them; it was also the sum total of energy, 
matter, essences and natural laws. Thus "Nature" 
was readily made a matter of value in itself. 
It became the norm which guided man in action and 
in reason toward whatever was right or healthful 
or perfect. [...] the man who was morally good 
was the "natural" man; so too was the "natural" 
society or form of government or manner of 
education or way of life. 

This summary indirectly reflects the influence of Carlyle 

for whom "Alternative expressions for the laws of nature are 
2 

the terms Reality, Fact, Truth." 

At the core of this cultural and religious dis­

integration was the emergence of the modern concept of man— 

a concept which, curiously enough, both exalted and debased 

1 Romano Guardini, The End of the Modern World, New 
York, Sheed, p. 52-53. 

2 Joseph Warren Beaeh, op_. cit., p. 312. 
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human nature. Since the Renaissance the dignity of man at 

the height of personal development had been seen with a new 

awareness. From the twin standards of personality and the 

"natural", man declared himself absolute and unconditioned, 

set himself up as God, and human genius became the measure 

of all things. At the same time was born the conception of 

the new man made to the image and likeness of the ape or the 

machine. This narrow view of man and his destiny deprived 

him of his spirituality and intelligence and immortality, 

and left him only his physical shell. Responsibility was 

but a word, natural rights were simple nonsense, and moral­

ity remained only a matter of correct calculation. The 

concept of brotherhood had become a shallow and convenient 

social avuncular fellowship based on a superficial 

harmonizing of society. This anthropocentric humanism was 

the Romantic movement brought to its logical conclusion— 

a separation of religion from life. 

The process of secularization was accompanied with 

a decline of those beliefs and hopes on which the Victorian 

spirit had been founded. The 1890's, at the tail of an 

expiring tradition, witnessed the dissipation of the 

Romantic movement—the triumph of unreality. This last 

decade of the Victorian era was dovetailed in the rising 

tide of unbelief and infidelity—the predominance of 

liberalism and evolutionism over what was left of 
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Protestantism. The first half was remarkable for a literary 

and artistic renaissance degenerating into decadence; the 

second for its advocaey of Imperialism degenerating into 

jingoism. 

Currents of false optimism and pessimism took over 

by turns. Art and literature which had fled from reality 

during these turbulent years compromised with this bleak 

reality. A materialistic and joyless creed sought refuge in 

the ivory tower of the "art for art's sake" avoidance of 

reality. This was a feigned protest against the so-called 

'confusion and enfeeblement" of the nineteenth-century 

philosophy. It was a brave adventure into falsely idealis­

tic humanism by a self-centred group who restricted truth 

to the validity of personal or of public opinion. Theirs 

was a search for a new society free from the influence of 

its traditional culture, for a new literature free from 

adherence to orthodoxy, whether religious, ethical, social, 

or aesthetic. Aestheticism thus passed into sheer dandyism 

— a dandyism of the intellect characteristic of the uncom­

promising art-sufficiency of Whistler, of the self-

consciousness of Wilde, of the restless curiosity of 

Beardsley, and of the sottish depravity of Ernest Dowson. 

Thomas Hardy, helpless under the heel of Chance, George 

Gissing haunted by Fate, and James Thomson wailing in the 

lower depths of "The City of Dreadful Night", were steadfast 
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in their pessimism. 

Journalism had grown up with all those forces of 

perversion to serve as chief informal agency of Victorian 

education. Nearly every major Victorian author wrote for 

daily and weekly journals, for reviews and magazines which 

sprang up with equal vigour. A flood of false propaganda 

permeated the great prose and poetry in an effort to per­

suade man to belief and action: 

[...] there was to be a wholesale reception 
into public life of men, and of women too, who 
made no secret of their rejection of every form 
of "institutional religion", who openly planned 
and worked for the new non-religious century, 
and this in novels and poems as well as In , 
treaties of natural science and social philosophy. 

During the "Romantic 90's" decadent poets, critics, illus­

trators, and publishers clustered about the periodicals 

which typified the "high journalism" of the day. The 

periodical had become the most effective means of propaganda 

for whosoever desired to influence public opinion. 

Dissatisfied with the pessimism and world weariness 

of the period and appalled by the concept of a meaningless 

universe, Wilfrid Meynell made it his mission in life to 

spread the faith and vigour of Catholicism as a solution to 

the Victorian predicament. For him, as for the small group 

George Beck, The English Catholics 1850-1950, 
London, Burns Oates, 195?0, p. I4. 
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of fin de siecle Catholic writers who had aligned their life 

with the Divine Creative Force moving in the universe, the 

Victorian age, commonly stamped as the "golden age of lost 

opportunity", did offer fertile ground for the seeds of a 

genuine spiritual regeneration. He understood the climate 

of his age, was aware of its tendencies, of its readiness 

for change in its habits of mind, of the incredible impor­

tance of literary propaganda as a moulder of public opinion, 

and deliberately sought to serve its highest purpose. The 

press, wisely used for the propagation of unchanging truth 

in an age led more and more by "fashionable truth",—this 

he considered a wholesome antidote to the needs of the 

times. 

In this chapter an attempt has been made to reveal 

the spiritual aspirations of the later Victorian age. These 

are characteristic of the Romantic Carlylean outlook traced 

to its inevitable outcomei Carlyle's search for truth and 

happiness has been shown as roughly representative of the 

long period of conflict in society and in the individual, 

and of the vain attempt to harmonize in religion through 

literature the diversified and changing attitudes in life 

and thought. The failure of this attempt has been ascribed 

to the divorce of spiritual values and theology. Wilfrid 

Meynell's career as a Catholic journalist is an answer to 

the needs of the age. It is with these considerations in 
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mind that his life and work will be studied in the following 

chapters in order to come to some estimate of his contribu­

tion to English Catholic life and culture. 
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CHAPTER I I 

CRUSADING PROPAGANDIST 

Francis Thompson's judgement on Carlyle's influence 

confirms the general estimate of his works which concludes 

the brief study of the preceding chapter. The author of 

Sartor Resartus, he states, 

[... ] in the main awakened only a yearning and 
most justified dissatisfaction with the sordid age 
in which he lived, but failed to satisfy the 
yearning he created.1 

In fact, Tennyson's "Ulysses", thwarted in his aspirations 

and searching in his discontent, is representative of a 

whole generation of 

[...] restless, broken, questing hearts, 
chafing in exile, profoundly conscious of the 
bitterness at the very core of life, aware of 
some terrible inescapable doom, yet always hoping 
for the realization of a dimly perceived hope of 
happiness.2 

1. Answer to Victorian Dilemma 

Wilfrid Meynell's review of Victorian writers, 

Tennyson and a few "minor bards typical of the rest", 

1 Francis Thompson, "Sartor Re-Read", in A Renegade 
Poet and Other Essays, Boston, Ball Publishing, 19~10, p. 206. 

2 Blanche Kelly, "Introduction" to The Well of 
English, London, Harper, 1936, p. xv. 
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reveals his keen awareness of the literary trends of his 

era: 

Outside the Catholic Ghureh, religion is 
shrouded in a doubt and uncertainty, which are very 
freely expressed by the majority of the poets of 
the day, from the Laureate downwards: they have 1 
nothing to tell us—not even a definite Protestantism. 

He goes to the heart of the problem when he explains the 

vagueness in Tennyson's poetry as the product of religious 

"mistliness": "His Christianity, if we judge aright, is 

altogether indefinite; it 'faintly trusts a larger hope' 
2 

and it 'gropes in darkness up to God'." 

Guided by an "As If" philosophy, the poets, con­

formists of the age, have lost hold on truth. Marston's 

concepts of the main realities of life are confused: 

When he speaks of paradise, he adds, as though 
afraid to commit himself, "If Paradise there be"; 
he thinks that the "Body and soul go both ways" 
after death, but he is not at all sure; and he 
sometimes uses language which would be very painful 
if we regarded God of whom he speaks as any other 
than a mythological creation of his own.3 

Marston, adds Meynell, is "a minstrel singing in the night 

sad things and strange". Tennyson and Marston and others 

of their school, he concludes, lack that groundwork of 

1 Wilfrid Meynell, "Recent Poetry", in The Irish 
Monthly, Vol. 5, issue of Feb. 1877, p. 151-159. 

2 I b id . 

3 Ib id . 
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truth which could give reality to these sincere longings 

"for they know not what". Their works are "wanting in 

precisely that warmth and reality which the touch of faith 

alone can give." These poets, consequently, fail to fulfil 

their "glorious mission" in life: 

Aubrey de Vere says somewhere that the principal 
end of poetry is to please: but the effect of much 
modern poetry is certainly to distress. We come to 
our poets to be blessed, and lol they too curse us 
altogether-2 

Meynell had seen developing, in his own lifetime, 

that new paganism based upon the rejection of Christ,— 

a paganism which led eventually to the denial of a personal 

God. He realized that "Aestheticism" had become the 

expression of a civilization growing more and more pagan, 

more and more incompatible with Catholicity. He considered 

this new paganism the real enemy both of the Catholic Church 

and of the Christian society in which he lived: 

* Ibid. 

2 Ibid. 

.1 
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The heart of the matter lies in that little 
Renaissance of painting, of poetry, of criticism 
which has changed so signally the temper and mood 
of England towards the arts. This is something 
more than a mere trifle for—setting aside the 
other arts—literature is a matter of such moment 
in the world, being, next to religion, the most 
Important thing under the sun so that nothing 
which proves any distinct change in the literary 
tone of a country should be regarded as slight or 
contempt ible.1 

It was against this crusading which Meynell had to contend. 

The aesthetic revival was not, he thought, mal & propos at 

an epoch when the world had reached a pitch of outward 

ugliness hardly attained in any previous age of its history. 

However, this revival had to be submitted to the principles 

of Catholic theology: "We should pray that the young genius 

—yes, and the young taste of England, should be, not 
p 

Philistinized, but converted to God." When literature 

became the reigning fashion as a vehicle of false philosophy 

Anonymous, "The Little Renaissance", in The Weekly 
Register, Vol. 65, issue of Jan. Ill, 1882, p. 2. Meynell's 
articles, published in The Weekly Register, under anonymous 
authorship, are easily identified as his on account of a 
similitude of ideas with, and references to his articles in 
Merry England. 

2 Ibid. In "Essays in Criticism" Matthew Arnold 
began his onslaught upon the Philistinism (a phrase he bor­
rowed from Henrich Heine) of the English bourgeois class. 
The word "Philistines" was used frequently by him thereafter 
to signify the provincialism, narrowmindedness, and vulgar­
ity of the culture fostered by industrialism. (Matthew 
Arnold, Essays in Criticism, New York, Burt Publishing, 
1865, p. 115-142.) 
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in life and art, bringing the sacred and the profane before 

the multitude and placing it at the merey of an unen­

lightened and capricious opinion, he realized what advantages 

might be derived if Catholics chose to nurture and maintain 

their own genuine creative literature in order to propagate 

a knowledge of the true realities and delights of life. 

2. Gifts of a Catholic Literary Propagandist 

Having faithfully pursued his chosen way of Catholic 

belief, Meynell possessed the fundamental standards by which 

he could interpret the source, direction, and purpose of the 

prevailing trends of thought in the light of the eternal 

verities, and then explain his lifework to himself. Moreover 

he was ideally suited by temperament and training for the 

role that Providence had assigned to him in the broad 

current of English life and culture. 

What this role consisted in was service—the idea of 

going through the world, in a Christian way, ministering to 

others. Meynell, all his life, proved himself proud and 

worthy of a noble ascendency which he called a long "tradi­

tion of service". He was born in 1852 at Picton House, 

Newcastle-on-Tyne, of a stalwart middle-class family of the 

North of England. His mother belonged to a family of York 

—one of the Tukes famous for their social devotedness: his 

grandfather, a friend of Wilberforce, had devoted himself 
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to the anti-slavery campaign; his maternal great-grandfather, 

William Tuke of York, had fought for the reform of the 

treatment of the insane, and it was due to his initiative 

that was born the modern attitude in Great Britain towards 

the mentally ill. A philanthropist uncle, James Tuke, was 

zealous in relieving the Irish famines of his time. 

