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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine some of the 

poetry of Algernon Charles Swinburne written between 1880 and 

his death in 1909, and to assess his contribution to the 

poetry of the "age of transition." 

As Swinburne's biographers have noted, Swinburne 

lived during this period, 1880 to 1909, the life of a re­

cluse, a quiet, retired life in Putney with his friend 

Theodore Watts-Dunton. Nevertheless, Swinburne continued to 

write poetry and criticism. The major volumes of his poetry 

during this period are the following: Studies in Song 

(1880), Tristram of Lyonesse and Other Poems (1882), A 

Century of Roundels (1883), A Midsummer Holiday and Other 

Poems (1894), The Tale of Balen (I896), A Channel Passage and 

Significant critical biographers who confirm this 
fact include the following: Samuel C. Chew, Swinburne, 
Boston, Little, Brown, and Company, 1929; John Drinkwater, 
Swinburne: An Estimate, London, J. M. Dent and Sons, 1913; 
Edmund Gosse, The Life of Algernon Charles Swinburne, London, 
Wm. Heinemann Ltd., 1917; Humphrey Hare, Swinburne, A Bio­
graphical Approach, London, H. F. and G. Witherby, London, 
1949; Georges Lafourcade, Swinburne, New York, Russell and 
Russell, 1935; Harold Nicolson, Swinburne, London, Macmillan 
and Co., 1926; William R. Rutland, Swinburne, A. Nineteenth 
Century Hellenic, Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1931; T. Earle 
Wilby, A Study "of Swinburne, London, Faber and Gwyer, 1926. 
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Other Poems (1904). A further volume, Posthumous Poems 

(1917), was published by Edmund Gosse and Thomas Wise. 

The major source of the poetry of Algernon Charles 

Swinburne used in the writing of this thesis is The Complete 

Works of Algernon Charles Swinburne, Bonchurch Edition, 

twenty volumes, edited by Sir Edmund Gosse, C. B. and Thomas 

James Wise, London, William Heinemann Ltd., 1925-1927, re­

printed New York, Russell and Russell, 196$. Two additional 

sources are New Writings by Swinburne, edited by C. Y. Lang, 

Syracuse, Syracuse University Press, 1964, and Posthumous 

Poems, edited by Edmund Gosse, C. B. and Thomas J. Wise, 

London, William Heinemann Ltd., 1917. 

The poetry of Algernon Charles Swinburne which is 

under examination in this thesis is that written between 

1880 and 1909, a period which this thesis terms a "transition 

period" in English literature. This was a period in which a 

wide variety of poetry was being written, and a period which 

is being increasingly recognized as of significant influence 

on contemporary poetry. Many recent critics support the 

concept of the period 1880 to 1920 as a "transition 

Titles and dates of these volumes have been taken 
from The Complete Works of Algernon Charles Swinburne, Bon-
church Edition, edited by Sir Edmund Gosse, C. B. and Thomas 
J. Wise, 20 Vols., London, William Heinemann, 1925-1927, re­
printed New York, Russell and Russell, 1968, Vol. XX, 
Bibliography. In following footnotes this edition of Swin­
burne's works will be referred to as Works. 
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period," neither characteristically Victorian nor charac­

teristically contemporary. The literary periodical, English 

Literature in Transition: 1880-1920, originated in 1957. 

This periodical was first titled English Fiction in Transi­

tion and renamed English Literature in Transition in 1963, 

at which time it became, as the editor, Helmut E. Gerber, 
2 

stated, a "period journal rather than a genre journal." 

Chapter One examines some of the statements of recent 

critics concerning the "transition period" and arrives at the 

conclusion that a wide variety of poetry was written during 

this period, of which the more important types are aesthetic, 

decadent, symbolist, political-patriotic, Georgian, Imagist, 

and "Sitwellian surrealistic." Of these, the latter three 

came into prominence in the last decade of the "transition 

period," 1910 to 1920, the decade after the death of Swin­

burne; the preceding four: aesthetic, decadent, symbolist, 

Among these critics are the following: Richard 
Ellmann, "The Two Faces of Edward," Edwardians and Late 
Victorians, New York, Columbia University Press, I960; 
Helmut E. Gerber, "The Nineties, Beginning, End or Transi­
tion?", Edwardians and Late Victorians. New York, Columbia 
University Press, I960; Graham Hough, "George Moore and the 
Nineties," Edwardians and Late Victorians, New York, Columbia 
University Press, I960; John M. Munro, ed., English Poetry in 
Transition. New York, Western Publishing Co., 1968; Henry F. 
Salerno, ed., English Drama in Transition, New York, Western 
Publishing Co., 1968. 

2 
Helmut E. Gerber, "Forum: Decadence and 

Aestheticism," English Literature in Transition, Vol. VI, 
No. 1, p. 16. 
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political-patriotic, were current during Swinburne's life­

time. It is, therefore, under the four headings—aesthetic, 

decadent, symbolist, political-patriotic--that the poetry of 

Swinburne will be examined in the following chapters. 

In comparison with the critical reaction to such 

earlier works of Swinburne as Atalanta in Calydqn (1865), 

Poems and Ballads, First Series (1866), and Songs before Sun­

rise (1871), there has been little attention devoted by crit­

ics to Swinburne's later poetry, that is, his poetry after 

1880. Several reasons are suggested for this. The "shock­

ing" quality of some poems in Poems and Ballads (1866) at­

tracted contemporary attention to Swinburne's poetry. Later 

critics directed attention to these same works because of the 

same aesthetic and decadent qualities; no startlingly new 

element is found in Swinburne's poetry after 1880; hence it 

does not draw similar attention to itself. A second reason 

for lack of greater critical interest in this later poetry 

is possibly an association of Swinburne's poetry with his 

life. His early life was in some ways spectacular. Some 

Many critics have written of Swinburne's life and 
works, but all of them have directed most attention to the 
period before 1880. Here are some of the major critics who 
have placed emphasis on Swinburne's earlier works: Chew, 
Swinburne; Drinkwater, Swinburne: An Estimate; Gosse, The 
Life of Algernon Charles Swinburne; Hare, Swinburne, A Bio­
graphical Approach; Georges Lafourcade, La Jeunesse de Swin­
burne, 2 volumes, London, Oxford University Press, 1925; 
Nicolson, Swinburne; Rutland, Swinburne, A Nineteenth Cen­
tury Hellene; Welby, A Study of Swinburne. 
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current critics express concern with such facets of his life 

as his interest in flagellation; his relationship with Adah 

Isaacs Menken, the actress, who had been four times married 

before meeting Swinburne; Swinburne's attraction to the works 

of the Marquis de Sade; and his possible homosexuality. 

There is nothing of such unusual interest apparent in Swin­

burne's later life. Retiring to Putney in 1879, he lived 

quietly there with Theodore Watts-Dunton until his death in 

1909. Rarely going out except for regular daily walks and 

holidays with his family, he also seldom received visitors. 

Increasing deafness contributed to Swinburne's lack of 

communication with earlier friends. Thus he virtually dis­

appeared from society. Those who closely associate life 

with works would expect nothing too substantial to come from 

Putney. 

Several critics have noted that this lack of atten­

tion to Swinburne's later work is unwarranted: 

But in the last half of his life, as in the 
first, he wrote a very large amount of lyrical 
poetry; and this has been under-estimated by the 
world. . . . But much of the political and philo­
sophical poetry of the later years is in no degree 
inferior, either in intellect or in music, to what 
he had written in his first volumes.^ 

These include the following: John Cassidy, Algernon 
C. Swinburne, New York, Twayne University Press, 1964; Jean 
Fuller, Swinburne, London, Chatto and Windus, 1968. 

2 
E. K. Brown, "Swinburne: A Centenary Estimate," 

Victorian Literature: Modern Essays in Criticism, ed. A. 
Wright, New York, Oxford University Press, 1961, pp. 307-30$. 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E D E S G R A D U E S 

INTRODUCTION 6 

It is a common superstition that after the first 
full impulse of his youth Swinburne's powers , 
steadily waned, and that his poetry deteriorated. 

In order to discuss the poetry of Swinburne as a 

contribution to the "age of transition," Chapter Two examines 

the characteristics of Aestheticism, Decadence, and Symbolism 

in the nineteenth century, and Swinburne's relationship to 

these literary trends. The development and interrelationship 

of the three movements are explored as means of deducing the 

characteristics of each. 

Chapters Three, Four, and Five examine and evaluate 

some poems of Swinburne published during the period under 

consideration. These chapters comprise the major part of 

this thesis. There is no attempt to consider all of the 

poems in the many volumes of poetry published by Swinburne at 

this time, but merely to present some of the poems which 

demonstrate his achievement at this period in his career, and 

at the same time to point out the variety in Swinburne's 

poetry which establishes him as a poet of the "transition 

period." The order used in the examination of poems will be 

a chronological one. Chapter Three deals with poetry of 

Swinburne between 1880 and 1884, Chapter Four with poetry of 

Swinburne between 18$5 and 1889, and Chapter Five with poetry 

between 1$90 and 1909. This chronological order reveals the 

Drinkwater, Swinburne: An Estimate, p. 157. 
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characteristics of Swinburne's poetry at that particular 

time: style, metrical patterns, diction, subject matter, 

and theme. Also, it shows the contrasting types of poetry 

written at the same time, evidence of Swinburne's flexibil­

ity, and of the richness and variety of his poetry. 

It must be noted that of the poems published by 

Swinburne during the period, forty-three have been selected 

as representative of the various kinds of poetry Swinburne 

was writing during the "age of transition," No attempt has 

been made to analyse these poems in depth, but rather to 

reveal those characteristics in the poems which show them 

representative of the "age of transition." Because of the 

excessive space which would be occupied, the poems discussed 

are not printed in the body of the thesis but in the Appen­

dix; poems over two hundred lines in length do not appear. 

A two-fold contribution to the study of English lit­

erature in the "transition period" will be made by this 

thesis: first, it will examine and evaluate some of the 

poetry of Swinburne in the period 1$$0 to 1909, a period in 

his poetry which has received little attention from critics 

thus far; secondly, it will evaluate his contribution to the 

"transition period," a period in which many streams of lit­

erature are found, and thus assess his entitlement to be 

called, in this later period of his writing, a "transition 

poet." 
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CHAPTER I 

ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE AND THE 

"TRANSITION PERIOD" 

In this ehapter a brief outline of the life of 

Algernon Charles Swinburne will be given. The purpose of 

this outline is to direct attention to those facets of 

Swinburne's life considered to be of importance to his 

poetry from 1$$0 to 1909. This will be followed by a 

section examining the literary period 1$80 to 1920 as a 

"transition period" which encompasses a variety of literary 

trends more suitably grouped together than attached to 

either the Victorian or the modern age. This section will 

demonstrate that there is increasing support among recent 

critics for the designation of the years 1$$0 to 1920 as a 

"transition period." In subsequent chapters Swinburne will 

be demonstrated to have contributed to many of these 

trends. 

$ 
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Section 1 

Algernon Charles Swinburne in the 

"Transition Period" 

Algernon Charles Swinburne was born in London, 

England, April 5, 1837, the elder son of Captain Charles 

Henry Swinburne and Lady Jane Henrietta Swinburne, fourth 

daughter of the Earl of Ashburnham. He was educated at Eton 

and at Oxford, which he left in i860 without taking a degree. 

An important event at Oxford was Swinburne's meeting with 

William Morris and Dante Gabriel Rossetti in 1$57. In London 

he renewed his acquaintance with the Pre-Raphaelite poets and 

painters: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris, and Edward 

Burne-Jones, and, in fact, shared a house with Rossetti, 

George Meredith, and others for a short period in 1863 and 

I864. 

Although Swinburne published several poems in the 

Spectator in 1862, his first important work was the poetic 

drama, Atalanta in Calydon (1$65), founded on the Greek 

legend of Meleager who was destroyed by his mother, Althaea. 

The drama was highly praised and is considered by one critic 

Algernon Charles Swinburne, Atalanta in Calydon. 
Moxon and Co., London, I865. 
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"the most valuable as well as the most communicable of all 

Swinburne's work." With the advent of Atalanta in Calydon 
2 

Swinburne became a celebrity. With Poems and Ballads in 

1866 he provoked a sensation. Led by John Morley's attack 

in the Saturday Review, August 4, 1$66, critics condemned 

and denounced the poems for their hedonism, sensuousness, 
3 

sadism, and lasciviousness. As a result of this outcry, 

Bertram Payne, general manager of Moxon and Company, with­

drew the volume from circulation. Swinburne thereupon 

transferred his works to John C. Hotten and published his 

own defence of his poems, Notes on Poems and Reviews, in 

which he supported the amorality of art. Two important 

Nicolson, Swinburne, p. 92. 

2 
Algernon Charles Swinburne, Poems and Ballads. 

Moxon and Co., London, 1$66. 

3 
^John Morley, "Mr. Swinburne's New Poems," 

Saturday Review, August 4, 1866, reprinted in Victorian 
Poetry and Poetics, edited by Walter E. Houghton and C. 
Robert Stange, Boston, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1959, pp. 
831-835. These poems of Swinburne and the critical reaction 
to them will be discussed further in Chapter Two, Section 
One, pp. 30-31, 45-46, Section Two, pp. 63-64. 

"̂Algernon Charles Swinburne, Notes on Poems and 
Reviews. John C. Hotten, London, 1866. Swinburne's Notes on 
Poems and Reviews is discussed below, Chapter Two, Section 
One, pp. 45-46. 
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influences on these poems were the French poets Thdophile 

Gautier and Charles Baudelaire. 

The influence of these French writers is not sur­

prising in the light of Swinburne's background. Swinburne 

had an interest in French literature and in the French 

language very early in life. In his childhood he was taught 

French and Italian by his mother. At Eton he won the Prince 

Consort's prize in French; later at Oxford he won the 
2 

Taylorian scholarship for French and Italian. Swinburne's 

grandfather, Sir John Edward Swinburne, who was born in 

Bordeaux and educated in France, had a library of eighteenth 

century French literature at the family seat at Capheaton; 

this was available to Algernon Swinburne on his frequent 
3 

holidays there. Of the important French writer and leader 

of the "art for art's sake" movement, Theophile Gautier, 

Swinburne, in a letter to E. C. Stedman of February 23, 1874, 

stated that he had been "from boyhood almost his [Gautier's] 

Albert J. Farmer, Le Mouvement esthetique et "deca­
dent" en Angleterre (1873-1900). Paris. Libraire Ancienne 
Honor<Tc*hampion, 1931, pp. 23-25. 

2T. Earle Welby, A Study of Swinburne, p. 37. 

3 
^Georges Lafourcade, Swinburne. p. 7. 

: : - : - • 
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ardent admirer." Swinburne's early regard for Baudelaire 

is demonstrated in his article, "Charles Baudelaire," which 

appeared in the Spectator in 1862 and shows that he is one 

of the first in England aware of Baudelaire, certainly the 
2 

first critic in England to evaluate Fleurs du Mai. 

Other important influences on Swinburne were Walter 

Savage Landor and Victor Hugo from whom Swinburne learned a 
3 

love of freedom, and the Italian patriot, Joseph Mazzini, 

who visited England to achieve support for a free and united 

republican Italy. Songs before Sunrise (1871), inspired by 

the events in Italy, was dedicated to Mazzini. These poems 

express Swinburne's love of liberty and hatred of despotism. 

This volume also contains the clearest expression of Swin­

burne's evolutionary naturalistic philosophy, the poem 

"Hertha" of which Swinburne asserts, "Of all I have done, 

Algernon C. Swinburne, Algernon C. Swinburne 
Letters, edited by Cecil Y. Lang, o volumes, New Haven, Yale 
University Press, 1962, Vol. II, p. 282. In following foot­
notes this edition of Swinburne's letters will be referred 
to as Letters. 

2 
See Chapter Two, Section One, for a further dis­

cussion of Swinburne's essay on Charles Baudelaire. 
3 
^Samuel C. Chew, Swinburne, p. 4. 

