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CHAPTER I

THE RELATIONSHIP OF MAN AND NATURE AS A THEME IN
MEREDITH'S POETRY

George Meredith's poetry has always been more severely
criticized and less understood than his novels, If Meredith's
novels have developed a reputation for obscurity or awkward-
ness, people have still felt it profitable to read them for
their social and psychological insighﬁ or their passages of
brilliant and moving prose, Charges of obscurity, awkward-
ness, or didactlicism directed at his poetry, however, have
resulted in the geheral rejection of the poetilcal works as
excessively difficult., The only exceptions to this general
rejection are "Modern Love" and "Love in the Valley." These
two poems, because of the one's unprecedented psychological
insight and the other's undeniable lyrical beauty and power,
have been accorded some measure of acceptance and popularity.
While, that is, Meredith has been accounted one of the more
powerful and provocatilive English writers, his novels have
been the cause: his poetry, generally, has beeh shunted into
the limbo of minor Victorian verse,

This general rejection of Meredith's poetry has taken
place, however, without any real understanding of his poetry
or his thought, No one, to date, has published a detalled
analysis of Meredith's poetry as a whole: its developnent,

its ideas, its language, Rejection of his poetry is, there=-
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fore, premature, Not untill his poetic work has been examined
more thoroughly than it has been to the present time can
Meredith's position as a poet be known,

To begin the long struggle towards an understanding
of Meredith's poetry as a whole, 1t 18 the purpose of this
study to outline in some detall the developing relationship
of man and nature in his poetry, This study examines, that
is, in the poems published by Meredith between 1851 and 1909,
the meanings attached to tpan® and "nature® and the various
relationships conceived as existing between them, To the
extent that this theme is of central importance throughout
much of Meredith's poetry and to the extent that his poetical
growth coincides with 1its development, this study is intended
£o be a contribution to the detailed and critical understand-
ing of Meredith's poetry as a whole,

The actual examination of the theme takes place in
four chapters, followed by a fifth, concluding chapter
summarizing the more important findings of the whole investi-
gation, With the inclusion of this introduction there are
gix chapters in all, Because it has no direct bearing on the
examinstion itself and, therefore, cannot be included in the
body of the text, a brief statement of biographical data has
been included in an sppendix for anyone wishing to compare

the personal life of Meredith with his poetic develoPment.l




Tn the first chapter of actual study, the earliest
volume of Meredith's collected poetry is examined, gggggz,
published in 1851, is composed almost entirely of poetry
written to celebrate the sensuous, vital joy of living. One
is more impressed in these poems by the energy and vitality
of the language than by any thought contained in them, The
language is, by and large, 1ush and sensuous, suggestive of
s thinned but healthy Keats, There is no sense of morbidness
in Meredith's poetry; however, 5t this stage he 1s more
inclined to sensuous word-painting than to gerious exposi-
tion of ideas,

Behind the poetry, nonétheless, permeating and direct-
ing the word-painting, are a number of assumptions regarding
the character and relationship of man and nature, Nature 1s
assumed to manifest itself as either renewal pattern or land-~
scape, Meredith, that is, is aware of nature either as the
process of sensuous, seasonal, and daily renewal or as the
beauty, reace, and health of country landscape. As renewal
pattern and landscape, nature ig self-sufficient and
harmonious., It is, however, in Meredith's conception, essen-
tially static, Nature can perpetuate herself yearly, renew
herself daily, but that is all: there 1is in Meredith's
conception no principle of evolubion or general pProgress,

In the 1851 poetry, man 15 a nearly forgotten element,

One becomes aware of his existence, indeed, chiefly through



a contrast, indicated or implied, with the beauty, power,

and self-sufficiency of nature, MNan is an insignificant

being without meaning or direction when apart from nature,
There is, moreover, no real connection between the Two:

each is an entity separated from the other, The only connect-
jon between them is man's awareness within himself of an
nslemental power" related to that underlying the seasonal
renewal of nature., Thls power would appear to be that of
chaste but sensuous love, IT 18 said that there is no real
connection between men and nature because, first, awareness

of the similarity or relation of the power in elther of them
is restricted to man alone: there 18 nNO indication that nature
recognizes 1ts presence in man, Second, the powers are merely
related, not one and the same, Third, man and nature are
 related only in this one respect, which is based, ultimately,
upon man's emotional projection, not upon participation in

a common cause or realization of a common,. rational, evolutionary
or progressive principle,

Despite the absence of any rationally based relation-
ship between man and nature, Meredith conceives of man a8
being dependent upon nature for a sense of fulfilment, This
fulfilment, one feels, 18 of an essentially religious charac-
ter, Nature 1S félt-to be an harmonious, self-sufficient, and
sublime power with which man can communicate only by succumb=-

ing to it as & worshiper to a deity. There is about nature,



both as landscape and renewal pattern, an aura of divinity
and perfection, and, when Meredith paints a scene from
nature or expresses the harmony of the renewal process, he
does so, as 1t were, with a hushed exultation or with a
vibrant and intense awareness of the multitudinous manifest=-
ations of mnature's beneficence,

The second chapter of the study examines the relation-
ship of man and nature in poems published between the 1851
volume and the "Modern Love" volume, published in 1862,°
The poetry of this period reveals Meredith to be in a state
of transition between the comparatively derivative and
immature poetry of 1851 and the maturer work of 1862, On the
whole, the poems are unsatisfactory and irritating, their
effectiveness being destroyed by a debilitating conflict
between tone and thought, One does not find in the poetry
of this period a unified basis of reaction such as one finds
in the earlier and later periods, The earlier poetry has, as
a basis of reaction in all poems, Meredith's love of sensuous,
harmonious nature, The poetry published between 1851 and
1862 is torn and fragmented by a conflict between a naive
emotionalism, present in the earlier poetry, and a more
demanding ratlionalism, redquiring a firmer grasp of concrete
reality and a more critical attitude to man and nature, The
presence of critical intelligence in the poetry is new and

marks an advance by Meredith in his development, but this



element of rationalism 1is adulterated by the effect of the
emotionalism taking the form of sentimentality, Poems which
attempt to express a rational understanding of man, nature,

life, or death are destroyed or fragmented by an emotlional

and sentimental tone. The poetry is, with one or two possible

exceptions, frustrating or awkward,

The dissatisfying character of the poetry, however,
indicates that change is taking place, The earlier poetry
pleases by its very immaturity: its self-conscious rhythm
and sensuousness, its relative indifference to conceptual
thought, The poetry of the transition period suggests that
Meredith is struggling to think for himself and develop a
personal manner of expression, He consciously begins the
re-assessment of man and nature,

It is this conscious re-assessment which causes man to
agsume a new role in the poetry of this period, If in the
poetry of 1851 Meredith tends to forget man except as a foil
to nature, in the transition period he emphasizes man as &
separate, mortal entity groping for the right mode of living
and dying in a world of concrete reality. In this period he
becomes aware of the burden and responsibility of man's life,
seen by the light of reason rather than the warm darkness of
emotion, Man's fate is becoming more important to the poet,

While there is a great variation from poem to poem 1in

the relative position of man in regard to nature-- from the



rejection of human society and escape into the nature of
country landscape to an emphasis upon man as isolated from
an indifferent or threatening nature -- it is important to
note that in this period lMeredith, for the first time, speaks
of the equality of man and nature and the necessity of one
to the other for the fulfilment of either, After this period,
nature is never again remote from man, Meredith here ceases
to regard nature as a near-mystical, self-sufficlent entity
separated from man, and he begins to see the necessity of
the union of the two for the preservation and enrichment of
life generally,

The fourth chapter of this thesis, which examines the

poetry of the "Modern Love" volume, published in 18624

3 j.S,
perhaps, the most important, certainly the most detailed
section of the study. A great deal of time and space 18
given to an analysis of "Modern Love" because, first, this
poem 1s central to the development of the relationship of man
and nature in the poetry; second, it is undoubtedly the most
well known and probably the best poem written by Meredith;
and, third, it is felt that the particular approach taken in
this study sheds some light on the unity and meaning of the
poem which has gone unnoticed or uunremarked by critics to
this time, If it is felt that comparatively little time has

been spent on poems other than "Modern Love" in the 1862 volume,

it must be realized, as is suggested in the text, that the



other poems, even "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in Autumn, "
do little or nothing more with the theme of the relation-
ship of man and nature than is done in the title poem, One
finds a clearer, less dramatic expression of ideas in the
lesser poems, but there is no change in the ideas themselves,
The 1862 volume of poetry is the turning point in
Meredith's poetic career, The struggle between naive emotion-
alism and sentimentality on the one hand and rationalism
coloured by a healthy awareness of the emotional element on
the other achieves its culmination in "Modern Love," In this
poem there is expressed dramatically Meredith's urge to come
to grips with and accept mén's meaning and place in the world,
In contrast to most analyses of the poem, which suggest as
its theme the disintegration of a married love and as 1its
chief interest the poet's psychological insight and success
in expressing_varying emotions and attitudes, this study,
while not denying the significance of love's death or the
power of the poet's writing, suggests as the main theme of
the poem, giving it both unity and universal application, the
inevitable tragedy of man's life, the futility of his exist-
ence when he irrationally chooses to ignore his place and
function in nature's processes; or, to be more precise, the
tragedy of man's life when he refuses to accept the necesslty
of growing and maturing in time, when he refuses, that 1s, to

accept the transience both of life and lifet!s moments of joy
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ag is required by nature for her upward progress or develop-
ment, Very generally, one might say that the theme of
"Modern Love" is the tragedy of man's life when he fails to
understand or accept his proper relationship with nature,

1odern Love" is analyzed sonnet by sommet -- there
are fifty somnets in all -- first to show that the tragedy of
man's life apart from nature is the main theme of the poem,
end, second, to delineate in some detail the actual develop-
ment of the poem to an acceptance of man's place and function
in nature's processes. Apart from these reasons, there 1s
the desire to set down an interpretation which seems to lend
to the poem a unity and meaning denied it by critics to the
present day. It 1s hoped that the analysis of "Modern Love"
given in this thesis will indicate the relationship of man
and neture in Meredith'!s poetry st this stage and will also
go part Way in proving that the poem 1is not an isolated,
unforeseeable creation, but the product of & struggle in
Meredith's mind which began conscliously after the publication
of his first volume of collected poetry, It is hoped, that
is, that the study of the relationship of man and nature in
Meredith's poetry will have ramifications in the understanding
of the development of his poetry as a whole,

The struggle in "Modernm Love' between irrational
emotion or sentimentality and reason or acceptance of man's

place in nature's processes ig represented in a style never
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vefore or after achieved by Meredith. As he never before
had succeeded in bringing the forces of reason and senti-
mentality face to face to struggle consclously for the
predominant position in his mind, SO Meredith never before
needed a style at once go powerful, 8O sensitive, so variled,
With the termination of the struggle in favour of reason and
the acceptance of man's place in nature, with the congclous
acceptance of nature as a developing process which includes
man, Meredith never again needed or could use the excellent
stylistic gualities exhibited in "Modern Love," The style
is born of the struggle and it dles with the struggle., It
would not be an exaggeration to say that after 1862 Meredith
ceases to be a dramatic poet, concerned primarily with the
effective representation of emotions and attitudes, and
becomes, instead, a poet of exposition, presenting, explain-
ing, and developing ideas, After 1862 tension and struggle
have no major role in his poetry. Meredith has found &
satisfactory basis for his thought. There remains the task
of exploring and developing,

The fourth chapter of this study examines the poetry
of Meredith's mature years, from 1862 to 1909,5 to trace
the final stages of the development of the relastionship of
man snd nature., While all of the poetry published in this
forty-seven year period is, of course, taken into consider-
ation, it is not all mentioned or reported on, Only those

poems which indicate sonme development in the theme under
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study are analyzed, While the same practice is used in all
the chapters, in this instance it requires special note
because of the length of time covered and the great number
of poems published in the period,

Between 1862 and 1909 the most decisive development
iy the relationship of man and nature in the poetry takes
place as the result of Meredith's assimilation of the doctrine
of evolution, While a concept of upward progress 1s part of
nis thought in 1862, the character and implications of the
progress remaln vague, With his acceptance of actual evolu=-
tion in the poetry of the 1883 volume, the thought of the
poems gains a greater clarity and direction, for Meredith
can view existence in terms of an acceptable scientific
principle and speak of man's development with assurance, The
concept of evolution provides a rational principle around which
Meredith can develop his thought in a systematic mammer,

Between 1862 and 1883 Meredith is concerned with com-
ing to grips with the immediate comsequences for man of the
"Modern Love' position, By 1883, however, he has adjusted
completely and can accept evolution as the basis of his
thought, This acceptance of evolution is of great importance
in the development of the relationship of man and nature,  for,
in 1883 and after, Meredith identifies the evolutionary with
the natural processes, As man, after "Modern Love," 18 con-
sidered part of the natural processes, a study of the relation-

ship of man and nature inevitably means an examination of
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Meredith's understanding of man's place and function in the
evolutionary processes,

Meredith conceived of man's evolution as taking place
in three stages, no stage being excluded by another but all
remaining intact, balanced, and harmonious, The three stages
of mant's development zre the same as the elements composing
nature: blood, brain, and spirit, In man these elements
manifest themselves as animal vitality, rationality, and an
awareness of the place and function of the individual in
nature's over-all plan, In nature they signify the presence
of animal vitality, rationality, and an over-all, gulding
plan or pattern of evolution, A fallure by man to keep the
three elements in balance will result in his being out of
harmony with nature,

The predominance of one of the elements at the expense
of the others is a comsequence of an undue influence of the
predatory ego or Self, The Self demands for the individual
a position denied it by the processes of mnature, It mani-
fests 1tself in an excessive desire to gratify the senses,
It demends an increasing variety of things to touch, to
smell, to see, to have, It demands a life after death, for
it refuses to accept the obliteration of the individual as
nature's laws require, The Self attempts to interrupt the
inexorable processes of nature to favour the individual
rather than the species, The predominance of Self in man

can lead only to destruction, for apart from nature's laws
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and nature's harmony there is nothing,
The immediste stimulus to man's evolution is love,
personal and for nature, Through personal love, man begets
the future generations which make progress possible, Through

love for nature, man learns to understend and accept her laws

b

AV}

Q

nd processes and is, thus, able to see that he must strive
for ever higher goals and struggle always to understand
nature further,

In later years Meredith reduced the blood-brain-
spirit complex to two chief opposing but complementary forces,
He came to see man's evolution as taking place by a creative
balance being struck between the forces of chastity and strive-
ing, on the one hand, and love and beauty, on the other, or as
between foresight and patience, Regardless of the terminology
used, the balance is always between the forces of actlon and
asceticism, and inaction and enjoyable contemplation, The
reduction of the triad to two forces, however, makes no prac-
tical difference in Meredith's thought: his expression of the
struggle for baslasnce includes 211 of the elements of the
triad,

The last chapter of this thesis summarizes the findings
of the earlier chapters in an attempt to outline the salient
features of the development of the relationship of man and
nature in HMeredith's poetry, Outlining this development

involves steting conclusions reached as a result of this study
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on the chnaracter of the theme's development and 1ts relstive
importance in Meredlth's poetic work &s a whole,

The general rejection of Meredith's poetry as awkward,
obscure, or didactic is reflected in the critical articles

6

avallsble on the poens, From 1892 to the present day there
have been approximately thirty-five articles written on them,
While this low number, in itself, would seem to indicate &
comparative lack of interest in the poetry, one becomes nmuch
more conscious of the poet!s lack of an interested public
when one realizes that, of these thirty-five articles, twenty-
four were written in the period of twenty-three years from
1906 to 1929, and that twelve of these were written in the
four years rrom 1906 to 1910, Of the remaining eleven
articles, three were written between 1892 and 1900, and eight
between 1930 and 1958. Of these eight, seven have been pub-
lished since 1944, Clearly, after & brief rise immediately
before snd after his death in 1909, Meredith's reputation
as a poet gradually faded away, to all but disappear in the
'thirties and early 'forties. The last twenty years have
seen what is, perhaps, the first feeble effort towards a
reassertion of nis popularity and influence,

Articles in periodicals have been chosen to indicate
the ebb and flow of lMeredith's reputation as a poet rather
than books because, first, i1t would seem reasonable LO suppose

that they reflect more immediately the changing interest of
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readers, and, second, if the publication of books on the
poems were taken as an indication of his poetic reputation,
one would be led to believe that his poetry was never read
or responded to by anyone after his death -- and the very
existence of the articles would seem to deny this, Only
two books have been published on Meredith's poetry alone:

G.M, Trevelyan's The Poetry and Philosophy of George Meredith7

in 1906 and J.R.P. Solater's The Sons of Strength® in 1910,

Other discussions of the poetry, beyond the articles, are
restricted to references or sections in books on English
poetry at large, One cannot feel sure that such discussions
are prompted by interest 1in Meredith's poetry and not by the
necessity of dealing with a famous name in English literature,
While the periodic articles appear reasonably religble
as a basgis for discovering the course of Meredith's poetic
reputation, they are, generally, of only limited use in
understanding the poetry itself, In the first place, there
is an insufficient number of them to penetrate deeply or to
give one an accurate if broad view of the poetry, and,
secondly, the majority of the articles up to the early 'fifties
seem to be more introductory in nature than analytical, or they
tend to be interested in the poetry only insofar as it reflects
a philosophy, John C, Balley's "The Poetry of George Meredith,“9
for example, published in 1909, while interesting and informa-

tive, becomes, in effect, an introduction to Meredith's poems
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for the hesitant reader, Saying that, in 1909, "thinking
and talking turn principally around the novels" of George
Meredith, and that "there is no point of view from which
any sane critic would pretend that Meredith was the greatest
of our poets, while there is one from which he may be regarded
as the greatest English novelist,"lo Bailey proceeds to skip
through the poetry, indicating that, while it is often "harsh,
difficult, and obscure,"11 it also "abounds in matter, in the
stuff of brain and will and chesracter, in real and vital know-
ledge of humsn life, in power of insight into the great forces
that lie about us."lz Within fourteen pages, Balley touches
on the poetry's style, thought, weaknesses, strengths, and
similarities to the poetry of earlier men, Such rapid treat-
ment is useful in preliminary study, buﬁ it is of little use
to one seeking an understanding of the poetry in'detail.