The Meynell family were members of the Society of 

Friends. The young Wilfrid was consequently brought up in 

the solidly Biblical and actively charitable atmosphere 

peculiar to a Quaker family without finding in it, however, 

the spiritual equilibrium which he was seeking. He first 

attended the Quaker Ackworth School at Croydon, and spent 

but one year at the Boothara School of York. He abandoned 

his educational pursuits at the age of sixteen in favour of 

religion and poetry. He will later allude to these days of 

religious fervour in a letter to his daughter visiting New­

castle: "How many tears have I shed in the church when, in 

my early youth, I had no other interest or attachment than 

those which belonged to the expression of religion." Still 

in his teens, he was already emerging as a writer—a pro­

lific writer of his characteristic juvenilia in his tales of 

touching virtue and sentimental verse. In collaboration 

Viola Meynell, op_. cit., p. 3. 
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with his brother Philip and a friend,he produced his first 

volume, Verses by Three Friends. 

It happened that one day he found himself seated in 

a railroad carriage by the side of a Dominican with whom he 

engaged in conversation and with whom he soon made friends. 

Their relationships were to lead him, a few days after his 

eighteenth birthday, to adopt the Catholic faith and the 

Church in which could be found the basic doctrine to all the 

truths his mother had taught him from the Bible. Relating 

his conversion to a friend, he confides: 

[...] I was never converted, I merely discovered 
that I had always been a Catholic. And as soon as 
I had freed myself from the foolish things some 
foolish bigots taught me, I was received into the 
Catholic Church.2 

In his early twenties, Meynell left for London, and 

for a long time lived with the Fathers of Charity in Ely 

Place near the old church of St. Etheldreda, one of the few 

churches of the pre-Reformation days which had reverted to 

the Catholic Church. True to the family tradition of 

idealism, young Wilfrid began working in the London slums 

under the direction of Father Lockhart, the rector of the 

priest's house—a man of noble countenance and stature, an 

1 Ibid. 

2 Rev. Terence L. Connolly, S.J., Francis Thompson: 
In His Paths, Milwaukee, Bruee, 19l\l\, p. 3JI 
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ardent preacher, a journalist and editor of Catholic 

periodicals, and an author of books. Meynell led there an 

austere life, busying himself with social and religious 

works and beginning to write and to publish a few articles 

in the pages of The Lamp edited by Father Lockhart. He 

had found the congenial profession to which he would devote 

his life: 

[...] to Wilfrid Meynell the chance of associating 
himself with the social and literary work connected 
with St. Etheldreda's had been just the kind of 
opportunity he most wished for. 

These were formative years for Meynell: as his later 

peculiar vocation was then clear to him, we can say that 

these were years of conscious specialized training and 

deliberate preparation as a propagandist. He apparently 

emerged from these experiences cognizant of the problems of 

the labourer, of the poor, of education, cognizant of the 

value of literature as a power of apostolate. There, he saw 

the Catholic faith being lived in poverty, invigorating the 

lives of individuals and giving a spiritual basis to the 

community. He saw, exemplified in Father Lockhart and his 

companions, the model of Christian charity towards the 

unfortunate. These were the vital realities of the new 

Viola Meynell, Alice Meynell, London, Jonathan 
Cape, 1929, p. 59. 
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civilization in which he placed his future hope. Viola 

Meynell tells us of the impact these experiences had on her 

father's life: 

Meynell assisted in the work of the parish, and 
caught a life-long habit of being unable to pass a 
beggar without making a momentary friend of him. 
He shared the Fathers' habits of self-denial, and 
never abandoned them. 

From Father Lockhart he also learned to experience "that 

complete brotherliness with the uncouth, the ragged, and the 
p 

unpresentable" which made him the natural apostle of the 

poor whether in material or spiritual need. Through Father 

Lockhart he met Cardinal Manning who was to become a life­

long friend and one of the main influences in his life as a 

Catholic journalist. 

3. A Catholic and Literary Home 

It was while he was at St. Etheldreda's that he read 

in the Pall Mall Gazette a review of a collection of poems 

by an unknown young poet, Alice Thompson. He was much im­

pressed by a brief poem which the critic quoted, and 

resolved immediately to make the acquaintance of its author. 

Their courtship was accompanied by numerous exchanges of 

x Viola Meynell, Francis Thompson and Wilfrid 
nell, p. 5» 

2 Ibid., p. 5. 
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poems—a semi-public correspondence, since a number of these 

writings were published immediately by their authors in 

various periodicals of the time. 

Their marriage, in 1877, meant the beginning of a 

heroic partnership in the art of living and the entrance on 

a literary fellowship of a long lifetime. It was a life 

profoundly happy, so much did the harmony of that household 

remain from the first to the last day a source of joy to 

themselves, to their eight children, and their friends. 

Richard Le Gallienne draws this charming picture of the 

Meynell home life: 

However quietly she sat in her drawing-room 
of an evening with her family and friends about 
her, her presence radiated a peculiarly lovely 
serenity, like a twilight gay with stars. In that 
very lively household of young people, girls and 
boys since grown up to write very individual books 
for themselves, she was one with the general fun, 
which under the direction of her buoyant husband— 
appropriately the editor of a magazine called 
Merrle England and still, I am glad to think, one 
of the best raconteurs in London—used often to 
wax fast and furious and made dinner there, a 
particularly exhilarating occasion. I give thanks 
here for the many joyous hours I have spent at the 
laughing board, and I have no other such picture 
of a full and harmonious home life to set by its 
side.1 

The Meynell home was an example of a truly Catholic 

home. The strength and startling simplicity of their 

Richard Le Gallienne, The Romantic 90's, London, 
Doubleday, 1925, p. 130. 
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Catholic way of life, the happiness of their Catholic 

living, their hearts and hands always open to the needy, be 

it materially or spiritually,—all these testimonies bore 

eloquent witness to religion: 

What is required of those who believe in God 
is a witness of God; and what the world demands and 
expects of the Christian is first and foremost to 
see the love of truth and brotherly love made 
genuinely present in and through man's personal 
life—to see a gleam of the Gospel shining in the 
one place where the crucial tests and crucial proof 
are to be found, namely, the obscure context of 
relations from person to person.1 

It was certainly not trivial for Meynell to have a 

marriage of such sympathy and such enrichment of literary 

influence. Alice Meynell's artistic and literary aptitudes 

were the fruit of a precocious and highly developed culture. 

A finer heritage of taste one could not desire for poet and 

critic. Her mother was an amateur pianist of note and a 

painter. Her father was a man of wide culture with a Tight­

ness and assurance of judgement in art and letters which she 

came to feel as the only safe criterion. Other influences 

in her education were found in her travelling with her 

nomadic parents between England, France, and Italy, where 

she enjoyed constant contact with writers and artists. As 

Joseph W. Evans and Leo R. Ward, ed., The Social 
and Political Philosophy of Jacques Maritain, New York, 
Scribner's, 1955, p. 181;. 
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early as l87ij. Alice Thompson had already chosen and loved 

literature for many years, and had submitted for criticism 

a manuscript of her "Preludes" to Aubrey de Vere whom she 

had met through members of the small Catholic society. De 

Vere had won encouraging words of approval for her from 

Tennyson, Sir Henry Taylor, and Coventry Patmore. In her 

twenties these "Preludes" were drawing praise from Ruskin, 

Browning, Rossetti, and George Eliot. Now and then some of 

her poems appeared in the Pall Mall Gazette. It was, as we 

have seen, Wilfrid's recognition of their excellence which 

led to their courtship and marriage. 

Her artistic and literary aptitudes she brought 

with her into the service of the Catholic Church. At the 

age of eighteen she made profession of the Catholic faith 

for a cause definite and stated: in Catholicism she saw the 

answer to a personal need for a guide—the practical 

enforcement of Christianity: 

Already ardently a Christian, in Catholicism 
she saw the logical administration of the Christian 
moral law; and as that she adopted it with a 
deliberate rational choice, and with what earthly 
judgement she possessed, more than as a key to the 
unseen. 

Her conversion, embraced in all its implications, was unique 

by its far-reaching effects on others. For her a Christian 

Viola Meynell, Alice Meynell, p. 43. 
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way of life was the logic of belief. It became the dominant 

quality of her personality and her muse and the secret of 

her main influence in the literary world. 

Both Mr. and Mrs. Meynell became Catholics shortly 

before their first meeting. Both were animated with an 

ardent love for things of the mind and the beauties of 

literature. They wished from the very start to consecrate 

themselves to a literary carreer. Wilfrid1s extraordinary 

taste and talent wedded to Alice's extraordinary charm and 

genius made for an admirable couple which drew the somewhat 

unlikely acquaintances even from the earliest days of their 

married life. In the heyday of the nineties, they enter­

tained most of the literary celebrities of the time, 

Catholics and non-Catholics alike. By then they had built 

for themselves a home in Palace Court out of the Bayswater 

Road in London. 

Here Wilfrid and Alice Meynell made the nearest 

approach to a Catholic and literary salon. In fact the 

drawing room at Palace Court was considered the literary 

heart of London. If one were to name those who met at the 

Meynell home, the list would cover much of what was illus­

trious in the England of their time. Their home became 

a meeting place on Sunday evenings for such nobilities as 

W.E. Henley, E.V. Lucas, William Watson, Stephen Philips, 

Herbert French, Wilfrid Blunt, Ezra Pound, W.B. Yeats, 
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Richard Le Gallienne, Walter de la Mare, and Browning. Many 

a circumstance seemed calculated to separate Catholics from 

aesthetes—and yet the two came together. There was this 

strange union between the pilgrims in search of beauty and 

those in search of the Faith. The first were seized with a 

splendid devotion, not to the inner past, but to all the 

outer glory and brilliance in which it is enshrined. Even 

Aubrey Beardsley, and, in his earlier days, Oscar Wilde and 

his brothers were constant visitors. But at the home of 

Alice Meynell were especially to be found writers who 

reacted against pessimism and pagan exaltation, against the 

mere materialistic life and nature too passionate to be 

healthy. They were, most of them, converts to the Church 

who were out to seek that old spirit of Christianity which 

had given foundation and granted reality to English Catholic 

tradition. Poets born in the faith were drawn in their turn 

into the inner group that was working, under her direction, 

to restore to English literature its essential Catholic 

spirit. There was Aubrey de Vere, a friend to Wordsworth 

and Tennyson, Coventry Patmore, Francis Thompson, Katharine 

Tynan Hinkson, Lionel Johnson, and Katie King. Katharine 

Tynan stresses the broad literary connections of the 

Meynell home: 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA ~ SCHOOL OF GRAPUATE STUPIES 



UNIVERSITE P'OTTAWA - ECOLE PES GRAPUES 

CRUSADING PROPAGANDIST U3 

The Meynells, in fact, were in touch with 
pretty well all literary England in the later 
Victorian and Edwardine days. Their touch with 
literature goes further back. Dickens and Ruskin ^ 
were among the friends of Alice Meynell's parents. 

This literary circle bore no affinity to those 

salons which, as recorded in history, were laboriously 

created by clever women as a mirror for their brilliance. 

Alice Meynell used all the power of her intelligent grace 

to draw the writers nearer to the Catholic truth. As 

leading Catholic literary figure of the 1890's, she shaped 

the then-existing forces of the Catholic Literary Revival 

into a movement, gave it a community and solidarity of 

purpose, and won for it a notable recognition. To the 

outer circle of the nation's literary celebrities of diverse 

opinions and beliefs, she was able to show the position of 

the Church in the world and break down hostility to the 

Catholie Revival. Chesterton came under her influence at 

that time, though at first he did not understand her real 

depths. But he finally came to know "she was a message 

„ 2 from the Sun". 

Katharine Tynan, "The Shrine of Alice Meynell", 
in Commonweal, Vol. 13, issue of Jan. 21, 1931, p. 317-319. 

2 
Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Autobiography, London, 

Burns Oates, 1936, p. 287. 
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1|. Meynell's Personal Influence 

Alice Meynell was essentially the spirit of the 

literary circle. However, much of her power of influence 

was sustained by the character of her husband. Their 

daughter Viola acknowledges their mutual credit in their 

power of influence: 

Certainly Patraore did not link her entirely 
and exclusively with her husband, nor include him 
in any special degree of interest. He did not 
realize that though her powers were far beyond her 
husband's, she was united to him in an equality in 
which it cannot be said which gave and which 
received the most.1 

As she preserved the exquisitely literary atmosphere, its 

spirit of notable hospitality and serene scholarly distinc­

tion, so did he preserve in her the powers that have 

engendered this effectiveness, not only in the happy security 

found in a full and harmonious life, but also in the 

blending of her influence to his personal prestige and 

talent. How intimately he was associated with those intel­

lectuals, how frequently or exactly in what capacity he was 

in contact with them, is rather difficult to surmise. 