Algernon C. Swinburne, "Dedication: To Joseph 
Mazzini," Songs before Sunrise. London, F. S. Ellis, 1871, 
p. v. 
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I rate 'Hertha' highest as a single piece, finding in it the 

most of lyric force and music combined with the most of con­

densed and clarified thought." Both the devotion to "art 

for art's sake" expressed in Poems and Ballads (1866) and 

the love of liberty expressed in Songs before Sunrise (1871) 

remained with Swinburne and influenced his work in the 

period of Swinburne's life with which this thesis is con­

cerned, 1880 to 1909. 

By 1879 Swinburne's health had failed considerably, 

due primarily, it would seem now, to an extremely highstrung 

temperament unable to sustain the irregular habits of life 

and, in particular, the increasingly frequent periods of 

excessive drinking. Frequently his father would take him to 

the family home to recuperate from the debilitating effects 

of these habits, and he would in a few weeks return to London 

only to relapse into the same way of life. Finally, in 1879, 

Theodore Watts, at the request of Swinburne's mother (his 

father was now deceased) brought Swinburne, extremely ill, 

to Putney. Watts, a solicitor who was also very interested 

in literature, first knew Swinburne as a business associate 

in 1873, and soon became a personal friend. With 

Swinburne, cited in Nicolson, Swinburne. pp. 13$-
139. 

2 
Nicolson, Swinburne, p. 146. Watts added the 

additional surname uunton in 1896. 
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the encouragement of Lady Jane Swinburne, Watts and Swin­

burne in 1$79 established a permanent home at Putney where 

Watts saw that Swinburne established a peaceful and regular 

way of life. 

Thus, throughout the rest of his life, Swinburne 

lived in a much quieter way. He seems to have seen little 

of many former friends. Apparently Watts-Dunton decided 

which friends it was advisable to admit. From his letters, 

we know that Swinburne kept in close touch with William 

Michael Rossetti and Edward Burne-Jones, both friends from 

his youthful Pre-Raphaelite days, and with Edmund Gosse. 

Gosse shared Swinburne's interest in French literature and 

the revival of French fixed forms. Gosse became Swinburne's 

first biographer and the compiler, with Thomas J. Wise, of 

the complete works of Swinburne, first published in the Bon-

church Edition in 1925-1927. 

Increasing deafness also limited Swinburne's com­

munication with the world outside Putney. However, he con­

tinued to be a prolific writer, dividing his time between 

poetry, drama and critical works. His poetry during this 

period includes Songs of the Springtides (1$$0), Studies in 

The revival of use of the French fixed forms as 
part of the Aesthetic movement in England is discussed below, 
Chapter Two, Section One, pp. 4$-50. 
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Song (1$80), Tristram of Lyonesse and Other Poems (18$2), 

A Century of Roundels (1883), A Midsummer Holiday and Other 

Poems (1$$4), Poems and Ballads, Third Series (1$$9), 

Astrophel and Other Poems (1394), The Tale of Balen (1396), 

A Channel Passage and Other Poems (1904). His critical works 

include Miscellanies (1886), a series of essays on English 

writers; A Study of Victor Hugo (1886); A Study of Ben Jonson 

(1889); Studies in Prose and Poetry (1894), essays on a wide 

variety of writers; The Age of Shakespeare (1908), essays on 

King Lear, Othello, and Richard II; Shakespeare (1909). 

During this period Swinburne also published several dramas 

including Mary Stuart, A Tragedy (1881); Marino Faliero, A 

Tragedy (1885); Locrine, A Tragedy (1887); The Sisters, A 

Tragedy (1892); Rosamund, Queen of the Lombards, A Tragedy 

(1899); The Duke of Gandia, A Tragedy (1908).1 

Many of Swinburne's poems and essays were published 

in periodical journals before being collected in the volumes 

noted above. The poems were published most frequently in 

The Athenaeum and The Fortnightly Review as well as in The 

Gentleman's Magazine. The Spectator, The Academy, The 

Musical Review, The Pall Mall Gazette. The Nineteenth 

Titles and dates of publications of these volumes 
are from Works, Bibliography, Vol. XX. 
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Century, and others. This thesis will demonstrate that 

during the period 1880 to 1909, in which Swinburne lived 

quietly at Putney, he produced poetry of high quality, very 

much in the mainstream of that period, a "transition 

period." 

Dates and names of periodicals in which poems were 
published are from Works, Bibliography. Vol. XX. 
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Section 2 

The "Transition Period" 

Traditionally English Literature between 1$37 and 

1969 has been divided into the Victorian Period 1837 to 1900 

and the Contemporary Period 1900 to the present. However, 

it is increasingly recognized that poetic trends do not 

necessarily begin and end with centuries, that the year 1900 

does not necessarily end one period and begin another. The 

period from 1880 to 1920 is becoming accepted as a "transi­

tion period," encompassing a variety of literary trends more 

suitably grouped together than attached completely to the 

Victorian or to the modern period. Further, it is being 

recognized that in this period reside the main sources of 

modern literature. It is noteworthy that there is now a 

journal entitled English Literature in Transition 1880-1920 

which began publication in 1957 and is published three to six 

times yearly. Further, three anthologies devoted to works in 

this period were published in 196$: English Poetry in Tran­

sition 1880-1920. edited by John M. Munro; The English Short 

Story in Transition 1880-1920. edited by Helmut E. Gerber; 

English Drama in Transition 1880-1920. edited by Henry F. 

Salerno. 
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The l$90's have been called fin-de-siecle and 

primary attention paid to its decadent qualities. However, 

in his English Institute Essay entitled "The Nineties, 

Beginning, End, or Transition?" Helmut E. Gerber supports 

the concept that the nineties is a part of a wider period, 

1$$0 to 1920, which is most suitably termed "transition." 

Gerber sees the nineties as neither an end nor a beginning 

nor an independent period, not "significantly a genesis of 

anything, and . . . not . . . significantly the end of any­

thing . . . not an independent, more or less self-sufficient 
2 

period, . . . " Asserting that critics have now begun to 

affirm "that the various movements discoverable in the 
3 

nineties did not die with the nineties," Gerber acknowledges 

the nineties as "a colourful, fervent, sometimes clamorous, 

often comic and just as often tragic decade" nevertheless, 

as a decade "in the heart of a cultural period which can 

best be denoted with the words 'interim,' 'experimentation,' 

'turning point,' or 'transition.'"^" 

Decadent qualities are discussed in Chapter Two, 
Section Two, pp. 53-64. 

2 
Gerber, "The Nineties, Beginning, End, or Transi­

tion?" p. 54. 

3Ibid.. p. 67. 

Ibid., p. 55. 
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Hough questions the concept of the Victorian Age, 

from 1837 to 1901, as a literary division, objecting that 

"the life of the spirit does not coincide with the vicissi­

tudes of the temporal power, and as a division of literary 

history, this slice of time [1837 to 1901, the period of 

Queen Victoria's reignJ makes very little sense." Hough 

proposes, in support of the concept of a "transition period," 

that there is a period from about 1880 to 1914 which, while 

distinct from what is usually considered as Victorianisrn, 

and also distinct from the modern period, is "a period in 

which all the foundations of modern literature were being 

laid."2 

Claude Bissell, in "The Butlerian Inheritance of G.B. 

Shaw," makes a similar objection to the idea of the Victorian 

age, 1837 to 1901, which he states is not sufficiently 

united in basic ideas and attitudes to be considered as one 

period. Bissell considers that there are greater differences 

between the world of the l$40's and that of the 1880's than 

there are between the world of the 1880's and the present 

world. Thus, he, too, concludes that "We need a new name 

for the era that begins in the seventies and eighties and 

Hough, "George Moore and the Nineties," p. 1. 

2lbid., p. 2. 
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stretches certainly to the end of the first World War, 
1 

possibly even later." 

It has become apparent that many kinds of poetry 

were being written towards the end of the nineteenth and the 

beginning of the twentieth century. It was an age of experi­

mentation. Included in the poetry being written at this 

time were late Victorian poetry with romantic and naturalist 

characteristics; aesthetic, decadent, and symbolist poetry; 

poetry of public statement; and poetry reflecting a renewed 

interest in old fixed forms. That there is a great variety 

of poetry to be found during this period is supported by 

Gerber, who says, "Decadence, aestheticism, naturalism, 

impressionism, symbolism, neo-romanticism, late Victorianisrn, 

modernism, and a host of other isms--these are some of the 

movements, whenever they began, that commentators recognize 
2 

in the nineties." 

Munro, in the Introduction to the anthology, English 

Poetry in Transition, divides the varieties of poetry being 

written in the late nineteenth century into two general 

categories which he calls Decadent and Counter-Decadent. 

Claude Bissell, "The Butlerian Inheritance of G. B. 
Shaw," Dalhousie Review, XLI, Summer 196l, p. 171. 

2 
Gerber, "The Ninties, Beginning, End, or Transi­

tion?" p. 57. 
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The Decadent includes all those who "followed Tennyson's 

advice in 'The Lotus Eaters' and reclined 'on the hills like 

2 
gods together, careless of mankind.'" The Decadents were 

such poets as Ernest Dowson, Arthur Symons, and Oscar Wilde. 

The Counter-Decadents who "proclaimed the virtues of the 

active life, responded to the patriotic demands of Queen and 

country, and accepted with enthusiasm the technological ad-
3 

vances of the modern age," include such poets as W. E. 

Henley, Rudyard Kipling, and Henry Newbolt. However, as 

Munro points out, these groups are not mutually exclusive; 

many poets belong to both. It is the intention of this 

thesis to demonstrate that Swinburne is a poet who belongs 

to both groups. These two groups had in common the concern 

to find new modes of expression. Also, both experimented 

with the old French fixed forms. Although Munro does not 

refer to it, there is another group including such poets as 

Frances Thompson and Alice Meynell which forms the Catholic 

Literary Revival. 

The term "Decadent" is used here by Munro as the 
name for a general category. Decadent as used throughout 
this thesis is defined in Chapter Two, Section Two. 

2 
Munro, English Poetry in Transition, p. 24. 

3Ibid., p. 24. 
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In the early twentieth century, Munro sees four main 

groups: the Georgians, the Chesterton school, the Imagists, 

and the Sitwellian non-representational poets. According to 

Munro all four of the groups "had their roots firmly embedded 

in the nineteenth century tradition." He explains that the 

Georgians are later and weaker Wordsworthians; the Chester-

tonians reflect the nineteenth century interest in the Middle 

Ages and in the ballad; the Imagists are inheritors of the 

Parnassian tradition as well as influenced by Chinese and 

Japanese poetry; the Sitwellian poets are influenced by 

French Symbolism and possibly, Munro suggests, by Victorian 

nonsense verse. Thus it can be seen that Munro strongly 

supports the concept that modern poetry has its roots in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Munro says also in support of this contention that 

"the widely held notion that the direction of English poetry 

shifted radically shortly after the end of the first World 
2 

War is simply not tenable." In support of this thesis 

Munro states that "the kind of poetry Eliot advocated in 

'The Metaphysical Poets' and put into effect in 'The 

Munro, English Poetry in Transition, p. 21. 

2Ibid., p. 20. 
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Wasteland' was not altogether new." Munro says that 

"Eliot's summary of those poetic qualities which he found in 

the Metaphysicals and looked for in the poetry of his own 

time is remarkably close to the description of the poetry of 

Stephen Mallarme contained in Arthur Symons' The Symbolist 

Movement in Literature (1899)."2 

Although in the early twentieth century, 1900 to 

1920, Munro sees four main groups, it is noted that three of 

these—Georgians, Imagists, and Sitwellians—really developed 

in the last decade of this period, between 1910 and 1920, 
3 

The first anthology of Georgian Poetry^ was published in 

1912. Although such writers as Housman and Masefield who 

were published in this volume had begun writing earlier, the 

vast majority of Georgians came to the forefront only after 

1912. Rupert Brooke, a leader of the group when it started, 

published his first poems in 1911. The Imagists, writing 

largely in reaction to the Georgians, became important with 

Munro, English Poetry in Transition, p. 21. 
2 
Ibid., p. 21. That Eliot found in the Metaphysical 

poets the same poetic qualities which are found in the late 
nineteenth century French Symbolists is stated also by 
Frank Kermode in his essay "Dissociation of Sensibility," 
The Romantic Image, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961, 
pp. 138-161. 

3 
^Georgian Poetry 1911-1912, edited by Edward Marsh, 

London, The Poetry Bookshop, 1912. 
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Pound's anthology Des Imagistes (1914). The Sitwells' work 
2 

became prominent in their publication Wheels 1916 to 1921; 

they, too, were reacting to Georgian poetry. Thus of the 

four main groups of early twentieth century poetry, the only 

one of widespread popularity in the early years of the 

twentieth century, before Swinburne's death in 1909, was the 

Chestertonian propagandist school. 

It will be shown that Swinburne contributed to this 

"propagandist" school. Also, it will be shown that Swin­

burne contributed to the two major categories of late nine­

teenth century poetry described by Munro as Decadent and 

Counter-Decadent. Decadent in the general sense in which 

Munro uses it, includes all poetry deriving from the "art for 

art's sake" movement, which is considered in this thesis 

under the three headings aesthetic, decadent, and symbolist. 

Counter-decadent includes didactic poetry such as poetry of 

public statement, patriotic and political poetry, thus often, 

as in the Chestertonian school, propagandist. 

Des Imagistes. An Anthology, edited by Ezra Pound, 
London, The Poetry Bookshop, 1914. 

2 
Wheels. edited by Edith Sitwell, Oxford, Basil 

Blackwell, 1916-^1921. Wheels was an annual collection of 
poems. Six numbers were published from 1916 to 1921. Be­
sides the three Sitwells, Edith, Osbert, and Sacheverell, 
other notable contributors include Aldous Huxley and Wilfred 
Owen. 
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It is evident from the authorities cited above that 

the literary period from 1$$0 to approximately 1920 is being 

increasingly recognized as a period of major importance, 

distinct from both the Victorian age and the modern age, and 

deserving consideration as a period in itself. Of the 

various names suggested for this time, the one most commonly 

suggested and used by the above critics and which seems most 

descriptive of the period is "transition." Thus the literary 

period from 1$$0 to 1920 is called, in this thesis, the 

"transition period," or "age of transition." 
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AESTHETICISM, DECADENCE, SYMBOLISM AND 

SWINBURNE'S RELATIONSHIP TO THESE LITERARY TRENDS 

Three main literary trends active in the age of 

transition are Aestheticism, Decadence, and Symbolism. The 

purposes of this chapter are twofold: first, to define 

Aestheticism, Decadence, and Symbolism, and show their major 

characteristics; secondly, to demonstrate Swinburne's rela­

tionship to these literary trends. Chapters Three, Four, 

and Five will show that Swinburne's poetry during the age of 

transition reflects his continued attachment to Aestheticism, 

Decadence, and Symbolism. 

Chapter Two is divided into three sections. The 

first deals with the Aesthetic movement, its development, its 

characteristics, and Swinburne's relationship to the Aesthet­

ic movement. The second section deals with Decadence, its 

development, its characteristics, and Swinburne's relation­

ship to Decadence. The third section deals with the Symbol­

ist movement, its development, its characteristics, and 

Swinburne's relationship to Symbolism. It will be seen that 

these three literary movements are closely related; they are 

influenced by many of the same writers, such as Swinburne, 

himself, and Walter Pater of England, The"ophile Gautier and 

Charles Baudelaire of France. 

26 
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S e c t i o n 1 

The Aesthetic Movement 

and Swinburne's Relationship to It 

Aestheticism in England stems from two main sources. 

The English source was the Pre-Raphaelites who had inherited 

the romantic spirit; the French source was the French pro­

ponents of "art for art's sake," The"ophile Gautier and 

Charles Baudelaire. 

The Pre-Raphaelite movement began in 184$ with the 

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood composed of Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti, William Holman Hunt, and John Everett Millais. 

These three artists returned to the painters before Raphael 

as sources of inspiration. Their group soon included James 

Collinson, Frederic George Stephens, William Michael Ros­

setti, and later Ford Maddox Brown, Edward Burne-Jones, 

Coventry Patmore, Algernon Charles Swinburne, Simeon Solomon, 

and Christina Rossetti. Poetry as well as painting was then 

included as a means of expression. In both art forms the 

Pre-Raphaelites sought realism with sharp particularization 

of visual detail. 