An article published in 1916 by the Reverend James
Moffat explicitly disclaims much interest in the poetry it-
self in an analysis of "The Empty Purse.“l3 He proposes to
anslyze the poem "not so much for the sake of its literary
qualities as in order to bring out the argument and the ideas,®
for he had "been often asked for help of this kind by teachers
who discover in some of their more intelligent pupils among
the higher forms an interest in Meredith's poetry which feels
for something more than artistic structure and :c=hytlr1m."1LP

Unfortunately Moffat'!s explanation of the "gomething more" 1is
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largely unnecessary as, by and large, Meredith's meaning is
clear enough, The poem, which is subtitled "A Sermon to
our Later Prodigal Son," is only made more dull by the per-
sigstent search for a philosophy in its entrails,

Towards the end of and after the Second World War,
articles begin appearing again on Meredith's poetry, While
the critics of the earlier period were interested in the
general ideas of the poetry, those writing after the 1940°%s
are concerned more with the historical, biographical, and
literary detail of the poems, Several of the articles,
indeed, explain detalls of so picayune a nature as to be no
use whatever, at the present time, in understanding the poetfy.
In an article published in 1944, for example, Nina Cust
suggests that "Hymn to Colour" was lMeredith's favourite
poem'.15 In 1958, J.M,S, Tompkins points out a parallel bet-
ween the story of Periander and his son, Lycophron-- in the
poem entitled "Periander'~- and the relationship of Meredith

tj{_ with his son, Arthur.16 Finally, C.H. Ketcham suggests that
N Meredith makes a hidden reference to a Count Boralaski in
lines seven to eleven of sonnet thirty-one in "Modern Love.“17
While one cannot say that the information given in these
articles will never be of any use, one can say that such
information is of no use to one at the present stage of

scholarship on the poetry., Meredith's poems still lack basic,

broad scholarship and interpretation. When the outlines and
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character of the poetry are known, one caln indulge in and
mske use of minute details on the fringe of the poems,

Two srticles have been published in recent years
which make & serious abtempt to reveal the over-all meaning
of one of Meredith's poems, Norman Friedman, in 1957, pub-
lished "The Jangled Harp: Symbolic Structure in 'Modern
Love'"18 and Elizabeth Cox Wright, in 1958, published "The
Significance of the Image Patterms in Meredith's 'Modern
Love',"19 To & certain degree these two articles are use-
ful in understanding the poem, While both tend to see it
as a series of static units composed of fixed image patterns
or clusters rather than as a developing, organic whole, they,
nonetheless, uncover the imagery and, thereby, prepare one
for the depth of meaning revealed through it by Meredith.,
While Friedman and Wright distort "Modern Love" by falling
to see its unity, they do give one the key, as it were, to
the poem;

Nothing reveals the lack of recent, detailed penetrat-
ing scholarship on the poetry more qulickly than a reading

of G.,M, Trevelyan's The Poetry and Philosophy of George
20

Meredith, This small book, although it was published in
1906, remains the best discussion of the poetry, Despite

the passage of over fifty years since its publication, one
nust often return to it for the most recent, or, at least,

the best interpretations of most of the poems, Trevelyan
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succeeds in being fair to the thought and language of the

poetry while remaining critical, The Poetry and Philosophy of

George Meredith, however, 1s essentially an introduction to

the poems, One glances atb the quality of Meredith's poetry,
his subject matter, and his philosophy, as revealed in the
chief poems, but the analyses are not detailed and are inten-
ded, primerily, to convince one of their merits as poetry
rother than to explain their deeper meaning., When an analy-
sis appears detailed, it 1is because nothing else of comsequence
has been written on the particular poem,

To a degree it is strange that Trevelyan's book should
not have stimulated deeper analyses, that it should mark the
effective end as well as the beginning of an understanding
of Meredith's poetry., Instead of causing others to delve
more deeply into the poetry, Trevelyan seems to have stimu-
lated them only to repeat his introductory assessment of the

poems and the poet. The article, for example, by J. Bailey,

which was looked at earlier,Zl says nothing which is not to

be found in The Poetry and Philosophy of George Meredith.

Bailey is aware of the book, saying that it 1s a "mogt
interesting and useful book which makes many rough Meredith-
ian places plain," but he, nonetheless, introduces Meredith
as a poet orce again, To date no one has published a book
on the poetry-- Or even an article-- which would indicate

that scholarship has perceptibly advanced, Like Bailley,
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most critics have been satisfied to rephrase Trevelyan,

The tendency of critics to repeat and rephrase
Trevelyan's estimate of Meredith's poetry 1is quite under-
standable, for he has written so much on it-- compared with
what others have produced-- and he has covered such & wide
area that it is practically impossible for one to say pre-
cisely for what points one 18 indebted to him, Often what r;,,;f
one feels to be an original suggestion turns up as either -
an explicit point or an implication in Trevelyan's book,

When dealing with individual poems One ig scarcely ever
free of his influence, He may say 1little or nothing about
a particular poen, but he does suggest the atmosphere and
spirit of the poetry and, thereby, directs one in an inter-
pretation of any one of the poems,

While this thesis 1s concerned with the development
of the poetry and the development of a theme, aspects which
Trevelyan does not discuss, it is, nonetheless, deeply
indebted to him, One's initial understanding of Meredith's
concepts of man and nature, of Meredith's langusge and philos-
ophy generally, 1s developed by Trevelyan's analyses of the
poetry, Because it is the only prolonged study of Meredith's

poetry, any later work must have as its foundation The Poetry

and Philosophy of George Meredlith,

Second to Trevelyan's book, that which has probably

nad the greatest influence on this study is an unpublished
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doctoral thesis written by J.V. Fletcher for the University
of Washington in 1936.%%2 That thesis, "The Background and
Development of George Meredith's Ethics," while it does not
deal with the poetry alone, does make extensive use of 1it;
moreover, as the study 1is concerned with the development of
one aspect of Meredith's work and thought, it has been
particularly useful as a parallel and related examination,
providing stimulation by many occasions for disagreement
or corroboration, If Trevelyan stimulates enthusiasm for
the poetry and provides a general understanding and sense
of direction, Fletcher provides the first detalled awareness
of Meredith's development as a whole, The final form of this
thesis is the result, to no small degree, of agreement and
disagreement with Fletcher's conclusions, The study of the
developing relationship of man and nature is necessarlly,
in part, a study of Meredith's ethical development, The
chief differences between this study and Fletcher's are as
foliowsz this thesis is not concerned with the background of
Meredith's development; it 1s restricted to the poetry alone;
its emphasis 1s not upon the ethics but upon the relation-
ship of man and nature as expressed by Meredith!s poetry and
as it indicates his poetic development, Fletcher's study 1is
concerned primarily with the history of ideas; this thesis
is concerned only with the development of Meredith's poetry
as manifested in the development of the relationship of man

and nature,
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A book of considerable interest and some relevance

to this study 1s Georg Roppen's Evolution and Poetic Belief.23

This is a study of the doctrine of evolution, its interpre-
tation and application by poets. While this thesils does not
concern itself with comparisons and contrasts, regardless of
open invitations -- it is counsidered no purpose of this study
to plece, in any way, Meredith's thought and poetry in the
field of English or European literature -- Hoppen's work is
very useful as a source of information regarding the use Dby
other poets of the evolutionary doctrine, Whilile such informa-
tion has little relevance to the study itself, it glves one
a greater sense of security while dealing with lMeredith's
particular epplication of the doctrine, Roppen's analysis
of the concept of evolution behind Meredith's mature poetry,
moreover, is useiul and i1lluminating,

Brief mention should be made of one book which con-

siders both the prose and poetry and attempts to see "nature

snd society" as "the controlling themes of Meredith's works."zl‘P

Normen Kelvin's A Troubled Eden, published in 1961, at first

glance appears to be similar to but lsrger than the present
study, insofar as 1t proposes to deal with nature and soclety
as themes in lMeredith's works, In reality the studlies differ
greatly, both in approsch and conclusions,

The most obvious difference between the two studies

lies in Kelvin's counsideration of Meredith's prose as well
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ag his poetry., This thesis 1s restricted to the poetry alone,
As well, while Kelvin is concerned to prove, simply, that
nature and society are "controlling themes" in Meredith's

works, this study attempts to trace the development of a

particular theme, to indicate, in part, the character of
Meredith's poetic development,

The great difference between the studies, however,
lies in Kelvin's use of the term "nature" and his understand-
ing of the relationship of nature and man, He writes: "Nature
and soclety are the controlling themes in Meredith's works,
but they alternate in asoendency.“25 It is the contention of
this thesis that nature and man, after 1851, are equally

dominant in Meredith's poetry; indeed, that their relationship

is the controlling theme and not man or nature separately.
Behind this disagreement lies a difference in understanding
of the term "nature" ag 1t is used in Meredith's poetry.
Kelvin seems to feel that nature is not always a beneficent .
power to Meredith, but occasionally a power of evil-- for
example, his assumption in "Modern Love" that "the wedded
pailr are doomed by character and by passion - 1l,e,, nature =--
to endless conflict and misery."26 It is held in this study
that, from his earliest to his latest poetry, Meredith always
feels nature to be an ultimately benevolent power upon which
man is dependent for meaning in life,

In the final analysis, A Troubled Eden, if the findings
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of the present study are correct, distorts the poetry by
perceiving there the influence of nature without the influence
of man, or by suggesting that, in the mature poetry, man
and nature are divided in Meredith's mind rather than united
in process, However true Kelvin's findings are of the novels,
it is felt that they continuously do the poetry an injustice,

Because of the comparatively few studies of Meredith's
poetry in existence and because none of these studies analy=~-
zes many of Meredith's major poems in detail, this thesls 1is

based almost entirely upon original interpretations of the

'~ poems, While inexperience or insensitivity will undoubtedly

show itself, a genuine effort has been made to keep 1in balance
the requirements of the study and the demand of the poetry.
The greatest danger, perhaps, in wfiting a study of this
nature and length is that of distorting the poetry to provide
unity, coherence, and plausibility to the theme, Distortion
of Meredith!s poetry can take place either by emphasizing unduly
certain facts while suppressing others or by suggesting that
the theme under discussion is the only one present in the
poetical work, On the first point, it must be said that in
this study no fact and no poem has been cdnsciously suppresééd

or unduly emphasized, Poems which are not mentioned appear

. either to corroborate or to have no real bearing on the

theme., At no time is a poem left unmentioned because 1t
appears to contradict the general theme or tenor of the poetry,

The danger of implying that the theme under discussion
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is the only one in the poetry enters through the length
of the study and the long concentration upon the single
theme, There is in this thesis no pretense that the relation-
ship of man snd nature is the only theme of Meredith's poetry.
It is felt, however, that this theme 1s central to Meredith's
poetical development, As Meredith developed his concept of
the relationship of man and nature, that is, as his under-
standing of their relationship deepened and changed, his
poetry changed as a whole, The theme discussed in this
thesis is not the only one in the poetry; but it 1s a theme
which must be understood before one can penetrate to any
depth in the poetry of Meredith.

There is a further danger of distortion which 1s

suggested by F,B. Leavis in The Common Pursuit,27 In the

chapter entitled "Literary Criticism and Philosophy" he
takes Dr. B, Wellek severely to task for confusing poetry
with philosophy. Leavis pointes out that Wellek'!s exclusive
concern with a poet's expression of a unified body of thought
sacrifices the peculiar force of poetry as an art form,
Application of philosophlc criteria to poetic form, he sug-
gests, causes Wellek to distort and misunderstand poetry.

A similar criticism might possibly be levelled at
this study, for by far the largest portion is concerned with
the character snd development of Meredith's thought rether

than his poetry as a whole, To justify the form of this
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thesis, one might point out that Heredith's poetry after
1862 is primarily concerned with exposition, that Heredith,
while a poet of considerable force, is, first and foremost,
a poet of ideas., It is felt that to understand the character
of lMeredlith's poetry a8 a whole one must first have some
idea of the thought,

There is, moreover, in each chapter an effort made
to indicate the character of the poetry as a whole, the
relation of language, tone, and thought, While the discuss-
ion of imagery and language does not equal that of Meredith's
ideas, it is felt that enough is said to save the poetry from
distortion,

It must be emphasized, nonetheless, that Meredith is
a poet of power, A reading of any of his greater poems
indicates this at once, "Love in the Valley," "lModern Love,"
"Hymn to Colour," and "The Woods of Westermaln" leave no doubt
in one's mind that they were written by a man with no neg-
ligible talent. It is hoped that this study will make the
power of lieredith as s poet still more clear by providing
some of the answers to gquestions which are at the root of

much of the poetry.
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CHAPTER I1
THE EARLY POETRY

Meredith's first volume of collected poetry, Poems,
published in 1851, serves as a firm foundation for his whole
poetic career, This volume reveals his initial assumptions
about the characters of man and nature and their relationship.
One finds here Meredith's deep love of nature and the reveren-
tial joy with which he beholds her throughout his life.
Although immature and of only minor interest when consildered
by itself, Poems assumes a position of comparative importance
when seen in relation to the development of the poetry as a
whole, Without knowledge of this early publication, one would
miss much of the emotional fervor and enthusilasm which lies
under Meredith's mature poetic work,

What most clearly distinguishes the poetry of 1851
from that of later periods is Meredith's tendency to forget
man in his glorification of nature and in his celebration of
her beauty end harmony, In 1851, one becomes aware of man's
existence chiefly through a contrast implied-- when not made
explicit-- between nature's harmony and self-sufficiency and
men's insignificence, Meredith 1s consclous of nature &as
either country landscape or renewal pattern and man, in
gither case, is deeply divided from it., Man may experience
o sense of union with nature, but it is a union which actually
emphasizes thelr separation, They are related as a worshiper

to an unknown but ultimetely beneflcent god: by a deep feellng
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of reverence and joy in the deity's presence and by a profound,
emotional sense of thanksgiving for whatever good he feels
himgelf to have gleaned from communion with 1t,

One can be quite sure that Meredith did not write the
poems of the 1851 volume primerily to express ideas or to work
out the relationship of man and nature, Poems was written
primarily to paint sensuous representations of mnature's beauty
and harmony. When ideas enter they are not, generally speak-
ing, original in character nor in & position of first importance,
Ideas are used, by and large, simply as a canvas upon which to
paint,

The lenguage of the poetry often strikes one as belng
similsr to that of Keats. "The Rape of Aurora," for example,
and "Daphne" have something of the pictorial, sensuous qual-
ity present in many of Keats' poems., While the language of
Meredith is lush and rich, however, it does not heve the
morbid quality which that of Keats occasionally has, Meredith's
language is too vital, too active to become morbid or idly
egocentric,

As Meredith's language is similar to and yet different
from that of Keats, so some of his ideas are vaguely reminis--

‘‘‘‘ cent of but different from those of Wordsworth, "South-West
Wind in the Woodland," for example, reminds one gomewhat of

npintern Abbey," but, while nature is looked upon as & beauti-

ful, beneficent entity, comforting and comsoling men, there
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is about the poem an stmosphere of activity and vitality
which is foreign to the quietly contemplative tone of Words-
worth's poem, It would be accurate, perhaps, to say that
Meredith gleaned from the Romantics a love of nature and a
love of language itself, but that he did not perceive the
depths of their writings.

