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Introduction

Yisrael Levin

DOI: 10.4324/9781315565385-1

One may claim there is something counterintuitive, perhaps even self-defeating, in dedicating a collection of essays to Swinburne’s later work. After all, despite general scholarly acknowledgement of his abilities as a poet and critic, Swinburne remains, for the most part, a rather marginal figure. Focusing on his mature writing, which has received even less critical attention than his earlier work, might seem, therefore, a rather odd choice. Simply put, the main purpose of this collection is to respond to this view and disprove it. By presenting the thematic, intellectual, and formal wealth of his mature work, the essays in this volume introduce readers to Swinburne’s often disregarded later achievements. But not less importantly, in focusing on the neglected regions of the Swinburnean corpus, this collection also aims to review and challenge the prevalent critical attitudes that have perpetuated this neglect. In doing so, this introduction and the essays that follow not only attempt to expose readers to Swinburne’s less familiar works, but also provide new contexts in which to read them.

“When Mr. Swinburne died, April 1909, at the age of 72,” writes A.E. Housman, “he might as well been dead for a quarter of a century,” since “[f]or a quarter of a century and more he had written nothing that mattered” (382). Harsh as it may sound, Housman’s sentiment was in no way unique. As David Riede has noted, “Swinburne’s late lyrics, all of those written after he was ‘redeemed’ by Watts-Dunton in 1879 and safely ensconced in Putney, have traditionally been dismissed with contempt by even his most friendly critics” (138). And indeed, early twentieth-century Swinburne critics such as Douglas Bush argue that “[o]ne might say either that Swinburne’s artistic maturity was attained very early, or that his development was prematurely arrested” (332). Similarly, Laurence Binyon observes that “at least in the early poems, whatever their immaturity, we watch a poet growing, a style being formed; whereas in the later work there is no growth, only repetition” (ix). Even John Rosenberg, one of Swinburne’s most sympathetic readers, finds a “death of development” (xxxiv) in Swinburne’s later poetry, as does Bonamy Dobrée who writes, “there was very little development in Swinburne, and though his supreme skill never wavered, his earlier utterances issue with more fire and energy” (14).

The lack of interest in Swinburne’s later work cannot be dissociated, of course, from the general lack of interest in his work. Critics have discussed, commented on, justified, and deplored Swinburne’s unpopularity for almost a century now. In fact, it often seems that the question of his reception has been an integral part of Swinburne studies just as Swinburne himself. In the chronicles of Swinburne scholarship, T.S. Eliot is considered to be the Big Bad Wolf. His claim that Swinburne’s poetry carries nothing but the “hallucination of meaning” (127) had, as many agree, a devastating effect on Swinburne readership during the twentieth century. Numerous studies have been written about Eliot’s influence on the state of Swinburne readership. Those studies argue that had it not been for Eliot, the literary establishment’s view of Swinburne would have been much more favorable, which would have generated greater critical interest in his work. But even Eliot acknowledges the merit of Swinburne’s early works. “Of Swinburne,” he writes, “we should like to have the Atalanta entire, and a volume of selections which should certainly contain ‘The Leper,’ ‘Laus Veneris,’ and ‘The Triumph of Time’”—all published in the 1866 edition of Poems and Ballads. Only a small number of serious students of Swinburne, Eliot then adds, “will want to read one of the Stuart plays and dip into Tristram of Lyonesse” (122). Others, including Eliot himself, will not find any merit in Swinburne’s later work.

Different critics have tried to explain the reason for the lack of interest in Swinburne’s later work. As Samuel Chew writes, “[t]he prevalent mood” during the second half of Swinburne’s poetic career “is one of withdrawal from life around him into the intimate world of meditations and memories and into the ever-expanding world of books” (141). The older Swinburne, according to Chew, lost interest in the world outside his library, and the world, in turn, lost interest in him. His sole source of inspiration was books rather than contemporary reality, which resulted in the alienation of his readers. “Swinburne did worse than take books for his subject,” claims Housman, “he dragged his subject into the midst of all other subjects, and covered earth and sky and man with the dust of the library. He cannot watch a sunset at sea without thinking of Beaumont or Fletcher” (386). L.M. Findlay, on the other hand, associates the unpopularity of Swinburne’s mature poetry with its subject matter. Despite his unquestionable poetic skills, Findlay writes, Swinburne’s interests in “polytheism was too much for Victorian gravitas.” The “erudite ironies of Swinburne’s poetry” caused “most of his contemporaries” to define him as “decadent.” Once such label was “applied to Swinburne, it was difficult for his poems to secure a fair hearing, the verse of his later years being most sorely affected by prejudice” (4). Jerome McGann has recently suggested that the lack of interest in the later works paradoxically results from Poems and Ballads, First Series’ great success: “so shocking was the advent of his epochal book that it would come to obscure the range of Swinburne’s work—a range so extensive that one can sometimes scarcely imagine how it came to be thought narrow or precious” (xvii). As McGann adds later, another possible reason for the critical neglect of his later work lay in his public image during the 1870s and in the years that followed. “Contemporary scandal,” writes McGann, “grew rife during the seventies and did much to convince a public mind that Swinburne was simply a diseased creature, body and soul. The disease took one form in Swinburne’s writings and conversation, another in a disgraceful life, and the gathering set of scandalous events came to define the man and, through that definition, the work” (xviii).