James D. Merrit, "Introduction," The Pre-Raphaelite 
Poem. New York, E. P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 1966, p. 17. 
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From the Pre-Raphaelites, particularly from Rossetti, 

the Aesthetes derived many of their characteristics. Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882) was the major figure in the 

movement. He had an intense admiration for Keats (though 

based on an incomplete view of Keats) which led him to con­

centrate on the beautiful. This cult of beauty can also be 

traced to his love of medieval Italian poetry. The love of 

beauty and devotion to Keats and Italian poetry led to the 

use of rich, sensuous description. The Pre-Raphaelites also 

were poets of escape. Rossetti withdrew from theological, 

political, social, and economic disputes. As Buckley says, 

"To the outside world he seemed completely lost in the 

2 

rarified atmosphere of his shuttered studio." Bowra con­

firms this, adding that the Pre-Raphaelites escaped into 

"happy day-dreams and exalted fancy" and, unlike the Romantic 

poets, built their imaginary worlds "on the whole less from 

an immediate experience of life than from art and litera­

ture," with the result that their work is "narrower than the 
3 

best work of the Romantics." The Pre-Raphaelites, 

1C. M. Bowra, "The House of Life," The Romantic 
Imagination, London, Oxford University Press, 1950, pp. 200-
201. 

2 
Jerome Buckley, The Victorian Temper, New York, 

Random House Inc., 1951, p. 165. 
3 
-'Bowra, The Romantic Imagination, p. 199. 
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interested in both poetry and painting, were also interested 

in closely relating the two; for example, Rossetti wrote in 

The Germ poems titled "Sonnets for Pictures" in which he 

described and commented upon the paintings of other artists. 

The careful craftsmanship of the Pre-Raphaelites was ex­

emplified by Rossetti who was a slow worker, continually 

changing his work, using dictionaries of rhymes and synonyms, 

all of which has led to the criticism that his work was 
2 

"elaborate and self-conscious." This careful craftsmanship 

was one of the Pre-Raphaelite characteristics inherited by 

the Aesthetes. 

Other characteristics of the Pre-Raphaelites became, 

in the eighteen eighties, elements of Aestheticism. The Pre-

Raphaelite dedication to their art, concern with beauty, re­

jection of the problems of the world for a poetry of escape, 

and interest in merging the arts—all became elements of the 

Aesthetic movement. Merritt asserts: "Though Aestheticism 

often seems to be Pre-Raphaelism gone slightly mad the two 

movements are inextricably bound together, and it is certain­

ly extremely unlikely that Aestheticism would have developed 

at all if the P.R.B. had not been founded in 1$4$."^ 

Merritt, The Pre-Raphaelite Poem, p. 22. 
2 ~~ 
Bowra, The Romantic Imagination., p. 205. 

3 
-'Merritt, The Pre-Raphaelite Poem, p. 30. 
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W. B. Yeats confirms the influence of the Pre-Raphaelites on 

the Aesthetes, referring to the period of his own early 

aesthetic poetry and his association with The Rhymers Club, 

"I was in all things Pre-Raphaelite." 

It is generally accepted that Swinburne was one of 

2 

the earliest proponents of "art for art's sake," demon­

strating his support for this movement both in his first 

volume of poetry, Poems and Ballads (1$66) and in his early 

essays. An important influence on Swinburne in this regard 

was the Pre-Raphaelites whom he first met while he was an 

undergraduate at Oxford, when, in 1$57, Rossetti, Morris, 

and other Pre-Raphaelites came to Oxford to paint murals 

at the new Oxford Union Society Debating Hall. Swinburne 

was much impressed by them, and the influence of Morris, 

particularly, is evident in Swinburne's early 

William Butler Yeats, Autobiographies, London, 
Macmillan and Company, 1955, p. 114. 

2 
Among those who refer to this fact are the follow­

ing: Morley, "Mr. Swinburne's New Poems," Saturday Review, 
August 4, 1366; Jackson, The Eighteen Nineties; Chew, Swin­
burne ; Lafourcade, La Jeunesse de Swinburne; Welby, A Study 
of Swinburne, Beckson, ed., Aesthetes and Decadents; Louise 
Rosenblatt, L'Idee de L'Art pour L'Art dans la Litterature 
Anglaise pendant la Periode Victorienne. Paris, Librairie 
Ancienne Honore Champion, 1931. 
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ballads. Swinburne left Oxford in November 1$60. He went 

to London where he renewed acquaintance with Rossetti and 

Morris, living for a period in 1863 and I864 with Rossetti 

and other Pre-Raphaelites. 

Swinburne proved to be of considerable assistance to 

Rossetti. After opening the grave of his wife, Lizzie 

Siddal, in I869, to recover the poems he had buried with her, 

Rossetti sent the proofs of these poems to Swinburne for 

criticism. In his correspondence with Rossetti between 
2 

October, I869 and March 1870, Swinburne gave Rossetti much 

helpful criticism and made a number of suggestions which 

Rossetti accepted. For example, in a letter dated December 

10, I869, Swinburne suggested changing the word "double-
3 

bedded" to "double-pillowed" in Rossetti's poem, "Jenny." 

This alteration was made by Rossetti. The extent to which 

Rossetti depended upon Swinburne may be seen in the remark 
The influence of Morris on Swinburne's early poetry 

is attested to by the following critics: Chew, Swinburne;: 
Nicolson, Swinburne; Welby, A Study of Swinburne; Albert 
J. Farmer, Le Mouvement ^sthetique et "decadent" en Angle-
terre (1$73^I9W: 

2 
This correspondence has been published in Letters, 

Vol. II, pp. 42-10$, passim. 

3Ibid., Vol. II, p. 67. 

T)ante Gabriel Rossetti, Poems and Translations, 
London, Oxford University Press, 1913, p. 72, 1. 375. 
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he made in a letter to Swinburne at this time, "It is a 

shame boring you about such mere trifles amid the mass of 

magnificent work which you do without worrying your friends 

with the details, but the fact is I never can feel clear on 

uncertain points until I get your opinion." 

Swinburne vigorously supported Rossetti in the famous 

controversy with Robert Buchanan, author of the critical 

attack against Rossetti and Swinburne, "The Fleshly School of 

Poetry," published in The Contemporary Review, October, 1$71. 

Swinburne's major contribution to this controversy was a 

reply to Buchanan's article titled Under the Microscope, 
2 

first published in pamphlet form in 1$72. Both Swinburne 

and Rossetti had been attacked by Buchanan as "the fleshly 

gentlemen [who] have bound themselves by solemn league and 

covenant to extol fleshliness as the distinct and supreme 
3 

end of poetic and pictorial art; . . ." In this instance 

Rossetti and Swinburne were united against those who sought 

to limit the poet's range by setting themselves up as 

British Museum: MSS. Ashley 4995, f. 5, cited in 
Jean Overton Fuller, Swinburne. London, Chatto and Windus, 
1968, p. 191. 

2Works, Vol. XVI, pp. 377-444. 
3 
-'Robert Buchanan, "The Fleshly School of Poetry," 

reprinted in Victorian Poetry and Poetics, ed. Houghton and 
Stange, p. 840. 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E D E S G R A D U E S 

AESTHETICISM, DECADENCE, SYMBOLISM AND 33 

SWINBURNE'S RELATIONSHIP TO THESE LITERARY TRENDS 

guardians of English morals. After the death of Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti in 1$$2, Swinburne retained a close rela­

tionship with his family, as may be noted by his numerous 

letters to William Michael Rossetti, and his dedication of 

A Century of Roundels (l$$3) to Christina Rossetti. 

Walter Pater (1$39-1$94) was an important influence 

on the Aesthetic movement. His Studies in the History of 

the Renaissance (1$73), particularly the "Conclusion" of 

that work, led him to be considered "the foremost Aesthete 
3 

of his day.""̂  In the "Conclusion" Pater saw experience it­

self as the one certain thing in life, advocating that one 

seek to experience always new and different impressions and 

sensations. He saw the transitory nature of life as reason 

for seeking a constant series of pleasurable sensations so as 

not to lose the fleeting moments one had, and said, "To burn 

always with this hard, gemlike flame, to maintain this 

Many letters of Swinburne to William Michael 
Rossetti are published in Letters* Lang, editor, states in 
his Introduction to Letters. Vol. I, p. xxxix: "William 
Michael Rossetti, with whom Swinburne corresponded for near­
ly half a century, trails only Chatto [Swinburne's publisher] 
and Watts-Dunton in the total number of letters received and 
collected in these volumes." 

2Works, Vo l . V, p . 2 . 
3 

Beckson, Aes the t e s and Decaden t s , p . x x v i i i . 

_ . _ _ _ _ 
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ecstasy, is success in life." The most pleasurable of 

these sensations, Pater concluded, was the experiencing of 

art: "For art comes to you proposing frankly to give nothing 

but the highest quality to your moments as they pass, and 

simply for those moments' sake." These concepts of Pater 

were seen in the eighties and nineties as support for the 

"art for art's sake" movement. Yeats says in his Autobio­

graphy that The Rhymer's Club "looked consciously to Pater 

for philosophy" and that the members "wished to express life 

at its intense moments and at these moments alone."^ Recent 

critics confirm Pater's influence on the Aesthetic movement. 

Buckley asserts that "Pater's first and most influential 

book, Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1$73), seemed 

clearly to foreshadow the ideals of Wildean aestheticism," 

and concludes that in this book " . . . was sufficient sanc­

tion for the first premises of the Aesthetic Movement." 

Swinburne was an important influence on Pater. 

Praz says of Pater's "La Giocanda" that "The family likeness 

Walter Pater, "Conclusion," Studies in the History 
°£ the Renaissance, 1873, reprinted as The Renaissance: 
Studies in Art and Poetry. New York, The Modern Library, 
1950, p. 197. 

2lbid., p. 199. 
3 
•'Yeats, Autobiographies. p. 302. 

^"Buckley, The Victorian Temper, p. 17$. 
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between this portrait and the Fatal Woman of Gautier, 

Flaubert, and Swinburne strikes one immediately." Charles-

worth goes further in asserting Swinburne's direct influence 

on Pater, referring to letters Rossetti and Swinburne had 

exchanged on the similarity of Pater's style to Swinburne's. 

Swinburne's letter to Rossetti dated November 2$, 1869, con­

tains the following remark: "I liked Pater's style on 

Leonardo very much. I confess I did fancy there was a little 

spice of my style, as you say, but much good stuff of his 
2 

own, and much interest." Charlesworth concludes, "Indeed, 

there are similarities of material as well as style between 

Swinburne's 'Notes and Designs of the Old Masters of 
3 

Florence' and Pater's 'Leonardo da Vinci.'" Rosenblatt 

Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, London, Oxford 
University Press, second edition, 1954, p. 244. 

2 
Letters, Vol. II, p. 5$. Lang, editor, adds the 

following explanatory footnote: 
"'Notes on Leonardo da Vinci,' Fortnightly Review 
(Nov. 1$69): reprinted in Studies in the History 
of the Renaissance (l$73). The personal life (if 
he had any) of Walter Pater (1839-1895) is so 
obscure, and Swinburne's infrequent allusions to 
him are so cautious, that their acquaintance can 
scarcely be discussed. Two things seem certain: 
the acquaintance was slight, and Pater, as an 
aesthetic critic, owed more than his prose style 
to Swinburne and more of his style than is allowed 
here." 

3 
-'Barbara Charlesworth, Dark Passages. Madison, The 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1965, p. 33. 
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traces the influence of Swinburne on Pater to their frequent 

meetings around 186$ when Swinburne often visited Pater at 

Oxford, and concludes that, "C'est a 1'imitation de Swinburne 

aussi sans doute que Pater employa la formule 'l'art pour 

l'art.'" Rosenblatt, like Charlesworth, notes the resem­

blance between Swinburne and Pater in both style and critical 

method, in particular the similarity of the ideas in Pater's 

"Leonardo da Vinci" to those in Swinburne's William Blake. 

Rosenblatt believes that it is through Swinburne that Pater 

2 
became interested in French literature. 

In the French "art for art's sake" movement The"ophile 

Gautier (1$11-1$72) is seen as "the one who more than any 

other figure of the nineteenth century had publicized the 
3 

idea of 'art for art's sake'—l'art pour l'art.1U Gautier 

insisted upon the autonomy of art, stating in the intro­

duction to his second volume of poems, Albertus (1$32), 

"In general, when a thing becomes useful, it ceases to be 

beautiful."^ In the well-known preface to his novel 

Rosenblatt, L'Ide"e de L'Art pour L'Art, p. 195. 
Translation: It is in imitation of Swinburne, also, doubt­
less that Pater used the formula "art for art's sake." 

2Ibid., pp. 195-196. 
3 
^Beckson, The Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xix. 

^Theophile Gautier, Albertus. cited in Beckson, The 
Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xix. 
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Mademoiselle de Maupin (l$35) he again made the same 

assertion, in opposition to "the idea of l'art utile held by 

political radicals and bourgeois writers." In this Preface 

he stated: "Nothing is really beautiful unless it is use­

less, everything useful is ugly, for it expresses a need and 

the needs of men are ignoble and disgusting, like his poor 

weak nature. The most useful place in a house is the 
2 

lavatory." 

Gautier's poem, "L'Art," published in Emaux et 

camees (1$5$) is, in both form and content, his artistic 

manifesto: 

L'ART 

Oui, l'oeuvre sort plus belle 
D'une forme au travail 

Rebelle, 
Vers, marbre, onyx, email. 

Point de contraintes faussesl 
Mais que pour marcher droit 

Tu chausses, 
Muse, un cothurne etroit. 

Fi du rythme commode, 
Comme un Soulier trop grand, 

Du mode 
Que tout pied quitte et prendj 

Beckson, The Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xix. 
2 
Gautier, Mademoiselle de Maupin. cited by Beckson, 

The Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xix. 
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Statuaire, repousse 
L'argile que petrit 

Le pouce 
Quand flotte ailleurs 1'esprit; 

Lutte avec la carrare, 
Avec le paros dur 

Et rare, 
Gardiens du contour pur; 

Emprunte a Syracuse 
Son bronze ou fermement 

S'accuse 
Le trait fier et charmant; 

D'une main delicate 
Poursuis dans un filon 

D'agat e 
Le profil d'Apollon. 

Peintre, fuis 1'aquarelle, 
Et fixe la couleur 

Trop frele 
Au four de 1'emailleur. 

Fais les sirenes bleues, 
Tordant de cent facons 

Leurs queues, 
Les monstres des blasons; 

Dans son nimbe trilobe 
La Vierge et son Jesus, 

Le globe 
Avec la croix dessus. 

Tout passe. — L'art robuste 
Seul a l'eternite, 

Le buste 
Survit a la cite". 

Et la medaille austere 
Que trouve un laboureur 

^Sous terre 
Revele un empereur. 

Les dieux eux-memes meurent, 
Mais les vers souverains 
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Demeurent 
Plus forts que les airains. 

Sculpte, lime, ciselle; 
Que ton reve flottant 

Se scelle -. 
Dans le bloc resistant I 

In this poem, Gautier compares the poet to the 

sculptor and painter. Like them, he must carve hard, clear 

lines. Craftsmanship requires that the poet carve out his 

poem with difficulty, scorning the too facile rhyme, as the 

sculptor struggles with marble for a pure outline, scorning 

the softer, easier clay. The work of art alone survives 

eternally, outlasting political and social conditions and 

even religion. The poem, written in precise, austere qua­

trains, exemplifies Gautier's theory of art. Besides com­

paring poetry with the plastic arts and seeking to obtain 

the effects of sculpture in poetry, Gautier was interested in 

suggesting the effects produced by the other arts. For 

example, in the same volume as "L'Art" is Gautier's poem 

"Symphonie en blanc majeur" which is intended to suggest a 

musical composition. 