The simplest and, therefore, perhaps the best approach
to Meredith's 1851 poetry and his concept of the relationship
of man and nature is to glance at the first of a series of
elght poems entitled "Pastorals."l In this poem Meredith
concelives of mnature in its simplest form, as beautiful country
landscape, and menifests his deep love for it and his keen
awareness of its fullness and harmony,., The language is pic-
torial and this, combined with the tone of quiet joy, evokes
a near-religious quality in the poem:

How sweet on sunny afternoons,

For those who journey light and well,

To loiter up a hilly rise

Which hides the prospect far beyond,

And fancy all the landscape lylng
Beautiful and still:

Beneath a sky of summer blue,

Whose rounded cloudlets, folded soft,

Gaze on the scene which we await

And picture from their peacefulness;

So calmly to the earth inclining
Float those loving shepes!

Like airy brides, each singling out

A spot to love and bless with love,

Their creamy bosomsg glowing warm,

Till distance weds them to the hills,

And with its latest gleam the river
Sinks in thelr embrace,
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And silverly the river runs,

And many a graceful wind he makes,

By flelds where feed the happy flocks,

And hedge-rows hushing pleasant lanes,

The charms of English home reflected
In his shining eye:

Ancestral oak, broad-folisged elm,
Rich meadows sunned and starred with flowers,
The cottage breathing tender smoke
Against the brooding golden air,
With glimpses of a stately mansion
On a woodland sward;

And circling round, as with a ring,

And distance spreading amber haze,

Enclosing hills and pastures sweet;

A depth of soft and mellow light

Which fills the heart with sudden yearning
Aimless and serene!

No disenchantment follows here,

For nature's inspiration moves

The dream which she herself fulfils;

And he whose heart, like valley warmth,

Steams up with joy at scenes like this
Shall never be forlorn,

And O for any human soul

The rapture of a wide survey -—-

A valley sweeping to the West,

With all its wealth of loveliness,

Is more than recompense for days

That taught us to endure.

The first six stanzas can leave no doubt that Meredith is
word-palnting or that he 1s responsive to sensuous detail,
The "rounded cloudlets" are "folded soft" and have “creamy
bosoms glowing warm" and the river '"sinks in their embrace,"
One is made very conscious of light and form in the poem by

such terms or phrases as "sunny," "blue," "creamy," "gleam,"
& H ) 3 2

"silverly," "shining," "sumned," "starred," "golden," "amber,"
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"soft and mellow light," "still," "rounded," "folded," and
"graceful," The sensuousness of the description combined
with the simplicity of the lines creates an atmosphere of
richness and well-being,

There 1s running through the poem, and particularly
through the last two stanzas, an implied contrast between
the world of nature and the world of man which, at once,
relates man's sense of joy and fulfilment to the beauty of
nature as landscape and emphasizes his sepsration from and
comperative lnsignificance to nature, The first line of the
seventh stanza suggests the contrast by saying that one is
not disenchanted "here," and the suggestion, in the last
line of the same stanza, that one who responds with Joy to
nature "shall never be forlorn' implies that in the world of
man one 1is or can be forlorn, The division of the two worlds
1s later emphasized by the suggestion that only by responding
to nature can man be recompensed for "“days/That taught us to
endure," Man clearly is not of nature but is & sepsrate
entity dependent for a sense of fulfilment upon communion
with her,

A clear expression of this separation of man from and his
dependence for fulfilment upon nature is to be found in the
second poem of the "Pastorals,n? Speaking of a field, frult-

ful and mysterious, Meredith writes:
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The heart that throbs beneath it holds

A Dbliss so perfect in itself

Men's thoughts must borrow rather than bestow,
There can be no doubt of Meredith's sense of religious
awe in the face of nature, his consclousness of nature's
perfection and harmony, his awareness of man's comparatively
small worth, Apart from the statement of nature's perfect-
ion and the necessity of maen's borrowing from her, the tone
of the lines indicates the deep separation of which he 1is
consclous between man and nature,

While the "Pastorals" are useful in suggesting
Meredlth's concept of nature as landscape and in indicating
his love and reverence for it, one must look at other poenms
of 1851 to understand his concept of nature as renewal
pattern, Three poems, "The Wild Rose and the Snowdrop,“3
"The Rape of Aurora,“4 and "Daphneﬂ5 illustrate Meredith's
understanding of nature as harmonious renewal pattern, While
the "Pastorals" imply a contrast between nature and man, while
they clearly indicate a consciousness of man's division from
nature's harmony, these three poems--~ with the partial except-
ion of "The Wild Rose and the Snowdrop"-- 1in no way show an
awareness of man's existence, The poems indicate only the
character of mnature's harmony and renewal pattern. The
relation of man to nature's harmony is stated in a later poen,
he South-West Wind in the Woodland," In the three poems in

which the actual concept of nature's harmony and renewal
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pattern is given expression, no references are made to man,

only to nature,

The identification of nature's harmony with the renewal
pettern, while present in meny poems of 1851, is most explicit
in "The Wild Rose and the Snowdrop.," In this poem lMeredith
1s concerned to demomstrate that apparent opposites in nature
are not contradictory but complementary, Within nature's
renewal process, the snowdrop snd the wild rose are oune,
although the bilrth of one means the death of the other, The
destruction of the exquisite beauty of the snowdrop to make
way for the wild rose is viewed not as cruel, wanton destruc-
tion, but as part of a fertile process, The snowdrop's
existence does not lose but gains meaning from its destruction,
for in being destroyed it reallizes its only function: to die
for following life, The reconciliation of the snowdrop's
destruction and the wild rose's birth is suggested in the first
three lines of the poem:

The Snowdrop 1s the prophet of the flowers;

It lives end diles upon its bed of snows;

And like a thought of spring it comes and goes e
It is the function of the snowdrop to prophecy the coming
of the flowers, and because of this it 1s one with or 1is

contained within the wild rose: "Much of that early prophet

look she shows,/Mixed with her fair espoused blush which glows...."

The fourth stanza states clearly that nature's harmony

is found in the renewal pattern:
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For each, fulfilling neture's laws, fulfils

Itself and its own aspirations pure;

Living and dying; letting faith ensure

New life when deathless Spring shall touch the hills,

Bach perfect in its place; and each content

With that perfection which its being meant ....
The key to the harmony of the snowdrop and the rose, to
the harmony of nature, 1is a sense of joy and contentment,
stemming from an awareness that the basic urge in nature
1s to renewal of life, and that death is merely a preparat-
lon for life. Spring, or the urge to life, is "deathless"
and the snowdrop asnd the rose have "faith" that it will
return to give them life,

It can be seen, then, that Meredith conceives of
nature's harmony as being the recomnciliation of life and
death within the remewal pattern, Two other poems of the
1851 volume shed still more light on his concept of nature's
harmony: "The Rape of Aurora' and "Daphne," The tone and
language of these poems make it clear that Meredith wrote
them primarily to celebrate the sensuous joy and richness
of 1life by painting in lush, sensuous terms the mythological
tales of Aurora and Daphne, The poems, nonetheless, indicate
that acceptance of nature's harmony as the consequence of the
renewal pattern means acceptance, as an integral part of the
hermony, of the power of sensuous, chaste love, for the poems,

in effect, illustrate the working out of the principle of chaste,

sensuous love in nature, The rape of Aurora, on the one hand,
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and the death of Daphne, on the other, demonstrates the
existence in nature éf a real and demanding principle of love,
The figures become the representatives or the victims of the
presence of love in nature,

A reading of "The Rape of Aurora" reveals immediately
that it was written chiefly, not to express an idea, but to
present a word picture, At first glance, indeed, the robustly
mirthful and sensuous tone of the poem seems to preclude the
expression, intentional or accidental, of a serilous 1ldea,
When the poem is examined more closely, however, one realizes
that tone has a decisive influence on the prose meaning, One
becomes aware, in the word-picture of the rape, of an essen-
tial propriety and chastity, for the humorous Tone causes
one to feel that Apollo's action is actually well-intended
and innocent, While one feels, that is, that Meredith's
chief aim in writing the poem was to paint a colourful and
evocative picture, and not to express an idea, the humorous
tone succeeds in contributing to one's understanding of his
concept of mnature by suggesting that the sensuous love and
joy in nature's processes are desirable and proper-- are,
in effect, chaste,

The tone of the poem is indicated from the opening
puckish lines of mock protest:

Never, 0 never,

Since dewy sweet Flora
Was ravished by Zephyr,
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Wag such a thing heard
In the valleys so hollow!

The mocking character of the first lines is rapidly made
clear as the self-consciously sensuous description reveals
tleredith's enjoyment and approval of Apollo's zction:

Till rosy Aurora,
Uprising as ever,
Bright Phosphor to follow,
Pale Phoebe to sever,
Was caught like a bird
To the breast of Apollo!

Wildly she flutters,
And flushes all over
With passionate mutters
Of shame to the hush
Of his amorous whispers:
But O such a lover
Must win when he utters,
Thro' rosy red lispers,
The pains that discover
The wishes that gush
From the torches of Hesperus,

One finger just touching
The Orient chamber,
Unflooded the gushing
Of light that illumed
All her lustrous unveiling,
On clouds of glow amber,
Her limbs richly blushing,
She lay sweetly walling,
In odours that gloomed
On the god as he bloomed
O'er her loveliness paling,

Great Pan in his covert

Beheld the rare glistening,
The cry of the love-hurt,

The sigh and the kiss

Of the latest close mingling:

But love, thought he, listening,
Will not do a dove hurt,

I know, -- and a tingling,
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Latent with bliss,
Prickt thro!' him, I wis,
For the Nymph he was singling,

Apart from the humorous tone of the poem, the key
to understanding lies in the last stanza where the only react-
ion of Great Pan, the god of forests and wildlife, or, as
Meredith concelved of it in 1851, of nature, is to condone the
rape and feel in himself a "tingling/Latent with bliss...
For the Nymph he was singling." Great Pan, the god of nature,
asserts the presence of the power of sensuous love in nature;
coupled with the humorous tone of the poem, this sensuous love
reveals 1itself to the reader as chaste and innocent as well,
Wnile "The Wild Rose and the Snowdrop," then, persuades one
that the hermony of nature lies in the renewal pattern, "The
Rape of Aurora" persuades one, further, of the possibility
that the renewal pattern has at its base the power of chaste,
sensuous love,

An analysis of "Daphne" shows clearly that Meredith
did conceive of chaste, sensuous love as being the basis of
nature's renewal pattern and harmony, This poem is a re-
telling of the myth of Apollo's attempt to seduce Daphne, of
her flight, and of her comsequent transformation into a laurel
tree., The poem is written in quatrains with alternating eight
and seven-syllable lines. The short, sensitive stanza and line
permit Meredith to develop the poem through individusl but

connected word-pictures, The poem becomes, essentially, a
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series of bright, sensuous pictures leading to Daphne's final
trensformation into a laurel, The quatrain form permits a
flexibility of treatment and a sensitivity to detail which
would likely have been precluded in & longer stanzaic form,

The initial description of Daphne and Apollo combines
sensuousness with chastity to suggest the potential fruitful-
ness of the situation:

Never flashed thro! sylvan valley

Vigions so divinely fair!

He with early ardour glowing,

She with rosy angulish rare,

Only still more sweet and lovely

For those terrors on her brows,

Those swift glances wild and brilliant,

Those delicious panting vows,

Timidly the timid shoulders

Shrinking from the €ervid hand!

Dark the tide of halr back-flowing

From the blue-veined temples bland!

Lovely, too, divine Apollo

In the speed of his pursuitb;

With his eye an azure lustre,

And his voice a summer lutel
The stanzas are permeated with an awareness of vigour, health,
and naturalness, Apollo glows with %early ardour," his hand
is "fervid," his eye on "azure lustre," his voice a "summer
lute." Daphne glows with "rosy senguish," is "sweet and lovely"
for the "terrors on her brows," her glances are "swift," "wild
and brilliant," and her "panting" vows "delicious," The

obvious sensuousness of the description combines with the health

and vigour of the imagery to suggest that the attempted seduction
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is natural and essentially chaste,
sensuousness and chastity combine in the quatrains
describing Daphne's bathing in the river Peneus, whose form
Apollo has momentarily taken in preparation for her seduction:
Plunging 'mid her scattered tresses,
With her blue invoking eyes;
oee her like a star descending!
Like a rosebud see her rise!
Like & rosebud in the morning
Dashing off its jewell'd dews,
bre unfolding all its fragrance
It 1s gathered by the muse!
Beauteous in the foamy laughter
Bubbling round her shrinking waist,
Lo; from locks and lips and eyelids
Rain the glittering pearl-drops chaste!
Such terms as "scattered tresses" and "shrinking waist" can
leave no doubt as to the sensuousness of the description, The
propriety of Apollo's attempted seduction, however, and Daphne's
need to succumb to his advances to remain within the natural
processes are clearly suggested through the rogebud and water
imagery, Daphne 1s seen rising from the "god impregnate
water" as a rosebud shedding its morning dew before being
"gathered by the muse," or by Apollo, as god of music and poetry,
As the rosebud, that is, sheds the morning dew to be "“gathered"
to Apollo, Daphne should shed the waters of the godéfilled
Peneus to be successfully seduced by him, As the shedding of
the morning dew is merely the preparation by the rosebud for
the final unfolding of "all its fragrance," for its final ful-
S £R sﬁ?‘(}
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filment, Daphne's bathing in the Peneus should be merely her
preparation for final fulfilment in seduction by Apollo, The
propriety and chestity of the seductlon are implied in 1its
being described in terms of natural processes, bub the des~
cription of the water as "glittering pearl-drops chaste" can
leave no doubt that Meredith intended to suggest that Apollo's
seduction of Daphne would have been right and chaste within
the renewal pattern of nature,

Daphne's separation from the natural processes in
evading Apollo, in following the command of Dian, the huntress
and moon goddess, by flying from Apollo's grasp, is stated
clearly in the description of her flight:

But 8ll nature is against her!

Pan, with all his sylvan troop,

Thro' the vistald woodland valleys

Rlocks her course with cry and whoop!

In the twilight of the thickets

Trees bend down their gnarled boughs,

Wild green leaves and low curved branches

Hold her hair and beat her brows,
Obviously the seduction would have been natural and right,
Her flight from the seduction, her turning from the proper
use of the senses in the renewal pattern results in her being
turned into a laurel tree, a thing apart from the pulse, the
heart, the senses:

And the god whose fervent rapture

Clasps her finds his close embrace

Full of palpitating branches,
And new leaves that bud apace,
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Bound his wonder-stricken forehead; ==
While in ebbing measures slow

sounds of softly dying pulses

Pause and quiver, pause and go;

Go, and come again, and flutter

On the verge of life, -- then flee!
All the white ambrosial beauty

Is 2 lustrous Leurel Tree!

Whereas "The Rape of Aurora" suggests the possibility
that chaste, sensuous love is the basis of the remewal pattern,
the basis of nature's harmony, "Daphne®" leaves no doubt, To
Meredith in 1851 nature clearly demands a proper exercise and
enjoyment of the senses for participation in her harmony,
While he approaches nature as a worshiper would a deity, lere-
dith, nonetheless, understands that she has her roots firmly
implanted in the sensible world,

With an understanding of Meredith's concept of the
character of nature, of her harmony and renewal pattern, one
1s in a position to analyze what 1s, perhaps, the best poem
of the 1851 volume: "South-West Wind in the Woodland.'® In this
poem Meredith makes the most explicit statement of his under-
standing, in 1851, of the relationship of man and nature. In
both language and thought, this poem reveals lMeredith's deep
love for and sense of communion with nature., The poem is in
two parts: first, a detailed description of the sound and
sight of the wind in the woodland; second, a statement of its
meaning for man, Heredith "felt impelled" to write the poem

in blank stanzas -~ perhaps "paragraphs" would be & more accurate
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term -- with lines of four feet to give his impression of
"the reckless rushing rapidity, and sweeping sound of the

great wind among the foliage® and to cause the ear to be

conscious only "of swiftness, and not sweetness°"7 His
conscious suggestion of the wind's sound in the follage

becomes, in effect, word-painting, for there 1s presented

an image of the wind ag a powerful, vigorous force, Through
the vital description of the wind, one becomes aware of the
vigour, power, and nealth of nature in Meredith's mind:

He comes upon the neck of night,

Like one that leaps a flery steed

Whose keen black hasunches quivering shine

With eagermness and haste, that needs

No spur to make the dark leagues fly!
The beauty and harmony of nature, too, 1s conveyed by the
language and description, As the wind momentarily dies, the

foliage of the trees ceases to "shriek, and shout, and whirl,

and toss," becoming instead a "symphony" and & "harmony":
2

eoes nOT trembling mnow

The aspens, but like freshening weves
That fall upon & shingly beach; --
And round the osk & solemn roll

Of organ harmony ascends,

And in the upper foliage sounds

A symphony of distant seas,

The harmony 1s not merely stated: it 1s impressed upon The

reader by such words as "solemn," "roll," and "organ." The
soft g, the liquid sound of "roll" and "organ® combine to
stimulete in one an awsreness of richness, fullness, and beauty.