And yet, a century after his death, it seems that the unpopularity of his mature work might indicate a broader critical tendency that goes beyond Swinburne himself. Or in other words, the lack of interest in the later Swinburne tells us more about ourselves as readers and scholars than it does about Swinburne as a poet and man of letters.

In Notes of Poems and Reviews, written as a response to the overwhelming critical assault on Poems and Ballads, First Series, Swinburne writes, “I have now undertaken to write a few words on this affair, not by way of apology or vindication, of answer or appeal. I have non such to offer” (qtd in Hyder 17). Yet the cavalier tone of his response also disguises a sense of disappointment with his readers. His diminishing interest in the literary scene of his time during the Putney years was not only the result of Watts-Dunton’s protectiveness, as many biographers argue, but seemed to have expressed Swinburne’s own loss of faith in his English audience. And indeed, as he writes in “Dedicatory Epistle,” published in 1904, “[p]rivate and personal appreciation I have always thought and often found more valuable and delightful than all possible or imaginable clamor of public praise” (qtd in Hyder 95). For the older Swinburne, then, the opinion of old and close friends such as William Michael Rossetti and Edward Burne-Jones was much more valuable than that of any magazine editor or ecstatic Oxford undergraduate.

Swinburne has always been a difficult poet. Yet his later lack of concern for the public’s approval allowed him to be more experimental in his approach, and thus allowed his writing to become even more difficult. Some may rightly argue that his difficulty is contextual: in order to understand him, we are required to familiarize ourselves with Greek mythology, Elizabethan drama, Italian politics, and nineteenth-century French literature. Others may find his difficulty the result of his proto-Derridean tendency to use conflicting discourses and question the formation of poetic meaning, as noted by critics such as Peter Anderson and Ruth Robbins. Others still may accuse the convoluted syntax and labyrinthine imagery as a barrier that prevents access to both his early and later works. But one reason that is hardly ever taken into account is the simple fact that the mature Swinburne is difficult because his writing exposes us to the mind of a profound and sophisticated thinker, more politically, spiritually, and aesthetically aware than his younger self.

Take for instance “The Palace of Pan.” Composed in 1893 and published in Astrophel and Other Poems in 1894, it has been perceived as one among the dozens of later nature poems that combine second-rate deism and pseudo-Romantic aesthetics, and as such received almost no critical attention. But as a closer and more subtle reading of the poem reveals, “The Palace of Pan” represents, in fact, a key moment in the formation of Swinburne’s mature theological thought. The poem begins with a depiction of a marvelously bright September day, “glorious with gold” and attired with the “radiance of triumph.” Such sight, as we soon learn, inspires nature with religious awe, expressed in the erection of “temples unbuilded with hands” made of majestic pines that stand “column by column” like rows of “infinite aisles” (Poems 6: 178). This is the palace of Pan, the god of dark forests and the incarnation of the sylvan spirit. His palace, therefore, is the forest and the forest is his palace:


Ridged pillars that redden aloft and aloof,

With never a branch for a nest,

Sustain the sublime indivisible roof,

To the storm and the sun in his majesty proof,

And awful as waters at rest. (Poems 6: 178)



Such palace differs from any human place of worship. And indeed, in one of the most beautiful stanzas in the poem, Swinburne describes the unfathomable scale of Pan’s shrine:


A temple whose transepts are measured by miles,

Whose chancel has morning for priest,

Whose floor-work the foot of no spoiler defiles,

Whose musical silence no music beguiles,

No festivals limit its feast. (Poems 6: 179)



Not only is the palace of Pan bigger than any human structure, but it also exists in an eternal present, perfect and unchanging.

One may claim, then, that Swinburne’s view of nature does not differ much from that of other Romantic deists. Like Wordsworth and Shelley, Swinburne too perceives nature as a shrine for an invisible god:


The noon’s ministration, the night’s and the dawn’s,

Conceals not, reveal not for man,

On the slopes of the herbless and blossomless lawns,

Some track of a nymph’s of some trail of a faun’s

To the place of the slumber of Pan. (Poems 6: 179)



Even though the entire forest celebrates Pan’s divine presence, Pan never reveals himself. But Swinburne is not concerned with the question of divine revelation or lack thereof. For the later Swinburne, divine revelation is never an actual experience, but rather a metaphor that represents a shift in the poet’s state of consciousness:


Thought, kindled and quickened by worship and wonder

To rapture too sacred for fear

On the ways that unite or divide them in sunder,

Alone may discern it about them or under

Be token or trace of him here. (Poems 6: 179–80)



The god (“him”) is not found in a physical place, but in a mental space—between “thought” and “rapture,” where spirit and sense converge. Gods, according to Swinburne, are not revealed in nature, but are created in the poet’s mind as a response to the beauty of natural scenery. Swinburne does not seek for divinity in the natural world, but in the poet who observes it. The poem ends, then, with the fusion of human and divine spirit, thereby celebrating and acknowledging Swinburne’s theological view that considers humanity as the maker of its own deities: “The spirit made one with the spirit whose breath / Makes noon in the woodland sublime” (Poems 6: 180).