J. K. Robinson refers to Gautier's insistence, in 

both his preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin and his poem 

Theophile Gautier, Emaux et camees. Paris, Librairie 
Droz, 1945, pp. 130-132. ~ 
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"L'Art," upon perfect workmanship, and his exasperation with 

a public which ignored his affirmation that form is all 

important. Robinson quotes a further essay of Gautier em­

phasizing the same points: 

. . . la forme . . . est toute. Jamais on n'a 
pense qu'un carriere de pierre fut artiste de 
genie; 1'important est la facon que l'on donne 
a cette pierre, car autrement, ou serait la 
difference d'un bloc et d'une statuel . . . Le 
monde est la carriere, l'idee le bloc, et le 
poete le sculpteur.^ 

Once more Gautier is insisting that form is all. Again he 

equates the poet with the sculptor; with both poet and 

sculptor what is important is the way in which the artist 

fashions his material. 

Austin Dobson's poem "Ars Victrix" is an adaptation 

of Gautier's "L'Art." Written in 1$76 with the epigraph 

"Imitated from Theophile Gautier," it provides an interesting 

example of the clear link between Gautier and the English 

Aesthetes. Here is Dobson's poem: 

ARS VICTRIX 

YES: when the ways oppose— 
When the hard means rebel, 

Fairer the work out-grows,— 
More potent far the spell. 

Gautier, Victor Hugo. This was written in 1$35, 
cited in J. K. Robinson, "A Neglected Phase of the Aesthetic 
Movement: English Parnassianism," PMLA, Vol. 68, 1953, 
P. 739. ~ 
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0 POET, then, forbear 
The loosely-sandalled verse, 

Choose rather thou to wear 
The buskin—strait and terse; 

Leave to the tiro's hand 
The limp and shapeless style, 

See that thy form demand 
The labour of the file. 

SCULPTOR, do thou discard 
The yielding clay,—consign 

To Paros marble hard 
The beauty of thy line;— 

Model thy Satyr's face 
For bronze of Syracuse; 

In the veined agate trace 
The profile of thy Muse. 

PAINTER, that still must mix 
But transient tints anew, 

Thou in the furnace fix 
The firm enamel's hue; 

Let the smooth tile receive 
Thy dove-drawn Erycine; 

Thy Sirens blue at eve 
Coiled in a wash of wine. 

All passes. ART alone 
Enduring stays to us; 

The Bust outlasts the throne,— 
The Coin, Tiberius; 

Even the gods must go; 
Only the lofty Rhyme 

Not countless years o'erthrow,--
Not long array of time. 

Paint, chisel, then, or write; 
But, that the work surpass, 

With the hard fashion fight,— 
With the resisting mass.l 

Austin Dobson, The Complete Poetical Works of Austin 
Dobson, ed. Alban Dobson, London, Oxford University Press, 
1923, PP. 141-142. 
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Dobson's poem is written, as Gautier's, in quatrains 

rhyming a, b, a, b, but he has reduced Gautier's fourteen 

quatrains to ten. "Ars Victrix" expresses the same concept 

of art as "L'Art." In his poem which can be seen to be 

almost a direct paraphrase of Gautier's, Dobson urges the 

poet to "scorn the limp and shapeless style" for a form which 

demands "the labour of the file." Like Gautier, Dobson says 

that art alone endures. 

Gautier's influence in England, as well as in France, 

was of great significance. He repeatedly asserted the doc­

trine of "art for art's sake," insisting that art must not be 

useful or contain moral, social, or political purpose; he 

insisted upon perfect workmanship to the extent of maintain­

ing that "the form is all"; and he stressed the analogy of 

poetry with sculpture and also, to a lesser extent, with 

music. 

Swinburne was an early admirer of Gautier and also of 

another early French advocate of "art for art's sake," 

Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867). This fact is supported by 

Robinson in his article "A Neglected Phase of the Aesthetic 

Movement: English Parnassianism" in which he traces the 

interest of English poets and critics in the French Parnas­

sians and Aesthetes, and concludes that "Swinburne stood 
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practically alone in the early sixties as an admirer of 

French letters and a devotee of French aesthetics." As a 

result, Robinson concludes, Swinburne had some influence on 

the later (1$7$) enthusiasm for French fixed forms, having 
2 

"softened the enemy for the next invasion." 

Swinburne's admiration for Gautier is expressed in 

his "Memorial Verses on the Death of Theophile Gautier" and 
3 

"Sonnet." These poems, written by Swinburne at the time of 

Gautier's death, were printed in the memorial text, Le 

Tombeau de Theophile Gautier. (l$73) and later in Poems and 

Ballads, Second Series, (l$7$). Swinburne also wrote two 

poems in French and one in Latin in honour of Gautier which 

also were printed in Le Tombeau de Theophile Gautier and 

later in Poems and Ballads, Second Series (l$7$). 

The review of Baudelaire's Fleurs du Mai by 

Swinburne in the Spectator in l$6l drew the attention of 

Robinson, "A Neglected Phase of the Aesthetic 
Movement: English Parnassianism," p. 742. 

2Ibid., p. 742. 

3Works. Vol. Ill, pp. 52-60. 

4Ibid., Bibliography, Vol. XX, p. 159. 

-'ibid.. p. 164. These poems are "Theophile Gautier," 
"Ode: Le Tombeau de Gautier," and "In Obitum Theophili 
Poetae." 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A O U A T E S T U P I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

AESTHETICISM, DECADENCE, SYMBOLISM AND 44 

SWINBURNE'S RELATIONSHIP TO THESE LITERARY TRENDS 

England to this French poet, and demonstrated Swinburne's 

early support of Baudelaire's aestheticism. In this essay 

Swinburne says: 

The critical students there, as well as here, 
judging by the books they praise and the advice 
they proffer, seem to have pretty well forgotten 
that a poet's business is presumably to write 
good verses, and by no means to redeem the age 
and remould society.^ 

Swinburne is here supporting Baudelaire against those critics 

who insist upon didacticism as the primary purpose of poetry. 

Swinburne also adds that, whereas Baudelaire is not deliber­

ately didactic, "There is not one poem of the Fleurs du Mai 

which has not a distinct and vivid background of morality to 

it. Only, this moral side of the book is not thrust forward 

in the foolish and repulsive manner of a half-taught 
2 

artist." It would seem here that Swinburne is taking a 

balanced view, recognizing that a poem, which is first and 

foremost a work of art, will necessarily communicate to the 

receptive reader whatever thought or emotion is contained 

within it, and in this way may convey some moral aspect; but, 

most importantly, this moral aspect "is not put forward," 

that is, it is not permitted to become all important. 

-'-Works, Vol. XIII, p. 417. 

2 
Ibid., p. 423. 
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Swinburne continues to assert his support of "art for 

art's sake" in Notes on Poems and Reviews, published in 

pamphlet form in 1$66, in defence against the violent critics 

of his Poems and Ballads, (1366): 

The question at issue is wider than any between 
a single writer and his critics, or it might well 
be allowed to drop. It is this: whether or not 
the first and last requisite of art is to give no 
offence; whether or not all that cannot be lisped 
in the nursery or fingered in the schoolroom is 
therefore to be cast out of the library; whether 
or not the domestic circle is to be for all men 
and writers the outer limit and extreme horizon 
of their world of work.̂ -

Here Swinburne defends the poet's right to choose any subject 

without being hindered by the excessive restrictions of 

critics who object to any literature unsuitable for children. 

He adds further, "And if literature indeed is not to deal 

with the full life of man and the whole nature of things, 

let it be cast aside with the rods and rattles of child­

hood."2 

The concluding paragraph of Notes on Poems and 

Reviews is a forceful presentation of Swinburne's support of 

"art for art's sake" as he looks forward to the day when, in 

England, art will not be judged by standards of morality, 

1Works, Vol. XVI, p. 369. 

2Ibid., p. 370. 
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but rather "The press will be as impotent as the pulpit to 

dictate the laws and remove the landmarks of art," and it 

will be recognized that didacticism is not the primary 

purpose of art, "Those will be laughed at who demand from 

one thing the qualities of another—who seek for sermons 

in sonnets and morality in music." When this time comes 

Swinburne sees that an article such as he is writing to 

defend his poems will no longer be necessary: "No one will 

then need to assert, in defense of work done for the work's 

sake, the simple laws of his art which no one will then be 

permitted to impugn." In this final statement Swinburne 

has clearly stated the core of the "art for art's sake" 

doctrine, "work done for the work's sake" adhering to one 

law only, "the simple law of his [the poet's] art." 

Rosenblatt notes the remarkable similarity between Swin­

burne's Notes on Poems and Reviews and Gautier's Preface to 

Mademoiselle de Maupin. as demonstrating Swinburne's aware­

ness of Gautier's Preface and his agreement with its 

tenets: 

La brochure de Swinburne, Notes on Poems and 
Reviews, ressemble nettement a la preface de 
Mademoiselle de Maupin. Tous les deux sont des 
attaques centre la critique contemporaire, et 

1Works, Vol. XVI, p. 373. 
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surtout contre la pruderie et l'hypocrisie de la 
critique moralisante.l 

In his lenghty study, William Blake, first published 

in 1868, Swinburne again asserts, "Art for art's sake first 

of all, and afterwards we may suppose all the rest shall be 
2 

added to her." Swinburne adds, "But from the man who falls 

to artistic work with a moral purpose shall be taken away 

even that which he has,"^ and refers to Baudelaire in support 

of this doctrine, referring to him as "A living critic of 

incomparably delicate insight and subtly good sense . . . 

[who] calls this 'the heresy of instruction.'" 

In William Blake, not only does Swinburne refer to 

Baudelaire in support of his assertion of "art for art's 

Rosenblatt, L'ld^e de L'Art pour L'Art, p. 148. 
Translation: Swinburne's pamphlet, Notes on Poems and 
Reviews. clearly resembles the preface of Mademoiselle de 
Maupin. Both are attacks against contemporary criticism, 
and particularly against the prudery and hypocrisy of moral­
izing criticism. Farmer, Le Mouvement esthetique et "deca­
dent" en Angleterre, p. 25, agrees that Swinburne here 
borrowed directly from Gautier's preface to Mademoiselle de 
Maupin: "Swinburne . . . emprunts directs a la preface de 
l'autonomie de l'art." Translation: Swinburne borrowed 
directly from the celebrated preface of Mademoiselle de 
Maupin in which Gautier summarized the theory of the 
autonomy of art. 

2W__rks, Vol. XVI, pp. 137-138. 

3lbid., p. 13$. 

4Ibid., p. 13$. 
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sake" but, according to Rosenblatt, in this work Swinburne 

follows very closely Baudelaire's essay on Edgar Poe: 

L'influence de Baudelaire est evidente surtout 
dans 1'expose de l'art pour l'art dans William 
Blake. Les ressemblances non seulement de pensee 
mais encore de formules montrent combient Swin­
burne a suivi Baudelaire, particulierement dans 
ses Notes nouvelles sur Edgar Poe. 

Thus, in this study of William Blake, Swinburne again demon­

strates the influence of Baudelaire on the "art for art's 

sake" doctrine which he is promulgating. 

Theodore de Banville (1823-1$91) was an important 

apostle of Gautier who influenced, by both his poetry and 
2 

his criticism,English and French Aesthetes. Banville's 

Petit Traite de poesie frangaise (1$72) restated Gautier's 

theories, particularly that form rather than subject matter 

was of primary importance, that the "sharply defined image 

Rosenblatt, L'Idee de L'Art pour L'Art, p. 155. 
Translation: The influence "o? Baudelaire is evident, espe­
cially in the statement of art for art's sake in William 
Blake. The resemblances not only of thought but more of form 
demonstrate how much Swinburne has followed Baudelaire, 
particularly in his Notes nouvelles sur Edgar Poe. 

2 
Among critics who assert the importance of 

Banville's influence on English poets of" the seventies and 
eighties are the following: Helen L. Cohen, Lyric Forms From 
France. New York, Harcourt, 1933, who cites letters from 
Austin Dobson, Edmund Gosse, and Andrew Lang; Beckson, The 
Aesthetes and Decadents of the Nineties: Robinson, "A 
Neglected Phase of English Aestheticism"; Buckley, The 
Victorian Temper. 
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should be the poet's major concern . . . and that poetry was 

'at the same time music, statuary, painting and eloquence.'" 

Further, Banville urged poets to return to the old fixed 

forms of verse to achieve their aims, and he stimulated 
2 

considerable interest in these forms. Robinson lists Payne, 

Dobson, Gosse, Stevenson, Henley, and Lang as English poets 
3 

who "paid him [Banville] the tribute of imitation."^ Cohen 

asserts in Lyric Forms From France, "It was in particular 

Theodore de Banville (l$20-l$9l) who, in his conscious desire 

to introduce unusual and intricate rhyme scheme into French 

poetry once more, turned back to the native fixed forms." 

Later, Cohen says that "Both in France and in England 

Banville was beyond doubt the one man responsible for the 

renewed vogue of old refrain poetry."y In support of this 

Beckson, The Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xx. 
2 
The critics cited in footnote number two, page 4$, 

affirm Banville's influence in arousing the interest of 
English poets in the ballade, the rondeau, triolet, villan-
elle, and chant royal, and in particular the influence of 
Petit Traite de poesie francaise. 

3 
^Robinson, "A Neglected Phase of English Aestheti­

cism," p, 742. 

"̂Cohen, Lyric Forms From France, p. 79-
c 
Ibid., pp. 79-86. Cohen discusses at some length 

this influence of Theodore de Banville on the early users of 
these forms in England, verified by letters to her from 
Edmund Gosse, Austin Dobson, and Andrew Lang. 
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contention she cites Edmund Gosse and Austin Dobson, early 

users of the fixed forms, who wrote to her that Banville was 

the primary impetus in their use of these forms. Swinburne 

demonstrated a very early awareness of Banville by a brief 

reference to him in his essay, "Charles Baudelaire," (l$6l) 

in which he commented on "the graceful, slight, and somewhat 

thin-spun classical work of M. Theodore de Banville." He 

is more enthusiastic about Banville later, writing in 1$91 

"The Ballad of Melicertes," a precise ballade in memory of 

Banville. This poem was written at the request of and first 
2 

published in a French decadent magazine, La Conque. 

The elements of English Aestheticism of the eighties 

and nineties evolved from the two sources which have been 

discussed, the Pre-Raphaelites in England, Gautier and his 

followers in France. The term "art for art's sake," as a 

translation of the French l'art pour l'art of Gautier, in­

volved primarily the devotion to art for its own sake, 

eliminating all concern with moral, social, or poltical 

concerns. Art, to the Aesthetes, was amoral and 

%orks, Vol. XIII, p. 424. 

2 
Letters. Vol. VI, pp. 7-$, letter from Swinburne to 

Pierre Louys, editor of La Conque. 
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non-didactic. In many instances this elimination of worldly 

concern led to a division between the poet and society and in 

some cases to a poetry of escape. The devotion to art 

included a concern for craftsmanship which derived both from 

the Pre-Raphaelites and from Gautier's insistence upon the 

primary importance of form and the necessity of hard, clear 

lines. Stemming from this principle was the resurgence of 

interest in the French fixed forms; this interest was due 

primarily to Gautier's disciple, Banville. The cult of 

beauty of the Pre-Raphaelites and the insistence of Gautier 

that the useful cannot be beautiful contributed to an 

aesthetic concern with beauty as a part of their basic 

principle of "art for art's sake." Gautier's analogy of 

poetry with sculpture, painting, and music and the Pre-

Raphaelite merging of the characteristics of painting and 

poetry led to the aesthetic interest in combining the arts. 

In all aspects of this evolution and development of 

the Aesthetic movement Swinburne was involved. He was a 

close associate of the Pre-Raphaelites, particularly Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti. He was an early admirer of Gautier, the 

leader of the French "art for art's sake" movement, and he 

was vocal in support of both Gautier and Gautier's disciple, 

Baudelaire. Swinburne's first volume of poems, Poems and 

Ballads (1$66) and his early prose writings, such as his 
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essay on Baudelaire's Fleurs du Mai (l$6l) and his defence 

of his own poems, Notes on Poems and Reviews (1$66), gave an 

early impetus to the Aesthetic movement. That Swinburne had 

an influence on Pater means that indirectly, through Pater, 

as well as directly through his own poetry, critical essays, 

and public support of Gautier and Baudelaire, Swinburne was 

an extremely important influence on the evolution and 

development of the Aesthetic movement in England. 
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S e c t i o n 2 

Decadence 

and Swinburne's Relationship to It 

Out of the Aesthetic movement evolved Decadence. 