However modest might have been Meynell's part in this 

intellectual group, we know that he worked and consorted 

Viola Meynell, Francis Thompson and Wilfrid 
Meynell, p. 106. 
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with them. He utilized his large circle of personal 

acquaintances to promote the ideas he pleaded for as author 

and editor. 

However, it was the man far more than the writer who 

played a role in English literary history. The charm of his 

personality, vivid and vigorous, seemed to wield an inef­

fable influence over those who came in contact with him, 

drawing and holding those of the most different habits of 

mind with a sense of wide-reaching and all-embracing sym­

pathy. And it is almost Francis Egan's significant title, 

"Everybody's St. Francis", which comes to mind when one 

thinks of this exceptional man. A study of his character 

reveals many remarkable resemblances between the patron of 

Catholic Aetion and the modern revivalist of Christian joy 

and culture. We have that same suave commingling of youth 

and maturity, of gentleness and power, of simplicity and 

graciousness, of humility and prestige, of twinkling humour 

and sound sense, of patience and boundless energy. We also 

discern other noble traits which we recognize as typically 

Franciscan: his steadfast faith in God, his high regard for 

man, however peccant, his chivalrous attitude towards 

womanhood, and his particular reverence for priests. In the 

warmth of his Christlike charity—as seen in his self-

abnegating sympathy and endless generosity towards all 

unfortunate, particularly towards the poor—we cannot but 
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see the active Poverello always so irrevocably eager to be 

of service. In fact, a particular spirit of the Meynell 

home and a significant source of influence can be found in 

their interest in and the quality of their attachment to 

things Franciscan. There was a relationship of devoted 

friendliness and mutual service between the Meynells and 

the "bearded counsellors of God". 

The main secret of Meynell's influence was his 

faith—a cheerful faith coupled with courage and energy. 

His experience of religion as a Quaker had given him that 

strong sense of the reality and presence of God. As a 

Christian he was unconquerably confident and hopeful in the 

value of the message of Christian joy which the Incarnate 

Son had brought to the world. The reader of the several 

biographical data and of the different obituary notes, 

written on the occasion of his death, would define his 

philosophy of life as that profoundly religious full-of-the-

love-of-God outlook upon the world and men and the joy of 

life flowing from that outlook. He had, like St. Francis, 

the enviable faculty of admiring and enjoying all creation 

with a never-ending wonder, closely associating nature with 

its Creator: "he was always marvelling afresh at the sun, 

trees, water with its reflections—they were miracles 
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performed before his eyes." A friend visiting him during 

his later years admiringly pictures his childlike awe before 

the natural scenery as they travel along the Sussex country­

side: 

[...] Once as we passed through mile after mile 
of trees, he gazed for some time in silence. Then 
suddenly he exclaimed with all the simplicity and 
wonder of a child: 'Just look at those myriads of 
leaves, my dear Father, sprung from nowhere I And 
soon they will fall. And then in spring there will 
be myriads of new ones. Oh, myl What a marvellous 
manifestation of the beauty and power of the 
Creator!2 

This freshness of view added the particular charm of 

youth to his personality: 

Whenever his conversation became particularly 
animated or anything was said that greatly pleased 
him, his folded hands parted in a unique gesture 
and he exclaimed, 'Oh, dear I' The tone was clearly 
one of mingled admiration, wonder and delight.3 

Even to extreme old age he kept that joy of youth which only 

the happy few know how to retain in mature life. His glance 

of humour and eager inquiry made for a playful mood which 

the children recognized as one with them. He was particular­

ly happy among small things and little people. 

Ibid., p. 130. 

Rev. Terence L. Connolly, In His Paths, p. 17. 

Ibid., p. 22. 
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This did not prevent his hero-worship for great 

personalities such as Cardinal Manning, Disraeli, and 

Wilfrid Scawen Blunt. A beggar in rags and the magnificent 

personality he met with the same spontaneity and attractive 

cordiality which made for immediate friendship with both: 

I know of no man, and can imagine none, to whom 
another can so easily unburden himself of uneasi­
ness and formalities as to my father. To him the 
poor and rich are as the fishes and the flames to 
St. Francis, his brothers and his friends on sight, 
even if those are shy as fishes and sightless as 
flame.1 

He might have loved the beggar more because he was poor, for 

he was one of those who believed in giving to those who 

asked, whether it was money or a book or a precious manu­

script. In fact, his usual contacts included beggars on 

the streets. He took Christ at his word and saw Him in the 

needy. He brought alms but he also brought love and friend­

liness. Meynell could be on a level with the suffering and 

the poor: 

He obeyed Christ in identifying Him with every 
poor man he saw. He never passed one without a 
gift often elaborately given. Sometimes he put 
both hands behind his back, saying there was a 
penny in one, half-a-crown in the other, and told 
the poor man to choose, always of course producing 
the half-crown, but pretending to be disgusted at 
his own ill-luck.2 

Everard Meynell, op_. cit., p. 90. 

2 Barbara Wall, "Wilfrid M 
80, Issue of Dec. 1*, 191*8, p. 236. 

2 Barbara Wall, "Wilfrid Meynell", in America, Vol. 
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And Franciscan-like he often "kissed the beggarly hands that 

he was filling." His charity was limited only by his power 

to give. 

Ready human contacts were his way of life. His 

profound popular instinct was the key to his general in­

fluence. This easy sociability was based on a true interest 

in other people: "the love which was what religion meant to 
o 

him he needed to feel in every contact of every day." And 

the innumerable friendships which so many great men bore him 

suffice to prove that he was worthy of great friendships. 

He knew every one of importance in England for half a 

century and the majority of them were his friends. Meynell, 

indeed, was popular with every type of intellectual English­

man from the great prelate, Cardinal Manning, with whom he 

stood in the days of the Dock Strike, to Francis Thompson, 

the great genius whom he saved from the streets to enrich 

the world. Between Manning and Thompson, he was on closer 

than speaking terms with Browning, Yeats, Stevenson, and 

with a host of lesser literary lights in the Catholic and 

non-Catholic world. He was on particular intimate terms 

with Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, Professor St. George Mivart, and 

Sir William Butler. 

1 Ibid. 

p 
Viola Meynell, op_. cit., p. 207. 
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The men in the writing world drawn into contact with 

Meynell sought his influence and services as a man of action. 

His practical ascendency, resourcefulness, and business 

acumen attracted those wanting such qualities. All 

approached him with the characteristic belief that the 

decision to be taken or the service to be rendered was in 

infallible hands: 

A thing he inspired in his friends was reliance, 
the confidence that what was needed would be given. 
Of the love which means service he had plenty to ^ 
give and he was fast-acting in any practical need. 

Others went to him on the basis of mutual confidence and for 

quick sympathy. He would sometimes serve as "the smoother 

of ways" with the magnificent Meredith and the sensitive and 

autocratic Patmore in their misunderstandings with their 

"goddess", Mrs. Meynell. He likewise acted as liaison 

officer among persons of all faiths and all opinions. He 

belonged to no party, but was on good terms with them all. 

Catholics and non-Catholics enjoyed gathering around him to 

exchange their views. He was forever bringing together 

kindred thinkers, forever establishing links between 

literary Interests. 

Meynell's contacts with his fellow-men were charac­

terized by that harmony which leaves room for an 

Ibid., p. 83. 
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intellectual argumentation. He insisted on being himself: 

In considering Meynell's main friends the 
common denominator to be seen among them is that 
they were men of strong independent views, not 
afraid to be the exception. It is possible to think 
of the names of many with whom he had much in common 
and with whom acquaintance never went far if they 
were without the unconvent ion-quality of his own 
leanings. To be in a minority was after all the 
English climate for a Catholic, and one whieh must 
have suited him well enough since his affinity was 
with the anti-imperialists, Home Rulers, Boer War 
dissentients, and extreme social reformers.1 

Being oneself was particularly difficult. Everything was 

against it. He and his solitary Catholic group had their 

own views in a field of thought and art in which most of 

the Victorian world did not believe. In an age which was 

pre-eminently one of transition, when new lights on matters 

scientific and historical, and new over-mastering impulses 

on matters social, political, and philosophical, were making 

their appearance year by year, he was always more or less 

in the middle of opposing forees. 

All his associates speak of his effectiveness as an 

earnest informal talker. His racy cleverness and shrewdness 

of mind gave a turn of delicious brilliance to his conversa­

tion—small talk made up of platitudes and a dash of 

witticism always flavoured with good will and generosity. 

The great nobility of the man was never hidden. His 

Ibid., p. 65. 
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opinions he bared like dueling swords and skilfully used in 

thrusting or defence against false doctrines. If the 

opponent happened to be a scholar of some distinction, 

soaring on the wings of his own rhetoric, Meynell's invin­

cible pragmatism would pin him to a fact. With a man of a 

port somewhat too dignified to seem altogether intelligent, 

he became not the duelist but the "Puckish jester". And in 

each case his sweet amiable disposition paved the way for 

success in controversy. Cameron Rogers speaks as a witness 

of those engaging "word-plays": 

The trail that leads him is never rudely hedged 
by thorn or bramble and the trap itself is no 
shattering experience but both unsheath a coxcomb 
from his folly and a pompous personage from his 
savorless complacency. And neither coxcomb nor 
personage resent the operation. 

Behind this brilliant wit, Alfred Noyes could dis­

cern an underlying philosophy which gave strength, vitality, 

and permanence to what he said in his strenuous endeavours 

to enlighten Catholic thought: 

Cameron Rogers, "Wilfrid Meynell", In Thought, 
Vol. 3, issue of Dec. 1928, p. 1*79-1*90. 
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He could say something that appeared to be 
mere persiflage and yet carried a quite profound 
meaning [...], and could bewilder the agnostic by 
explaining to him that in his digestive process at 
supper he was co-operating in a kind of transsub-
stantiation and would follow the somewhat startling 
jest with a more serious remark which really com­
prehended the heights and depths of the sacramental 
principle in art, nature and religion.1 

Because of this genuine interest in the position and the 

state of mind of those outside the Church, Meynell was able 

to reach a large number of intelligent Englishmen who were 

concerned about religion. 

Thus, as a man around whom Catholic thinkers and 

writers gathered, Meynell was important. Whatever brand of 

character he was made its impression through the several 

channels by which he chose to influence public opinion. The 

patronage and encouragement of culture in all its forms were 

devices for the dissemination of Catholic principles; the 

fostering of creative literature, a means of making contacts 

between the Catholic and secular worlds. 

5. Catholicism and Culture 

It was the great service of Newman to have dis­

covered that the fundamental cause of the ills of the age 

lay in the result of its break with the beliefs of the 

1 Alfred Noyes, Two Worlds for Memory, Philadelphia, 
Llppincott, 1953, P. 3l*-35T 
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Catholic Church. In his search for fully satisfying prin­

ciples of certitude and authority, he found that modern 

thought had been increasingly secularistic and getting away 

from theology and religion. He therefore concluded that the 

problem of the age demanded a divine solution, a Redemption, 

an extraordinary intervention of God in human affairs. This, 

he thought, was the first principle that must be grasped and 

restored before anything could be done about the reviving 

of art and culture. In the confused intellectual atmosphere 

of the Victorian Age, when a narrow scientific materialism 

challenged the validity of so much which the imagination 

affirmed, the Roman Catholic Church, Newman asserted, 

offered a common set of principles that would focus the mind 

of writers among shifting values. To those who were 

prepared to accept her dogmas, she presented a metaphysical 

system which had formed the basis of the universal culture 

of Christendom. Furthermore, Catholicism provided a sense 

of belonging to a corporate body, a community, though a 

restricted one, all of whose members shared the same basis 

of belief and action: 

1 
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Coming to you then from the very time of the 
Apostles, spreading out into all lands, triumphing 
over a thousand revolutions, exhibiting so awful a 
unity, glorying in so mysterious a vitality, so 
majestic, so imperturbable, so bold, so saintly, 
so sublime, so beautiful. Oh, ye sons of men, can 
ye doubt that she is the Divine Messenger for whom 
you seek? 