Swinburne’s view of Pan seems to evoke Blake and his notion of divinity. As Blake writes in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “[t]he ancient Poets animated all sensible objects with Gods or Geniuses, calling them by the names and adoring them with the properties of woods, rivers, mountains, lakes, cities, [and] nations.” As such, Blake’s deities are not autonomous entities distinguished from humans, but are rather poetic constructs that “reside in the human breast,” and that exist solely in the minds of those who conceived them (38).

But “The Palace of Pan” also presents Swinburne’s concern with the psychological conditions that allow poets to create gods. That is, in his poem Swinburne wishes to draw attention to the mental state that results in divine visions:


With passionate awe that is deeper than panic

The spirit subdued and unshaken

Takes heed of the godhead terrene and Titanic

Whose footfall is felt on the breach of volcanic

Sharp steeps that their fire has forsaken. (Poems 6: 180)



The key word in this stanza is of course “panic,” which refers to both the sylvan god and the state of emotional ecstasy that leads to the creation of gods. The human spirit, which “takes heed of the godhead,” takes in fact heed of itself, for these are the inner workings of the human psyche that function as the real source of Pan’s divinity.

“The Palace of Pan” can be seen, therefore, as an attempt to redefine the relationship between humanity and its gods in a manner that consciously departs from Judeo-Christian spirituality. According to Swinburne’s poem, man was not created in the image of God, but rather gods were created in the image of man’s psyche. Swinburne’s formal choices in the poem help him to further emphasize this point. The shift between four- and three-beat lines in the poem’s stanzas makes a clear reference to common meter, the metrical scheme associated with English Church hymns during the nineteenth century. But while common meter stanzas traditionally consist of two iambic tetrameter lines (A, C) and two iambic trimeter lines (B, D), “The Palace of Pan” uses mostly anapestic feet. Moreover, while common meter stanzas consist of four lines, Swinburne adds an extra four-beat line, thereby making each of the stanzas in “The Palace of Pan” five lines long. In doing so, Swinburne simultaneously alludes to and departs from common meter and the tradition it represents. Thus the stanzaic structure he uses in his poem distinguishes him from Christian thought on the one hand, but also presents his interest in spiritual matters on the other.1

1 The stanza structure Swinburne uses in “The Palace of Pan” makes a clear reference to the Old English ballad form. But while eighteenth- and nineteenth-century hymnists adopted this form for their religious compositions, Swinburne associated it with pre-Christian aesthetics.
The manner in which “The Palace of Pan” combines questions of spirituality, poetics, humanism, and psychology defines Swinburne as a profound thinker who manages to address complicated ideas while maintaining his outstanding mastery of poetic form. As such, “The Palace of Pan” requires a careful and attentive mode of reading—such that recognizes the poet’s intellectual intricacies by emphasizing the interrelation of different elements within the poem. And yet, as contemporary scholars of Victorian literature, we are generally not encouraged to seek for complexity in individual texts. Instead, we are required to look for complexity in the manner texts relate to each other and to their authors’ environment, or in the manner texts respond to economic, political, and cultural realities. Of course this is not to suggest that the only way to read Swinburne is by adopting a New Critical approach that disregards extratextual realities. On the contrary, “The Palace of Pan” addresses central Victorian concerns about religion and faith, and as the articles in this volume show, Swinburne’s work gestures toward and engages with larger cultural and critical contexts. But like his reading of Sappho, Swinburne asks us to read him “inly” first (Poems 3: 316). Only then will we be able to really appreciate and understand his contribution to Victorian literature and Victorian studies.

Time will tell whether Swinburne ever becomes as central a figure as other Victorian poets like Browning or Tennyson. But in the meantime, his marginal position might help us to examine our critical attitudes in a more self-conscious manner. The intricate nature of his writing does not allow us to treat his work, as Herbert Tucker puts it, as “an article like any other in the catalogue of historical mentalities” (7). There is simply too much going on in Swinburne’s writing to treat it as a mere manifestation of external circumstances. Tucker did not have Swinburne in mind when he called to revisit Victorian scholars’ view on the relationship between text and context more than a decade ago, but if there is any Victorian writer who requires us to follow Tucker’s suggestion it is Swinburne himself. Swinburne’s later writings, then, do not call for a close reading as much as they do for a slow reading. That is, the kind of reading that embraces and takes joy in his works’ inner conceptual and rhetorical complexities, and that perceives those complexities as complementary to our understanding of Swinburne’s position within cultural and literary history.