Both Baudelaire and Gautier, proponents of "art for art's 

sake," were largely influential in the further extension and 

moderation of this concept into Decadence. Baudelaire is 

credited with being one of the first to use the term "deca-
4 

dent" in a laudatory manner in his essay on Edgar Allen Poe.' 

Gautier, in his "Notice" which he wrote as a Preface to the 

1868 edition of Baudelaire's Fleurs du Mai, was among the 
3 

first to attempt to define Decadence. 

Among the critics who discuss the major influence of 
France, and particularly of Gautier and Baudelaire, on the 
Decadent movement in England are the following: Jackson, The 
Eighteen Nineties; Beckson, The Aesthetes and Decadents; E. 
A. Carter, The Idea of Decadence in French Literature, 
Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1958; Praz, The Roman­
tic Agony; Rosenblatt, L'Idee de l'art pour l'art; Farmer, 
Le mouvement esthetique et "decadent" en Ankleterre. 

2 
Reference is made to this fact by Carter, The Idea 

of Decadence in French Literature and by Houghton and Stange, 
editors, Victorian Poetry and Poetics. 

3 
^Carter, The Idea of Decadence in French Literature, 

p. viii, states that he chose this preface as his starting 
point in studying Decadence in French literature; also that, 
"'The Notice' is a final statement of ideas which had 
occupied Gautier for over thirty years; to write it, he 
scarcely needed to read Baudelaire at all; he had only to 
consult some of his own poems, novels, and critical 
articles." 
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One of the main characteristics of Decadence is the 

desire to improve upon nature. Baudelaire, in his essay, 

"Eloge du maquillage," says that "woman should therefore 

borrow from all the arts the means of rising above nature in 

order to better subjugate all hearts and impress all minds." 

Baudelaire's thesis, on which he bases this statement, is 

that everything that is natural in man is bad; man strives 

to overcome this; whatever is good in man, therefore, is 

artifical, whether it is beautifying the face with paint or 
2 

practicing virtue. A further result of this concept is the 

interest of Baudelaire and the later Decadents in drugs and 

alcohol as means of improving upon and altering man's natural 

state. Baudelaire wrote two essays on drugs, "Du vin et du 

haschisch" (1851) and "Les Paradis artificiels" (i860). 

A further characteristic of Decadence is the desire 

to shock. This idea also stemmed from France with the term 

epater les bourgeois of Gautier. Gautier exemplified this 

concept to which he gave expression in his novel Mademoiselle 

de Maupin. In this novel, the hero, the Chevalier d'Albert, 

Baudelaire, cited in Beckson, The Aesthetes and 
Decadents of the l$90_s, p. xxiv. 

2 
This particular essay and Baudelaire's concept on 

which it is based are discussed by Carter, The Idea of 
Decadence in French Literature: Beckson, The Aesthetes and 
Decadents of the 189Q's; Praz, The Romantic Agony. 
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suffers from ennui and dissatisfaction. He has a mistress 

but searches for further emotional and erotic satisfactions. 

He longs to be a woman in order to taste new experiences. 

Mademoiselle de Maupin is dissatisfied with her state as a 

woman and disguises herself as a man. She achieves some 

satisfaction in causing a young woman to fall in love with 

her in her disguised state. Later she falls in love with 

d'Albert, who reciprocates her feeling, though horrified at 

finding himself in love with a young man. At the conclusion 

of the novel Mademoiselle de Maupin has affairs with both 

the Chevalier d'Albert and the young woman, Rosette, who had 

fallen in love with her in her disguise as a young man. 

Besides its success in shocking the middle class, the novel 

also demonstrates the decadent attraction to sexual per­

version and depravity which is a result of the desire to 

transcend the natural. The hero suffers from the ennui and 

dissatisfaction which are to be characteristic of decadent 

heroes, both in books and in real life. Like Gautier him­

self, d'Albert prefers art to nature. 

Among Swinburne's poems written in honour of Gautier 

at the time of his death is the poem entitled "Sonnet." 

Introduced with the epigraph "(With a copy of Mademoiselle de 

Maupin)," the poem is a hymn of praise to Gautier's novel, 

Mademoiselle de Maupin; 
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SONNET 

This is the golden book of spirit and sense, 
The holy writ of beauty; he that wrought 
Made it with dreams and faultless words and 

thought 
That seeks and finds and loses in the dense 
Dim air of life that beauty's excellence 

Wherewith love makes one hour of life distraught 
And all hours after follow and find not aught. 

Here is that height of all love's eminence 
Where man may breathe but for a breathing-space 

And feel his soul burn as an altar-fire 
To the unknown God of unachieved desire, 

And from the middle mystery of the place 
Watch lights that break, hear sounds as of 

a quire, , 
But see not twice unveiled the veiled God's face. 

In this poem Swinburne is referring to a novel 

dealing with sexual perversion and depravity as a "golden 

book of spirit and sense," and "The holy writ of beauty." 

He is demonstrating his admiration not only for Gautier but 

for a major decadent work. The influence of the Preface to 

Mademoiselle de Maupin on Swinburne's Notes on Poems and 

Ballads, in which he supports his own decadent poems against 

those who "seek for sermons in sonnets and morality in 

2 3 
music," has been examined in the previous section. 

-'-Works. Vol. Ill, p. 60. 

2 lb id., Vol. XXVI, p. 373. 

3See above, Chapter Two, Section One, pp. 45-47. 
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The cult of the artificial, of which the sexually 

perverse, the use of drugs and alcohol, and the use of 

cosmetics are a part, is accepted as a chief characteristic 

of the Decadent movement. Carter asserts: 

Artificiality, in fact, is the chief character­
istic of decadence as the nineteenth century under­
stood the word . . . They [writers] accept civiliza­
tion as corrupt, but take perverse pleasure in that 
very corruption, preferring the civilized to the 
primitive and the artificial to the natural.•*• 

Baudelaire is considered as the primary influence in associ-
2 

a t ing modernism, a r t i f i c e , and Decadence. Beckson s t a t e s 
t h a t , "As a Decadent he [Baudelaire] envisioned the decay of 

3 

civilization and the horrifying seductive evils of men."v 

Gautier is seen by the same critics as "like many Decadents, 

absorbed by paganism and exoticism." The craze for mon­

strous plants and hothouse flowers of many Decadents is seen 

as partly due to Baudelaire's Fleurs du Mai as well as to 

the cult of the artificial. The first section of this 

Carter, The Idea of Decadence in French Literature, 
p. 25. 

2 
This fact is asserted by Carter, Ibid., p. 10 and 

p. 14, and Beckson, The Aesthetes and Decadents of the 
1890's, p. xxxvi. 

•'Beckson, Ibid.. p. xxxvi. 

!___•» P* ^ x v i . 
5 
' C a r t e r , The Idea of Decadence in French L i t e r a t u r e , 

p . 15. 
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chapter has referred to the importance of Swinburne in 

drawing the attention of England to Fleurs du Mai in l$6l 

and the influence of Baudelaire on Swinburne's exposition of 

the "art for art's sake" doctrine in William Blake. 

Joris Karl Huysman's novel A Rebours (l$$4) contains, 

as Beckson says, "All the themes and images which had 

2 absorbed the Decadents from Gautier on." Symons refers to 

3 
it as "the breviary of the decadence." The hero of the 

novel, des Esseintes, is interested in the abnormal and the 

artificial, in exotic gems and diseased flowers, as well as 

in sexual perversity. Oscar Wilde's Dorian Gray is modelled 

upon him. Both of these heroes are described as "authentic 

decadent types." Suffering from boredom and ennui, they 

seek new sensations which are a rebours: against the grain. 

Of importance to the English Decadent movement is the fact 

See above, Chapter Two, Section One, pp. 43-44, 47-
48. 2 

Beckson, The Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xxvii; 
Carter, The Idea of Decadence in French Literature, pp. 19-20 
agrees. Praz, The Romantic Agony, p. 208, states "Not only 
his own novels, but all the prose works of the Decadence, 
from Lorrain to Gourmont, Wilde, and D'Annunzio, are con­
tained in embryo in A Rebours." Jackson, The Eighteen 
Nineties, p. 26, states "A Rebours may be said to contain 
the apotheosis of the fin de siecle spirit." 

3 
'Symons, cited in Jackson, The Eighteen Nineties, 

p. 60. 
^Jackson, The Eighteen Nineties, p. 61. 
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that Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray is so clearly 

modelled on A Rebours that it provides a close link between 

French and English Decadence. Praz concludes of The Picture 

of Dorian Gray, "The work itself, then, though written in 

English, belongs really to the French school and must be 

considered as a curious exotic reflection of it." 

Arthur Symons (l$65-1945), one of the earliest 

English poets and critics to discuss Decadence, says in his 

essay on George Meredith written in 1897, "What decadence in 

literature really means is that learned corruption of 

language by which style ceases to be organic, and becomes, 

in the pursuit of some new expressiveness or beauty, deliber-
2 

ately abnormal." Later, in The Symbolist Movement in Lit­

erature (1899), Symons again associates Decadence with style, 

stating "As a matter of fact, the term is in its place only 

when applied to style; . . . No doubt perversity of form and 

perversity of matter are often found together, and, among 

the lesser men especially, experiment was carried far, not 

only in the direction of style."^ In the second statement 

Praz, The Romantic Agony, p. 340. 
2 
Arthur Symons, "George Meredith," cited in Beckson, 

The Aesthetes and Decadents of the 1890's. p. xxxix. 
^Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature, New 

York, E. P. Dutton and Co., 1958, first published in 1899, 
p. 4. 
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quoted, Symons says less dogmatically that Decadence is 

associated with style alone, and somewhat halfheartedly ad­

mits that "perversity of form and perversity of matter are 

often found together." Certainljr perversity of matter is 

very evident in the works referred to in this section. 

Pater is one of the most important of the English 

influences upon Decadence in England. The "Conclusion" of 

his Studies in the History of the Renaissance, influential in 

the Aesthetic movement, was used as a support for Decadence, 

also. It is to such statements in the "Conclusion" as "Not 

the fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end," 

and "To burn always with this hard, gemlike flame, to main-
2 

tain this ectasy, is success in life," that the Decadents 
3 

referred in their search for unusual, Intense sensations. 

Richard Le Gallienne refers to Pater's influence on the 

Pater, Studies in the History of the Renaissance, 
p. 197. See also the discussion of Pater in Chapter Two, 
Section One, pp. 33-34. That Swinburne influenced Pater is 
also discussed in the same section, pp. 3 5-36. 

2lbid., p. 197. 
3 
Jackson, The Eighteen Nineties, p. 58, says: "The 

accident by which Pater became a decadent influence in 
English literature was due to a misapprehension of the pre­
cise meaning of the famous "Conclusion" to the final edition 
of the volume originally issued in 1873." Praz, The Romantic 
Agony, p. 341, agrees that Pater was "the forerunner of the 
Decadent Movement in England, particularly in his Conclusion 
to Studies in the History of the Renaissance." 

• : ™ " • 
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young men of the nineties who "were exhorting each another 

'to burn always with this hard gem-like flame.'" 

In discussing the Decadent movement in England, 

Beckson states that Swinburne "deserves more than anyone 

before him the distinction of being called 'the first Deca-
2 

dent in England.'" The reason for this is Swinburne's 

first volume of poetry, Poems and Ballads (1866) which 

shocked, in true decadent manner, the British public and 

British critics. An anonymous literary critic, later identi­

fied as John Morley, attacked Swinburne as "either the 

vindictive and scornful apostle of a crushing ironshod des­

pair, or else he is the libidinous laureate of a pack of 

3 

satyrs."-^ Praz asserts that "Swinburne's influence intro­

duced into England the French literary tendencies to which he 

paid homage." Praz devotes considerable attention to 

Swinburne's influence in England, France, and Italy in 

developing the type of the Fatal Woman: the depraved woman, 

both adored and hated, who is sad and cruel, erotic and 

Richard Le Gallienne, The Romantic Nineties. New 
York, Doubleday, Page, and Company, 1926, p. 98. 

2 
Beckson, The Aesthetes and Decadents of the 1890* s, 

p. xxii. 

•^Morley, "Fir. Swinburne's New Poems," p. $35. 

^Praz, The Romantic Agony, p. 340. 

, . , „______«__ 
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sadistic. Praz refers particularly to "Laus Veneris," 

"Anactoria," "Faustine," and "Dolores," poems published in 

Poems and Ballads (1$66), as exemplifying the Fatal Woman. 

From the cult of the artificial and the desire to 

shock, the main elements of Decadence evolve. From both of 

these stems the obsession with perversity and drugs. From 

the cult of the artificial stems the interest in the un­

natural, such as monstrous plants and exotic flowers, and in 

dead and dying things. From these interests are derived the 

obsession with death, the seeing of beauty in corruption and 

in death, the union of the beautiful and the sad. 

The cult of the artificial leads also to the prefer­

ence of art to nature. Even the careful craftsmanship char­

acteristic of the Aesthetic movement becomes more self con­

sciously a seeking for the precise word or brilliant expres­

sion. Carter notes that "To let oneself go on the wings of 

inspiration was natural; to prepare one's effects, call upon 

will-power and reason to develop them, was voluntary, arti-
2 

ficial, decadent." The use of bizarre images and striking 

paradoxes may be seen as stemming from the desire to 

Praz, The Romantic Agony. pp. l$9-2$6, passim. 
2 

Car te r , The Idea of Decadence in French L i t e r a t u r e , 
p . 12$. 
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surprise or shock. There is frequently, in decadent poetry, 

a tone of despair, stemming from the insatiable search for 

newer and more intense sensations. Buckley refers to the 

"note of world-fatigue [which] dominated altogether the 

tenuous music of Decadence," adding that "the Decadents 

suffered—or affected to suffer—the ineffable weariness of 

strayed revelers lost in a palace of fading illusion." An 

example of this ennui or tedium vitae is seen in the follow­

ing lines of the English Decadent, Ernest Dowson: 

I was not sorrowful, I could not weep, 
And all my memories were put to sleep. 

I watched the river grow more white and strange, 
All day till evening I watched it change. 

All day till evening I watched the rain 
Beat wearily upon the window pane. 

I was not sorrowful but only tired 
Of everything that ever I desired.^ 

That Swinburne was a major force in the evolution and 

development of the Decadent movement in England is evident. 

In his Poems and Ballads (1$66), such poems as "Faustine," 

"Dolores," and "Laus Veneris," which shocked the public by 

their sensuality, eroticism, and sadism, earned him the title 

Buckley, The Victorian Temper, p. 22$. 
2 
Ernest Dowson, The Poetical Works of Ernest Dowson. 

edited and with an introduction by Desmond Flower, London, 
Cassell and Company, 1934, p. 56. 
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of "the first Decadent in England." His praise of 

Baudelaire's Fleurs du Mai and Gautier's Mademoiselle de 

Maupin drew attention to these leaders of Decadence in 

France. Swinburne influenced Pater who, in turn, was a major 

influence on decadent poets of the nineties. Swinburne 

insisted, in his critical essays, on the right of the poet 

to choose any subject, "to deal with the full life of man 

and the whole nature of things" adhering to one law only, 

"the simple law of his art." Thus in both poetry and 

criticism Swinburne gave a major impetus to Decadence in 

England. 

1Works, Vol. XXVI, p. 373 
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Sec t ion 3 

The Symbolist Movement 

and Swinburne's Relation to It 

The purpose of this section is to trace the develop­

ment of Symbolism, its characteristics, and Swinburne's 

relationship to Symbolism. Symbolism is recognized as an 

important literary movement in France. It evolved from 

Aestheticism and is related to Decadence; many of the major 

poets involved in the development of Symbolism, such as 

Baudelaire and Verlaine, were Aesthetes and Decadents, with 

the name Symbolism not officially ascribed to the movement in 

France until the period 1$$5 to 1$95. In England, although 

the term Symbolist movement is not used, the French movement 

exerted a considerable influence on late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century poets. 