There is running throughout the descriptive passages a sense of
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joy and vitallty so keen as to make one suspect that Mere-
dith's chnief aim in Wriging them was not so much to prepare
the way for the statement of nature's meaning for men as to
give expression to his deep love of the sight and sound of
neture, The richness and vitality of his description, how-
ever, does prepare for the later statement, Despite the
division of the descriptive from the expository passages,
Meredith's joy in nature is transferred by the reader to
inform and colour the statement of meaning,

The last stanza of the poem clearly reveals nature to be
an entity separate from man, an entity with which man can
merely commune:

The volce of mnature is abroad

This night; she f£ills the air with baln;
Her mystery is o'er the land;

And who thst hears her now and ylelds
His belng to her yearning tones,

And seats hils soul upon her wings,

And broadens o'er the wind-swept world
With her, will gather in the flight
More knowledge of her secret, more
Delight in her beneficence,

Than hours of musing, or the lore

That lives with men could ever givel
Nor will it pass away when morn

Shall look upon the lulling leaves,
And woodland sunshine, Eden-sweet,
Dreans o'er the paths of peaceful shade;-=
Por every elemental power

Is kindred to our hearts, and once
Acknowledged, wedded, once embraced,
Once taken to the unfettered sense,
Once claspt into the naked life,

The unlon is etermnal,

When one looks at this passage for its bearing on the relation-

ship of man and nature, one 1is struck most by the deep gulf
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between them despite the "union," Nature is "untouched
and untroubled by the human element."8 She is a beneficent
"mystery" to which man must yield for "balm" and "knowledge
of her secret," The separation of man and nature 1is clearly
indicated by the poett!s turning from man in his effort to
understand nature, Man is not concelved of as being part of
nature, In yielding to her, man learns only of nature: there
is no indication that he learns anything of himself,
Significantly the union which Meredith feels to exlst
between them is one between nature as an "elemental power'
and the “heart" of man, The term "elemental" itself 1s
sufficient to cause one to suspect that he is referring to
nature as the power of chaste, sensuous love-- ingofar as
"elemental" refers to something which is simple or primal--
but when one notices further that the power 1g kindred to

mants "heart" and that the description of the union is

entirely in terms of love, that the power is "wedded,""embraced,"

"taken to the unfettered sense," "claspt into the naked 1life,"
one becomes sure that Meredith's sense of union between man
and nature is simply man's feeling in his heart the presence
of a power related to that of chaste, sensuous love in nature,
Man snd nature, that is, are relsted only insofar as man 1is
capable of recognizing in himself a power affined to that
which i1s basic to nature's renewal pattern and harmony. The

union is, of course, no resl union at all, for its existence
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is dependent upon man alone, as nature 1s apparently uncon-
scious of it, It is, moreover, a sense of union based on the
emotlcns, not on reason, on the heart, not on the mind, One
feels sure that Meredith's feeling of union with nature
springs simply from his overwhelming Jjoy in its beauty and
nermony.,

In the final analysis, "South-wWest Wind in the Wood-
land! re-affirms the impression one gains from the other poems
of the volume: that to Meredith in 1851 nature is an harmon-
ious entity separate from man, with which man communes as &
worshiper with the worshipped., The chief contribution of the
poem to an understanding of Meredith's concept of the relation-
ship of man and nature is the establishment of chaste, sensuous
love as the basis of communion,

Poems has as ite chlef inspiration Meredith's love of

and reverence for nature as landscape and renewal pattern, Man,

indeed, is gll but forgotten in the celebration of nature's
beauty and harmony, In no later poetry does Meredith soO
"neglect the human mind snd the tribute it brings to nature.“9
Insofar as man and his position are perceivable in the poetry
of 1851, it seems clear that Meredith felt man and nature to

be two distinct entities with no basis for mutual communiceation,
Man may experience a sense of union with nature as he becomes
aware of the same power of chaste, sensuous love operative in

his heart as exists in nature's renewal pattern, but there is
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no suggestion of a relationship based on mutual recognition
of a unity-in-process, Nature remains divided from man, a
beautiful entity, harmonious and self-sufficlent through the
reconcilistion of apparent opposites within its renewal
pattern, Man, in the poetry of 1851, stands apart from this
entity, capable only of responding to its beauty and exper-—
iencing a sense of fulfilment upon becoming comnscious that

ne, as well as nature, can feel the power of love,
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CHAPTER III

THE TRANSITION POLRTIRY

The ten years following Poems of 1851 were years of
struggle, change, and maturation for Meredith, but they were
not years of great poetic production., Between Poemsg and
"Modern Love," lMeredith published only fourteen poems, none
of great poetic or philosophic power, These few poens,
however, are sufficlent to indicate that Meredith was groping
for a more rational approach to the guestion of man's relation
to nature., This is not to say that all of the poetry between
1851 and 1861 deals with or suggests strongly a more rational
understanding of nature, but the tendency of the poetry of the
period is to stress man and the usefulness of nature to man
rather than the necessity of man's exultation in the processes
of nature,

In the final analysis, the poetry of 1851 to 1861 must
be seen as marking the transition of Meredith from his early
understanding of the relationship of man and nature to his
more mature understanding in "Modern Love," The poetry of
this period is marked by a conflict between the emotional
nature worship of 1851 and aun increasing tendency to rational-
ism and common sense, No end is reached in the conflict, but
lMeredith's sense of dissatisfaction with his position in Poems

end his first movements towards a new position are registered,
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Approximately one-half of the fourteen poems pub-
lished between 1851 and 1861 express little or no development
of ideas beyond Poems, The remaining poetry reflects, in
varying degrees, a development of thought beyond the simple
nature worship of 1851, The poetry of the period as a whole,
however, expresses a change in tone from that of the early
poems, One feels throughout the 1851 volume the youthful
enthusiasm, the exalted emotional rapture of Meredith in
ngture and in natural processes, One is not gilven the lmpres-
sion that Meredith has felt man's sorrows and privatlons
deeply or personally., Poems seems to be the work of a youth
inspired still by the dreams of boyhood, unshattered yet by
the demands of the world, A subtle change, however, manifests
itself after 1851, One feels that Meredith is no longer merely
word-painting, is no longer content to embrace nature for
herself slone, After 1851 Meredith's poetry is more subdued,
as life begins to leave its imprint upon him, as he is forced
by living to see meaning in humen existence, Nature remains
an object of love and veneration, the celebration of the
renewal pattern is still suggested, but the tone of the poetry
ig more solemn than that of 1851: it 1s permeated with an
awareness of pain and death, and with the hardness of life,

To say that the tone of the poetry is more solemn
is not to exclude jocularity and humour: it 1g to suggest

that there is always a throb of conscious, intellectual serioug-
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ness under the surface of the lines, Occasionally the
humour is the roadway into the essential seriousness of the
poem, An example of the shift in tone is "Autumn Evensong."
In this poem a strong undertone of isolation suggests 1tself
despite the outward, joyful acceptance of night and storm
as in the earlier “South-West Wind in the Woodland," While
the poem would seem to be closely knit in thought to the 1851
volume, Meredith's concentration on and keen awareness of the
bareness, and the cold, hard outline of nature in the fall
creates a tone or atmosphere foreign to the exultation of
Poemg, In "South-West Wind in the Woodland" one feels that
Meredith is experiencing physically and joyfully the buffet-
ing wind and is rejoicing as he feels and hears the "volice of
nature"; in "Autumn Evensong" there is no suggestion of phys-
ical joy in hature, and his welcome to night and storm has a
ring of defiance, as 1f he will remain snug and warm desplte
the chilling character of nature, Night and storm in "Autumn
Evensong" do not give Meredith a semse of union with a'greater
harmony : they close in on him, leaving him alone on a barren
heath:

The long cloud edged with streaming grey

Soars from the West;
The red leaf mounts with 1t away,
Showing the nest

A blot among the branches bare:
There is a cry of outcasts in the air,
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Pale on the panes of the old hall
Gleams the lone space

Between the sunset and the squallj;
And on its face

Mournfully glimmers to the last:

Great oaks grow mighty minstrels in the blast,

Pale the rain-rutted roadways shine

In the green light
Behind the cedar and the pine:
Come, thundering night..
Blacken broad earth with hoards of storm:
For me yon valley-cottage beckons warm,

While physical nature is the background of “Autumn
Avensong," as it is of the poetry of the 1851 volume, the tone
2nd attitude struck in this poem differ from that of the early
poetry. The suggestion that the nest is & "blot among the
brenches bare" and that the birds are “"outcasts in the air,"
crying in the face of nature's impending onslaught, creates
a sense of igolation and anguish unknown 1in 1851, There
creeps into the lines a melancholy note through the descript-
ion of the space between the "sunset and the squall" as
"pale, "lone," and glimmering tmournfully,." One is dimly
aware of an unreal character to the roadways as they shine
"pale" and "rain-rutted" in "the green light/Behind the cedar
and the pine.," If there is mnothing actually forbidding in
the description, one does feel that in the vaguely unreal
world before the storm, man is even more of an outcast than
the Dbirds.

One is awsre of this subtle change of tone, though not

so clearly, even 1in a poem celebrating spring, "The Sweet o! the
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Year"z is akin to "The Rape of Aurora" in celebrating the
assertion of the renewal pattern, but here, despite the
richness of language, there is a restraint and emotional bal-
ance suggesting that there are forces at work in Meredith
more subtle than those causing him to revel in the sensuous
renewal pattern in nature., One feels 1n the poem the presence
of the intellect, The tendency of the poetry of 1851 to con-
centration on the merely sensuous in nature 1s controlled in
"The Sweet o! the Year" by the pressure of the mind's per-
celving in the renewal pattern fulfilment for man, Nan's
life is infused with order and meaning as he, with the other
creatures of mature, with which he is here identified, celebrates
the coming of spring:
Now the frog, all lean and weak,
Yawning from his famished sleep,
Water in the ditch doth seek,
HFast as he can stretch and leap:

Marshy king-cups burning near
Tell him 'tis the sweet o'the year,
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Now the merry malds so falir
Weave the wreathes and choose the queen,
Blooming in the open alr,
Like fresh flowers upon the green;
Spring, in every thought sincere,
Thrills them with the sweet o! the year,
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Now all nature is alive,
Bird and beetle, man and mole;
Bee-like goes the human hive,
Hearty falth and honest cheer
Welcome in the sweet o'the year,
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The inclusion of man in nature in the poem, however, does not

seem the consequence of serilous thought, for Meredith appears
unaware of any unwontedly profound significance in the situa-
tion. The presence of man in nature and the welcoming in of
spring with "hearty faith and honest cheer" humanizes and makes
more rationsl the renewal pattern, restrains the more sensudus
aspects of the season, but 1t does not establish a new stage
in Meredith's thought., "The Sweet o'the Year," nonetheless,
is noteworthy for its more solemn tone, for 1t is indicative
of the general movement of Meredith's poetry at this time to
o more balsnced and rational positlon,
"The Song of Courtesy" is a serilous poen ingsofar as
it suggests the efficacy of peace, harmony, Or courtesy among
people, but it 1s a poem whose serious theme is presented
through hilariously exaggerated lmagery and landscape, The
naive thought at the heart of the 1851 poetry is chastened
and metured by the play of the mind, "The Song of Courtesy"
reveals a greater depth of understanding than the poems of
1851 because it is self-critical even as it 1s sincere.
The wit and exaggeration sre readlly seen 1in the first
stanza: |
When Sir Gewaln was led to his bridal-bed
By Arthur's knights in scorn God-sped:=-—
How think you he felt?
0 the bride within
Was yellow and dry as & snake's 0ld skin;
Loathly as sin!

Scarcely faceable,
Quite unembraceable;
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With a hog's bristle on a hagl!s chin!--

Gentle Gawalin felt as should we,

Little of Love's soft fire knew heg

But he was the Knight of Courtesy.J
The situation in the poem is actually serious, for Sir Gawaln,
- the perfect knight, is being subjected to a test of his
courtesy, really to a test of his morality, The exaggeration
in form and content, however, lightens what would otherwise be
a heavy, unconvincing seriousness, The description of Gawain's
bride as "yellow and dry asgs & snake's old skin' and the follow-
ing exaggeration of her repulsiveness through the rapid sylla-
bic compression-- from ten syllables to four-- succeed in
lending the poem a tone of gentle mockery, The sudden change
from a basically lambic structure to three lines with initisl
trochees throws an exaggerated emphasis on "Loathly," "Scarcely,"
and "Quite" which, when combined with the effect of the sudden
syllabic reduction, casts over the whole an aura of mock
seriousness which, strangely enough, permits one to take the
idea of the poem seriously., While the humour in "The Rape of
Aurora" contributes to the thought underlying the poem by
disarming the critical faculty of the reader and suggesting the
innocence of Apollo, the comedy inherent in "The Song of
Courtesy" activates the critical eye and the intelligence to
cause the reader to see beyond the scene to the idea,

The shift in tone from 1851 can be seen as well in the

second and third stanzas of "The Song of Courtesy." One can

feel a greater depth of experience and understanding informing



57

the central idea. The very awareness of the presence of the

intellect in the poem gives the poem & greater valldity in
the reader's mind:

When that evil lady he lay beslde
Bade him turn to greet his bride,
What think you he did?
0, to spare her paln,
And let not his loathing her loathliness vain
Mirror too plain,
Sadly, sighingly,
Almost dyingly,
Turned he and kissed her once and again,
Like Sir Gawain, gentles, should we?
Silent all! But for pattern agree
Therels none like the Knight of Courtesy.

Sir Gawain sprang up amid laces and curls:
Kisses are not wasted pearlsi--
What clung in his arms?
0, a maliden flower,
Burning with blushes the sweet bride-bower,
Beauty her dower!
Breathing perfumingly;
Shall I live bloomingly,
Said she, by day, or the bridal hour?
Thereat he clasped her, and whispered he,
Thine, rare bride, the choice shall bhe.
Said she, Twice blest is Courtesy.

The spparent virtuosity of style in the poem is subordinated
to the comic tone. Insofar as a comic tone indicates an
awareness of the comedy of life as well as its earnestness,
and insofar as the awareness of the comic reveals the presence
of the intellect, Meredith has matured and developed beyond
1851,

Despite the shift in tone, one must not forget that
the poems discussed above are, in thought, at approximately

the same stage as the poems of 1851, The tone of the poems
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suggests & greater awareness of man and the nature of life,
but Meredith is still heavily influenced by his 1851 concept
of mature and man, This 1s nowhere more clsarly evidenced
than in "Over the Hills,"LP surely one of the poorest poems
ever published, Insofar as the plece conveys a definite
meaning, "Over the Hillsg" suggests that nature is scenery and
an escape for man, Meredith, indeed, would seem bitter in his
revulsion from man and society. As there is no real develop-
ment within the poem, one may quote stanzas at random wilthout
fearing loss of meaning:

Here among men we're like the deer
Thaet yonder is our prey:

So, over the hills, we'll bound old hound,
Over the hills and away.

The hypocrite 1s master here,
But he's the cock of clay:

So, over the hills we'll bound, old hound,
Over the hills and sway,

The women, they shall sigh and smile,
And madden whom they may:

It's over the hills we'll bound, old hound,
Over the hills and away,
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The torrent glints under the rowan red,
And shekes the bracken spray:

What joy on the heather to bound, old hound,
Over the hills and away.