***

As a poet, Swinburne was always extremely self-conscious about his craft. And while he never published a comprehensive tract in which he disclosed his poetic principles, his poetry functioned as a site of poetic experimentation and investigation. Stephanie Kuduk Weiner discusses Swinburne’s experimentation in the larger poetic context of nineteenth-century debates about empiricist and transcendental epistemologies. As she argues, Swinburne’s late poetry explores the scope and limits of knowledge drawn from sense experiences. Focusing on examples of hyperdescriptive, as well as sound-driven poetic language, Kuduk Weiner shows how Swinburne examines the mediating role language plays between sensation and knowledge. In doing so, she situates Swinburne’s later poetry not only in the context of his own corpus, but also within nineteenth-century intellectual history. In his discussion of Songs of the Springtides (1880), John A. Walsh regards Swinburne’s poetic experimentation as an attempt to redefine himself as a poet. The first collection to be published following Swinburne’s move to Putney, Songs of the Springtides is a deeply personal volume that includes Swinburne’s reflections on past and recent events in his life. Referring to recent experiments in digital humanities scholarship, Walsh offers to study Swinburne’s poetry as an information network and to explore its architectural structure in a way that reveals the hidden thematic and formal patterns found in the Swinburnean corpus. Looking at both biographical and structural features of the text, Walsh highlights the transitional nature of Songs of the Springtides and its role in connecting the earlier and later periods of Swinburne’s career. As I argue in “Solar Erotica: Swinburne’s Myth of Creation,” Swinburne perceived poetry as a medium for mythopoeic exploration. Focusing on “Off Shore” and “By the North Sea,” both published in Studies in Song (1880), I discuss Swinburne’s attempt to form a non-Christian creation myth. In these poems, I show, Swinburne replaces the biblical myth of creation with a natural myth in which different elemental forces engaged in an erotic and thus procreative relationship. My article reveals therefore Swinburne’s formation of what is essentially a material concept of spirituality, and presents the later Swinburne as a radical and original thinker.

Swinburne often perceived himself as a northern Englishman, working in a tradition that defined itself against southern, mainstream English culture; but he was also a sophisticated European poet whose debt to France and influence on French culture ran deep. Swinburne spent a great portion of his childhood in Capheaton Hill, Northumberland, which had served as the seat of the Swinburne Baronet since the second half of the seventeenth century. In “Swinburne and the North,” Brian Burton explores the poet’s relationship with northern England and shows how his fond memories of the Northumbrian landscape, people, and folklore found their way into his later poetry. By looking to the north, as Burton shows, Swinburne was not only able to expose himself to new literary and cultural influences, but also challenge southern hegemonic conceptions of Englishness. Nick Freeman, on the other hand, investigates Swinburne’s place within mainstream English culture by discussing his participation in nineteenth-century debates about Shakespeare. Swinburne’s unique approach toward Shakespearean poetry and drama, Freeman argues, expressed his resistance to Victorian trends in literary criticism. And yet, while his contentious disagreement with contemporary Shakespeare scholars kept Swinburne’s own scholarship in a rather marginal position for more than a century, his contribution to Shakespeare studies, as Freeman shows, is undeniable and must be acknowledged by both readers of Shakespeare and Swinburne. Despite his involvement in English cultural life, Swinburne’s cultural identity was not limited to the British isle alone. His mother’s French ancestry made him a Francophile who considered himself a true son of France. His fascination with French literature found its clearest expression in Poems and Ballads (1866), which was heavily influenced by the irreverent and highly sexual aesthetics of writers such as de Sade, Baudelaire, and Gautier. However, as Charlotte Ribeyrol remarks, while Swinburne sought inspiration in France, his poetic and critical works were also read and admired in France and came to influence an entire generation of young writers. Ribeyrol’s essay thus critiques the common view that regards Swinburne as an importer of French influences into England, and shows that his relationship with French literature was far from being one-sided.

Despite the frequent representation of his later life as isolated from the great movements of the later Victorian era, his letters clearly show that even though he rarely left his rooms at Putney, Swinburne corresponded with dozens of both established and young literary figures throughout the second half of his career. Catherine Maxwell’s essay focuses on Swinburne’s scarcely studied relationship with the women writers of his generation. His laudatory essays on Charlotte Brontë (1877), Emily Brontë (1886), and Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1890) clearly indicate his interest in the writings of contemporary women. In addition, his letters reveal that he admired the poetry of Mary Elizabeth Coleridge and Dora Sigerson-Shorter, and was acquainted with Eliza Lynn Linton, Augusta Webster, and Michael Field (Edith Cooper and Katherine Bradley). Maxwell’s essay provides, therefore, an appraisal of Swinburne’s response to women writers, and discusses Swinburne’s impact on the work of late-Victorian women writers such as Mathilde Blind, Mary Louisa Molseworth, and Anne Thackeray Ritchie, among others. Finally, Rikky Rooksby provides the first complete review of selected volumes of Swinburne’s poetry. Starting with the 1887 Selections, Rooksby mentions and discusses over two dozen selections published thereafter, and ends with Jerome McGann and Charles Sligh’s most recent edition, Major Poems and Selected Prose (2004). Rooksby’s essay explores the role these selections have played in shaping Swinburne’s reputation: how they have sometimes uncritically promulgated biographical legends and assumptions, made value judgments on the later poetry, shaped which Swinburne poems people read, carried his poetry at times when the majority of his writings were out of print, and shown Swinburne’s reputation changed by prevailing literary fashions.