Baudelaire's Fleurs du Mai (l$57) is generally 

accepted as the starting point for symbolist poetry in 

France, In poems of this volume are found elements which 

Among critics who concur with this assessment that 
Baudelaire is the "father" of the Symbolist movement are the 
following: Anna Balakian, The Symbolist Movement, New York, 
Random House, 1967; Edward Engleberg, editor, The Symbolist 
Poem. New York, E. P. Button, 1966; William York Tindall, 
Forces in Modern British Literature, New York, Random House, 
1956; Richard Ellmann, introduction to Arthur Symons, The 
Symbolist Movement in Literature. New York, E. P. Dutton, 
1947; C. M. Bowra, The Heritage of Symbolism. London, 
Macmillan, 1943-
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later are accepted as characteristic of symbolist poetry. 

Of these poems, Baudelaire's sonnet, "Correspondances," is 

frequently cited as an example of a symbolist poem. "Corres­

pondances" is considered by Engleberg as one of the three 

important literary manifestoes of Symbolism. (The other two 

manifestoes Engleberg cites are Paul Verlaine's "Art of 

Poetry" (1884) and Jena Moreas' Manifesto (1$$6) ).2 "Corres­

pondances" is here quoted: 

CORRESPONDANCES 

La Nature est un temple ou de vivants piliers 
Laissent parfois sortir de confuses paroles; 
L'homme y passe a travers des forets de symboles 
Qui l'observent avec des regards familiers. 

Comme de longs echos qui de loin se confondent 
Dans une ten^breuse et profonde unite* 
Vaste comme la nuit et comme la clarte 
Les parfums, les couleurs et les sons se repondent. 

II est des parfums frais comme des chairs de'enfants, 
Doux comme les hautbois, verts comme les prairies, 
--Et d'autres, corrumpus, riches et triomphants, 

Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, p. 38. Beckson, 
Aesthetes and Decadents of the 18*90's. asserts that "Corres­
pondances" "had an enormous influence on the symbolist move­
ment," p. xxv. Bowra, The Heritage of Symbolism, quotes 
"Correspondances" as demonstrating that "Baudelaire saw 
nature as symbolical of another reality," p. 6. 

2 
Verlaine's "Art of Poetry," is discussed below, in 

this section, pp. 72-75. Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, 
p. 38, says that "Moreas' Manifesto is mainly an attempt to 
familiarize a wider reading public with the work of the 
Symbolistes, who, even in the eighties, had not yet gained 
recognition outside a small coterie." 
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Ayant 1'expansion des chose infinies, 
Comme l'ambre, le muse, le ben join et l'encens, , 
Qui chantent les transports de l'esprit et des sens. 

In this poem, nature is seen as a temple, the columns 

become confused voices, man wanders in a forest of symbols. 

The poet interprets the symbols which he finds in nature. 

Bowra sees this poem as demonstrating that "For Baudelaire 

the visible and sensible world was full of symbols which fill 

man's heart with joy and sorrow, and convey him through 

2 
scent, colour, and sound to raptures of the spirit." In 

this poem Baudelaire makes use of synaesthesia, a mingling of 

sense perceptions, the evocation of one sense by use of 

another, as in line eight, where perfume, colours, and sounds 

Charles Baudelaire, Ouevres Completes, 19 volumes, 
Paris, Louis-Conrad Librairie-Editeur, 1923, Vol. XI, p. 17. 

The following prose translation by Frances Scarfe is 
reprinted in Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, Appendix, p. 347: 

Correlatives 

Nature is a temple, in which living pillars sometimes 
utter a babel of words; man traverses it through forests of 
symbols, that watch him with knowing eyes. 

Like prolonged echoes which merge far away in an 
opaque, deep oneness, as vast as darkness, as vast as light, 
perfume, sounds, and colours answer to each other. 

There are perfumes fresh and cool as the bodies of 
children, mellow as oboes, green as fields; and others that 
are perverse, rich,and triumphant. 

That have the infinite expansion of infinite things— 
such as amber, musk, benjamin, and incense, which chant the 
ecstasies of the mind and senses. 

Bowra, The Heritage of Symbolism, p. 6. 
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answer.to one another. Through use of the symbols found 

in the visible, sensual world and through synaesthesia, 

Baudelaire sought to express what would otherwise be inex­

pressible. Engleberg, stressing the influence of this poem 

asserts, "Much poetry guided by this sonnet caught its 

magical, incantatory tone, its use of the senses, its other' 

worldly atmosphere, its scent." 

Another poem of Baudelaire which demonstrates sym­

bolist elements is "Harmonie du soir." This poem is here 

quoted: 

HARMONIE DU SOIR 

Voici venir les temps ou. vibrant sur sa tige 
Chaque fleur s'evapore ainsi qu'un encensoir; 
Les sons et les parfums tournent dans l'air du soir; 
Valse melancolique et langoureux vertigel 

Chaque fleur s'evapore ainsi qu'un encensoir; 
Le violon fremit comme un coeur qu'on afflige; 
Valse melancolique et langoureux vertigel 
Le ciel est triste et beau comme un grand reposoir. 

Le violon fremit comme un coeur qu'on afflige, 
Un coeur tendre, qui hait le neant vaste et noir.' 
Le ciel est triste et beau comme un grand reposoir; 
Le soleil s'est moye dans son sang qui se fige. 

Un coeur tendre, qui hait le neant vaste et noir, 
Du passe lumineux recueille tout vestige.' 

Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, p. 39. 
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Le soleil s'est noye dans son sang qui se fige . . . 
Ton souvenir en moi luit comme un ostensoirj •*• 

The particular use of images in this poem to evoke 

and suggest is discussed by Balakian who terms this 

the process of indirect discourse in full play 
. . . the intervention of communication between 
the poet and the reader through an image or 
series of images that have subjective as well as 
objective value. While their objective existence 
is unilateral, their subjective meaning is multi­
dimensional, and therefore suggestive rather than 
designated: the censer, the altar, the monstrance, 
the violin, the blood.2 

This use of images in a suggestive and evocative way is to 

become one of the main characteristics of symbolist poetry. 

Baudelaire, Ouevres completes. Vol. XI, p. 77. The 
following is an approximate translation: 

Behold the hour (of the day) where swaying on its stem 
(The perfume of) each flower rises to heaven 

(evaporates) like (incense from) a censer; 
Sounds and perfumes hover in the evening air, 
A sad refrain (melody, waltz) and drowsy lethargy. 

(The perfume of) each flower rises to heaven like 
(incense from) a censer, 

The violin trembles like a sorrowing heart; 
A sad refrain and a drowsy lethargy 
The sky is sad and beautiful as a flower-strewn altar. 

The violin trembles like a sorrowing heart 
A loving (tender) heart which shuns vast dark emptiness 
The sky is sad and beautiful as a flower-strewn altar. 
The sun has drowned in its own thickening blood. 

A loving (tender) heart which shuns vast dark emptiness 
From the radiant past can regain every trace (memory) 
The sun has drowned in its own thickening blood 
The memory of you glows in my heart like a monstrance. 

2 
Balakian, The Symbolist Movement, p. 38. 
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The poet does not make a direct statement of his emotions 

but selects these particular objects through which to express 

them. Thus in line six, "Le violon fremit comme un coeur 

qu'on afflige" (The violin.trembles like a sorrowing heart), 

the trembling violin becomes the exterior revelation of the 

heart. In line twelve, "Le soleil s'est noye dans son sang 

qui se fige," (The sun has drowned in its own thickening 

blood), the sun is a projection of the poet's heart sinking 

into the abyss of its own sorrow, with all the connotations 

associated with "blood," of suffering and of death, trans­

ferred to the speaker's inner state. The speaker's emotions 

are, in this poem, expressed through the images which suggest 

and evoke his mood. There is a duality between the mood of 

the poet and the appearance of nature which he uses to ex­

press this mood. 

Besides this particular use of symbols, "Harmonie du 

Soir" possesses a further quality which is to become a char­

acteristic element of symbolist poetry: a similarity to 

music in structure and in sound. The theme is not developed 

in logical progression but is restated, varied, and developed 

as is a theme in music. In each stanza, two lines from the 

previous stanza are repeated; in each case, line two becomes 

in the following stanza line one, and line four becomes in 
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the following stanza line three. Thus, with the repetition 

of a line, the same concept is repeated but in a different 

context, with the result that its significance is altered and 

amplified with the repetition, as a theme in music is re­

peated, developed, and varied. For example, when the second 

line of stanza two is repeated as the first line of stanza 

three, it is amplified by the line which follows it: "Le 

violon fremit comme un coeur qu'on afflige, / Un coeur tendre 

qui hait le neant vaste et noir." Thus the evocations 

initially suggested by the one line are retained but ampli­

fied now by a new concept associated with it by the added 

line. In this poem the lines are so interwoven that, for 

example, stanza two is made up of two lines from stanza one 

and two lines which will occur again in stanza three. 

The poem also contains musical sound qualities. 

There is much alliteration, and there is a closely knit rhyme 

pattern with only two rhyme endings which are used in the 

following order: a, b, b, a; b, a, a, b; a, b, b, a; b, a, 

a, b. The consistent repetition of lines, which has been 

discussed, also adds to the sound and rhythmical repetition. 

The result is a musical incantatory sound which is to become 

another major element of symbolist poetry. There is a 

melancholy, sad tone which also becomes characteristic of 

__ . , : : — : — 
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symbolist poetry. Balakian, discussing this poem in its use 

of symbols, its musical structure and sound, its melancholy 

tone, concludes of "Harmonie du Soir" that "in technique and 

perspective it proves to be, in fact, one of the genuine 

models of symbolist poetry." 

We have seen the following characteristics in this 

poem of Baudelaire which will be primary elements of symbol­

ist poetry: the use of symbols in a suggestive and evocative 

way so that emotions are expressed through particular ob­

jects; a similarity of the poem to music in structure and in 

use of the sound qualities of words; a melancholy tone. The 

earlier poem discussed, "Correspondances," demonstrated the 

use of synaesthesia as a means of mingling the senses to 

express what would otherwise be inexpressible, and conveyed 

Baudelaire's idea that symbols of the visible, sensual world 

may be used to express the spiritual which is beyond it. 

Paul Verlaine (1$44-1$96), also, is accepted as 

having made a significant contribution to the Symbolist move-
2 

ment. His "Art Poetique" (Art of Poetry) is considered to 

Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. p. 37. 

2 
Among critics who stress the important contribution 

of Verlaine to Symbolism are the following: Balakian, The 
Symbolist Movement; Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem; Bowra, The 
Heritage of Symbolism: Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature; W. Y. Tindall, Forces in Modern British Litera-
ture. 
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be one of the important manifestoes of the Symbolist move­

ment. Here is the poem, translated by Arthur Symons: 

ART OF POETRY 

Music first and foremost of all! 
Choose your measure of odd not even. 
Let it melt in the air of heaven, 
Pose not, poise not, but rise and fall. 

Choose your words, but think not whether 
Each to other of old belong: 
What so dear as the dim grey song 
Where clear and vague are joined together? 
'Tis veils of beauty for beautiful eyes, 
'Tis the trembling light of the naked noon, 
'Tis a medley of blue and gold, the moon 
And stars in the cool of autumn skies. 

Let every shape of its shade be born; 
Colour, awayJ come to me, shadel 
Only of shade can the marriage be made 
Of dream with dream and of flute with horn. 

Shun the Point, lest death with it come, 
Unholy laughter and cruel wit 
(For the eyes of the angels weep at it) 
And all the garbage of scullery-scum. 

Take Eloquence, and wring the neck of himj 
You had better, by force, from time to time, 
Put a little sense in the head of Rhyme: 
If you watch him not, you will be at the 

beck of him. 

0, who shall tell us the wrongs of Rhyme? 
What witless savage or what deaf boy 
Has made for us this twopenny toy 
Whose bells ring hollow and out of time? 

Music always and music still! 
Let your verse be the wandering thing 
That flutters in flight from a soul on the wing 
Towards other skies at a new whim's will. 
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Let your verse be the luck of the lure 
Afloat on the winds that at morning hint 
Of the odours of thyme and the savour of mint . . . 

And all the rest is literature.-

In this poem Verlaine asserts his own poetic creed 

which he practised in his own poetry and which had a signifi-
2 

cant effect upon symbolist poets who followed him. In "Art 

Poetique" Verlaine insists upon music as the most essential 

quality of poetry: "Music first and foremost of allj"and 

"Music always and music stillI" In order to achieve music, 

Verlaine recommends the use of irregular verse patterns: 

"Choose your measure of odd not even," "Let your verse be 

the wandering thing / That flutters in flight from a soul on 

the wing." He also suggests here the use of grey rather than 

colour, to achieve nuance; the use of grey is characteristic 

of much of the poetry of Verlaine and other Symbolists. 

Imprecise diction in order to be indirect and evocative is 

also part of his credo, as he says, "What so dear as the dim 

grey song / When clear and vague are joined together?" "Only 

of shade can the marriage be made / Of dream with dream and 

Arthur Symons, An Anthology of Nineties Verse, 
London, Elkin Mathews, 1928, cited in~lngleberg, The 
Symbolist Poem, p. 147. 

2 
The importance of "Art Poetique" is stressed by the 

following critics: Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Litera­
ture; Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem,-: Balakian, The Symbolist 
Movement. 
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of flute with horn." Against direct statement, he advises, 

"Shun the Point, lest death with it come." Verlaine is also 

against rhetoric, saying, "Take Eloquence, and wring the neck 

of him!" Verlaine's insistence upon the musical quality of 

poetry, through "Art Poetique" and also through the example 

of his own poetry, was influential in liberating French 

poetry from rigid metrical rules. Of Verlaine's poetry, 

Engleberg states, " . . . through uneven rhythms, cadences, 

indefiniteness, precise nuances, the poet liberates himself 

from rules that had dominated French poetry for centuries." 

Verlaine's "Claire de Lune" is an example of his own 

symbolist poetry: 

CLAIR DE LUNE 

Votre ame est un paysage choisi 
Que vont charmant masques et bergamasques, 
Jouant du luth et dansant et quasi 
Tristes sous leurs deguisements fantasques. 

Tout en chantant sur le mode mineur 
L'amour vainqueur et la vie opportune, 
lis n'ont pas l'air de croire a leur bonheur 
Et leur chanson se mele au clair de lune. 

Au calme clair de lune triste et beau, 
Que fait rever les oiseaux dans les arbres 

-'•Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, pp. 39-40, The same 
assertion is made much earlier by Symons who stated in 1$99 
in The Symbolist Movement in Literature, p. 4$, "That 
•setting free' of verse . . . is one of the achievements of 
Verlaine." 
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Et sangloter d'extase les jets d'eau, , 

Les grands jets d'eau sveltes parmi les marbres. 

In this poem, the speaker says that the soul of his beloved 

is a landscape in which are heard delightful sounds of sing­

ing, lute playing, and dancing, which express the happiness 

of love and life. There is a mixture of joy and sadness, as 

this music is heard in "sad moonlight" and the waters of the 

fountain "sob in ecstasy." Verlaine's ability to evoke mood 

through landscape, as seen in this poem, is one of his main 

characteristics and one which the symbolist poets imitated. 

He uses simple words. Balakian describes his technique as 

follows: 
. . . he sets moods, as a musician sets a key: 
skies, clouds, the moon, the wind, the snow, 
the crows, rain, the plain . . . were to be 

Paul Verlaine, Oeuvres completes, 2 Vols., Paris, 
Le Club de Meilleur Livre, 1959, p. 173. Balakian, The 
Symbolist Movement, p. 63, gives the following translation: 

Moonlight 

Your soul is an exquisite landscape 
That bergamasks have charmed. Enchanting bands 
Playing the lute and dancing to escape 
The sadness left untouched by mummer's hands. 

Chanting the while upon the minor mode 
Of happy love and of life's long delight 
Shyly they tread upon the happy road 
And their sweet music sighs in the moonlight. 

In sad moonlight, serene in its beauty, 
Birds cease their song and dream under its spell; 
And graceful waters sob in ecstasy 
Singing from marbles in- which they dwell. 
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coupled with the most non-specific adjectives 
possible--grey, pale, uncertain, white, placid, 
deep, fleeting, soft—and with verbs suggestive 
of melancholy rather than of passion . . . 