The sun bursts broad, and the heathery bed
Is purple, and orange, and gray:

Away, end away, we'll bound, old hound,
Over the hills and sway,
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The concepbion of nature and man in the poem 18 clearly that

of 1851, in which men and nature are divided, and nature is

a self-sufficient harmony to which inadequate man applies for
consolation, While the central idea of the poem 18 of 1851
vintage, the tone of the poem shows clearly that new forces
are at work in Meredith, Bitterness 1s unknown in 1851, The
same force which causes Meredith to subdue exultation in
"autumn Evensong! and "The Sweet o! the Year," the same force
which causes him to suggest the comic element in "The Song

of Courtesy" is at work in "Over the Hills" to produce the
tone of bitterness: the force of the intellect grappling with
numan existence, Meredith's reaction to nature and man is
being qualified by his chastening contacts with 1life., The
tone of the poems has shifted and not the ideas, but the new
tone is a premonition of deeper changes,

Meredith's movement away from the simple nature wor-
ship of 1851 is attested by more than the tone of the poetry
published between 1851 and 1861, This period saw the publi-
cation of at least two5 poems which indicate clearly that
Meredith was consciously seeking a new understanding of the
relationship of man and nature, an understanding with a
rational, not an emotional, basis. "The Last Words of Juggl-
ing Jerry“6 and "By the Rosanﬂa"7 suggest that Meredith was

re-examining his 1851 position in an attempt to see meaning
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in life for the individual msn, to understand the meaning
Tfor men of nature, death, permanence -- of life itself. In
relation to his new emphasis on the existence of man, his
concern with the actual living of life after 1851, it is
interesting to note what Meredith says himself. In a letter
to the Reverend Augustus Jessopp, dated November 13, 1861,
Meredith writes:

But one result. of my hard education since
the publication of my boy's book in '51

(those poems were written before I was twenty)
has been that I rarely write save from the
suggestion of something actually observed,

I mean, that I rarely write verse, Thus my
Jugglers, Beggars, etc,, I have met on the road,
and have ldealized but slightly. I desire to
strike the poetic spark out of absolute

human clay. And in doing so I have the fancy
that I do solid work -- better then a carol
in mid air ,... Of course I do not think of
binding down the Muse to the study of facts,
Thet is but & part of her work,

Meredith's turning to observable fact, and to humanity in

particular, is coumsclous, After 1851 there is a concentrated

effort to understand life by understanding man, Man begins

to assume a central position in Heredith'!s rationale of
exlstence,
"The Last Words of Juggling Jerry" might be read

merely as a character stud but in this poem Meredith is
3

face to face with the problem of death and the nature of
change, The old juggler 1is dying by the hedge-side in the

arms of his wife, His last words consist of comment on the
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nature of living, dying, and of death, There is a unity
of tone and attitude in the poem, stemming from the inform-
ing reallzation of death's nearmess, which lends the poem
a measure of validity and penetration, a modicum of effect-
iveness. 1In the final analysils, however, one must feel
that both the tone and the content of the poem are Iforced,
do not spring from true convictions of Meredith so much
as Tfrom a driving desire to provide enswers to the guestions
of life, to cquestions which he has not yet fully understood,
The first stanza suggests the tone of the poem and the
juggler's attitude to death:
Pitch here the tent, while the old horse grazes:
By the old hedge-side we'll halt a stage,
It's nigh my last above the daisies:
My next leaf!'ll be man's blank page.
Yes,my old girl! and it's no use crying:
Juggler, constable, king, must bow,
One that outjuggles all's been spying
Long to have me, and he has me now,
Deeth is to Dbe stoically met, is to be accepted as inevitable,
No duestion is asked of the meaning of death, but there is &
suggestion of a greater force than man which levels and con-
sumes, The stanzea succeeds 1n convincing the reader of the
presence of death,
The only false note in the passage 1s the Juggler's
excessive protestation of his acceptance of death., The tone

of the lines ig intended one feels, to give the impression

of Jerry's calm resolution in the face of death; in reality
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the tone reveals an uacertainty snd emotional fear., The
line "Yes, my old girl! and it's no use crying," while it
ostensibly suggests the uselessness of pity and sorrow,
actually becomes 2 plea for pity by producing a pervading,
honey-sweet pathos in the lines., The language and imagery
of the whole stanza lend themselves to this tone of pathos,
The horse is o0ld, the hedge is o0ld, the wife is old. The
lines "It's nigh my last above the daisies:/My next leaf'll
be man's blank page" are patently sentimental and pathetic,
The tone of the stanza, then, causes one to feel the thought
forced and untrue in the situstion., Meredith is facing the
problem of death, but he is chesting in his answer to the
problem, for he 1s not being honest with himself: he knows
the pose, the attitude he would like to adopt, but he is not
yet prepered to accept the full consequences of that atti-
tude. Ileredith is at an interim stage in the development of
his attitude to death; he is considering death in its meaning
for man, which is an advance from 1851, but he has not yet
defined and accepted this developed attitude, The play of
reason has caused him to consider death as a problem compli=~
cating the simple 1851 position, but it has not yet enabled
him to free himself of the toils of emotion and sentimentality
which prevent his arriving st a satisfactory solution.

The tone of pathos, seriously qualifying the accept-

ance of death, pervades the whole poem, Meredith, nonetheless,
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suggests several points which show that he hes penetrated
further into the nature of existence then he had in 1851,
or, at least, that he 1s aware of a greater complexity in
existence than he was earlier, The most striking develop-
ment is, perhaps, in leredith's 2ttitude to nature, There
is no suggestion even of an emotional union with it. Nature,
as scenery, is indifferent to the death of Juggling Jerry,

Wnile there is essential division between man and nature in

Poems, men can at least find emotional consgolation in it.

"ihe Last Words of Juggling Jerry" suggests no comnsolatlon,
no sense of harmony. Reason has intervened to make Meredith
aware of naturs's indifference to the individual, but it has

not yet provided him with any alternate security. Nature's

.s

indifference can be seen in the following passage
Yonder came smells of the gorse, so nutty,
Gold-like and warm: 1t's the prime of lay.
Better than mortar, brick and putty,
Is God's house on a blowing day,.
Lean me more up the mound; now I feel 1t:
A1l the o0ld heath smells! Ain't it strange?
There's the world laughing, as if to conceal 1%,
But He's by us, Jjuggling the change,
Nature's harmonious self-sufficiency merely accentuates the
mortality of man, Nature seems to conceal the approach of
death from man by not concerning herself with death at all,
snd, therefore, waking it impossible for men to see his
death in her. In this poem, man must look elsewhere than to

nature for comsolation as he hovers on the verge of apparent
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oblivion,

Concerncd a8 he is between 1851 and 1861 with the
meaning of death for the individual, lMeredith, conceliving
of no relstion between men and nature, must look to some
concept of God and eternity. His unsatisfactory and frag-
mentary explanstion of the ultimate fate of Juggling Jerry

3\

sests once sgain that Meredith has not yet worked out

L

sug
or defined for himself his position. There is constant ref-
erence in the poem to a "Great Juggler," representing, it
would seem, & power superlor to man, controlling men's
fate, ‘The "Great Juggler" is, apparently, God, stripped of
all traditionsl, supernstural, and religious connotations,
Jerry rejects organized religlon and its sgents:
It's past parsons to congole us:
No, nor no doctor fetch for me:
I can dile without my bolus;
Two of a trade, lass, never agree.
Parson and Doctor!-- don't they love rarely
Fighting the devil in other men's flelds:
Stand up yourself and match him falirly:
Then see how the rascal ylelds!
While this rejection of orgsnized religlon does suggest a
rejection of much of the traditional content of religion as
well, insofar as the doctor and parson are seen as jugglers
2nd medicine =nd religion are seen as opilates, it does not
clarify one's understanding of Jerry's concept of a "Great

Juggler," for mno connection between the right mode of living

end the "Great Juggler" is suggested. One feels that the
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failure to clarify stems from g basic confusion in Mereditn's

mind.9 In stanza nine Jerry says:

Cheer up! the Lord must have his lease,
Meybe -- for none see in that black hollow —=-
It's just a place where we'lre held in pawn,
Aand, when the Grest Juggler mskes ag to swsllow
it s Just the sword trick -- I ain't quite gonel

The fate of the individual after death is not clear, but

lMeredith once zgain compromises to suggest the possibility

of lif'e after death. As in the matter of meeting death stoi-
cally, Heredith's sentimental and emotional element forces

him to compromise in an effort to have the best of both pPOsS~
sible worlds, <The compromise, however, is unsatisfactory,
suggesting merely Meredith's failure to understand the problem
or himself,

"The Last Words of Juggling Jerry" suggests, not only
Meredith's position regarding death and Aying, but his con-
cept of the good life at this time, Living is seen as Juggl-
ing, as keeping several balls in Lthe air at once, timing oune's
movements in a way not to disrupt the moving balls, belng
careful not to misstep lest ome drop the balls, lose one's
spectators, lose one's money, Living, seen as juggling, is
& continuous process of taking what one can. In stanza five,
Jerry says: |

Juggling's no sin, for we must have victual:
Nature allows us to bait for the fool,

Holding one's own mekes us juggle no little;
But, to increase it, hard juggling's the rule,
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You that are suneering at my profession,
Haven't you juggled a vast amount?

There's the Prime lMinister, in one Session,
Juggles more games than my sins'll count,

k] =]

This rugged individualism is explained further in the follow-
ing stanza:
I've murdered insects with mock thunder:
Conscience, for that, in men don't quail,
I've maede my bread from the bump of wonder:
That's my business, and there's my tale,
One can see in this concept of living no suggestion of a
moral force, nothing to curb or restrain the individusl's
desgires end actions, no criteria of right behaviour, Jerry
would seem to be essentially amorsl, Nature does not provide
man with a positive criterion and he has nothing within him-
self to guide hig asctions but a conscience which is undefined
and apparently inoperative, Juggling Jerry would seem to be
the most rugged of rugged individuals fumctioning in an open,
laissez~falre soclety,

Mereditn, however, compromises once agein, For no
apparent reasomn, he provides Jerry with a sense of morelity
and responsibllity, In stanza eight Jerry points out care-
fully that "Wwe two were married, due and legal:/Honest we've
lived since we've been one." In stanze ten Jerry feels
obliged to point out that his wife will be left with & con-

siderable sum of money and that he treated her well during

life:
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I, lass, have lived no glpsy, Tlaunting
Finery while hils poor helpmate grubs:
Coin I've stored, and you won't be wanting:
You shan't beg from troughs snd tubs,

Can there be any doubt that this unwarranted and illogical
sense of morality and responsibility in Jerry stems from &
failure of Meredith to apply his intellect fully to the
problem of living, s failure stemming, in turn, from the
influence of the emotional and sentimental element? ‘Lhe poem
is saturated with sentimentality and repressed emotion, One
may look anywhere to see the confusing influence of senti-
mentality. Stanza six, in which Jerry had sald boldly of his
juggling, "That's my business, and there's my tale," contalins
21l of the sentimentality and emotion which could possibly be
forced into a respect for monarchy: "Ay! and I've had my
smile from the Queen:/Bravo, Jerry! she meant: God bless
her!t" After pointing out the morality of their relations in
stenza eight, Jerry says, with calculated sentimentality,
of hinself and his wife in youth:

Birds in a May-bush we were! right merry!

All night we kiss'd, we Juggled all day.
Joy wag the heart of Juggling Jerry!
Now from his old girl he's Juggled away.
Nowhere is the underlying seuntimental snd emotlonal tone

of the poem felt more strongly, however, than in the last
stanza, The imsge of the two gulls flying together happily,

to be divided by the shot of a chance hunter, 1s so patently
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sentimental as to be unconvincing; indeed, the effective-
ness of the poem is seriously undermined by the wesknesgs of
the last stanza:
I mind it well, by the sea-beach lying,
Once -- 1t's long gone -- when two gulls we beheld,
Which, as the moon got up, were flying
Down a big wave that sparked znd swelled.
Crack, went a gun: one fell: the second
Wheeled round him twice, and was off for new luck:
There in the dark her white wing beckon'd:--
Drop me a kiss -- I'm the bird dead-struck!
- The stoic acceptance of death and the necessary indifference
of the living to desth, suggested in the phrase "off for new
luck," is sadly qualified and adulterated by the grossly
sentimental and melodramatic image of the last two lines,

An analysig of "The Last Words of Juggling Jerryl
shows clearly that leredith, after 1851, became concerned, as
he had not in Poems, with the individual's life, death, and
ultimate fate, The concern would seem to have been the
result of an increased play of the mind and Meredith's exper-
lence with 1life, 1In any case, he 1s concerned to understand
the nature of the individual and his relation to the whole

R

of existence, The expression of this concern reveals, how-
ever, that Meredith had not yet arrived at firm conclusious,
was not yet free of the emotionsl element found so strongly

in Poems. "The Last words of Juggling Jerry," while it shows

development from 1851, is still clearly transitional and

unsatisfactory as an expression of a unified view of existence,
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In the 1851 volume of poetry, Meredlth concelves of a
union existing between man send nature, The basis of the
union is individual men's awereness of the existence in his
heart of the game sensuous love as is in the heart of mnature,
Men, thet is, in communilon with nature, feels the same driving
force in himself which he conceives to be in nature, In 1861,
in "By the Rosanna," lMeredith concelves of the possipility
of union between msn and nature again; this time, however, the
union is between man ag & goecies and nature, The ultimate
nature of the union cannot be determined, for Meredith says
1little of the manner in which the union is to be brought
about, His proposed union, however, 1is significant in two
respects: 1t indicates his growing concern with the need of
2 relationship between man and nature more broadly based than
that suggested in 1851, and it suggests an equality of man
and nature foreign to the nsture worship of Poems, In "By
the Rosanna' only by union can man or nature find fulfilment,

"By the Hosanna' is a difficult poem to comprehend in
its entirety, for it 1s at once occagional, personal, and
seriously intended, The complex and confusing character of
the poem is indicated by ieredith in a letter to the Heverend
Augustus Jessopp:

Apropog of the "Rosanna," it was written from
the Tyrol, to a friend, and was simply &

piece of friendly play, Which should not have
been published, you add? Perhaps not,
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but it pleased my friend, and the short passage
of description was a 113@1 .1 transcript of the
Scene, Moreover, though the style is open to
blame, there is an ldea running through the verses,
which, while I was rallying my friend, I ooncelved
to have some polnt for a larger oudleace
Wnile it 1s "simply a piece of friendly play," it has "an
idea running through the verses, " Considering the personal
nature of the poem, it would probably be unfeir snd incor-
rect to sttribute its roughness of phrasing snd dimness of
meaning to a fallure in Meredith to understand just what he
wanted to say: undoubtedly much of the poor quzlity of the
poetry and the vagueness of meaning stems from his assumption
of good humour and understanding in his friend, Meredith,
nonetheless, did publish the complete poem in 1861, and,
therefore, must have felt the poem to be sufficiently well-
wrought to bear oriticism.ll In the finsl analysis, one can
attempt only to determine what Meredith is actuslly saying
while allowing for the element of humour snd vagueness in
the poen,

12

The poem turns upon the poet's seeing in the river

Losanna an 1lmage of the onrush of the world of business
rether than of the world of nature apart from man:

The roarlng voice thnrough the long white chain
1s the voice of the uOfld of bubble and brain,

I find it where I sought it least;

I sought the mountain and the beast,

The young thin air that knits the nerves,
The chamois ledge, the snowy curves;
Barth in her whlbeness looking bold

To Heaven for ever as of old,
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And lo, if I translate the sound

Now thundering in my ears around,

'Tis London rushing down & hill,

Life, or London; which you will!

And men with brain who follow the bubble,
And Hosts without, who hurry and eddy,

And still press on: joy, passion, and trouble!
Necessity's instinct; true, though unsteady,
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Business, Business, seems the word,
In this unvarying On-on-on!
The volume coming, the volume gone,

Ghosts, glancing at Beauty, undeterred:

As in the torrent of cabs we both

Have glanced, borne forward, willing or loth,
His seeing the world of man, the world of business, in nature
ig in contrast to the attitude of the friend to whom the poem
is addressed,lj who keeps separated the world of nature and
the world of maen:

Is it enough to profane your mood,

Arcadian dreamer, who think it sad
If a2 Dbreath of the world on your haunts intrude,
Though in London you're hunting the bubble like mad?
For you are one who raise the Nymph
Wherever Nature sits alone;
Who pitch your delight in a region of lymph,
Bejoiced that its srms evade your own,

The Nymph of nature would seem to be the beauty of nature
ignored by the rushing waters of the river, referred to in
the earlier quoted lines: "The volume coming, the volume gone,/
Ghosts, glancing at Beauty, undeterred...." In contrast to
the poet, the friend is an "Arcadlan dreamer' who separates

the world of men and the world of nature, who sees the Nymph
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of nature's beauty only where "Nature gits alone," The
friend, moreover, rejoices that the Nymph remains divided
from him, separated from mankind, The suggestion would seem
to be made, as well, that the friend's rejoicing in the
division of man and nature's beauty actually consists of an
attempt to escape reality. This, of course, 1g suggested in
the poet's reference to him as an "Arcadian dreamer," but
the following lines would seem to indicate even more clearly
tne unreality of the friend's position:

I see you lying here, and wistiully
Watching the dim shape, tender and fresh;
Your Season-Beauty failthless, or kiss'd fully,

You're just a little tired of flesh,

The friend's being "tired of flesh" would seem to suggest
that he is trying to escape it, trying to escape reality in
"watching the dim shape" unrelated to human experience,

The poet feels that the Nymph's existence apart from
men is not enough, She must, he thinks, have some use to
man or she will fly from him:

She lives, I swear! We join hands there,

But what's her use? Can you declare?

If she serves no purpose, she must take wing:

Art stamps her for an ugly thing,

Will she fly with the o0ld gods, or Jjoin with the new?
Is she made of the stuff for a thorough alllance?