* * *

The publication of this essay collection also marks a sad event—the untimely passing of Margot K. Louis, one of the most prominent Swinburne scholars of the last two decades, and the original coeditor of this volume. Dr. Louis’ contribution to Swinburne scholarship has been invaluable to the field, and her books and numerous articles and reviews have shown her to be one of the sharpest and most insightful readers of the poet. Dr. Louis’ scholarship focused chiefly on Swinburne’s views on gender politics and spirituality. An outspoken feminist and a religious skeptic, she perceived Swinburne as an old comrade as well as an object of study. In this respect, Swinburne provided Dr. Louis with a language that allowed her to express herself both academically and personally.

But as Dr. Louis was very happy to admit, what initially attracted her to Swinburne and kept her interested in his work was the beauty of his verse. As far as she was concerned, his political radicalism and agnosticism were an important aspect of his poetry, but were secondary to the great joy she experienced as a result of reading him. This approach can be traced throughout her academic writings. Like other Swinburneans of her generation, Dr. Louis worked in a scholarly environment that defined Swinburne as a marginal poet. And even though she was aware that his position in mainstream literary criticism did not do him justice, she never felt obliged to defend her scholarship. In her mind, the richness of form and subject matter found in Swinburne’s poetry made him worthy of scholarly investigation. I can only hope, then, that this collection follows Dr. Louis’ spirit in that it expresses a deep appreciation for the undeniable beauty of Swinburne’s work.


Works Cited


	Anderson, Peter. “The Sterile Star of Venus: Swinburne’s dream of Flight.” Victorian Newsletter, 84 (1993): 18–24.

	Binyon, Laurence, ed. Swinburne: Selected Poems. London: Oxford UP, 1939.

	Blake, William. The Complete Poetry and Prose. Ed. David V. Erdman. New York: Anchor, 1988.

	Bush, Douglas. Mythology and the Renaissance Tradition in English Poetry. New York: Norton, 1963.

	Chew, Samuel Claggett. Swinburne. Boston: Little, Brown, 1929.

	Dobrée, Bonamy, ed. Swinburne: Poems. Baltimore: Penguin, 1961.

	Eliot, T.S. “Swinburne as Poet.” The Sacred Wood. 1920. London: Faber, 1997. 122–127.

	Findlay, L.M. Algernon Charles Swinburne: Selected Poems. Manchester: Carcanet, 1982.

	Housman, A.E. “Swinburne.” Cornhill Magazine, 177 (1969): 380–400.

	Hyder, Kenneth Clyde. Swinburne’s Replies. Syracuse: Syracuse UP, 1966.

	McGann, Jerome J. and Charles L. Sligh, eds. Algernon Charles Swinburne: Major Poems and Selected Prose. New Haven: Yale UP, 2004.

	Riede, David G. Swinburne: A Study of Romantic Mythmaking. Charlottesville: U of Virginia P, 1978.

	Robbins, Ruth. “‘But One Thing Knows the Flower’: Whistler, Swinburne, Derrida.” Applying: To Derrida. Eds John Branningan, Julian Wolfreys, and Ruth Robbins. London: Macmillan, 1996. 41–54.

	Rosenberg, John D., ed. Swinburne: Selected Poetry and Prose. New York: Modern Library, 1968.

	Swinburne, Algernon Charles. The Poems of Algernon Charles Swinburne. 6 vols. London: Chatto, 1904.

	Tucker, Herbert, ed. Critical Essays on Alfred Lord Tennyson. New York: Macmillan, 1993.







Chapter 1 Knowledge and Sense Experience in Swinburne’s Late Poetry

Stephanie Kuduk Weiner
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In “Triads” (1878), Algernon Charles Swinburne traces the boundary of human knowledge to the limit of sense experience. What falls beyond our senses, he argues, we cannot know:


The sense to the flower of the fly,

The sense of the bird to the tree,

The sense to the cloud of the light,

Who can tell me?

[…]

The secret of passing away,

The cost of the change of the moon,

None knows it with ear or with eye,

But all will soon. (Poems 3: 111)



Human senses offer no direct access to the flower’s experience of the butterfly or the meaning of death; they cannot be known “with ear or with eye.” Yet even as the poem asserts the inaccessibility of extrasensory knowledge, it invites its readers to exercise the mind’s capacity to recombine and translate our own sensations into an imaginative understanding of another being’s sense experience or another state of existence. We may imagine the flower’s “sense of the fly” by recourse to our own experiences of beauty, flickering motion, or gentlest touch; the tree’s “sense of the bird” we can conceptualize in terms of our own sensations of a bird’s weight, shape, and song. By drawing a stark line between what our senses can and cannot tell us, “Triads” forwards an empiricist theory that “from experience: in that, all our knowledge is founded,” as John Locke put it, while also following Locke in celebrating the “modes of thinking”—including remembrance, contemplation, reasoning, abstraction, imagination, and even dreaming—through which our perceptions of the world are built up into ideas and new ideas are born (109; 213–14).