The melancholy tone which is characteristic of 

Verlaine and which is noted also in Baudelaire's "Harmonie du 

Soir" becomes a characteristic element of symbolist poetry. 

Engleberg says that Symbolists create, in their poems, 

symbolic landscapes in which are found "despair, a sense of 

loss and fear, a hunger for beauty and release, and a 
2 

horrible awareness of sullen, leaden reality • . ." 

That Verlaine was an important influence upon the 

Symbolist movement has been stated, He insisted upon the 

avoidance of rhetoric and direct statement, upon music 

achieved through freer verse forms and the use of evocative 

diction. In his own poetry he successfully used landscape 

to evoke mood, and he popularized the use of the musical 

instrument in poetry as a symbol which further united music 

and poetry. Most of Verlaine's poetry has a tone of melan­

choly, or the bittersweet mixture of joy and sorrow, charac­

teristic of much symbolist poetry. 

The Symbolist movement in France in a technical sense 

denotes the ten year period from 1$$5 to 1$95 during which, 

Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. -pp. 63-64. 
2 
Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, pp. 32-33. 
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as Balakian notes, ". . . it became a widely espoused liter­

ary movement and as a ce'nacle produced manifestoes, sponsored 

literary periodicals . . . and attracted to Paris poets and 

literary personalities from all parts of the Western world."-*• 

Among these literary personalities were George Moore and 

Arthur Symons. Moore's Impressions and Opinions (l$9l) 

include the first articles written in English on Rimbaud, 

Laforgue, and Verlaine. Symon's The Symbolist Movement in 

Literature (1$99) is the first book in English devoted to 

French Symbolism. Both of these English writers, who made 

frequent visits to France and were acquainted with the 

symbolist poets, assert that Stephen Mallarme was the acknow-
2 

ledged leader of the Symbolist movement during the period. 

Mallarme was born in 1$42, and thus was of the age group of 

Swinburne, Banville, and Verlaine, whereas poets who attended 

the famous Tuesday afternoon gatherings of his ce'nacle 

between 1$$2 and 1$94 were of a younger generation who looked 

up to him as teacher, leader, and sage. His own two great 

poems had been written earlier: "L'Apres-midi d'une Faune" 

(1876) and "Herodiade" (1867). 

Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. p. 3. 
2 
Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature, pp. 

64-66; George Moore, Memoirs of My_ DeadTife, London, Wm. 
Heinemann, 1923, cited in Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. 
p. SB. 
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With Mallarme the "art for art's sake elements of 

Symbolism were continued. He supported the concept that the 

poet need not concern himself with society, but had the right 

to withdraw from social action. Most of the Symbolists 

acquiesced in this attitude and continued, as had Gautier and 

Baudelaire earlier, to create a gulf between themselves and 

society. Also, like Gautier, Baudelaire, and Verlaine, 

Mallarme was a demanding craftsman. 

The melancholy tone and "decadent spirit" also con­

tinued in Mallarme's poetry. He disliked the word "deca­

dent," saying, "What an abominable title is Decadence; it is 

high time to get rid of everything that resembles it I" 

However, he expressed in his poetry that ennui which results 

from an awareness of the temporal nature of the world, the 

futility of thought that will be swallowed up in death, and 

the tendency to withdraw from life to inactivity and to a 

dream world. An early poem, "Brise marine," expresses this 

boredom and dissatisfaction. Here is a translation of "Brise 

marine" by Arthur Symons: 

SEA-WIND 

The flesh is sad, alas.' and all the books are read. 
Flight, only flight I I feel that birds are wild to tread 

Stephen Mallarme, Notes et Variants, cited in 
Balakian, The Symbolist Movement, p. 81. 
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The floor of unknown foam, and to attain the skies! 
Nought, neither ancient gardens mirrored in the eyes, 
Shall hold this heart that bathes in waters its delight 
0 nights! nor yet my waking lamp, whose lonely light 
Shadows the vacant paper, whiteness profits best, 
Nor the young wife who rocks her baby on her breast. 
1 will depart, 0 steamer, swaying rope and spar, 
Lift anchor for exotic lands that lie afar! 
A weariness, outworn by cruel hopes, still clings 
To the last farewell handkerchief's last beckonings! 
And are not these, the masts inviting storms, not these 
That an awakening wind bends over wrecking seas, 
Lost, not a sail, a sail, a flowering isle, ere long? 

,1 But, 0 my heart, hear thou, hear thou the sailors' song! 

Of this poem, Balakian singles out the first line for its 

expression of ennui: 

In one alexandrine he ran the gamut of that boredom 
that neither the pleasures of the flesh nor those 
of the intellect can decrease. This weariness of 
the super-refined man and the impossibility of 
relief is one of the themes that Mallarme was to 
use over and over again without ever being quite as 
subjective as the 'je' in that line.2 

The poem expresses the speaker's boredom and dissatisfaction 

with pleasures of this life, whether sensual or intellectual, 

and his yearning to escape to "exotic lands that lie afar!" 

Symons quotes MallarmeTs principle that "to name is 
3 

to destroy, to suggest is to create.""̂  As a result of this 

Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature, pp. 
67-6$. 

2 
Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. p. 75. Balakian 

refers, of course, to the original French poem of which the 
first line is, "La chair est triste, helasj et j'ai lu tous 
lesNlivres." Poesies Completes. Editions Pierre Cailler, 
Geneve, 194$, p. 38. 

3 Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature, p. 71. 
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principle, Mallarme insisted that symbols be used to evoke, 

that the poet suggest rather than name. He used the word 

"Orphic," explaining that "what is suggested is Orphic, i.e. 

oracular, for like the oracle it can contain multiple 

meanings." In both "L'Apres-midi d'un Faune" and 

"Herodiade" Mallarme used mythological figures, Pan and 

Herodias, as symbols of ennui. Pan seeks escape in his 

inner images, memories and dreams. Herodiade withdraws into 

introspection, avoiding by her withdrawal the risk of being 

hurt by life. 

Mallarme followed Baudelaire in seeking a form of 

poetry closer to music, seeking a way of using the structure 

of theme and variations of music to replace logical progres­

sion; seeking, also, as with music, to provoke the imagina­

tion directly, eliminating the need for logical comprehen­

sion. He most successfully achieves the parallel with music 

in "L'Apres-midi d'un Faun" which Balakian describes as 

follows: 

. . . narration and description of events are 
replaced by principal and secondary attitudes 
serving as channels of varying degrees of 
identification of the subject's desires with 
the object of his desire. Image is superimposed 
on image, transposed from one level to another, 

Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. p. $5, 
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as from one key to another; there is a rising: and 
an ebbing, and silences, like musical rests. -*-

Mallarme was an important influence on Symbolism at 

the time when the Symbolist movement was being accepted in 

France as an important literary movement and when literary 

artists from other countries were frequenting Paris to learn 

of the movement. George Moore and Arthur Symons have been 

mentioned as among those drawn to Paris, to the Symbolists, 

and to Mallarme's Tuesday afternoons. Thus Mallarme's 

evocative use of symbols and images, his affiliation of 

poetry with music, and his expression of ennui contributed to 

a furthering of interest in these characteristic elements of 

symbolist poetry. 

Swinburne was acquainted with Mallarme during the 

early years of Mallarme's career, 1$75 to 1876. Mallarme 
2 

is reported to have visited Swinburne in 1875. Letters of 

Swinburne during the period July, 1875 to June, 1876, give 

evidence of their acquaintance. In a letter dated July 7, 

1875 Swinburne wrote to Mallarme' to thank him for a copy of 

his translation of Edgar Allen Poe's "The Raven," Le Corbeau, 

illustrated by Edouard Manet, the painter. A further letter 
Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. p. $6. 
2 
Ellmann, Introduction to Arthur Symons, The 

Symbolist Movement in Literature, p. vii. 

3Letters. Vol. Ill, pp. 41-42. 
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dated January 13, I876 expressed delight and appreciation to 

Mallarme' for inviting Swinburne to contribute to a new 

periodical La Republique des lettres, and recalled the close 

ties of the Swinburne family with France: "J'ai toujours 

senti que les liens de race et de reconnaissance qui 

rattachent a la France les rejetons d'une famille autrefois 

proscrite par nos guerres civiles, qui a deux fors et pendant 

des generations entieres trouve en elle une nouvelle mere-

patrie." 

Swinburne made one condition with regard to his 

contribution to La Republique des lettres, that Mallarme 

correct any anglicisms in his poem: 

Maintenant j'ai a vous demander une faveur; c'est 
de me faire savoir s'il n'y a pas par hasard dans 
mes vers francais quelque anglicisme, quelque 
phrase louche ou dure, quelque chose enfin qu'un 
poete ne" en France ne se serait point permis ou 2 
bien qu'il aurait tout de suite efface" de son texte. 

That Swinburne and Mallarme took this stricture 

seriously may be noted by the letter of Swinburne to Mallarme 

dated February 5, I876, in which Swinburne discussed possible 

alternatives to several lines of his poems "Nocturne," which 

he was contributing to La Republique des lettres. He 

mentioned particularly his appreciation of Mallarme's 

^-Letters, Vol. Ill, p. 114. 
2 
Ibid., p. 115. 
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suggestion for line two, "Pour y cueillir rien qu'un souffle 

d'amour." Mallarme had suggested replacing "recueillir" by 

"y cueillir," and the suggestion was accepted. 

In a letter to Mallarme* dated June 1, 1$76, Swinburne 

thanked Mallarme for a copy of "L'Apres-Midi d'un Faune" 

(Paris, 1$76) sent to Swinburne with the inscription "Au 

Maitre que j'admire de loin et veux connaitre, Ste"phane 
2 

Mallarme." Of this poem and its text Swinburne says: 

"Merci mille fois de votre merveilleux petit joyau de poesie 

si dignement et si delicatement enchasse comme un diamant 
3 

dans un ecrin de perles.'f> 

Of interest also is Swinburne's praise of Mallarme in 

a letter to Sara Sigourney Rice dated November 9, 1$75, as 

"one of the most remarkable younger poets . . . in France."^" 

From this correspondence of Swinburne, it is possible 

to conclude that Swinburne knew and admired Mallarme's work, 

admiring him sufficiently to ask for and accept his advice 

on altering a poem he had written in French. Mallarme* 

•''Letters, Vol. Ill, pp. 132-133. 
2 
Ibid., p. 193. Footnote of the editor. 

3Ibid., p. 193. 

4Ibid.. p. $4. 
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apparently admired Swinburne sufficiently to send him 

copies of his newly published works and to inscribe the copy 

of one of his poems "Au maitre que j'admire de loin et veux 

connaitre." This friendship and exchange of poems, and 

Swinburne's awareness that Mallarme was "one of the most 

remarkable younger poets . . . in France," occurred in 1$75 

and 1$76, thirteen years before the first critical essay 

on Mallarme published in England. This was Gosse's 

article on Mallarme which appeared in Questions at Issue 

(1$93).2 

That the symbolist poets influencedEnglish poets is 

an accepted fact. Such great poets as Eliot and Yeats admit 

the influence of the French poets on their work, and refer to 

the part played by Symons in drawing attention to the French 

Symbolists. Symons interested Yeats in the French Symbolist 

movement in the 90's and dedicated The Symbolist Movement in 

Literature to him. At the same time, Moore and Gosse were 

also writing articles about Verlaine, Rimbaud and Mallarme'; 

in the nineties in England there was great interest in this 

Ellman, Introduction to Symons, The Symbolist 
Movement in Literature, p. ix. 

2 
Edmund Gosse, Questions at Issue. Wm. Heinemann, 

London, 1893. 
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movement. Despite the fact that there has never been the use 

of the term "Symbolist" in the sense of a Symbolist movement 

in England, we can assume that such interest in these French 

poets would lead to some influence of this movement and its 

members on English literature of the time. Engleberg states 

that "If it is true that English poetry produced no great 

nineteenth century symbolist poets it could at least boast an 

ambitious significant (if loosely associated) 'movement' 

whose collective contribution to the development of modern 

poetry is increasingly being acknowledged." In his anthol­

ogy, Engleberg includes, under the heading "Symbolists and 

Decadents," poems of the following: Emily Dickinson, Thomas 

Hardy, Gerald Manley Hopkins, George Moore's translations of 

Mallarme and imitations of Baudelaire, "Michael Field," 

William Sharp, W. E. Henley, Ernest Dowson, Aubrey Beardsley, 

Edmund Gosse, Oscar Wilde, John Gray, Lawrence Binyon, James 

2 
Flecker, T. Sturge Moore, John Millington Synge. Thus 

Engleberg finds that symbolist qualities are present in some 

of the works of a large number of poets writing in the 

l$90's, including many of those poets called aesthetic and 

Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, p. 45. 

2Ibid.. pp. 11-12. 
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decadent in England who were looking to France for inspira­

tion. 

Hough notes that in France the "art for art's sake" 

movement passes over into Symbolism; whereas in English 

literature, "Whether there is anything in English letters 

that can be called a symbolist movement I am not sure; but 

the word seems inevitable and is not without its uses." 

Thus, it seems accepted that symbolist characteristics were 

a part of English literature at least by the l$90's. 

In the poetry of Swinburne, because he was very 

much interested in and influenced by the poets of France, we 

can expect to find some of the elements which are character­

istic of the leaders of the Symbolist movement. This is not 

to say that Swinburne was particularly influenced by the 

French symbolist cenacle of 1$$5 to 1$95, as were Moore and 

Symons, who attended and participated in the Tuesday after­

noons of Mallarme; after 1$$0 Swinburne no longer parti­

cipated actively in current literary gatherings, nor in 

current literary movements. However, Swinburne had been 

influenced by the same poets as the symbolist cenacle, in 

Hough, "George Moore and the Nineties," Edwardians 
and After, ed. Ellmann, New York, Columbia University Press 
1350, p. 7-
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particular by Baudelaire and Gautier, and he knew Mallarme*'s 

poetry. 

Several French critical writers have noted similar­

ities between Swinburne and the French Symbolists. Temple 

discusses the interest of the French generation of 1870-1890 

in Swinburne. She refers to Emile Blemont, Gabriel Sarrazin, 

and Gabriel Mourey who praised Swinburne, and notes that the 

qualities which these critics attribute to Swinburne explain 

why he was highly regarded by the French symbolist poets: 

Sarrazin cites Swinburne's ample periods, his 
melodic virtuosity, the extraordinary plastic 
element of his form. . . . Mourey is even more 
instructive than Sarrazin on the elements of 
Swinburne's poetic manner which gave him a claim 
to the attention of the Symbolists. Like that 
of the other Pre-Raphaelites, Swinburne s poetry 
combines salient detail with general obscurity in 
such a way as to produce the atmosphere of a 
dream of Burne-Jones and Rossetti paintings.1 

Temple suggests that this description may be equally applied 

to Mallarme', that "The magic of suggestion is in the poetry 

of both, and it is for this characteristic that Sarrazin 
2 

calls Swinburne a visionary." Temple adds that "In his 

intoxication with words, too, Swinburne has some community 

with the Symbolists," and concludes, "In these two ways, 

•••Ruth Z. Temple, The Critic's Alchemy, New Haven, 
College and University Press, 1953, pp. 113-114. 

2Ibid., p. 114. 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

AESTHETICISM, DECADENCE, SYMBOLISM AND 89 

SWINBURNE'S RELATIONSHIP TO THESE LITERARY TRENDS 

then, Swinburne may have seemed to the French Symbolists one 

who participated in their enterprise." It is Temple's 

contention that in Swinburne the French Symbolists saw 

qualities equally characteristic of Mallarme', the most ad­

mired Symbolist of the 1885-1895 symbolist cenacle, and that 

these were the characteristics most admired by their group. 

Bowra observes that Swinburne resembles the Symbol­

ists in his use of the musical effects of the sound of words: 

In his love of poetry he [Swinburne] knew that 
what pleased him most, what seemed essential and 
indispensable, lay in certain musical effects of 
sound which give those mysterious, magical hints 
that are poetry's central function. Swinburne 
was not a Symbolist, but he resembled the Sym­
bolists in his concentration on this special aspect 
of his art. 