Oh, long sought after, tardily found, desire of 
the eyes, joy of the heart, the truth after many 
shadows, the fullness after many foretastes, the 
home after many storms, come to her, poor wanderers, 
for she it is, and she alone, who can unfold the 
meaning of your being and the secret of your destiny. 
She alone can open to you the gate of heaven, and 
put you on your wayt1 

Newman deplored the disability among the "hereditary 

Christians" who, he felt, should "aspire to be an a level 

with Protestants in discipline and refinement of intellect" 

in order to "furnish to the dignity, the energy, and the 

influence of Truth". As a remedy he advanced his theory 

of a liberal education. In his lecture "Christianity and 

Letters", he presents the Arts as 

[...] those august methods of enlarging the 
mind, and cultivating the intellect, and refining 
the feelings, in which the process of Civilization 
has ever consisted.3 

1 John Henry Cardinal Newman, "Mysteries of Nature 
and of Grace", in Discourses to Mixed Congregations, London, 
Bruns Oates, 1871, p. 282. 

2
 f "Preface" to The Idea of a University, 

London, Longmans, 1929, P. xv-xViii. 

3 Ibid., p. 256. 
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and "the literature of Greece, continued into, and enriched 

by,the literature of Rome", as the "instrument of education, 

and the food of civilization, from the first times of the 

world down to this day". He saw the necessity of cultiva­

ting English literature as an antidote to the general 

character of secular national literature which he found of 

marked Protestant colour and "bad" at its "best" when 

weighed in the balance of truth and morality. He paved the 

way for the revival of Catholic letters. The more immediate 

and concrete matters he left to others. His genius lay in 

providing an intellectual and theological framework that 

others could enlarge to meet the rising problems of the age. 

As a popularizer of Newman's ideals, Wilfrid Meynell 

takes his place among the lay leaders—most of them converts 

—who helped in their several ways to uphold the beliefs of 

the Catholic Church and its cultural heritage before the 

Victorian world. It was in accordance with the tradition 

of the times that a considerable prestige was accorded to 

the lay apostles of the Catholic body. While secularism was 

gradually increasing, liaison works between Catholicism and 

the English mind, begun under the shadow of Newman, tried to 

solve the basic problem of adapting the Church to modern 

society in such a fashion as to secure freedom for the 

1 Ibid** P. 261. 
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Church and at the same time save modern society by bringing 

it into the Church's embrace. Meynell, and with hita Wilfrid 

Ward, were among the first to grasp what was happening, and 

they developed a special sensitiveness to the Church's 

aspirations. Aware that religion was no longer recognized 

by public life, that the Catholic Church was being 

"fashioned" by a silent intellectual work, they saw the need 

for highly-cultured Catholics who were to act as witnesses 

of the high ideals and sound scholarship which Catholicism 

stands for. 

Each matured a view, both of his own character and 

experience, of common action against pagan ethics and the 

lack of faith in the unseen. Ward was a man of scholarship 

and intellect. His aim was to be a true disciple of Newman 

rather than a thinker on his own right; as a philosopher, he 

presented Newman's vindication of the Catholic Church. 

Meynell, a man of letters, believed that art could make "the 

beauty of God's Church manifest to man", that literature, 

as a form of aesthetic experience, had a contribution to 

make in the formation of the beliefs by which a nation lives. 

In their attempt to renew the artistic imagination 

through the application of Catholic dogma to poetry, Aubrey 

de Vere, Coventry Patmore, and Gerard Manley Hopkins had 

already led the way to the poetic rediscovery of realities 

which the world had lost. However, this was done at the 
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price of isolation from the main currents of Victorian 

thought. Catholicism was in retreat. Catholic thinkers and 

writers were therefore without influence as they had refused 

to ride the intellectual tide. Patmore's uncompromising 

Catholicism explains the poor reception of his works by the 

Victorian literary world. Robert Bridges, Hopkin's literary 

executor, withheld the publication of the Poet's works until 

after World War I, feeling that these were too advanced for 

the taste of his generation. The Catholics were thus 

dwarfed into insignificance through prejudice and ignorance 

in the Catholic and non-Catholic world. 

In fact, the problem of art and letters produced a 

crisis in the conscience of many Victorian Catholics: "To 

the nineteenth-century convert it seemed that he was making 

a disjunctive choice between art and religion." And there 

were many hereditary Catholics who had little understanding 

of literary things, and had a suspicion that a life spent in 

the service of the arts was not likely to lead to eternal 

salvation. David Matthew speaks of the complete separation 

between official Victorian Roman Catholicism and the 

Catholic Literary Revival in England after the delath of 

Cardinal Manning in 1892. All during the regime of Cardinal 

Calvert Alexander, S.J., The Catholic Literary 
Revival, Milwaukee, Bruce, 1935, p. 55» 

2 Ibid., p. 10. 
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Vaughan (1892-1903) there was no association between the 

official representatives of Catholicism and the literary 
1 

activities with which Thompson was associated. Thompson 

and Meynell were profoundly disturbed by the situation. 

Thompson lamented that many men of creative genius had been 

and would be lost to the Church because of the indifference 

displayed towards their works. Catholics, he said, had not 

only failed to compete with Satan for the soul of many great 

modern artists, but, worse than that, the official 

ecclesiastical mind had appeared to scorn and distrust those 

whose creative gifts God's adversary both honoured and 

welcomed. The admirable generosity of so many artists 

working to introduce beauty into the House of God, he 
2 

insisted, should be duly appreciated. 

In the non-Catholic world, Catholicism was mis­

conceived even in the traditional culture, and was 

represented as something that hampered, restrained, even 

crippled the energy and output of human genius. It was 

believed, consequently, that from Catholics one could not 

x David Matthew, Catholicism in England 1535-1935", 
London, Longmana, 1936, p. 221*. 

Francis Thompson, Notebook 35", 7, Ms. at Boston 
College. "Of the 111 Thompson Notebooks in the collection, 
62 are complete and others, fragmentary." (Librarlum, Boston 
College Library, No. 10, issue of Dec. 18, 1959.1 These 
notebooks are about to be published in catalogue form. 
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look for literary work that was either abundant or good: 

It was long a conviction in the mind of the 
average English Protestant that Catholicity 
exerted a stunting influence on literary development, 
a belief which the educational disabilities' 
incidental to English Catholicism for some time 
tended to confirm. The idea in the Protestant 
mind was something after this fashion—that from 
Martin Luther came the Reformation, from the 
Reformation came those twin gifts of Heaven, Good 
Queen Bess and William Shakespeare, from Good Queen 
Bess came our greatness, and from.. Willi am 
Shakespeare came our literature. 

The truth was that the country did not yet possess a 

sufficiently numeroua and cultured Catholic society capable 

of producing what might claim to be literature. The Catholic 

voice had been suppressed in England for three centuries, 

and the Church' s fight for self-preservation had made 

impossible her old patronage of fine arts. The Church had 

become primarily militant defending Catholic dogma through 

rigid definition, and the intellectual element properly so 

called was necessarily sacrificed for the controversial and 

the devotional, with the result that the cultural side of 

the Church had been eclipsed. 

Writing in The Tablet in 1890, Thompson will 

account for this tension which existed between Catholicism 

and literature: 

Rev. Terence L. Connolly, S.J., "Porword" to 
Literary Criticism by Thompson, New York, Dutton, 19l*,8, 
p. ix. 
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Fifty years ago it could hardly be said that we 
had literature. Such little as we had was mainly 
controversial, and aimed more at hard knocks than 
at giving them with a grace [...] we had no press; 
the Graces cast no eye upon our literature; artists 
in style we had none, novelists were probably 
considered offspring of the Evil One, and poetry 
was a thing undreamed; it would have been as out 
of place as a polished helmet in desert warfare. 
So that the great Protestant community about us 
grew to believe that Catholicism was inimical to 
culture; and it did indeed seem as if the culture 
which not Catholicism but themselves had withered 
up in us was beyond revival.1 

By fostering Catholic creative writers, Meynell 

hoped to force the non-Catholics to recognize Catholic genius 

and talent in a field where they were best able to 

appreciate their value. A great poem, he thought, would, 

in the state of the reading world, do more to enable the 

Catholic religion to assume its proper place in life than 

the theological treatise or the polemical tract, however 

able or learned. 

6. Catholic Journalism and Creative Literature 

Meynell was aware that the task of building a 

Catholic literature in later Victorian England was a very 

difficult one, and that he would have to contend with many 

drawbacks. It was difficult for true literary men to be 

formed in such an environment, and still more difficult for 

1 Ibid., p. 51*5. 
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them to find an appreciative reading public. If Catholic 

writers were to make a contribution to English life and 

thought, it was of great importance that more attention be 

given to what was really informing, that is, to the creation 

of a great, strong Catholic aristocracy of intellect capable 

of sustaining a Catholic literature that could reflect a 

robust Catholic faith and true Catholic culture. He knew 

that the Catholic writer would be misrepresented and 

misapprehended till he succeeded in making for himself an 

audience disciplined in the appreciation of genuine Catholic 

aesthetic values. In an age where the public replaced the 

patron, there was the need to produce more and better 

Catholic readers, to attract Catholics to creative literature, 

and to make Protestants familiar with Catholic literature. 

The project of nurturing and disseminating this 

spiritual leaven called for the services of both the 

educator and the propagandist. Meynell found in the press 

the practical medium for reaching the public which had to be 

addressed. He thought that journalism and authorship should 

meet to solve the problem of Victorian culture. To this 

purpose there was, at the moment, no literary vehicle which 

promised more advantage to the aspiring writer than the 

periodical: 
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Journalism, while it affords scope for the 
most brilliant and practised powers, is also the 
legitimate sphere for the literary beginner. His 
capacity is there put to the test by a process 
which, unlike that of publishing a book, costs him 
nothing in case of failure; while the acceptance 
of his contributions is an earnest of his future 
success. Nearly all our great writers, whether 
journalists or not, began by contributing timorously 
and obscurely to the newspaper periodical press; 
and there are thousands of aspirants to-day eager 
to follow in their footsteps, and to take a place 
in the Republic of Letters, if they only knew how 
and where to make a start.1 

Meynell was especially sensitive to the lack of 

interest in poetry displayed by almost all the Catholic 

publications in Victorian England. In the first decades 

after the revival of the Catholic hierarchy in England, the 

Catholic Reviews were filled with matters polemical, 

theological, and historical; scarcely any pure literature 

appeared under the editorship of Wilfrid Ward's father, 

William G. Ward. The Dublin Review, the oldest Catholic 

periodical, was marked by a highly controversial tone. 

When controlled by the future Cardinal Archbishop Henry E. 

Manning, during the years I863-I878, there was no room in 

it for any writing that did not directly serve the causes 

which he espoused. Similarly, when Father Herbert Vaughan 

controlled The Tablet in the years 1868-1881*, literature and 

John Oldcastle (Wilfrid Meynell), "Introduction" 
to Journals and Journalism: With a Guide for Literary 
Beginners, London, Field and Tuer, 1880, p. 11. 
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the fine arts were treated, if at all, as instruments in the 

service of ecclesiastical interests. Even The Rambler, 

which had numbered Newman and John Acton among its 

editorialists, was more concerned, in the years 181*8-1859, 

with philosophical and theological problems than with 

creative literature. Only The Month, begun in 1861*, was 

avowedly concerned with literature. In its early days it 

published a good deal of poetry. Aubrey de Vere was a 

contributor and Newman's "Dream of Gerontius" first appeared 

in it in 1865. However, it soon gave more importance to 

strictly ecclesiastical interests than it had done at first. 

This was markedly true under the editorship of Father John 

Gerard (1891*"1912), and belles lettres received scant 

attention until he was succeded by Father Joseph Keating, a 

priest who was much interested in the works of Hopkins. 

In those difficult and meagre years, Newman's pen 

and that of Aubrey de Vere had been the chief instruments 

in producing Catholic literature in distinction from the 

polemics and the theology of the periodicals. To maintain 

the gains already made, the Meynells turned to their true 

calling. Already during their engagement, they had decided 

to publish a magazine with contributions from Ruskin, 

Tennyson, Matthew Arnold, and other prominent writers. But 

it took three years for the dream of the young couple to 

take shape. In 1880 appeared the first issue of the weekly 
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magazine, The Pen: A Journal of Literature, edited by Wilfrid 

Meynell. The editorial of the first number introduced it as 

a literary venture. It was to carry 

[...] original essays on Literary subjects, 
which it is hoped may delight, yet not unlearned. 
Biographies of eminent Authors, and Poems, will 
be given, week by week. And if an effort is made 
to please the more fugitive fancy by paragraphs of 
Literary table-talk, entire care will be taken 
that the reader is not amused at the expense of 
any private or professional interest whatever.1 

However, Mr. and Mrs. Meynell had to write the great part of 

it, and to give up all hope of the collaboration of famous 

authors. After seven issues only, they had to face their 

first failure, and the review ceased to appear. 