Other poems Swinburne wrote in the later part of his career, particularly the elegies, also insist that sense experience of this world and knowledge of other worlds are separated by “the gate / That here divides our vision and our fate,” as he writes in “Memorial Verses on the Death of Théophile Gautier” (1878) (Poems 3: 63). These poems classify imagination as one of the powers of the mind reflecting upon its own processes and the sense perceptions that are its raw data. To be sure, some poems of these years make a substantially different claim: that the imagination is capable of perceptions beyond sense experience and the mind’s recombination of its impressions. Swinburne’s preferred names for imagination, “the soul’s sense” or the “spirit in sense,” suggest not only imagination but also intuition and a nonrational intelligence or vitality within physical sense (“Relics,” Poems 3: 27; Tristram of Lyonesse, Poems 4: 32). Yet Swinburne never argues or implies that this mental faculty grants access to a transcendent reality. The “omnipresent debate” in nineteenth-century intellectual life between empiricist and transcendental epistemologies registers in Swinburne’s late poetry as a sustained exploration of the scope and limits of knowledge drawn from sense experience of various kinds (Harris). Indeed, given the wide array of technical strategies and prosodic forms he uses in examining the relation between sensation and knowledge, its complexities seem to have propelled his poetic experimentation during the period beginning with Poems and Ballads, Second Series (1878) and especially during the Putney years.

Two important avenues Swinburne takes in exploring the grounds of knowledge in sense experience are of special interest because they have long been identified as new directions in his late work: descriptive poems that stake their claims for insight in moments of sense experience of particular places, and sound-driven poems that foreground the poet’s and reader’s experience of following patterns of sound toward unexpected meanings. In this essay, I argue that both these groups of poems center on the relation between sensation and knowledge, exploring this relation in different, even diametrically opposed, ways. Descriptive poems such as those that constitute “A Midsummer Holiday” (1884) and “The Lake of Gaube” (1904) investigate the quality of the knowledge that can be gained by attending to the experience of the real world. These poems are referential, and they often adopt what Carol T. Christ calls the “aesthetic of particularity,” a strain of Victorian and modernist poetics of which Swinburne is typically seen as standing outside. The sound-driven poems—sestinas, roundels, singsongy children’s verses, poems dense with alliteration and rhyme—concern the kind of insight that can be gained by paying attention to the sensuous qualities of language itself. They are antireferential in treating language as its own sensory experience, and they employ an apparently accidental or arbitrary approach to ideas to highlight the meanings poetry can garner from coincidences in the sounds of words. These poems’ use of particulars tends to be either deliberately minimized or highly symbolic. Both the descriptive and the sound-driven poems experiment with the implications of the mediating role language plays between sensation and knowledge, the descriptive poems examining the way language makes perception possible and communicable, the sound poems examining the sonorous associations of a language that can be detached from the world because its relation to the world is arbitrary and systematic rather than necessary and organic. My underlying premise is that Swinburne’s descriptive and sound-driven poems are best read according to terms provided not by Poems and Ballads, First Series (1866), too often the lens for interpreting all his work, but rather by nineteenth-century debates about knowledge and sensation. Such a reading reveals what is at stake for Swinburne in his foray into descriptive poetry and in the prominence he accords in his late work to sound-driven forms; and it places these works not only in the context of his career but also in that of nineteenth-century intellectual history.

* * *

Swinburne’s descriptive and sound-driven poems have suffered alike from the much bemoaned yet persistent neglect of his late works. The sound poems have raised difficulties because of their inescapable privileging of sound over sense, the central charge leveled at Swinburne’s work by T.S. Eliot and other early twentieth-century critics. Eliot’s famous reading of Swinburne condemns him as a poet for whom “the meaning and the sound are one thing”: “the object has ceased to exist, because the meaning is merely the hallucination of meaning, because language, uprooted, has adapted itself to an independent life of atmospheric nourishment” (134, 136). The tendency in most Swinburne scholarship has been to dodge rather than meet this criticism, to set the sounds of a poem aside in order to explore aspects of its theme or argument. Some critics interested in Swinburne’s aestheticism praise his “pursuit of pure sound,” but that same aestheticism has impeded understanding of the descriptive poems, which are seen as a surprising departure from his earlier antireferential and atmospheric technique (Dowling 178). To a large degree, for both his first readers and for more recent scholars, Poems and Ballads, First Series has set the terms for interpreting, evaluating, and assessing the significance of all of his poetry. Those terms—aestheticism, sexuality and sensuality, technical virtuosity— invest a great deal of significance in the otherworldliness and abstractness of the volume’s descriptive passages. Resulting accounts enlist Swinburne in the ranks of an anti-Enlightenment Romanticism whose truth claims are intelligible largely as a rejection of those asserted by Enlightenment rationalism, and whose preference for imagination and reverie rather than reason and observation entails a deliberately vague descriptive practice.