In her excellent study of the Symbolist movement 

Balakian comes to the conclusion that "among the hetero­

geneous miscellany of elements associated with symbolism 

there are three prevailing constants: ambiguity of indirect 

communication; affiliation with music; and the 'decadent 
3 

spirit.'" We have seen examples of these three elements of 

xTemple, The Critic's Alchemy, pp. 114-115. 
2 
Sir Maurice Bowra, "Atalanta in Calydon," The 

Romantic Imagination, London, Oxford University Press, 1950, 
p. 244. 

3 
^Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. p. 101. 

. 
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Symbolism in the poems cited of Baudelaire, Verlaine, and 

Mallarme. The "ambiguity of indirect communication" is 

achieved through the use of images and landscapes symbolic­

ally so that through them the poet indirectly expresses 

feelings and evokes mood. Certain symbols became very 

popular and are found time after time in symbolist poems, 

such as birds, swans, seagulls, flowers, fountains, glaciers, 

barren trees, mirrors, palaces, hothouses. Musical instru­

ments are popular symbols. Baudelaire used the image of the 

violin in "Harmonie du Soir." Verlaine, with his great 

interest in associating poetry with music, popularized the 

lyre, violin, guitar, flute and other musical instruments as 

symbols. Mythological figures, which Mallarme" used in his 

two greatest poems, were used symbolically because of their 

timeless, unreal, and imaginary quality. Sometimes the use 

of symbols to suggest and evoke in a multidimensional way 

resulted in poetry which is obscure or enigmatic. 

Rosenblatt says: "Les Symbolistes de"sirent aussi la 

perfection de la forme, mais une forme suggestive, plutot que 

descriptive, une forme qui ne represente pas la realite 

exterieure, mais que evoque la vraie realite" derriere elle." 

1Rosenblatt| L'Art pour L'Art, pp. 28$-2$9. Trans­
lation: The Symbolists desire also the perfection of form, 
but a form suggestive rather than descriptive, a form that 
does not represent exterior reality, but which evokes the 
true reality behind it. _________™ _ — _ 
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The Symbolists sought, through symbols, to evoke the very 

essence of things, searching as Symons says for "every 

symbol by which the soul of things can be made visible." 

Synaesthesia, noted in Baudelaire's "Correspondances," con­

tinues to be a characteristic of symbolist poetry, a way of 

mingling the senses in an attempt to convey that which is 

beyond the senses. 

The stress on the affiliation of poetry with music 

resulted in two main techniques used by the Symbolists. The 

concern with the musical sound of words and recurrence of 

similar sounds is used consciously to evoke mood and some­

times becomes hypnotic and incantatory. The simulation of 

musical structure, noted in Baudelaire's "Harmonie du Soir" 

and Mallarme's "L'Apres-Midi d'un faune," is used in some 

symbolist poems in place of logical progression. 

It is in the "decadent spirit" of symbolist poetry 

that the close relationship between Decadence and Symbolism 

is most apparent. The close relationship can be seen by the 

fact that Symons first used the term "decadent" to describe 

the movement, in his essay, "The Decadent Movement in 

Literature,"2 published in 1893. In 1899, however, he 

Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature, p. 5. 
2 
Symons, "The Decadent Movement in Literature," first 

published in Harper's New Monthly Magazine. 1893, reprinted 
in Beckson, Aesthetes and Decadents, pp. 135-151. 
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asserted that the decadent is 

a straying aside from the main road to literature. 
. . . The interlude, half a mock-interlude, of 
Decadence, diverted the attendance of the critics 
while something more serious was in preparation. 
That something more serious has crystallised, for 
the time, under the form of Symbolism, in which 
art returns to the one true pathway, leading , 
through beautiful things to the eternal beauty. 

Engleberg mentions, also, the "special emphasis on the 

'decadent mood of French Symbolism"' seen in the English poets 

who translated the French symbolists and who were, them­

selves, "part of the English Decadence of the eighties and 
2 

nineties." However, the "decadent spirit" associated with 

the Symbolist movement is not so exaggerated as it is to 

become in Decadence where it is associated with the cult of 

the artificial and the desire to shock. The "decadent 

spirit" as it is seen in symbolist poetry is well described 

by Balakian as "the state of mind of the poet who is haunted 

by the cruelty of Father Time and the imminence of death. 

It is an engrossment with self and with the mysteries of an 
inner fixation on the incomprehensible limits of life and 

3 
death; it is the delicacies of the over-sensitive." 

Symons, The Symbolist Movement. p. 4. 

Engleberg, The Symbolist Poem, p. 20. 

Balakian, The Symbolist Movement. pp. 69-70. 
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Aestheticism, Decadence, and Symbolism are three of 

the major literary trends of the period of transition with 

which Swinburne's poetry is associated! Aestheticism, Deca­

dence, and Symbolism are interrelated and overlapping. The 

following chart will summarize their similarities and differ­

ences. 
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Aestheticism 

J 
Decadence 

Non-Didactic 

Amorality of Art 

Desire to shock 

Poetry of Escape 

Tone of World Fatigue 
Weariness 
Ennui 
Despair 

Self Conscious seeking for 
Precise word 
Striking paradox 
Bizarre image 

Analogy of poetry with 
Sculpture 
Music 
Painting 

Cult of the Artificial 
Preference of art to 
nature 

Interest in the un­
natural and perverse 

Obsession with death 
and dying things 

«-

«-

<T 

Non-Didactic 
Amorality of Art 

Poetry of Escape 

Languorous, dreamy tone 

Concern with craftsmanship 

4 
Interest in French fixed 
forms 

Hard, clear lines 
Precision 

<e 

Analogy of Poetry with 
Sculpture 
Music 
Painting 

Cult of Beauty, 
often sensuous beauty 

-> 

-» 

Symbolism T 
Non-Didactic 

Amorality of Art 

Poetry of Escape 

Melancholy tone 
Awareness of imminence 
of death 

A seeking to express the 
essence rather than the 
exterior, the invisible 
rather than the visible, 
by suggestion and evoca­
tion , 

Imprecise diction 
Use of landscapes and 
images symbolically 

Popular symbols--
Mythological figures 
Birds—swans, seagulls 
Musical instruments 

Affiliation of Poetry with 
music through musical 
sound of words, sometimes 
hypnotic and incantatory 
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CHAPTER III 

AN EXAMINATION OF POETRY OF SWINBURNE 

1880 to 1884 

The purpose of this chapter is to evaluate some of 

the poetry of Swinburne written during the early part of the 

age of transition, 1$$0 to 1$$4. The poems selected will be 

discussed from the point of view of their contribution to 

Aestheticism, Decadence, Symbolism, and public poetry, major 

literary trends of the age of transition. They will also 

show variety in the poetry written by Swinburne at this time 

and continuation of such earlier interests as support for the 

liberty of man, opposition to the despotism of organized 

religion, and advocacy of a naturalist philosophy. 

During the period 1$$0 to 1$$4 Swinburne published 

four major volumes of poetry. Poems will be taken from each 

volume beginning with Studies in Song (1$$0). Two parodies 

written in 1$$0 and 1881, but not published until Posthumous 

Poems (1917), will also be examined. These will be followed 

by poems from Tristram of Lyonesse and Other Poems (1882), 

A Century of Roundels (1883), and A Midsummer Holiday and 

Other Poems (1884). 
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Section 1 

Poems published in Studies in Song (1880) 

Of the volume Studies in Song (1880), two poems are 

discussed. The first is "Off Shore." This poem expresses 

the swimmer's delight in sea and sun, and concludes with a 

paean of praise to the sun as God. The tone is light and 

joyous, sometimes exalted. In this poem Swinburne demon­

strates the aesthetic concern with sensuous beauty and the 

continuation from the romantic poets of a delight in nature. 

He makes use of images frequently used by symbolist poets, 

particularly the image of music. 

The first two stanzas establish the theme and tone. 

Summer brings a joyous enchantment to the sea. Stanzas three 

to nine describe the beauty of the sea weeds which, as the 

swimmer looks down upon them, seem "forests of crimson and 

russet and olive and gold" (iii.15). Such delight in rich­

ness of colour is characteristic of the Pre-Raphaelites whose 

devotion to beauty included a merging of the arts of painting 

and poetry. The waters seem like banks from which these 

flowers, the seaweeds, rank after rank, lift their heads. 

Stanzas ten to eighteen describe the effect of the sunlight 

-'•Works, Vol. IV, pp. 28$-296. 
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on the water. The tone which has been joyous now becomes 

exalted in praise of the sun; as, for example, in stanza 

twelve: 

Light, perfect and visible 
Godhead of God, 

God indivisible, 
Lifts but his rod, 

And the shadows are scattered in sunder, and 
darkness is light at his nod. 

(xii.56-60) 

Music and light are associated, as in stanza fifteen, 

" . . . the sound of the strings of the music of morning," and 

in stanza sixteen, ". . . dawn as the sound of his breath." 

Synaesthesia, used here in the interrelation of light and 

sound, is characteristic of much symbolist poetry since 

Baudelaire's poem, "Correspondances," in 1$57. Images from 

music, such as ". . . the sound of strings of the music of 

morning," were used frequently by symbolist poets, particular­

ly following Verlaine's manifesto "Art Poetique" which urged, 

"Music first and foremost of all." However, "Art Poetique" 

was published in 1$$4, the poem under discussion in 1$$0. 

Stanzas twenty-three to thirty-one describe the white 

foam on the sea in a series of images which express both 

This association of music and light is developed 
more fully by Swinburne in "Music: An Ode," a poem written 
twelve years later. For discussion of "Music: An Ode," see 
Chapter Five, Section One, pp. 233-237. 
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appearance and movement of the water. The foam is compared 

to white birds, to sheep guided by the wind, as herdsman, to 

swans, butterflies, and finally petals fluttering from a 

tree. Birds, swans, flowers, which are used here, are among 

the most popular symbols of the symbolist poets. Stanzas 

thirty-three to the end of the poem express praise, adora­

tion, and glorification of the sun as God. The speaker 

pleads that the sun continue to shine upon him as he swims 

outward. He exalts the sun as "The saviour and healer and 

singer, the living and visible God" (xl.200), and concludes: 

"But thou art the God, and thy kingdom is heaven, and thy 

shrine is the sea" (xli.205). 

The poem comprises forty-one five-line stanzas 

rhyming a, b, a, b, b. The meter is anapestic with some 

iambic substitution. The line length is unusual: in each 

stanza the first four lines are dimeter and the fifth line is 

hexameter. The short lines and prevailingly anapestic meter 

contribute to a rapid movement in keeping with the light and 

joyous tone. The use of the one final much longer line to 

end each stanza slows the movement, so that the overall 

effect is wavelike, imitating the motion of the sea. The 

careful craftsmanship demanded to effectively use this 

difficult and original stanza form throughout a lengthy poem 
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is characteristic of the aesthetic and symbolist concern for 

perfection of form. 

Diction used in the description of the sun as God is 

consistently elevated and religious, as in the invocation to 

the sun as Father and God, with attached epithets; for ex­

ample, "God, father of song" (xxxiii.l62), "God, loved of me 

long" (xxxiii.64), "Fair father of all""(xxxvii.l$l), "0 God 

most beautiful" (xxxviii.l$$)-

The tone, joyous and light in expressing the swim­

mer's delight in sea and sun, becomes more exalted in his 

realization of the grandeur and power of this God, the sun. 

The sun's power in dividing the dark clouds is compared to 

the rending of the veil of the temple and covering of noon 

with darkness at the death of Christ, as described in the New 

Testament. Yet in speaking of the sun the poet is concerned 

primarily with the beauty, joy, and music which he brings 

into the world; thus the joyous tone, initiated at the begin­

ning, is maintained throughout the poem. 

The attitude to nature expressed in this poem, in 

which Swinburne accepts a God of nature, the sun, as his God, 

is in keeping with Swinburne's naturalist philosophy. This 

philosophy, based on an evolutionary concept of nature, was 

shared by Swinburne with other late Victorian poets, George 
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Meredith, for example. "Hertha," published in 1871, is the 

poem best known as a statement of Swinburne's naturalist 

philosophy. The unusual stanza form and rhyme scheme of 

"Off Shore" are the same as those used earlier in "Hertha." 

"By the North Sea" is another lengthy poem published 

in Studies in Song which describes nature and the experi-

encer's reaction to nature. "By the North Sea" is divided 

into seven sections with varying numbers of stanzas, varying 

point of view, and varying tone in each section. 

The theme of the first section of the poem is the 

remorseless power of the sea. The desolate and barren shore, 

where wind and waves beat relentlessly, evokes the speaker's 

reflections about the power of the sea before which man seems 

helpless. The melancholy tone and concentration on the 

desolate in nature are decadent elements in section one of 

the poem. 

The first three stanzas describe the scene, an end­

less wasteland without flowers, without herds, where even the 

birds are songless. The last two lines of stanza three 

introduce the two rulers of this scene, death and the sea. 

These two rejoice in each other: through the years death 

1Works, Vol. IV, pp. 323-347. 
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gives victims to the sea which continually hungers for more; 

thousands die, cast upon the banks of sand, as "wild weeds 

cast on a heap" (viii.66). They sleep in graves along the 

shore where there is no danger from wind and sea; rather, 

the sound of the water lulls them and the wind brings them 

peace, until the time when even these graves will be worn 

away by the sea. 

The rhythm is suited to the bleak and desolate tone. 

For example, the long, slow movement of line four is suitable 

to the description of the unending desolate vista; the en-

jambement extends the slow movement even more: "Waste end­

less and boundless and flowerless / But of marsh-blossoms 

fruitless as free'.' (i.4-5). 

The imagery and diction are suggestive of desolation, 

destruction, and death. In the first three stanzas the 

emphasis is on the absence of anything related to life: "Wan 

waste where the winds lack breath" (i.3), "flowerless, earth 

lies exhausted" (i.7), "The pastures are herdless and sheep-

less" (iii.17), "songless the birds" (iii.4). The first 

description of the sea, itself, is squalid and unpleasant: 

"And her waters are haggard and yellow / And crass with the 

scurf of the beach" (iv.27-28). 

The only vitality described is that of the sea and 
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death and the relationship between them in which each re­

joices in the other. The raging hunger of the sea for more 

and more victims is compared to that of a wolf in winter. 

The vast multitude of her victims, the dead lying in graves 

along the shore, are described repeatedly by use of nature 

imagery, "thick as the blades of the grasses" (viii.63), "As 

wild weeds cast on an heap:" (ix.66), "As the waves of the 

numberless waters" (xiii.97). 

The tone is melancholy in the first four stanzas. A 

decadent note is added with the introduction of the relation­

ship between death and the sea and the animated description 

of the gleeful cooperation of these two in the destruction of 

man. Stanzas eight to fifteen are more tranquil in tone with 

the description of the peaceful slumber of the dead, safe 

from wind and sea, whose sound now lulls them to a deeper 

sleep. 

Section two expresses the cruelty of the sea. This 

section of the poem is decadent in the harsh, melancholy 

tone, the desolation of the scene portrayed, the concentra­

tion on the cruelty of the sea, and the use of decadent 

images. 

The first stanza describes the cruelty of the waters, 

their kisses fearful, their waves consuming ships as fire 
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consumes fuel. Stanza two adds that the effect of the sun­

light shining on the water is to give the impression of 

delight and laughter; yet the sea is engaged in unending 

warfare with the land at the sea's edge. 

The imagery is well chosen to convey the impression 

of the sea's cruelty. Sun and sea are personified. The 

description of the cruel heart and fearful kisses of the 

waters creates an image of passion in the decadent mode. 

This is reminiscent of images in Poems and Ballads (1$66). 

For example, references to the sea in "The Triumph of Time" 

contain similar sensuous and decadent images as in the 

following lines: 

Sea that art clothed with the sun and the rain, 
Thy sweet hard kisses are strong like wine, 
Thy large embraces are keen like pain.l 

(266-26$) 

The image in the second stanza is a sensuous one, 

". . . her [the sea's J lips breathe back to the breeze / The 

kiss that the wind's lips waft her" (ii.9-10). The enduring 

warfare of sea and wasteland is described in images of 

battle, the fens and the waves are "borders . . . matched in 

their might" (iii.14), the waves form close ranks, the "lists 

are set from old" (iv.23). 

•'•Works, Vol. I, p. 177. 
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