A few months later Cardinal Manning offered to 

Meynell the editorship of the Westminster diocesan journal, 

The Weekly Register. For eighteen years, from July 1881 to 

June 1899, this was to be the main source of income for the 

family. It was devoted specially to Catholic news. 

Accounts of ecclesiastical activities and episcopal texts 

occupied many of its pages. It was to Meynell*s credit, 

however, that he succeeded in bringing to this dull weekly, 

narrowly confined to clerical matters, a breath of fresh 

air from the outside; foreign affairs and social news, even 

literary news, figured more and more. The first number, 

Anonymous, in The Pen, issue of May 22, 1880, p. 1 
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after he took over its editorship, announced a change of 

policy: 

[...] we propose, for ourselves, to compress 
into small compass reports of sermons save where 
they are memorable—and of religious ceremonies — 
save when they mark our progress as a community. 
The space thus saved will be devoted to a complete 
summary of the Week's News, and to notices of 
Science, Art, the legitimate Drama, Literature, 
and Law. Social topics will be treated in articles 
and paragraphs with such brightness and lightness 
as may be attained without bitterness and without 
levity.1 

To this end, the editor told his readers, the best available 

Catholic talents were "banded together" for the first time 

in the service of a Catholic journal. The venture was 

abundantly successful. It meant the addition of six hundred 

subscribers within six months. 

But it was not in an ecclesiastical weekly that 

Meynell's real convictions could be fully expressed. Alice 

and Wilfrid wrote increasingly for the great London Press: 

the Academy, the Athenaeum, the Daily Chronicle, the Dublin 

Review, the National Observer, the Nineteenth Century, the 

Pall Mall Gazette, the Saturday Review, the Spectator, the 

Tablet, the Windsor Magazine, the Magazine of Art, and the 

Art Journal. However, they were not forgetting their old 

Anonymous, in The Weekly Register, Vol. 61*, issue 
of July 9, 1881, p. 1. 
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project, and, in I883, they finally launched their very own 

periodical, Merry England, a general monthly cultural 

magazine, Catholic by inspiration. From their long table in 

Palace Court library, Mr. and Mrs. Meynell worked for twelve 

years, the busiest years of their life, as central figures 

and propagandists of the Catholic Literary Revival in 

Victorian England. In their hands, the timely periodical 

became the vital organ for the spread of Catholic principles 

and the sponsorship of Catholic writers. 

This, then, was Meynell's answer to Carlyle's 

dilemma and to that of his generation: to guide literary 

achievement along a common path of Catholicism and art that 

would satisfy equally the spiritual and aesthetic needs of 

the Victorian reader. To this purpose, Merry England was 

conceived as the leading factor for the promotion of 

Catholic literature, and, through the medium of Catholic 

literature, for the propagation of Catholic truth. 

The following chapter will present a study of the 

Manifesto of Merry England to reveal the purpose of the 

magazine—religious, cultural, and literary. 
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CHAPTER III 

CREDO OF A CATHOLIC LITERARY PROPAGANDIST 

On Primrose Day, May 23, 1883, anniversary of Lord 

Beaconsfield's death, Londoners read Merry England for the 

first time. Wilfrid Meynell, a great admirer of Disraeli, 

issued the first publication of his magazine on this day so 

called to honour his hero's favourite flower. In his famous 

novel Sybil, written under the influence of Carlyle, 

Disraeli had drawn a heart-rending picture of the sufferings 

of the working class in the early years of Queen Victoria's 

reign. Young people, ready to do a good turn to the poor, 

had formed a party around him, called "New England". 

1. The True "Merry England" Ideal 

An etching, showing Disraeli in the act of addressing 

Parliament, illustrates George Saintsbury's opening article 

of Meynell's magazine, entitled "The New England Party". 

The purpose and influence of the Party, as summarized in 

this article, accounts for the editorial policy of the 

magazine: 
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Young England aimed at dissolving the rigid 
barrier between the different classes of the 
population by the influence of mutual good offices, 
by the humanizing effects of arts and letters, by 
a common enjoyment of enjoyable religious functions, 
by popularizing the ideas of a national tradition 
and historical continuity, by restoring the merri­
ment of life, by protesting against the exchange of 
money and receipts for money as a sufficient summary 
of the relations of man and man.1 

Saintsbury then stresses the widespread influence of this 

social movement on the literary trends of the age: 

Indeed, to trace the ramifications of agreement, 
dissent, protest, and silent adoption of more or 
less of the tendencies of the movement, would be 
to make a survey of the literature of the period. 
It is perceptible no less in "Past and Present" 
(far removed as Carlyle was from sympathy with 
Young England) than in "The Broad Stone of Honour", 
little less in "The Princess" than in "Coningsby".2 

An article in The Weekly Register heralded the new 

periodical, Merry England. Here, Meynell recognizes the 

New England movement as a vain effort to restore to national 

character its traditional gaiety: 

George Saintsbury, "The Young England Movement", 
in Merry England, Vol. 1, issue of May 1883, P. 1-13. 

2 Ibid. 
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The more considerable attempt to revive 
merriment in our country, and almost in our own 
time, by the Young England Party movement, has, 
indeed, left its mark, and a very graceful one, 
on contemporary politics, literature and sociology; 
but the maypole has proved to be only a midsummer 
night's drdam; the agricultural labourer, who was 
to have been converted into a peasant, is an 
agricultural labourer still.1 

Its deficiencies are explained in terms of religion: 

There was no absence of good religious 
intentions in the Young Englanders. They knew in 
their hearts, almost as well as we ourselves know 
it, that England can never be merry until she is 
Christian. They talked about "the National Church" 
but the National Church would not and could not 
dance to their piping. By that failure, on the 
part of the Protestant Establishment, to reach the 
hearts of the people, the Young England Party was 
of necessity a failure and a dream.2 

The policy of the magazine had therefore been shaped to 

make up for the inadequacies of the Young England Movement: 

Men, like Prederich Paber, thus learned to 
look to the Catholic Church to do what the Protestant 
Church could not do; [...] Where Father Faber 
looked, there look we; and the hour seems to be 
ripe for the Catholics in this country to come 
forward once again—not in a spirit of self-assertive 
controversy, and still less in a spirit of apology 
for the Faith that is in them—to place before their 
fellow-countrymen the only remedy for the ills which 
are now preying on the very vitals of society.3 

Anonymous, "Merry England", in The Weftkly 
Register, Vol. 67, issue of Apr. 11*, 1883, p. 1*65-1*66. 

2 Ibid. 

Ibid. 
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The magazine took its name from the Wordsworth 

sonnet, "Merry England", which generally follows the title 

page in the bound volume: 

They call thee "Merry England" in old time, 
A happy people won for thee that name, 
With envy heard in many a distant clime; 
And spite of change, for me thou keep'st the same 
Endearing title, a responsive chime 
To the heart's fond belief, though some there are 
Whose sterner judgment deem that word a snare 
For inattentive Fancy, like the lime 
Which foolish birds are caught with. Can I ask, 
This face of rural beauty be a mask 
For discontent, and poverty and crime? 
These spreading towns a cloak for lawless will? 
Forbid it, HeavenI—that Merry England still 

May be thy rightful name in prose or rhyme 11 

In crowning his periodical with so impressive a title, the 

editor had bridged several centuries in his dreams to re­

discover the spiritual vitality of a period when Catholicism 

characterized English society. For whatever may have been 

the shortcomings of the Middle Ages, they were the ages of 

Faith and Hope based on the love which Christ had brought 

into the world. Merry England preaches an optimism that is 

born of complete faith in a time of disillusionment: 

Thomas Hutchinson, ed., The Poetical Works of 
William Wordsworth. London, OxfordlTniversity Press, T911*, 
p. 1*63. 
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On this point there should be no mistake. 
"Merry" as applied to "England" was not used in 
the common significance now attached to the 
adjective. It meant "brave" England; rather than 
comic or boisterous England; brave and "merry" 
even in the midst of human sorrow, by reason of 
its clear conscience and fresh and primitive ., 
feelings, and its living hope in a hereafter. 

The medieval ideal to which Meynell joyfully reverts 

in his magazine was to bring light on the idealized con­

ception of the Middle Ages as imagined by the Romantics. 

He wished the Middle Ages to be seen, not in their external 

prettiness only, but in their inner radiance. Mindful of 

the fact that the best of English tradition had drawn its 

vital inspiration from Merry England's Catholic culture, he 

meant to salvage the supernatural principles which, in those 

ages, formed the basis of an ideal social order and art. 

The spirit of medieval life, timeless and fertile as it is, 

could be made effective in modern life. A philosophy which 

reality had worked out could again become a working philo­

sophy and a reasonable ideal. 

The Manifesto of the magazine was to provide a 

formula which could save the true substance of the Victorian 

Anonymous, "Reviews and Views", in Merry England, 
Vol. 2, issue of Dec. 1883, p. 67. In his essay TlCheerful-
ness in Life and Art", Coventry Patmore defines cheerfulness 
in almost identical terms and makes it an essential of 
genuine art and life. (Coventry Patmore, Principle in Art, 
London, Duckworth, 1889, p. 5-9«) 
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non-Catholic writers* aspirations modified by the false 

philosophy of life on which they were founded. In the 

present chapter, its tenets will be studied in their 

relation to the Victorian dilemma. As a more convenient 

method of study, a section-by-section analysis will be made 

following the textual development of the Manifesto. 

2. The Catholic Cultural Ideal 

While the rapid growth of populations baffles the political 
economist, the profusion of periodical literature may well 
perplex the general reader; and there are those who, 
declining to be doctrinaires in their dealings with humanity, 
would limit by a strenuous Malthusianlsm the multiplication 
of magazines. Some words by way of explanation are due, 
therefore, from him who would bespeak for yet another 
candidate in the same kind the Public favour. 

The Manifesto strikes a note of gentle irony in its 

subtle allusion to the vague abstractions and logic chopping 

of Malthusianlsm and its laissez-faire policy. Meynell was 

well aware of the fact that the perennial attack upon the 

worth of poetry to society had been renewed in the 

nineteenth century in the name of an ill-conceived 

utilitarianism. As T.S. Peacock had put it in a letter to 

G.M. Young refers to Malthus' Essay on Population 
as "a body of doctrine which to question was impious or 
irrational". It was "snipped into texts", says he, "for the 
guidance of those who did not wish to think at all, and 
repression of those who wished to think for themselves". 
(George Malcolm Young, Victorian England: Portrait of an 
Age, London, Oxford University -Tress, 1936, p. 12.) 
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Shelley, as far back as 1820, it had appeared to many that 

Moral, political and physical science have 
entirely withdrawn from poetry the attention of 
all those whose attention is worth having.1 

To the Benthamite editors of the Westminster Review, in the 

years I82l*-1836, poetry appeared but a trifling thing; 

although this journal represented an extreme bias, its 

essential Philistinism was unquestionably typical of the 

feeling of a significant number of people, which feeling 
p 

did not decline as the century progressed. For if extreme 

Benthamism was undermined by the modifying intelligence of 

its greatest offshoot, John Stuart Mill, it was nonetheless 

very much alive in the eighties and nineties, especially 

among those whom Carlyle had described as Millocracy. 

Meynell cared deeply for Merry England's receiving its 

proper recognition among Englishmen generally and among 

English Catholics in particular. 

Herbert, P.B. Brett-Smith, ed., Peacock's Four 
Ages of Poetry, Shelley's Defence of Poetry, Browning's 
Essay on Shelley, Oxford, 1937, p. xi. 

2 
George Nesbitt, Benthamite Reviewing: The First 

Twelve Years of the Westminster Review (182U-183&T7 New 
York, ColumbiiPtfniversity -Tress, 1931*. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA ~ SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUPIES 



UNIVERSITE P'OTTAWA •• ECOLE PES GRAPUES 

CREDO OF A CATHOLIC LITERARY PROPAGANDIST 75 

Professor Ruskin does not love the steam plough, yet surely 
the steam plough in the midst of scenery the most idyllic is 
a better alternative—where such the alternative must be— 
than a starving people. The Professor indeed supposes that 
the modern plough-boy's whistling, as well as his work, will 
be done by steam; but we have faith that the rustic will yet 
whistle for himself, albeit no longer for "want of thought". 
Frankly accepting the conditions of Modern England, we would 
have ii a Merry England too. 