Yet in the republican and antitheist poems that appeared in volumes such as Songs before Sunrise (1871), Swinburne espouses a thoroughly empiricist epistemology that traces all knowledge not to transcendent revelation or inborn concepts, but to experience of this world and inward reflection on the powers of the mind. The argument of such poems is precisely congruent with empiricism as defined by Wendell V. Harris: the assertion “that any model or ideal man might attempt to follow is exoteric, self-constructed, tentative, and heuristic” rather than, as the transcendentalists propose, “esoteric, pre-existent, perfect, and peremptory” (359). Moreover, according to Margot K. Louis, beginning in the mid-1880s, “[t]he interaction of mind and nature, or the extent to which each mirrors the other, now displaces [Swinburne’s] interest in the specifically poetic imagination. … He deliberately narrows his focus to immediate experience” (5). Epistemological questions come to the fore, and Swinburne’s late poems are filled with assertions about the scope and limits of human knowledge, as well as questions about what might lie beyond our ken. These works do continual battle with the transcendental position, but they also engage worries and difficulties of significant importance to empiricists: “the illusoriness of perception, the limitations of perspective, and, ultimately, the possibility of solipsism” (Levine 247).

Ironically, the “victory of empiricism” at the end of the nineteenth century was accompanied by a proliferation of interest in the very questions that victory put to a metaphysical rest (Harris 20). Philosophers, linguists, painters, poets, and historians of art took up the questions about perception, perspective, and solipsism that had for centuries lent complexity to empiricist epistemology— a complexity too often missed by scholars eager to equate it with a crassly utilitarian materialism. As George Levine writes, “Modernist aestheticism and positivist science participate equally in … empiricism” (246). Thus Thomas Hardy insists on human rather than divine constructions of meaning in Jude the Obscure (1895), decadent poets cultivate their capacity for exquisite sensations, and Walter Pater redefines philosophy and art as means to “startle … the human spirit … to a life of constant and eager observation [in which] [n]ot the fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end” (219).

The strand of poetry embracing imagination, subjectivity, and linguistic hermeticism exists in Swinburne’s oeuvre, as is does throughout late-eighteenth-and nineteenth-century poetry, in tandem with a strand embracing observation, particularity, and perspective—and both approaches are indebted to an empiricism whose theory of knowledge traces ideas to sense experience and mental actions. Rather than mistaking Swinburne, even in his most “effusive” and “dreamy” poems (Peters, Crowns 24), for a conscientious objector to Enlightenment empiricism, it is more accurate to see him as engaged both formally—particularly in relation to sound patterns and descriptive techniques—and thematically with its core questions. As his descriptive poems make explicit, Swinburne’s is an exploration, a defense, and a critique always mounted within empiricism’s own epistemological framework. Like Keats’s plea for “a Life of Sensations rather than of Thoughts” (365), Swinburne’s poems take up the problematic status of sensation, at once the opposite of rationality and, according to the theory of knowledge bequeathed to the nineteenth century by the Age of Reason, the origin of all our ideas.

* * *

Swinburne’s descriptive poems embrace a theory of knowledge rooted in sensation, which is founded upon observation and an aspiration toward mimetic fidelity to the world of experience and experience itself. These poems enunciate their mimetic ambitions in myriad ways typical of the “aesthetic of particularity” forged by Robert Browning and Gerard Manley Hopkins, most explicitly in their consistent use of the present tense, especially the emphatic use of the words “is” and “are”; in titles that point to particular times and places, such as Swinburne’s “March: An Ode. 1887” (1889), “In a Rosary” (1904), and “By the North Sea” (1880); and in their inclusion of the proper names of flowers, birds, towns, and bodies of water. Like the Greater Romantic Lyric to which they have been compared (Louis 140–43, Riede 191), Swinburne’s descriptive poems feature a “determinate speaker” in “a localized, outdoor setting” (Abrams 201). For example, the nine short lyrics collected in “A Midsummer Holiday” are among the most straightforwardly descriptive of all his works. In each poem, Swinburne’s powers of observation and reflection are awakened by a quotidian seaside sight: a solitary rock revealed at low tide, the cliffside path between his lodging and the sea, a sunbow in the sea spray. As in many of his descriptive poems, in “A Midsummer Holiday” Swinburne often places himself at a site between two opposing elements, usually sea and land, and at a moment of suspended cycle or transition, usually dusk. In “The Seaboard,” he stands at ebb tide on a spot usually covered with water; in “The Cliffside Path,” he looks ahead and behind him: “Low behind us lies the bright steep murmuring town, / High before us heaves the steep rough silent field” (Poems 6: 16). As the world hovers between tides, between night and day, between sea and cliff, Swinburne can “pause, to see” the contours of this time and place (“A Haven,” Poems 6: 7). These are special opportunities for observation, not because they present any supernatural or transcendent revelations, but because they are fleeting, elemental, and richly suggestive.