Or, standing alone, does she dare go thro!
The ordeal of & scrutiny of Sclence?

Although one cannot pretend to follow the loglc of the poet

when he says that "Art stamps her for an ugly thing," it 1is
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clear that Meredith feels that the Nymph wmust have a purpose
for man, must pe allied with man, or have a reality and pur-
pose in physical nature as examined by Scilence,

Wilth apparently no logical transition, Meredith suddenly
suggests that the Nymph of nature's beauty is on trial,
seemingly for her life. It would sppear that she must recog-
nize that she 1is only partly of nsture, that her 1life comes
from "the humen heart," The implication is that, unless she
acknowledges her relation to man, she will die:

Your Nymph is on tricl, Will she own

Her perentage Humanity?

Of her essence these things but form a part;

Her heart comes out of the human hesart,
With & complete lack of logic once again, lMeredith suddenly
suggests that the Nymph will gain a "soul," a permanence,
apparently, by wedding the London cabmen, the epitome of
practicality and the onrush of humen affairs,., The lack of
logic 1g confessed, for he says in justification, "Don't ask
me why:--when Instinect sveaks,/0ld Mother Reason is not at
home," IMeredith suggests earlier that the Nymph should be
introduced to "a short-neck'd, many-caped, London cabman,"
that the meeting would do the cabman good, and that the Nymph
can not afford to refuse to meet him, for, "if Sentiment
won't wed with Fact,/Poor Sentiment soon needs perfuming,"

The Nymph of nature's beauty,or "Sentiment," dependent

upon man for life,1s now seen to mneed marrisge to the cabman,
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or practicality, for permanent existence:
Tremendous Thought, which I scarce dare blab, man!
The soul she yet lacks -- the illumination
ITmmortall —-- it strikes me like inspiration,
she must get her that soul by wedding the cabman!
The nearest Meredith approaches to explaining how the union
1s brought zbout is to say that "If we screw ourselves up
to a certain pitch,/Shé meets us -- that I know of her." The
Nymph of neture's beauty being prepared to meet the cabman,
Meredith suggests that the cabmen, in contact with "the
thunder of waters," will permit her to "enter him by the gate
of wonder," Through the union of the Nymph and the London
cabmen, the Nymph gains permanent 1life and the cabmen gains
fulfilment as a man:
It tekes him doubtless long to peel,
Who wears at least a dozen cspes:
Yet 1f but ounce she makes him feel,

The Man comes of his multiform shapes,

Men and the beauty of nature, it would seem, are dependent
upon one another for full 1life,

Despite the jocularity, the roughness, the illogical
character of "By the Bosanna," one catches a gleam of an
advence 1n leredith's thought. Although the Nymph is the
beauty of nsture and not nature as a whole, man and nature
can be seen as necessary to one another's fulfilment, With-

out man, nature's beauty can neither live nor have permanence;

without nature, men is an incomplete being, While man and
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nature remain two separate entitles, men has assumed &
more central role in existence and nature is no longer com-—

pletely self-sufficient, A vulnerable spot has been found

in the armour of nature; she will no longer bear herself in

the same manner as she did in 1851,
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NOTES

lMeredith, The Poetical Works, pp.91l-92,

Ibld. ) pp.90—91'
I-bi(i. b} pp992_930

Ibid., pp.9%=-95,

Brief mention should be msde of a poem, first published
in 1860, which suggests that Heredith was developing a
concept of man and eternity far adveanced beyond ideas
expressed in Poems or those expressed in the poems of
the transition period, "The Head of Bran the Blest" is
essentially a patriotic poem demanding that the people
of Britain retain the strength and courage of the legen-
dary Bran the Blest, The last stanza of the poem, how-
ever, suggests & concept of life and eternity not
previously mentioned in Meredith's poetry:

Brim the horn! a health is drunk,
Now, that shall keep going:
Life is but the pebble sunk;
Deeds, the circle growing!
Fill, and pledge the Head of Bran!
Wnile his lead they follow,
Long shall heads in Britain plan
speech Deeth cannot swallow!

While it is to be granted that the lines "Life is but

the pebble sunk;/Deeds, the circle growing!" do not offer
a definitive conception of life and the nature of deeds,
gtill the suggestion is of interest. The individual life
is here concelved as being important only insofar as it
brings about deeds, or, more precisely, the lines suggest
that only deeds tell of the importance of life, The
emphasis upon deeds rather than 1life itself indicates the
possibllity of a further development in Meredith's thought,
The individual loses his supreme importance in the unfold-
ing of history. It 1s vaguely suggested that death is
overcome, that a permenence of a sort is established, by
seeing the true significance of living in the endless
panorama of ever-increasing deeds rather then in the indi-
vidual life,

"The Head of Bran" is the only poem in which this concept
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of 1life and eternity is implied in this period; there-
fore there cen be no attempt to place the poem centrally
in Meredith's development, The point is, moreover,
expressed vaguely and one does not feel that it is
strongly felt by HMeredith. It can remalin only inciden-
tal in his thought at this time. Still 1t is

incidentally interesting to note and important to recog-
nize tne idea's presence in Meredlith's mind at this stage,
for it indicates a rational spproach to an understanding
of 1ife which Meredith later accentuates and stresses,

Meredith, The Poetical Works, pp.%95-98.

Tbid., pp.107-112,

George Meredith, Letters of Ceorge Meredith, collected
and edited by his son.(London: Constable and Company
Ltd., 1912), p.h45,

Justification might seem needed for 1ldentifying the mind
of Meredith with that of Juggling Jerry, uwhen one con-
siders the character of the poetry in this transition
period, however, and the later development of lMeredith's
thought, the identification seems quite reasgonable.

First, as has been indicated, the poetry between 1851 and
1861 does mot have & unified basis, as does that of every
other period in Meredlth's poetic career, If it appears
reasonsble to say, therefore, that the unity of "Modern
Love" is the consequence of the unity of leredith's
thought, that his feeling that man must accept his ident-
ity with nature's processes lends to the poem a unity
wihich it would not otherwise have, 1s it not also reason-
able to say thet "The Last Words of Juggling Jerry" is
weakened by the poet'!s failure to achleve within himself
a similar unity of thought? In short, when the rest of
Meredith's poetry apperently reflects what the poet
thought, is it not reasonable to say that the poems of
the transition period reflect his thoughts as well -- with

211l the weaknesses or unresolved conflicts inherent in them?

The spparently unconscious conflict in "The Last Words of
Juggling Jerry," moreover, between sentimentallty and
reason, is precisely the same conflict which later, in
different terms, 1s brought into the open and resolved in
"Modern Love." It would appear that the uncomscious con-
flict within Juggling Jerry is the same conflict which
existed within Meredith himself and, therefore, that
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identification of Jerry and Meredith is only
reasonable,

Meredith, op.clt., D.A4.

The ten lines after line forty-four were omitted Dby
Meredith in 1862, In 1898 he omitted all but the first
twenty lines, Trevelyan restores the poem as it exlsted
in the 1861 publication, For details of lMeredith's
omissions, see The Works of George Meredith, Memorial
mdition, vol. 37 (New York: Charles Scribner's sons,
1911), p.260,

leredith, The Poetical Works, pp.l07-112,

Frederick Augustus lMaxse (1833-1900).



CHAPTER IV
THE POETRY OF MATURATION 1862

While the poetry published between 1851 and 1861 is
weakened by the conflict between sentimentality and reason,
as 1f Meredith were growing conscious of the demands of life
but was not yet sufficiently matured to penetrate their
deeper implications or to give a balanced and controlled ex-
pression of his reactions to them, the poetry of 1862 forces
the conflict into the open, gaining beaubty and power through
the comnscious and controlled opposition of the two, Senti-
mentality and reason are exposed as struggling for mastery
of men, with tregedy or richness of life awaiting the result,

The poems Tirst published in 1862, in lodern Love and

Poems of the English kosdside, are clearly divisible into two

parts: the title poem, "Modern Love," in which the actuel
struggle between sentimentality and reason is represented, and
The shorter poems, such as "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in
Autumn," in which the broader ramifications of man's acceptance
of reason as & gulde rather than sentimentality are given
xpression, While external evidence is lacking to show that
"Modern Love" was written prior to the shorter poems published
in 1862, a reading of them can leave no doubt that, regardless
of the time of actual composition, the shorter poems are, in

fact, relexed meditations on the proper relastionship of man
2 oy A
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and nsture s revealed in "Modernm Love." DBecause of the
comparative excellence of the title poem, because there is
& tendency among critics to misunderstand it, and because
one csn wWitness therein the course of Meredith's struggle to
maturity, by far the greatest emphaesis in this chapter 1is
upon "Modern Love." The shorter poems say 1ittle or nothing
not found in some form in the title poem, Thelr chief advan-
tage lies in thelr straight-forwerd, undramatic exposition of
Meredith's new-found understanding.

The 1862 volume of poetry represents the turning point
in Meredith's understanding of the relationship of men and
nature., Hitherto, regardless of nis dependence upon neture
for fulfilment, man was not an integral part of nature's pro-
cesses nor subject to her lews, 1In 1862 and after, however,
leredith recognizes & unity-in-process between them, as
nsture is conceived of as progressing and man as the leader
in her progress. After 1862, trust, love, and understanding
of nsture sre not only the means to man's sense of fulfilment
but men's duty within nsture's processes, Men must strive to
serve nature's ends to serve his own,

‘The process of meturatlion aft work in the "ilodern Love"
volume affects more then Meredith's understanding of man and
nature. The poetry itself undergoes & transformation, Gone

are the awkward and often irritating experiments of the
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trensition period, The unthinking sentimentallty in "Juggl-
ing Jerry® and the self-conscilous and painful phrasing of
"By the Rosamma" are replaced by the severely controlled,
terribly sensitive lines of "Moderm Love" and the eloquent
exposition of "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in Autumn.," The
grim struggle in "Modern Love" between reason and unreason
or nature's demands and sentimentality is reflected in the
alternation snd juxtaposition of lines of great lyrical beauty
and savage, lacerating irony. Meredith's use of the sonnet
form permits the development of a horrible tenslon within an
apparently relaxed statement. Through the use of a sonnet
series Meredith is able to combine an informal, pictorisl,
and scenic menner of presentation and the order, tension, and
direction necessitated by the somnet form, Nowhere else in
lieredith's poetic works cen one find such satisfection both
in detall and general organization,

The conflict which marks "Modern Love," however, has
comparatively 1little part in "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in
Autumn" and progressively less in the poetry of later years.
It is very much as if the struggle in "Modern Love" between
sentimentality and reason were the only one necessary to the
establishment of mental snd emotional security in Meredith;
after '"lModern Love" his poetry becomes one of exposition or

pure, lyrical song: conflict, caustic irony, and brilliant
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but brutal wit lose thelr raison dletre as lMeredith becomes

sure of the character of reason and the proper relationship

of nature and man. In "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in Autumn, "

for example, while ome is aware of the fresiness of the ideas,
of Meredith's still-trembling grasp of the changed situation,

suggesting, possibly, the lingering presence of some latent

conflict, it is clear that the poem 1s essentially lyrical

description and ilmpassioned exposition, The 1862 volume of

poetry is, at once, the culmination of Meredith's poetic career

and the beginning of a mnew development.,

Jeredith's 1862 volume of poetry 1is dominated by the title

poem, "Hodern Love‘,“:L Tn both size and cuallty this poem excels

"ty sixbeen-line sonnets,

14y
E_J-
=

any other in the book. Compoged of
it combines the strengbth of the narrative and the senslitivity
and polish of the sonnet, 1ITS excellence haes been recognlzed
insofar as it hasg been the object of the most sustained analy-

ses given any of Meredith'!s poems, Two of the more provoca-

3

tive studies sre those of C. Day Lewis2 and of Norman Friedman,
Day Lewis sees the poem &as the beginning and the end of
¥eredith's poetic career:

And here, perheaps, we nave resched the core of
iereaith's failure as a poet after Hodern LoOve. He
was & humanist who, because of his extrene sensitivity,
tried to insulabe himself from Tthe human COnAGition saas
The hideous and long-drawn suffering which produced
fodern Love devestated him, I suggest, 1in two ways: it
left & lerge srea of scorched esrth behind 1t but 1t
5lso forced Meredith to withdraw to a position in which
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he could never be so badly hurt again, In making
this withdrawel, he cut away, surrendered, Loo much
of himself: it was a major operatlion which left his
poetry permanently invelid,...He tried to dissociate
himself from his first marriage, toO forget the agony
of the past: and thus, the stature of his soul, of his
poetry wWas shortened,

An assessment less reminlscent of soap opera and more persuas-
ive in its sanity is given by Friedman in his discussion of
the symbolic structure of "Modern Love':

However, I think it 1s Meredith's best poem

for the same reason that 1t is a complex one:

it is the record of the men he Was in the
process of becoming, 80 to speak, the man he is.
Both biographlcally and zesthetically this

poem znd 1ts pbackground represent the most
crucisl trensition polnt in Meredith's life.
Just as he suffered through the personal
tragedy which brought to & dismal close his
marrisge with lery Peacock Nicolls before
schieving & lasting union with tferie Vulliamy,
so he wrestled in "Moderm Love" with a set

of sttitudes and imeges which were O become
the very foundstion of his later work, Thus,
while his early poetry 1s characterized by

a pseudo-Keatsean lushness...and a pseudo-
Browningesque heartiness,..,the poems followling
1odern Love" are characterilzed by an austere
optimism and a hardy texture which are hils
slone. Yet whatever virtues these latter may
contain -- and there are many -- They lack the
natura naturans of "lModern Love ,* It is a poem
of grating ironlies, giddily reversing emotions,
rapildly shifting lmages, and subtly blended
technidues,

Tt is to be noted that both writers emphasize the import-
ance of the poem in lMeredith's poetic career and that both
relate the character of the poem to his personal life, "Modern

Tove" is certainly important in the development of the poetry,
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end & similarity between the poem's narrative and Meredith's
marital sdventure with lMary Peacock Nicolls is obvious. An
undue emphasis upon the similarity of Meredith's first marriage
and that providing the meat of the poem's narrativé, however,
results in & distortion of “Moderh Love'" and the poetry as &
whole.,

The first consequence of reading "Modern Love" as the
record of a personal marriage failure 1s TO understand the
sction of the poem as revealing only the conflict of two
people unwillingly bound DYy the ties of marriage., Insofar as
one becomes comscious of & theme at all in the poem, it is
simply the revelation of & couplets unsuccessiul struggle to
meintein a marriasge., As Norman Kelvin polnts out, "that the
poem is about the fallure of & marriasget is a "fact."6

In e very real and undenlable sense. this is true; but
one is decelving oneself and distorting the poem 1f one does
not go further to see that, while it is "about'" & marriage
failure, the poem is given meaning and unity by a theme which
nas a broader application than simply to the incidents in
nyodern Love.! The theme of the poem 1s the tragedy of man's
life when he refuses to understand and accept the character

f nature's processes and his place in them, In "Modern Love"

O

the essential conflict is between the forces of sentimentallity,
refusing to recognize the existence or meaning for man of

time's inevitable change, particulerly in the realm of love,
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ané reason, demanding man's recognition of the existence and
rruitfulness of time's changes. As change 1s the key TO the
beneficence of nature's processes and acceptbance of reason is
scceptance of time's fruitfulness, the theme of njlodern Love"
cen be seen to be the tragedy of man's rgilure to recognize and
sccept his proper relationship with nature. The marriage of
the couple in "Modern Love" falls because the husband does nob
recognize soon enough and the wife does not recognlize ever the
necessgity of love's growth in time, involving the death oOr
destruction of one phase as it is supplanted naturally by
apother. The grim sentimental determination of the couple to
retain or.to recognize as real only the first, impaséioned,
and ideal phase of their love relationship blinds them TO the
reality of nature's pProcesses. Only when her blinging to the
ultimete reallty of sentimental or idealistic love results in
nis wife's death does the husband recognize and accept fully
man's place and function in nature. "Moderm Love" 18 about
o merriasge fallure, and there is a rough parallel between
the incidents of the poem and Meredith's maritel history. But
the poem reflects much more the struggle 1n Meredith's mind
between reason or nature's clalms on man, which deny his
meaning vbeyond her Processes, snd sentimentality, which

refuses to acceptb the ultimate reality of mnature and demands

special privileges for man,
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To say, therefore, as Day Lewis does, that the "hide-

ous and long-drawn suffering which produced Moderm Love

devastated" Meredith and "left his poebry permanently invalid"
is to fail to see beyond the melodramatic situations in the
poem to the tragic theme uniting them, is, in short, to
distort both the poem's philosophic significance for Meredith
snd its meaning for the later poetry. If one reglizes that
tnrough the suffering recorded in "Modern Love" Meredith 1s
actuslly drawing nesrer to an understanding and acceptance

of 1life by seeing as the cause of thisg suffering & fallure %O
understand the nature of reality, then 1t is impossible for
one to speak of his insulating "himgelf from the human con-
gition," ‘he truth is, surely, that lleredith is actually
bering himself to the "human condition," is comsciously and,
perhaps, brutally exploring the nature of rezlity for man,

Day Lewis would seem TO be suggesting that because of
tiodern Love!" Meredith was never sgain sble to deal adequately
with the “human condition," with reality, Clearly, if "odern
Iove!' is more then & recording of a "hideous and long=-drawn
suffering," if it is, in fact, the tragedy of a couple's
foilure to understand reality -- which implies, of course,
the necessity of understanding reality, or actually, the
proper relationshlp of man and nature -- then bay Lewls 1s

wrong, and lereditin did not try "to dissoclate himgelf from
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his first marrisge" or "forget the agony of the past," did
not, in short, turn from reality, Instead, he tried to
assimilate and use the experience of "llodern Love," Philo-
sophically and, perhaps, psychologically, lMeredith wes
matured by the experience,

From the point of view of poetry as lyrical expression
or musical snd delightful lsnguage, however, 1t might appear
that "Modern Love" "devastated" Meredith and rendered his
later poetry "invelid," for after 1862 his style of writing
chenges. While in Poems,in the Transition Period, and 1n
tiodern Love! itself langusge, imagery, and style generally
are employed by leredith in an attempt to create particular
effects, the poems published after 1862 tend more and more

to find their raison d'etre in the ideas expressed rather than

in their manner of expression, Form 1n poetry, after "Modern
Love," seems to be less important in Meredith's mind then
content., To the extent that lMeredith's later poetry 1s
unsatisfactory as poetic expression, and to the extent that
this weakness 1s traceable to the philosophic strengthening
ne received from the "Modern Love" experience, it might be
possible to say that Meredith was "devastabted" and his later
poetry made Winvalid,"

But is Meredith's later poetry sufficiently weak o
warrant Dey Lewis's accusation of invalidity and to justify

the melodramatic description of Meredith as "devastated"?