Ruskin's artistic researches brought him closer to 

the teachings of Carlyle; he began to concentrate on the 

economic conditions which were responsible for a soulless 

art. With Carlyle he found that the current order of 

industrial society was depriving humanity of decency and 

dignity; that man was 

[...] a mere Work-Machine, for whom the divine 
gift of Thought were no other than the terrestrial 
gift of Steam is to the Steam-engine; a power 
whereby Gotton might be spun, and money and money's 
worth realized.1 

Meynell maintained that the modern Victorian world 

of invention and industry could retain the cultural values 

sustained by the Medieval tradition. He was aware of two 

worlds: to continue, the present had to retain its hold on 

the past—its great Christian heritage—, but at the same 

time it had to keep abreast of the modern world. He 

accepted the perfection and extension of the mechanical 

equipment in industrialization as a need. His remedy, 

therefore, to what he considered the greatest disease of 

Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, p. 169. 
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the times—the dissociation of the things of God and the 

things of the world—was one of reconciliation. Despite 

the wrong ideology which was linked to it, the Victorian 

civilization still involved in its very substance the sacred 

heritage of human and divine values based on Catholic 

Tradition, a heritage which had been weakened in its 

efficiency but not completely destroyed in its potential 

reserves. By the power of the Catholic religion, he 

believed that a merry England might yet be made out of 

Modern England: "We have faith that, under happier 

religious and social conditions, the rustic will yet again 

whistle for himself albeit no longer for "want of thought". 

The Manifesto sets a pattern for a form of society 

characterized by a Christianity that embraces both the 

natural and supernatural elements of life. 

This is the ideal which Meynell holds up as a 

remedy to the plight of Ruskin's ploughman, who, with that 

other rustic, "Cymon", plodded his way aimlessly and 

[...] trudg'd along unknowing what he sought 
And whistled as he went for want of thought.^ 

Anonymous, "Merry England", in The Weekly 
Register, Vol. 79, issue of Jan. 5, 1889, p. 3T~. 

W.D. Christie, ed., "Cymon and Iphigenia", The 
Poetical Works of John Dryden, London, Macmillan, 1870, 
p. 633-653. 
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Though the maypole be a thing of the past, the same instinct 
for joy which moved men and maidens on the village greens of 
long ago is ready to assert itself still—Heaven sees in 
what distorted fashion—in our manufacturing towns, in our 
dense sea-ports, and our fields of coal. In London alone~ 
there are "two millions who never smile"—the members alas! 
of a great family scattered, nay rather huddled, in every 
city and every village, through the land. 

With Meynell, as with his co-religionists, the dream 

of a Catholic England was mingled with the dream of a 

happier England. The needs of the age were various enough, 

but none seemed as pressing as the need for sweetness and 

cheerfulness of heart. The bewildered Victorian reached for 

that fundamental necessity of nature which is pleasure, but 

he did not find authentic happiness. The Victorian 

industrial worker endured the miseries following the pro­

gress of modern civilization based upon the principle of 

seeking first the kingdom of this world and its glory and 

letting the Kingdom of God and its righteousness fare as 

they might. 

Jacques Maritain explains the decline in popular 

happiness in the modern world as the logical outcome of the 

gradual process of secularism which brought about a break 

with Christian values. Modern man, says he, 
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[...] knew truths—without the Truth; [...] 
claimed human rights and dignity—without God, 
[...] trusted in peace and fraternity without 
Christ, [...] believed in liberty—without the 
mastery of self or moral responsibility, [...] 
placed his hope in machinism, in technique, and 
in mechanical or industrial civilization—without 
wisdom to dominate them and put them at the service 
of human good and freedom, [... 3 looked for 
happiness—without any final end to be aimed at, 
or any rational pattern to which to adhere; the 
most natural concept and motive power, that of 
happiness, was thus warped by the loss of the 
concept and the sense of purpose or finality (for 
finality is but one with happiness). Happiness 
became the movement itself toward happiness, a 
movement at once limitless and increasingly lower, 
more and more stagnant.1 

In launching their magazine the promoters of Merry 

England set themselves to discuss: 

How to restore some quality to modern and 
unlovely life—by what legislation, by the 
exercise of what charitable effort, and by the 
promulgation of what principles of sincerity.^ 

The progress of Catholicism in England coincided with the 

renaissance of social compassion in secular society. 

Modern man had sought the rehabilitation of the human 

creature in a separation from God. It was to be sought in 

God. Meynell adopted the cause of Cardinal Manning as 

champion of the rights of the labouring classes, and founded 

Joseph W. Evans and Leo R. Ward, ed., op_. cit., 
p. 157-158. 

Anonymous, "Reviews and Views", in Merry England, 
Vol. 2, issue of Jan. 1881*, p. 67. 
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his magazine with the special purpose of restoring Catholic 

principles to social life: "I felt the need of an organ to 

put forward Catholic principles especially in regard to the 

redemption of the workers." He hoped to revive, under some 

form suitable for modern England, that vital religious ideal 

which had shaped medieval civilization into a socio-

religious unity commonly known as Christendom of which 

Etienne Gilson has written: 

Christendom, that is to say a universal 
society of all Christians, tied together, even in 
the temporal order, by the bonds of their common 
faith and common charity; men thinking, feeling, 
and behaving as true Christians should do, loving 
and helping each other as true children of the 
same Father who is in heaven—all those magnificent 
virtues were perhaps not much more common in 
medieval society than they are now. The main 
difference between our medieval ancestors and 
ourselves does not lie there, it rather rests with 
their belief in the absolute value of those virtues. 
The best among them were fully convinced that there 
was an order of absolute religious truth, of 
absolute ethical goodness, of absolute political 
and social justice, to which differences had to 
submit and by which they had to be judged.2 

An order of popular happiness was realized in Catholic 

England. The power of the world always instinctively at war 

with the power of the kingdom of God was kept under by the 

predominating influence of Catholic social fraternal ideals. 

x Viola Meynell, op_. cit., p. 11. 

2 
Etienne Gilson, Medieval Universalism and Its 

Present Value, New York, Sheed and Ward, 1937, p. 11. 
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How their toil may be lightened and dignified for them, 
their sky cleared, and their air sweetened, and the care 
for that light and sweetness cultivated in themselves; 

Meynell was concerned with erecting a social order 

in which the art of living would be possible, free from the 

tyranny of ignorance and spiritual thraldom. He hoped for 

more idealistic conditions of work that would compensate 

for the constraints imposed on man by the necessity of the 

work to be done, in itself not human but technical, and an 

affliction for the radical aspirations of personality. He 

urged that the unpleasant work be made more happy and 

exalting. What the industrial worker needed most was more 

light and beauty. Through the influence of spiritual 

energies transforming the secular life from within, the 

conditions of work could become less and less enslaving, 

and tend to a state of real emancipation for those "two 

millions who never smile". 

The secular and the religious were to work together, 

but to this a third term was necessary by which the inner 

life and external condition might be united peacefully, and 

effectively carried forward. This third term was the ideal 

of beauty, not beauty as the mere object of sense and 

imagination, not merely intellectual beauty, but beauty as 

the ideal of all the faculties, corresponding to man's whole 

nature, body and soul. This beauty was to be sought in 

every department of life. True culture was to reveal and 
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realize it. Hence all culture was to be aesthetic. As a 

result, order would be brought out of confusion, the world 

would be saved, on the one hand, from lapsing into 

barbarism, and, on the other, from wasting itself in the 

artificiality of intellectualism. 

In speaking of the universal ideal of "light and 

sweetness", it seems as if Meynell wanted to refer to the 

first chapter of Arnold's Culture and Anarchy, entitled 

"Sweetness and Light". Here Arnold expounds his 

"Hellenistic" ideal of the pursuit of perfection through 

culture "in which the character of beauty and intelligence 

are both present." He claims that a humanity worthy of its 

calling must learn to co-ordinate its moral with its 

aesthetic and intellectual nature. The pursuit of "sweet­

ness and light", he describes as the "harmonious expansion 

of the gifts of thought and feeling, which make the peculiar 

dignity, wealth, and happiness of human nature." 

Arnold proceeds on the assumption that the end to be 

aimed at is the realization of the potentialities of natural 

man and, hence, the method he proposes is the cultivation of 

man's natural powers and faculties. He forgets man's dignity 

as a redeemed human being. It is this dignity that Meynell 

x Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, London, 
Smith Elder, 1905, p. 8. 
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insists upon. The man of Christian humanism has an ultimate 

end, God to be seen and possessed. Christianity educates, 

it cultivates, not as an end in itself, but as a means of 

fostering the supernatural. 

The Manifesto continues: 

how marriage may be, not more rash, yet more possible and 
more righteous, among them; how maternity, losing at least 
its mental anguish, may regain, once more the ancient "j"oy 
that a man is born into the world;" how the children who now 
perish in their infancy may be saved to society and to 
thrifty homes; how old age may be made a season of 
honourable peace and of a well-earned pension, rather than 
of workhouse misery, which—cruel as death—puts asunder 
husband and wife; how Religion may be made more dear—at' 
once more divine and more human; and the reverences and 
tendernesses of life multiplied among them: 

Where the working man found his happiness the most 

rudely assailed was in his home life. The sacrifice of 

human beings to capital had led to the destruction of 

domestic life, to the neglect of children, to the turning 

of wives and mothers into living machines, and of fathers 

and husbands into "creatures of burden". The only home for 

them was some rented room in a promiscuous tenement or 

sihanty in a filthy street or alley. The good and the bad 

were crowded amidst misery and sin. When they were old or 

infirm they were thrown into the street or poorhouse. 

Cf. Chapter I, p. 3-1*. 
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As a remedy for these social ills, the Manifesto 

pleads for a return to a chivalrous appreciation of true 

womanhood, for an understanding of the role and the dignity 

of motherhood, for the restoration of domestic life and the 

reverences of the home. It involves such principles as 

would give to the life of the social body a truly human and 

divine character. It recognizes and sanctions those rights 

which we call the fundamental rights of the human person: 

the right to life, the right to found a family, itself 

assured the freedoms proper to it. It suggests that it is 

the function of the state, through its legislation, to help 

the family accomplish this mission as well as to provide a 

society which would permit man to live in the wholeness of 

his responsibility, his dignity, and his supernatural 

destiny. 

To sum up, the Manifesto reveals the essential 

spirit of the Catholic industrial ideal: popular happiness 

established on the law of brotherly love in Christ, the 

inalienable dignity of work, and the dignity of the poor-

It suggests the supreme pattern of a genuine democratic 

society which includes the development both of a powerful 

technical equipment and of a rational politico-social 

organization quickened by the inner ferment of Evangelical 

inspiration. 
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These principles of Christian social order are 

purposely treated as a way of culture. Meynell was aware of 

the power of Catholic culture as a fulcrum to save the arts 

and literature from disintegration, for the art of living 

is chief of all the arts and necessarily inspires them. 

If Catholics [...3 find that the tone of the 
greater part of literature of the day is unhealthy 
and unwholesome, it is upon society that they must 
act. Let society be reformed and a purer literature 
will spring up, suited to purer tastes.1 

Christopher Dawson confirms Meynell's conviction when he 

shows to what extent Catholicism, in a state of close 

communion with European culture, was an element of medieval 

life before it was translated into art: 

I do not maintain that the general level of 
religious life was higher than at other times or 
that the state of the Church was healthier, still 
less that scandals were rarer or moral evils less 
obvious. What one can assert is that in the Middle 
Ages more than at other periods in the life of our 
civilization, the European culture and the Christian 
religion were in a state of communion: the highest 
expressions of mediaeval culture, whether in art, 
in literature or in philosophy, were religious and 
the greatest representatives of mediaeval religion 
were also the leaders of mediaeval culture.2 

Anonymous, "Contemporary Literature", in The 
Weekly Register, Vol. 88, issue of Sept. 12, 1893, 
p. 299-350: 

2 
Christopher Dawson, Mediaeval Religion and Other 

Essays, London, Sheed and Ward, 1931*, p. 119-120. 
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3. The Catholic Literary Ideal 

Such topics as these we shall attempt to treat with a 
freshness and delicacy which will redeem them from the 
dulness of blue-books, and will bid for the sympathy even 
of the happy and the young—the England which is Merry in 
all epochs. And if not in these, at least in less difficult 
problems concerning a Nation's welfare we shall have scope 
for fancy, and take opportunities for fun. We spare our 
readers the trite remark that Literature and Art are great 
elements of human happiness; but we shall make no apology 
for recognizing the fact by the publication of frequent 
papers, critical and biographical, about the painters and 
the writers of the present and the past; and this at least 
we may promise, that our Literature shall be literary 
Literature and our Art shall be artistic Art. 