In his experiments with referential description, Swinburne develops a range of techniques for presenting acts of perception in a particularized time and place, an empiricist poetics of metaphor, simile, line, and syntax. His language reflects and reflects upon its role in mediating between sensation and ideal. “The Mill Garden,” for example, offers rich descriptions of the calls of sea mews and doves, the distant sounds of the sea, and the poppies, daisies, wallflowers, and other blooms in the garden. Swinburne’s opening description of the sunflowers thrusts the reader immediately into the sight before the poet’s eyes:


Stately stand the sunflowers, glowing down the garden-side,

Ranged in royal rank arow along the warm grey wall,

Whence their deep disks burn at rich midnoon afire with pride,

Even as though their beams indeed were sunbeams, and the tall

Spectral stems bore stars whose reign endures, not flowers that fall. (Poems 6: 11)



These are real flowers, the poem insists, seen at this “midnoon” in this particular garden. Though lines 4–5 reach outside the poem, they also accentuate its referentiality through the subjunctive tense, the elaborate flagging of the simile, and the return at the end of the sentence and the line to the “flowers that fall.” Moreover, the emphasis on the visual appearance of the sunflowers, conveyed not only through their name and verisimilar depiction, but also through the figurative associations they raise in the observer’s mind, anatomizes the process of seeing them. The abundant figurative language expresses the raw sensory data the flowers present to an observer: their “glowing” brilliance against the “grey wall,” their appearance as “deep disks burn[ing]” and “afire.” The flowers look like light arranged in lines and circles, but these raw sensations are already couched in language that gives them names, differentiates between what is really there and what the sight resembles, and arranges through syntax and lineation the various elements of the scene. In this way, the poem not only presents a visual event, but examines the interplay between sensation, language, and cognition in the act of seeing. “The Mill Garden” experiments with how the unique resources of poetic language— figures, images, lines, syntactic inversions—can reveal the universal but usually unconsidered process of making sense of sensation. It is a poetic exploration of the empiricist assertion that “perception and language are connected because in ‘seeing’ we convert raw optical sensations into normative perceptions, and language is not only an exemplary but in fact the chief normalizing factor in human experience,” as Jules David Law explains; “[w]e ‘see’ the world as it is described by ordinary language; not as mere shapes and colors but as nameable objects” (13).

“The Mill Garden” elongates this otherwise instantaneous conversion of shapes and colors into names in order to affirm the importance of language and thought to any act of perception. Directional words such as “down” and “arow,” similarly stake a claim to mimetic referentiality, and explore the relation between language, sensation, and thought. Many of the descriptive poems begin by carefully organizing the elements of the scene, as in “Neap-Tide” (1889):


Far off is the sea, and the land is afar:

The low banks reach at the sky,

Seen hence, and are heavenward high” (Poems 3: 238)



These lines arrange the sea, land, and hills around the poet’s point of view, and establish an interest in perspective from the outset. Such passages extend Swinburne’s exploration of the act of cognition involved in converting raw sensation into true perception, investigating the mind’s ability to interpret the overlapping and partial view of the objects in a visual field as an organized space, a three-dimensional world. “Far off” is a description of relative distance that translates into spatial terms the visual appearance of an object that presents itself to the eye as relatively small—“the finest discrimination within the compass of our senses,” according to Alexander Bain (236). “In a Rosary” translates the terms of that mental power into poetic technique:


Through the low grey archway children’s feet that pass

Quicken, glad to find the sweetest haunt of all.

[…]

Roses like a rainbow wrought of roses rise

Right and left and forward, shining toward the sun.
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		Fig. 2.1 The table of contents from Songs of the Springtides reveals a division between the triptych of sea-studies—“Thalassius,” “On the Cliffs,” and “The Garden of Cymodoce”—and the “Birthday Ode” to Victor Hugo.



		Fig. 2.2 The text of Songs of the Springtides appears above, surrounded by conceptual keywords. Lines are drawn from the keywords to the related words and passages within the text. The occurrences within the text are highlighted in the same shade of gray as the related keyword. The large keywords can be dragged around the screen to explore, for instance, different patterns of intersection and convergence.



		Fig. 2.3 In this visualization, all keywords but sea and song have been turned “off.” The origin points of sea and song have been aligned, with their labels overlapping, in the upper right hand corner, to illustrate similarities and differences in occurrence and distribution. One notices a large clustering of darker (sea) and lighter (song) gray lines leading down toward the conclusion of each longer poem. The interactive, color visualization is available on the Web as a resource of The Swinburne Project at <http://purl.oclc.org/swinburnearchive/vis/acsvis0001/>.



		Fig. 6.1 Line 65 of “Ave atque Vale” in Swinburne’s handwriting



		Fig. 6.2 Swinburne’s signature on the manuscript of “Ave atque Vale.”
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