88
Tg all of Meredith's poetry after 1862 dull, unimaginative,
obscure, or umnsatisfactory as poetic expression? In short,

is Meredith & "failure as a poet after lodern Love"? The

answer, for anyone who nas read the later poetry, must be
that he is not. "Love in the Valley," "Hymn to Colour,"
"Tucifer in Starlight," and "Song in the Songless," among
others, testify to the strength of lMeredith as a poet as well
as a philosopher, These poems admit of no devastatlon or
invelidity. Surely no critic would label these poems a8 poor,
One must admit, of course, that, while ngevastated" and
tinvalid" are excessive when applied tO Meredith and his later
poetry, there 1is a dropping off from the striking effectivencss
of "Modern Love," With the possible exception of "Love in the
valley," no poem after 1862 can compare with "lHodern fove!" for
power, technlcal nastery, or sensitlvity to language and 1lmage,
But no poem before 1862 cen compare with "Modern Love" either.
The conclusion o be drawn, surely, 1g nob thet "Modernm Love"
ig the only sgignificant poen written by Meredith, but simply
thet it is his best, All poems except "Modern Love'" cannot
be termed weak because they are not the ecuals of This work,
feredith is not & poorer poet alfter 1852 than he was before;
indeed, he 1s a better poet, Tor hig ideas are more coherent,
more valusble. while ome will find & greater number of weak
poems in the later poetry then in the poetry written before
1862, one must suspect that the cause lies as much with the
greater total number of poems written in the latér period as

with eny possible ilnfluence of the "Modernm Love® experilence
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upon Heredith's attitude to life or art. Properly speaking,
the dropping off which takes place 1s only from tModern Love,"
Excepting thils one peculiarly effective poem, the poetry
written by Meredith after 1862 compares favourably with that
Written before. While there is a change of style in Meredith's
poetry after "Modern Love," 1t cannot truthfully be said thaet
this style is weaker, in terms of poetilc effect, than that
employed before 1862, M"Hymn to Colour' cOmpares favourably
with "Daphne,"

Dey Lewis's fallure toO percelve the unlting theme of
"Modern Love," therefore, results in nis distortion of the
poem's meaning in Meredith's career, Instead of seeing 1t as
merely Meredith's best poem, ne tends to see it as the only
velid poem written by Mleredith—unless he believes that some
of the earlier poems quslily for acceptance, 'The point is, of
course, that "Hodern Love" is an integral and important part
of Meredith's career as poet. In Tthe poem the various ldeas
snd sttitudes which had earlier been in silent conflict are
brought face to face to struggle openly for mastery of Mere-
dith's mind., The victory of reason, mesning the acceptance
of nature and her processes as the final reality for man,
determines the character of Meredith'!s later poetry., Poems
are never sgain empty of conscious thought or weakened by

unrecognized and unresolved conflicts. "Modern Love," being




the battlefield of ideas, is & uniquely excitling poen, but
its success does not invelidate the later poetry. "Modern
Love" makes the later poetry possible,

Friedmen's error in his comment on "lModern Love" has
the same source as the error of Day Lewig: a failure to see
beyond the narrative of the poem to the sctual theme, He
fzils to see the poem as a unity, saying, "IT is a poem of
grating ironies, £iddily reversing emotlons, rapidly shifting
imeges, and subtly blended techniques.," The poem as he
describes it, has no centre, no core, NO theme: 1t 1s merely
5 kaleidoscope of highly finished, brilliant, but essentially
separate pleces, ﬁhile Triedmen seems aware of & deeper
significance when he writes that Meredith "wrestled in
1iodern Love! with & set of attitudes and images which were
+to become the very foundation of his later work," he nowhere
gemonstrates thet he comnceives of s unifying theme., AN
understanding of the tragedy of "lodern Love" 1s nowhere
expressed.

mo date no one has recognlzed "odern Love!" ag a tragedy
in structure and deslgn &as well as in its unhappy ending., No
one has taken the trouble to analyze the poem somnnet DY sonnetb
in an effort to see 1t as a unified whole, No one hes
attempted to understand the character of its development.

tModern Love," therefore, has suffered from a misunderstanding
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poth of its meaning as a poen and of its significence in
Meredith's development as a poet and thinker,

"odern Love" is the tragedy of & married couple who
fgil to recognize the character of mature'!s processes and
who are, therefore, fated to unheppiness, frustratlon, and
an unreal, distorted, end futile existence leading to despalr
smd death. From the first sonnet the couple are revealed to be
givided from one another and, therefore, from the proper oOr
natural married state. The tregedy opeuns, as it were, with
the kingdom divided and right order inverted., The couple's
failure to understand nature nss caused them to cling O the
sentimental first stage of their relationship as being the
only state of real love which exists. They have, that 18,
tried to ignore the passage of time to retain the original
cheracter of their love., The result has been their utter
division,for &as they believe in the reallty of love only &s 1t
exists at its inception they cennot grasp snd accept the change
neturally wrought in their reletionship by the passage of time,
At the opening of the poem, the wife has already taken & lover,
or, at least, has committed some act involving another men
which the husband thinks a tgin," The husband, however,
is guilty too, for, instead of recognizing & measure of per-
sonsl blame for the division petween them, he blames the wife
entirely, Communication between the two has ceased and they

sre enveloped 1in an unreal world of their own making, The
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lack of communication, the deep division between them, 1s
emphasized by the nusband's violent physical attraction to
the wife and his coincidental revulsion from hér as the
supposed destroyer of their love,

The world of the couple has sbout it an atmosphere
of hell in its horrible intensity, refined savagery, and
poignant fubility. A11 effects are heightened by the
owareness one has of the great need and desire of the couple
to communicate and the hopelessness of the desire as it dles
upon emptiness, There is, indeed, an image of hell intro-
duced., The wife is thought of Dby the husband as "a star with
1lurid beams" crowning "the pit of infamy.' As well as these
examples of satan and hell imagery, words and. phrases are
used in reference to the wife in the distorted world of the
couple which are suggestive of the serpent in the Garden of
Eden, Through the lmagery one grasps the inversion, unreal-
ity, and horror of the world in which the husband and wife
exist snd which they inevitably created Dby failing to recognize
the character of nature's laws and their application to man,
Imagery, in fact, igs one of the chief means of tracing
the development of tThe couple'!s relationship and seeing to
what degree sentimentality has been abandoned for reason.
While the imagery of hell 1is used to indicate the static,
inverted world of the couple, ocean, particularly wave, imagery

is used to indicate the passage of time,., As the couple identify
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themselves with sentimental, idealized love or see it as the
only true form of love and in its destruction the destruction
of their whole relationship, they are represented ag being
destroyed by the waves of time; to the same extent to which
they Teel themselves belng destroyed, they are described in
terms of hell and saten imsgery. The husband's acceptance
of nature's processes and thelr spplication to man is repres-—
ented by nis recognizing the necessity of abandoning as dead
the spent force of love's early, impassioned, and idealistic
stage., Acceptence of nature's processes, he sees, means the
acceptance as reallity, not of particular waves of time ==
as that of lmpessioned, first love -- but of the continuous
movement of time's waves, from being to non-being, from vibrant
life upon time's ocean to hissing death upon oblivion's shore,
The tregedy of "Modern Love," in terms of the two chief strands
of imagery in the poem, is the fallure of the couple to recog-

nize that only by accepting the constant change of the waves of

time's ocean as real and meaningful rather than the permanence of
an individual wave can they achieve happiness and fulfilment

and escape belng utterly destroyed, escape the horrible, hell-
like, unreal viorld of timelessness in time., Thelr clinging to

a perticular wave of time, to a particuler stage of development
as belng the only reality, causes them to suffer death with it

as it plunges madly ashore to explire, Refusing to see the

true nasture of reality causes thelr love relationship to dile
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and brings about self-destruction from despalr and sentimen-~
tality., They are caught up on the shore of time in a hell-
like, timeless, inverted world of horror for which they have
only their own short-sightedness and sentimentality to blame,

The fiftileth sonnet of "Modern Love!" succinctly and

effectively analyzes the tragedy of the couplel's relstionship.
It makes clear that the tragedy lies in the couple's faillure

to grow in time, The sonnet and the whole poem cloge with

the sound of the ocean, terribly beautiful, inexorably moving,
pressing its significance upon one's mind:

Thus plteously Love closed what he begat:

The union of this ever-diverse palr!

These two were rapid falcons 1in a snare,
Condemned to do the flitting of the bat.

Lovers beneath the singing skies of May,

They wandered once; clear as the dew on flovers:
But they fed not on the advancing hours:

Thelr hearts held cravings for the buried day,
Then each spplied to each that fatal knife,
Deep questioning, which probes to endless dole,
Ah, what a dusty answer gets the soul

When hot for certainties in this our lifel--
In tragic hints here see what evermore

loves dark as yonder midnight ocean's force,
Thundering like ramping hosts of warriQr horse,
To throw that faint thin line upon the shore!

The last four lines of the sommet have been the object
of consilderable critical activity. The various interpretations
given them will be dealt with 1ater;7 meanwnile it is suffic=-
lent to note the presence of the wave imagery and its relation

to what has been said of the necessity of moving or growing

with time, One is to see in the couple's fallure to feed "on
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the advencing hours," in their craving "for the buried day,"
in their "deep questioning," "tragic hints" of the exlistence
of a force or power which moves "evermore" with the fury and
destructiveness, with the relentless energy and speed of

"romping hosts of werrier horse," One 1is to see "“hints" of

this force, but the force itself remains unseen, imperceptible,

tdark as yonder midnight ocean's force"; its presence is
known by its "thundering" and the "faint thin line upon the
shore." It would seem only reasonable that thils force 1is
that of time's inexorable movement and that the "faint thin
line" is the residue, foam, or debris cast up on time's shore
by spent waves, The "falint thin line," thaet is, 1is the dead
past cast out from the moving, vital ocean of time,mutely
testifying to the necessity of men'!s acceptence of time's
movement g real end frultful rether than individual waves
or particulsr stages 1f he 1s TO escape being carried ashore
$o0 expire with the past.

when the couple's merriage fallure 1s seen in the light
of the wave imegery of the last four lines, it becomes
apparent that their failure tO feed on "the advencing hours,"
their craving "for the buried day" inevitably results in the
destruction of their whole relationship and makes possible
the wife's death by suicide, for the "buried day" to which
they cling, the youthful, impessiocned, and idealistic stage

of love, is destroyed in the netural and inevitable passage
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of time, Their clinging to this stage as the only reallty
in love necessitates the death of their relationship., The
"faint thin line," the foam of the hissing, dying waves, 1s
the unreal, hell-like world of the divided couple, Only the
husband's last-minute acceptance of time's meaning for man,
of mnature's laws, permits him to escape this satanic world.
The wife, belleving in the reslity only of youthful, idealls-
tic love and not recopnizing or sccepting the character of
naturet!s laws, of time or their sigmificance for men, commits
suicide, thereby intending to make possible the husband's
merriage with o womsn of whom she conceives him to be enamoured,
The wife's sentimental, despairing action reveals to the hus-
pand and the reader the full range of the destructiveness of
sentimentality, or of clinging irrationally to one stage of
development, to one wave of time as belng real and permanent,
The futility of the wife's sulcide reveals the full tragedy
of "Modern Love,"

Before studying the fifty sonnets of "Modern Love"
individually to trace the development of Meredith's growing
understanding of the relationship of man and nature, it 1is
interesting to note the presence of +the wave imagery 1ln three
short poems of the 1862 volume of poetry. In "Cassamdra,“8
”Shemselnihar,"9 and "By Horning Twilight“lo one finds
leredith using wave and ocean imagery o suggest the passage
of time; indeed, in "By Morming Twilight! one finds, as well,

a Strong suggestion of the "faint thin line," IT seems clear
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that the passage of time, with the ocean and waves as its
symbol, was & dominant theme in the thought of Meredith
during the composition of the poems of the 1862 volume, 1t
will be sufficient merely to guote pertinent lines from the
poems tO indicate the presence of the imagery and 1ts signi
:Eicanoe: Tn ®Cassandra" the prophetess ig remembering the
past and the coming of the Greeks, The image of past events
is fused with an image of the ocean. Cassandra, the prophet-
ess, remembers Helen's coming to Troy as she, herself, after
proy's destruction, ig carried a prisoner to Sparta., As
Helen's arrivel in Troy 1is the beginning of the city'!s destruc-~
tion, 1s the beginning, &8 it were, of the scroll of Cassendra's
prophecy of doom, SO Cagsandra's arrivael in Sparta 1is the end.,
The "long shoreward roll," or the wave in which the anchor of
the ship carrying ner ig cast, becomes the curled end of
cassandra's prophetic scroll as Helen's arrival in Troy was
the beginning, The luage of the scroll, representing the
passage of time, the working out of Cassandrats prophecy,
becomes, both visually and thematically, one with the waves
of time's ocean:

Eyeing phantoms of the Past,
Tolded like & prophet's scroll,
In the deep's long shoreward roll
Here she sees the anchor cast:
Backward moves her sunless soul.

One stanza later the warriors on the plalins of Troy

are seen, 1in cessandra's imagination, TO "glimmer ocean washed,"
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As well as an obvious reference to the warrior'!s spray-
deshed armour, it seems only reasonable to see in the descrip-
tive phrase a further reference to their belng a part of the
past, to their being "washed" by the ocean of time, insofar
ag they are part of the prophetic scroll which, in the earlier
stanza, was ldentified with the passage of time:

O the bliss upon the plains,

Where the joining heroes clashed
Shield and spear, and, unabashed,
Challenged with hot chariot-reins
Gods! ~--they glimmer ocean wasned,

In "By Norning Twilight" the poet's being cast "pale
on the beach" is strongly suggestive of the "faint thin line®:

Night, like & dying mother,
Byes her young offspring, Day.
The birds are dreamlly piping.
And O, nmy love, my darling!

The night is life ebb'd away:

Away beyond our reachl!

A sesa thet has cast us pale on the beach;
Weeds with the weeds and the pebbles
That hear the lone tamarisk rooted in sand

sway
With the song of the sea to the land.

It would mnot, perhaps, be reading too much into a few lines
to understand "the song of the sea to the land" as nature's
exhortation to man bto grow in time, specifically, to grow 1in
love,

Tn "Shemselnihar" the suggestion of time's passage 1n

wave imsgery is made in only two lines, but it is made unmistak=-
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ably. In the opening two lines of the poem, Shemselnihar
cries out at the coming of morning to separate ner from her
lover and maeke her, once again, the beloved captive of her
proper lord: "O my lover! the night like a broad smooth wave /
Bears us onward, and morn, a black rock, shines wet.," Clearly
in these lines bthe passage of time 1s fused with the wave
imagery, Shemselnihar and her lover are carried on the "oroad
smooth weve" of time towards morning.