In his attempt to educate contemporary thought with 

respect to Catholic tradition, the editor is mindful of the 

laws governing public opinion. English culture had long 

been a Christian culture divorced from the Christian 

religion inasmuch as religion had been confined to the 

pulpit. Here, faith was to appear as a system that did not 

ignore the new world, but rather understood and took account 

of that world's moral difficulties and intellectual problems, 

and offered a solution for both. When truth could not be 

defended by apologetics, incomprehensible in an age 

supported by science, the objective representation of the 

life of the Church could effectively recall and reinforce 

the teachings of religion, indirectly refute calumnies, and 

adroitly correct misconceptions as to Catholic faith and 

practice. 
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As a relief from the dry abstraots of theology, the 

excellence of Catholicism, as a magnificent force creative 

of truth and beauty, was to be reconciled with the wonder 

and glory of art, and, thus, bring home to the reader a 

Catholic experience of life. The serious things of the 

world were not to be eschewed, but they were to be touched 

with freshness and finish. In lighter topics place was to 

be made for the play of fancy as well as to the graces of 

wit and pleasantry. In all cases, writers were to be true 

to nature, history, religion, and morals, and this without 

entrenching upon the province of theology or controversy. 

Meynell understood that, if the art of living 

inspires the arts, life, in turn, might be inspired by them. 

Since the Catholic Church alone had the precious truth 

which is at the root of true culture, Catholic writers were 

"to act on society in the same manner as the leaven does 

which the woman introduces into the mass of dough that is to 

become the wholesome food of thousands." The poet, 

according to Meynell, "is not merely a singer; he is also 
2 

an interpreter and teacher." At that time when persistent 

effort was made to interpret life in terms of science, he 

Anonymous, in The Weekly Register, op. cit. 

2 
Wilfrid Meynell, "Some Recent Poetry", 0£. cit. 
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believed that the absolute experience of dogma would make 

man feel the direction of life and the meaning of existence 

itself. The true poet's mission, he claimed, is 

[...] to give a voice to love and hope and 
faith, and to lead, like a guiding star, the weary 
mariner to that haven of rest, where alone the ideal 
of which he has dreamed on earth, and which poetry 
has vainly striven to embody, will become at last 
and eternally real.1 

In introducing their readers to genuine literature the 

promoters of Merry England were not concerned so much with 

theology as with that sense of the reality of absolute 

values that creates beliefs and becomes a dwelling place for 

faith. Meynell believed that objective truth was arrived at 
2 

by art, but he did not confound theological truth with 

aesthetic truth. The truth requisite for poetry is neither 

the revealed truth of dogma nor the fact of science. Genuine 

poetry embodies principles of universal truth and beauty as 

art embodies them. In his essay "Hieroglyphics", Arthur 

Machen develops the thesis that fine literature is "the 

aesthetic expression of the eternal things that are in man", 

and concludes that it is necessarily the manifestation of 

Ibid. 

p 
Neville Braybrooke, "Two Editors: Wilfrid Ward 

and Wilfrid Meynell", in Dublin Review, Vol. 228, issue of 
Spring 195"!*, p. 1*6-52. 

3 Cf. Chapter II, p. 32. 
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Catholic dogma. 

Poetry as an art for the sake of experience, in 

which technique is integrated with the philosophy of the 

subject, was the true remedy against the separation produced 

by the pragmatic distortions of experience advocated by the 

exponents of the "Art-for-Art's Sake" movement—this great 

divider and destroyer of standards in life and culture. The 

integrity of creative experience, as found in true poetry, 

provides a way of interpretation by means of organic wholes 

which nourishes the mind and spirit, and becomes the very 

foundation on which are built the principles and practices 

of a liberal education—an education that gives, as stated 

by Newman, a "connected grasp of things". Parts are more 

clearly seen in relation to the whole, and their slgnificanos 

is consequently more quickly understood. The interpretation 

of the truth latent at the core becomes a process to be 

experienced, and "meaning" controls the process. As the 

reader penetrates the realm of meanings, he seeks, in 

different ways, to define the delicate relationship of man 

to the universe, the relationship of man to man and to God. 

This deepens his insight into human nature, into man's 

creatureship and earthly predicament, his potentialities 

Arthur Machen, "Hieroglyphics", in Literary 
Review, Vol. 6, issue of Nov. 27, 1923, p. 27$-281. 

i 
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for good and evil, and his need for the salvation of his 

soul. Thus genuine poetry unlocks to the soul the secrecy 

of its relations to the Infinite: it "tells us distinctly 

that man is not the creature of the drawing room and the 

Stoek Exchange, but a lonely awful soul confronted by the 

Source of all Souls". What the poet tells us comes like 

a revelation. As it awakens a sense of awe and wonder for 

the intangibles of life, it feeds nobly and happily man's 

sense of his eternal destiny. Meynell would have agreed 

with Marltaln's opinion that the end of literature as a fine 

art is similar to the end of human nature itself: 

Art teaches men the pleasures of the spirit, 
and because it is itself sensitive and adapted to 
their nature, it is better able to lead them to 
what is nobler than itself. So in natural life 
it plays the same part, so to speak, as the 
"sensible graces" in the spiritual life; and from 
afar off, without thinking, it prepares the human 
race for contemplation (the contemplation of the 
Saints) the spiritual joy of which surpasses every 
other joy and seems to be the end of all human 
activities.2 

The full potency of literature is realized when truth is 

seen in the light of Catholic theology which interprets the 

experience of life in terms of the dual nature of man 

elevated by grace. In the light of the foregoing opinions, 

1 I b l d ' 

2 
Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, London, 

Sheed and Ward, 191*9, p. 62. 
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Meynell'a definition of the poet as "teacher and interpreter" 

(as well as. singer) is justified. 

Christian art and art itself had deteriorated just 

in proportion as men had lost the Christian faith and the 

Christian ideal, till it had nearly ceased to deserve the 

name of art by embodying no thought or conception above the 

actual. If Catholic literature was destined to live, and to 

exert a creative influence on the national character, there 

was an imperative need for the contributors' of Merry England 

to put God in their philosophy of art as of life, to 

establish reality in their conceptions, to seek beauty in 

its source, and commune with the real Ideal. 

And since we hold that the length of our railroads is no 
measure of the happiness of lire, and the electric light" is 
no substitute for a Star in the East, nor literature a glory; 
nor art anything else than a shame, if they disown fealty to 
the All-Father, we shall seek to revive in our hearts, 
and in the hearts of others, the enthusiasm of the Christian 
Faith. 

The Manifesto rightfully claims that a return to 

integral Christianity is the world's only hope when error 

thrives in minds that prefer self-realization in a material 

world to selfhood in the Kingdom of God. It advocates a 

Christian order which is first of all theological. It 

sublimates the Christian faith by allying it with the notion 

of God' s universal fatherhood, making God the primary source 

of all authority, and the spiritual pole to personality. 

The all-embracing conception of integral Christianity is to 
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reconcile the will to social restoration, the free play of 

art and science under the supremacy of theological principles 

and the primacy of Charity. All things are to be integrated 

in Christ. A revelation of the Christian ideal permeating 

every facet of life and culture is the one solution applied 

to the wants of the age. 

All these ideals, better suggested than baldly 

stated, are gathered in a climactie arrangement and brought 

to a focus to form a Christocentric pattern enkindling the 

core of the Manifesto and the motto of the magazine with 

"meaning, internal harmony, and dynamism": "we shall seek 

to revive in our own hearts, and in the hearts of others, 

the enthusiasm of the Christian Faith." The Manifesto makes 

clear how literally it is to follow the ideal of Aubrey de 

Vere who proclaimed that the whole truth after which the age 

was blindly striving was to be found in the Incarnation. 

Like Patmore, he recognized the Incarnation of Christ as 

"the Complement of Creation". It was the bridge "thrown 

across that gulf which had else for ever separated the 

Finite from the Infinite." The Manifesto also reveals that 

its inspiration was at one with that of the life and work of 

Alice Meynell. In fact, she, as co-founder of Merry England, 

Aubrey de Vere, "Preface" to May Carols, London, 
Burns Oates, 1907, p. xiil-xxxviii. 
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had been active with Mr. Meynell in shaping its policy. 

Both were engaged as journalists in the hope of restoring 

the Kingdom of Christ in the world. She wished Catholic 

Tradition to stand, not apart, but in the centre of things, 

[...] in intimate contact with the glories of 
the European past and the really valuable tendencies 
in the present, engaged in the work of carrying 
forward the main stream of English letters. 

The Merry England motto mirrors the influence of 

Pranclscanism which "in all its phases and applications, in 

philosophy and theology, in art and literature, is by its 
2 

very nature Christocentric". !n fact, among the makers of 

the "Merry England" tradition were the followers of St. 

Francis who came to England in 1221*, and were the first to 

spread the new spiritual culture based on "the evangelical 

piety and the devotion to the Humanity of Jesus that found 

its supreme expression in the life of St. Francis'1. If the 

main purpose of their crusade was doctrinal, still they are 

thought of as playing an equally important part in 

revivifying English culture and art. In an effort to 

x Calvert Alexander, The Catholic Literary Revival, 
p. 116. 

2 
Rev. Henry Senft, O.M.C., "The Influence of 

Franciscanism in Catholic English Literature", in Catholic 
English Literature, Brookland, Washington, D.C., Published 
by the Franciscan Educational Conference, 191*0, p. 216. 

3 Christopher Dawson, op_. cit., p. 1*8. 
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popularize philosophy and theology they introduced incidents 

of daily life, stories, anecdotes, popular tradition or 

legend, and even sacred verse in their sermons. Father Senft 

records the effects of the friars' "philosophy of education": 

"It reached the hearts of the people in an intimate moving 

way that brought home to them as never before the truths of 

their Christian religion."1 

1*. The Catholic Ideal and Reality 

Moreover, in religion as in literature, in art and in 
sociology, we shall seek to fulfil Dr. Johnson's precept, 
and "clear our minds of cant"—the cant of commerce and the 
cant of capital, the cant even of chivalry and of labour, 
the cant of medievalism no less than the cant of modern days. 

In his effort to inform the secular world with 

Christian faith, Meynell offers a synthesis of belief that 

involves Catholicism's assimilation of everything valid in 

modern thought. However, he does not try to effect a 

reconciliation by toning down the Church's doctrine, by 

altering it ever so little in order to "modernize" it. 

There is no spirit of compliance with liberal Protestantism. 

He would remove all the human barriers, restrictions,and 

limitations that the Victorian, through his compromising, 

had placed upon the integrity of his human search for fully 

Rev. Henry Senft, O.M.C., op_. cit., p. 219. 
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satisfying principles of certitude and authority. The age 

did not err in its demand for the ideal. Its error was in 

confounding the ideal with the sentimental. Its disillusion 

had proved its convictions erroneous. Therein lay the 

Catholic propagandist's opportunity to throw light upon and 

break the false optimisms of the modern mind. Samuel 

Johnson had denounced sentimental optimism as cant. Meynell 

picks up the word, with and against Carlyle, to apply it to 

the Victorian tendency of seeking an ideal in the realities 

of an industrial and emancipated middle-class and an 

aesthetic world of fancy. 

The Merry England ideology advocates Catholicism as 

the integrating woof to the warp of the secular activities 

of the era in the fields of sociology, arts, and letters. 

The two are to meet without compromise to the integrity of 

either, but for the increased efficacy of both. It only 

advocates what the Victorian prophets had in mind if they 

had but understood themselves. The solution it brings is 

fundamental and complemental to Arnold's "Hellenistic" ideal 

G.M. Young applies the term "Cant" to the 
"homiletic cadence" which was "so persistent in Victorian 
oratory and literature". "The sermon", he says, "was the 
standard vehicle of serious truth." By "serious truth" he 
means "The acknowledged truth" or "all those dogmas which a 
victorious middle class had imposed on the nation". (George 
Malcolm Young, op_. cit., p. Il*-l5.) 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA ~ SCHOOL OF GRAPUATE STUPIES 



UNIVERSITE P'OTTAWA - ECOLE PES GRAPUES 

CREDO OF A CATHOLIC LITERARY PROPAGANDIST 95" 

of "Sweetness and Light", to Ruskin's teaching of the 

relation between art and the way of life, to Carlyle's 

"outline: "That a Splendor of God, in one form or other 

[...] unfold itself from the heart of these [—] Industrial 

Ages..." The difference between their point of view and 

that of Meynell is that they secularize the supernatural 

while the latter would supernaturalize the secular. It is 

not that he would have less of the secular than they, but he 

would have it under more orthodox conditions. In the final 

analysis, the projectors of the magazine hoped to possess 

themselves of the secular literature of the age and to make 

it speak the language of truth. 

Here, then, is an eloquent credo of desirable 

literary propaganda. In its two pages, the Manifesto 

reveals the essential principles for the effective 

reconciliation of art and Catholicism, for the integration 

of life and literature from the Christian point of view. 

The title "Merry England" was happily chosen to raise 

expectations for the restoration of the English language to 

its ancient glory as a medium for a Catholic people. It was 

the familiar symbol of a prototype of culture, charged with 

the aspirations of the Victorian search. For the little 

Catholic group rallied about it,this title recalled the 

lost secret of Catholic Tradition and all the harmonies that 

had been destroyed; it meant the revival of medieval 
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universalism which would reconcile the past and present, 

Jerusalem and Athens; it recognized the sacred appeal of art 

as the effective instrument of the Catholic missionary 

spirit to carry on the august methods of spreading Catholic 

culture. Then "Merry England" became the sign of a 

universal solution to a perennial problem. 

The following chapter will attempt to illustrate to 

what extent the promises of the Manifesto have been 

fulfilled. The departments of philosophy, history,and 

sociology, reviving standards of Catholic life and culture, 

will be included as ancillary to creative literature and 

literary criticism. 
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CHAPTER IV 

MERRY ENGLAND AND CATHOLIC LITERARY PROPAGANDA 

A survey of the Merry England collection reveals 

the unity of purpose and the strength of hope, emphasized in 

the Manifesto, that "Modern England" might yet be a "Merry 

England". The reader finds evidence of a marked corporate 

endeavour, among the contributors, to answer the challenge 

of bringing the secular Victorian world into the fold of 

genuine Christian culture. Not only do the writers follow 

the trends of the century in its rediscovery of the purely 

cultural values of the medieval tradition, but they also 

bring to light the fact that medieval religion and 

philosophy nourished this culture. Torchbearers of the 

Catholic cultural tradition and trumpeters of hope, they 

see to it that the magazine be a worthy reminder of a once 

merry England: 

[...J there are many to act as guides and to 
proclaim from the housetops how Merry England may 
again become something more than a name and a 
tradition of the past.1 

Anonymous, "Dreary London", in Merry England, 
Vol. 3, issue of Mar. 1881*, p. 31*3-31*1*. 
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1. General Picture 

This illustrated monthly was meant "to provide for 

intelligent and educated readers a thoroughly good Catholic 

magazine abreast of the age in literary, artistic, and 

social attractions." Each issue carries seventy or more 

pages. There is an initial article on current events, some 

outstanding national personage or an important movement of 

the epoch. Then, generally follows a short story, an item 

of historical interest or a bit of light fiction. An essay 

on architecture, painting or music enriches the subject 

matter. There is always a goodly share of literary 

criticism. An informal section, entitled "Reviews and 

Views", contains book notes, biographical incidents, essays 

in embryo on letters and painting, and other odds and ends 

to delight the hasty reader. "Reviews and Views" change 

from time to time to "Gesta Romanorum" or "Pulpit of Merry 

England". With this change the columns offer social and 

editorial paragraphs giving a clue to the mental and 

spiritual history of the Middle Ages. Later, these 

miscellaneous pages take on various titles: "Leaves from a 

Lady's Notebook", when the section is written by women, or 

"Obiter Dicta", editorial paragraphs on diverse subjects. 

x Anonymous, in Merry England. Vol. 18, issue of 
Nov. 1891, p. S41. 
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Merry England was used as a medium for the spread of works 

of art. Each number has a capital etching or an engraving 

as frontispiece. Full page illustrations accompany the 

historical sketches and articles in architecture and art. 

Volume XII introduces a Catholic Portrait Gallery including 

the figures of outstanding Catholic prelates or prominent 

lay contemporaries. 

Investigation of the Merry England set of volumes 

brings forth the names of many famous Catholic personalities: 

Aubrey de Vere, Cardinal Manning, Coventry Patmore, Lionel 

Johnson, Katharine Tynan, Wilfrid Ward, Father Cuthbert, 

O.S.F.C., Hilaire Be Hoc, and Francis Thompson. The 

contributions are not limited to Catholic authors. The 

journal occasionally carries articles by non-Catholic 

writers: George Saintsbury, William R. Hudson, William 

Morris, C. Kegan Paul, Andrew Lang, and Richard D. Blackmore. 

Merry England was first of all an arena where young writers 

were tested and often brought to maturity. Both Hilaire 

Belloc and Lionel Johnson sent in contributions before they 

produced their first volumes. Katharine Tynan received 

public recognition and acclaim through its pages. 

The main contributors are the editor, his wife, as 

co-editor, and Francis Thompson. They write sometimes under 

their own names, sometimes under common pseudonyms such as 

Francis Tancred and Francis Phillimore: 
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We had several pen names that were the common 
property of my dear wife, Francis Thompson, and 
(I blush to make the association) of myself [...] 
My most frequent pen name was John Oldcastle, and 
when I edited and adopted two or three anonymous 
articles, published in Catholic magazines [...] 
I gave them the signature A.C Opie (which meant 
a copy). Thus did we amuse ourselves, thinking, 
not without reason, that readers would weary of , 
the interminable repetition of our proper names. 

To this magazine which was his own from the very beginning, 

or rather, his and Mrs. Meynell's (for "they laboured 

together in a steady comradeship that involved at times the 
2 

work of author, editor, and proof-reader as well" ) the 

editor contributed generously. Among the one hundred and 

two articles signed by him, not to mention the unsigned 

ones, we find historical topics, biographical sketches, 

literary criticism, short stories, and poetry. Mrs. Meynell 

freshens almost every one of the twelve years' monthly 

issues with the subtle comments of her prose, and, 

occasionally, with the "shy beginning of her seeond venture 

into poetry."-̂  From 1888 to 1895", Francis Thompson gave to 

x Wilfrid Meynell, Letter written to Sister Angela 
Marie Mahoney, O.P., included in An Index of Articles in 
"Merry England" 1883-1895. A Classification Submitted ̂ o 
the Graduate Faculty in Partial Fulfillment of the 
Requirements for the Degree of Master of Arts Department of 
English of De Paul University, Chicago, Illinois, Aug. 
1935-, P. 110-111. 

2 
Anne Kimball Tuell, Mrs. Meynell and Her 

Generation, New York, Dutton, 1925, p. 61*. 

3 lPid«» P. 68. 
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the readers of Merry England nearly half a hundred poems 

together with an almost equal number of prose selections 

including essays, literary criticism, one short story, and 

the nucleus of "The Life of St. Ignatius Loyola". 

To what extent the contributors strove to apply the 

universal integrating power of Christian humanism to the 

elements of secular culture is beautifully manifest in the 

several departments of the magazine. A revival of the 

standards of the medieval past blending artistically with 

the ideals of the Victorian era make for a reconciliation 

of the traditional and the modern, of the truly religious 

and the cultural. 

2. The "Merry England" Tradition and Catholicism 

i) True Medievalism.— Father Cuthbert'3 series of 

philosophical papers, expounding a balanced view of 

medievalism, are particularly appropriate to the distinctive 

features of the magazine. His timely articles unveil the 

false conceptions of modernism with regard to the relations 

of the Church and scholastic thought. Each paper points out 

a popular misconception of modern thought, explains its 

falsity, and reveals that the true answer of medievalism 

to the problems of the Victorian world is the answer of 

Catholicism. The real concept of medievalism, Father 

Cuthbert tells his readers, is to be found in 
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[...] a truthful and integral form of Christian­
ity; and you cannot consistently deny this truthful­
ness without altogether rejecting Catholicism as a 
historical fact. But both devoted and bitterest foe 
have conjoined in falsifying its truth, and so have 
contributed in each to the present discontent against 
the Church of that period; and to appreciate the 
actual truth of medieval Christianity is the first 
step in the way of constructing the truth of the 
present.1 

The error of those Catholic theologians and 

scientists, who, in their enthusiasm over the modern spirit, 

would dissociate Catholic truth from scholasticism, he 

explains, is due partly to their confounding a corrupted 

idea of scholasticism with its earlier and genuine creative 

thought, and partly from the subjective condition of the 

mind: 

Scientific research, when not grasped by a 
powerful soul, has of its very nature a tendency 
to destroy catholicity or wholeness of spirit; and 
so too have systematizing philosophies. The very 
attempt at a universal solution of all truth, 
equally with the exclusive search after particular 
truth, inclines to limit thought—the receptivity 
of truth—and to narrow the moral sympathies which 
lead to truth. The adversaries of Catholicism are 
within the fold as well as without. It is not only 
the modern rationalist who fails to grasp its actual 
position and the meaning of its history; there is 
also the systematizer, who professes to be a votary 
of Catholic truth, and would yet reduce it to the 
terms of syllogism and the verbal accuracy of a 
formula, imagines he has sounded the depths of his 
Faith and made himself master of its domain.2 

1 Father Cuthbert, O.S.F.C., "The Idea of Medieval­
ism", in Merry England, Vol. 18, issue of Apr. 1892, 
p. 261*-267. 

2 
, "Scholasticism and Modern Thought", in 

Merry England, Vol. 19, issue of May 1892, p. 1*7-61*. 
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These false conceptions he attributes to a want of 

appreciation of scholastic development. He goes on to 

describe "scholasticism" as the pure understanding of 

Christian tradition which leads to a just appreciation of 

the significance of Christians. He then establishes a 

comparison between pagan and Christian thought as a basis 

for culture and art, showing the superiority of scholasticisn 

over the ancient pagan philosophy. 

In "Catholicism Past and Present", he shows how 

Catholicism may well be "an enigma and a contradiction to 

the outer world and to all who take the view of the outer 

world and look not within." As a remedy, he recommends a 

reconciliation of tradition with the modern world: "The 

modern world is still in rebellion against the Past and as 

such can never be acknowledged by the Chtnrch and by 
2 

Catholicism." He finds hope in the faet that progress has 

begun along that line: 

The influx of the World-life into Catholicism 
in the spirit of such men as J. H. Newman and the 
late Cardinal Archbishop Manning as of that later 
stream as yet unnamed but not unknown; and again 
in the awakening of the free spirit of Catholic 
democracy, has without doubt effected much.3 

1 f "Catholicism Past and Present", in Merry 
England, Vol. 19, issue of June 1892, p. 81*-10l*. 

2 Ib id . 

Ib id . 
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"A Wayside Essay" reveals the urgent need of the 

spiritualizatlon of religious life and thought: 

The materialism of thought of the past centuries 
has acted fearfully like a sapping corrosion upon 
the moral life even of the professedly orthodox, 
degrading the moral instinct into an instinct of 
expediency seeking the reason of itself in the 
necessity of conventionalism rather than in the 
necessity of life.1 

He continues: "a more spiritual religion must be founded 

in a more spiritual instinct of life and not in a more 

spiritual theory or idea." He goes on to explain that a 

spiritual understanding of the dogmas of Christianity as 

the supreme truths of life is the basic need for the right 

appreciation of religious social work. 

Two other essays by Father Cuthbert are more 

distinctly Franciscan. In "Francis of Assisi, Saint and 
2 

Reformer", he sets forth the true principle of St. 

Francis's reform, that is, the spirit of universal brother­

hood, based on a genuine principle of individualism, and 

then applies them to the need of his contemporary world. 
3 

"A Phase of Medieval Life" traces the revolt from Feudalism 

, "A Wayside Essay", in Merry England, 
Vol. 20, issue of Nov. 1892, p. 9-13-

2 
, "Francis of Assisi, Saint and Reformer", 

in Merry England, Vol. 17, issue of Oct. 1891, p. 335-352. 
3 f nA pbase of Medieval Life", in Merry 

England, Vol. 18, issue of Jan. 1892, p. 173-188. 

_ 
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