It is of GOﬁsiderable importance to note the presence
of wave imzgery in poems of the same volume as "Modern Love'
snd its clear suggestion of the passage of time, for it tends
to confirm the interpretation given the imagery in the present
enalysis of the title poem, As will be seen, it has not been
the common practise of critics To understand the wave lmagery
as indicating, simply, the passage of time in "Modern Love.“11
Neredith's using the imagery in other poems of the same period
coes far to justify the approach of the present analysis,

One does not Tind, in “Modern Love," & narratlve of
evaﬂts. One finds instesd a series of psychologilcal and philo-
sophical snalyses conducted within the confines of fifty
sixteen-line sonnets, each sonnet relsted to those preceding
snd following it by theme but unconnected with them, except
in the most general way, by an actual, external plot movement.
The unity of "lodern Love" is found, not 1n external actlon,

but in the continuous development of 1ts Theme, Events happen,
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not for their own seke, but to reveal the mental and emotional
states of the couple, Bach sonnet, by and large, has as its
basis one scene which, &s 1t is presented, is, by tone, attitude,
and phrasing, probed and analyzed to reveal the couple's
situstion in its stark, savege nakeduness, Generally speaking,
the movement of the poem tends to be circular rather than
linear, Hach somnet, that ig, seems to lead one further and
further into the reality of the couple's hell-like world, as 1if
to the centre of & series of concentric circles rapidly decreas-
ing in size, Each sonnet asgumes the character of another
smaller circle in which the horror increasges directly as tne
size diminishes. As the sonnets of "lModern Love" galn thelr
power by ruthless concision, by suppression of all but the
absolutely necessary, as they reveal, thereby, & depth of
emotionsal and mentsl turmoil otherwise incommunicable, they
come to stand for the couple's world itself, extermnally con-
trolled, intermelly mad,

The development of "Modern Love," then, can not be
traced merely by noting passing events, In realilty, few
events hoppen in & physical sense., One must trace, therefore,
the psychological states of the husband in the poem 1f one
ig to understend the character of the change which he snd the
reader experience, Generally speaking, the poem can be seen

to move from the initial situstion of division between the
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nusband and wife, to the husband's questioning of the divisg=-
ion, to his reallzation of the character of nature's laws and
thelr significance to men, to his apparent acceptance of
nature's laws, to nis final acceptance, A simpler and more
sccurate breakdown of the poem would see it moving through
three steges. The first stage would include the presentation
of the initial situation, the husband's questioning of the
division, and his realization of the character and meaning of
nature's laws. The second stage would have &8 its centre
the husband'!s affalr with & woman identified only as "my
Lady." In this affalr the nusband operates in sccordance with
the laws of nature as he has learned them. The affair, that 1s,
represents & true union, & nstural union, &s it were, within
the boundsries of the false, unreal union of the husband and
wife, It is akin to a play within a play, demonstrating the
right order of things end acting as & foil to the main actilon.
The third stage extends from the destruction of thig affalr by
the re-entry of the wife and the reassertion of the influence
of the couple's hell-like world toO the couple's barren reunion
and the wife's committing suicide. It is 1n this last stage
thet the full horror, the full tragedy of the couple's mar-
rigge is realized, for here 1ls seen the end result of the
couplets faillure tO understand and accept nature's laws, The
wife's convictilon that love 1is necessarily impassioned and

idealistic causes her to destroy herself, for she concelves
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that her husband's love for "my Lady" has returned and that
she is, therefore, 1in the way, Not conceiving of the possi-
pility of chenge or growth in love, she has identified herself
with the past idealistic love between her and the husband, has
destroyed herself, and has become part of the "faint thin
line,"

The first somnet of "Hoderm Love" reveals the situation,
the theme, and the tone of the whole poem. One gathers from
it sn swareness of the couple's division, the relation of this
division to their separavion from growth in time, and &
consciousness of the restrained violence and unreallty per-

meatbing end controlling thelr existence., The first sommeb

h!

is pervaded by the 1lmage of the marrisge bed, Upon this bed,

the symbol of married harmony, of physicsl, mental, and
spiritual unlion, the couple are seen to exist in a state of
utter division:

By this he knew she wept with weking eyes:

That, at his hend's light quiver by her nead,
The strange low sobs that shook their common bed
were celled into her with a sharp surprise,

ind strangled mute, like 1little gepling snakes,
Dreadfully venomous to him, She lay
Stone-still, and the long dariness flowed away
with muffled pulses, Then, as midnight mekes
Her giant heart of ilemory and Lears

Drink the pale drug of silence, and SO beat
Sleep'!s heavy measure, they from nead to feet
Were moveless, looking through their dead black years,
By vain regret gsorawled over the blank wall,
Tike sculptured effigles they might be seen
Upon thelr marrisge-tomb, The sword between;
@sch wishing for the sword that severs all,
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The wifel!s sobbing in itself indicates some disgunion
between the couple, but 1t is Tthe discription of the sobs
and the image employed Lo suggest the character of thelr
strangling which reveal the depth and nature of the division
between Tthem:

The strange low sobs that sghook thelr common bed

Were called into her with a sharp surprise,

ind strangled mute, like little gaping snakes,

Dreadfully venomous to him,
The description of the sobs a8 "strangelend "low" and as
shaking "thelr common bed" 1is éignifioamt, for 1t suggests,
first, that they are not the result of some common marital
misadventure but of something which undermines their whole
marrisge relationship, and, second, that, as they are "low"
the wife is attempting to prevent the husband's becoming
aware of them, that she is, in short, struggling to prevent
communication with ner husband, This latter fact 1s made
clear by her drawing them 1n “with g sharp surprise." The
fact that the "common bed" is shaken 1s sufficlent evidence
to prove that the marriage itself 1s in jeopardy.

It is the representation of the suppressed sobs as "little
gaping snakes/Dreadfully venomous to him” which most strikingly
reveals the division of the couple, Omne is first struck by
the horror contained in and expressed by the adjective "gaping,"
It suggests the horror of the whole marital existence of the

couple, Particularly, "gaping," when combined with Ugtrangled
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mute," expresses the savage restraint imposed upon the wife's
thoughts and her insanely intense Geslire and need to communi-
cete., The extreme violence of the image indicating the wife's
cutting off of her sobs reveals an impenetrable division
petween the husband and wife, With such violence no communi-
cation is possible, The sobs, moreover, ss "strengled mute"
and "gaping" snakes, are tgreadfully venomous" O the husband,
Their venom, of course, lies in their beilng the product of
the wife's unexpressed fury end anger with the man. There 1is,
nowever, enother, a broader, and = more significant sense
in which The sobs are ndreadrfully venomoug' TO the husband,
They are venomous  to nim insofar as they represent nis poisoned
merital state. Without the husband's belng aware of it at Thils
time, the Sobs, in effect, mesn the death of his marriage.

The contrast which 1s clearly implied between the couple's

-

marriage and marriage as it ghould be, in the first gix lines

of the sonnet, is carriled into the remaining Ten lines To

reveal the difference between their actual relation ©TO the
passage of time and thet which should exist., In three sentences
the couple are seen to De motionlesg: "She lay/Stone—still";
n1they from head tO feet/Were moveless"; nT,ike sculptured
effigles they might be geen," This static character of the
couple is in shearp contrast to the movement oOr passing of time:

"she long darkness 1 owed sway/With muffled pulses"; "midnight
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is, further, a suggestion of time's haeving passed in thelr
®)ooking through their dead bdlack years," The point of the
contrast, of course, is to relate the couple's division

from each other t0 their division from the passage of time,

It is to be noted, for example, that immediately after the

wife strangles her sobs ghe lies "stone-still," Clearly one

ig to perceive that her violent suppression of the sobs, her
fear of communicating with her husband, isolates her, sets

her, like a stone, apart from the passage of time, That

her existence, therefore, is a death-in-life and that it is
created by her division from time are emphasized by the follow-
ing line which shows time and life to be passing: "the long
darkness flowed away/With muffled pulses," Time and life

pass, taking with them the opportunity to communicate and
destroy her unreal, stone-like existence, The couple's separa-
tion from time's passage, from growth in time, causes the night
t0 be seen as no more than a "long darkness," flowing away,
significantly, with "muffled pulses," The terms "darkness'

and "muffled" suggest the leck of communicetion between the

two and the term "pulses" relates this futile world to the
passing of life, The implicetion clearly is that the couple's
foilure to move with time, which brings them the "long derkness®

and sense of fubtility, results in the waste of 1life,
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The couple's division and thelr separation from time
is further explored in the following lines:

Then, 2s midnight makes

Her giant heart of HMHemory and lears

Drink the pale drug of silence, and 80 beat

Sleep's heavy measure, they from head to feet

Were moveless, looking through thelr dead black years,

By vain regret scrawled over the blank wall,
The vassage seems to mean that in the same way as midnight
drugs her heart, her "Memory and Tears," with silence and
causes them to sleep, to be unconscious of the outside world,
so the couple drug theilr hearts, thelr memories and tears,
with silence, do not communicate, do not move TO one another,
Rach turns in upon himself alone., Thelr fallure to move with
time causes their hearts to be asleep to each other, brings
about = lack of contact between them, causes thelr past to
consist only of %"dead black years," Thelr regret over the
past, is, of course, "vain," for time has passed and regret
ig pointless in face of time's inexorable passing,

The image in the final three lines of the sonnet demon-
strates quite clearly the couple's failure to move with time,
the consequent division between them, and the resulting
futility of thelr lives:

Like sculptured effigies they might be seen
Upon their marriage-tomb, the sword between;
Bach wishing for the sword that severs all,
The distinguishing cheracter of the image 1s 1ts static, yet

violent quality. The figures are moblonless end silent on the
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crave of marriage; yet one feels in them an arrested [ury,

e

{

Tt is the sword which lies Dbetween the figures which lends
to the imsge its peculiar dual nature, The figures are, at
once, divided and controlled by ifte presence., LEven as they
are senarated by it, as the symbol of violence, 1t acts &s

a focal point around which they are situsted, Insofar as it
does act ag = focal point of the two figures, however, it
gives them & certain unity, put it is & unity besed on actual
division; therefore, one feels the unity to be false and the
whole situation unreal, The presence of the sword, in short,
causes one to regard the situstion as paradoxlical, Or more
precisely, as irrational,

The imege is composed of three elements which appear to
be related in & nrocess of cause and effect: the sculptured
effigies, the sword, and the merriage-tomb, The character or
the "sculptured effigles" eppears, ab least, two-fold., First,
the term "sculptured" clearly recalls the wife's lying "stone-
still® upon reelizing the husband 18 swake to hear her £0DS
and that there might, therefore, be communication petween
them, It suggests, that is, that both men and wife are gullty
of & fsilure to communicate, Second, the term teffigies”
indicetes the presence of humen forms without life; therefore,
the death-in-life existence implled in the earlier "stone-still"
image here assumes definite form, O reflect on the existence

of the couple together,
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Between these two figures, separabting and controlling
them, as has been noted, lies the sword. The earlier passing

o
L

of time, upon the wife's becoming "stone-still," here seems
to become & sword separating the two, It seems to represent
the gulf of time between them, that is, the years that have

pessed, carrylng them further and further from each other, from

H

the early phase of their relatlonship to which they persist
in clinging. In effect, it is a sword of silence, the lack
of communication dividing the two., The traditlonal sword of
chesgtity becomes here a sword of frustration and futiltity.

The chilef symbdl of the futility of the couple's world
is the merrisge-tomb upon which the effigies are seen, This
tomb is the "common bed" of marriage, the symbol of union &nd
hermony, transformed, It would sSeem that the couple's fail-
ure to grow in time, their division end lack of communication, -
nes led to the death of their marriage relationship, Not
only is the transformstion of the "common bed" into & "merriage-
tomb" a consequence of the couple's division, but the image of
them bound within the confines of a dead marriage accentuates
for one the umnsburalness, the unreality, the horror of thelr
existing union.

That one 1s intended to feel the unreality of the couple's
existence is clear from the last line of the somnet., That each
should wish "for the sword thet severs all," for actual death,

in short, is clear evidence of the futility of the couple's
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lives, By refusing or feiling to grow in time, to communi-
cate, they have destroyed the possibility of fulfilment for
thnemselves; they have inevitably doomed themselves to a living
death,

as Elizebeth Cox Wright suggests, ? the first somnet of
"Modern Love" holds the key to the rest of the poem, Contrary
to what she suggests, however, the sonnet's importance lies,
not in its presentation of images which are carried throughout
the poem, but in its organizing these images in aen intelligible
menner., The first sonnet groups the images to 1lndicate the
importence of man's relation to time within the poem, With
an understanding of the first somnet of "Modern Love," one
can move through the poem seeing its meaning and unity,

While the first sonnet reveals the theme of the poem
and the division of the couple from time end from each other,
sonnets two to seven, roughly speaking, reveal the initial
situstion in the story of their relstionship's disintegration,.
They are deeply divided; the women has teken a lover; the hus-
bend is torn between desire Tor her and revulsion from her;
he cannot accept the death of their love; and the whole of his
1ife is affected by hisg emotional turmoil upon realization of
their love's apparent death,

Tn the second sonnet one finds the division of the two

revealed, the turmoil within the husband, and his distorted
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vision of the world:

BEach sucked a secret, and each wore a mask,

But, oh, the bitter taste her beauty hadl

He sickened as at breath of poison~flowers:

A languid humour stole among the hours,

And if their smiles encountered, he went mad,

And raged deep inwsrd, till the light was brown

Before his vision, and the world, forgot,

Looked wicked as some old dull murder-gpot,

A star with lurid beams, she seemed to crown

The pity of infamy:...
The first line of the quotation suggests the division of the
couple: "Each sucked a secret, and each wore a mask," The
second and third lines reveal the simultaneous attraction
and repulsion of the wife for the husband, Her "beauty" had
o "pitter taste" at which he "sickened as at breath of poison-
flowers," The term "poison-flowers" itself suggests the
dual nature of the husband's attitude to his wife, In differ-
ent terms, the image of the divided effigies of sonnet one 1is
here renewed, But instead of the couple's division belng
effected by the sword of silence or of time, for which both
are responsible, the husband feels that the wife 1s solely
responsible for the death of their love, The static quality
of the effigies! relationship to one another and to time 1s,
furthermore, suggested in the line: YA languid humour stole
among the hours," As a result, that is, of the wife's simul-
taneous sttraction snd repulsion for the husband, time, as 1t

were stands still, end the coupls become entrapped in an

unreal, insane world,
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If "thelr smiles encountered," if the husbsnd became
awere of possible goodness or friendliness in the wife, 1f
he felt the possibility of communication, apparently he was
driven to seeing her asg supremely evil, as Satan crowning
the "pit of infamy." It is important to note, however, that
this happened when "he went med,..and the world, forgot,/
Looked wicked as some old dull murder-spot,." His seeing as
the sole or prime cause of the destruction of their love
relationshlp his wife rather than their joint failure %o grow
in time, their mutual insistence upon love's static character,
occurs when reason is rendered impotent, when the world as it
1s 1s forgotten, and he can understand their situation only
in terms of two extremes:; timeless Rden and timeless hell,

N

The husband, thet is, sees his wife s a fallen Eve, respon-
gible for the destruction of their timeless Eden-like love,
The world becomes for him "some old dull murder-spot," "wicked"
in its atmosphere of death and violence, Existence for the
husbend 1s reduced to an intense but futile awareness of his
changed world, The irrationality of the husband'ls position
end the horror of his world is indicated, finally, in the
image of his wife as Lucifer overlooking hell, in his seeing
2 mere fallen woman as Satan,

The irrationality of the husband's position is readily

percelvable when one remembers the true nature of the situation




112

ag presented 1in gomnet one. Hushaend =nd wife are equally
responsgible for their division, It is not the wife who is

the cause of their separation but their mutual failure to gErow
in time; therefore, for the huseband to hold that she alone is
the cause of the fall from Eden-like love is an error, is
irrational,

The presence of the hell-satan imsgery, however, reveals
the character of the couple's world, ILike hell, it 1s time-
less and meaningless; it is permeated with horror and madness,
Chiefly, it 1s an unreal world, a world of illusion, a2 world
of unreason, In separating themselves from growth in time,
from an understanding and acceptance of nature's laws, of
reality, the couple condemn themselves to hell,

The third sommet clarifies the character of the wife's
fall, which, in the eyes of the husband, caused the couple's
division: she has a lover:

This was the woman; what now of the man?

But pass him. If he comes beneath a heel,

He shall be crushed until he cannot feel,

Or, being callous, haply till he can,

But he 1s nothing:—nothing?...

It cannot be such harm on her cool brow

To put a kiss? Yet if I meet him there!l
One can see in the relation of the lover to the snake imagery
the development of the imagery from suggesting merely a lack
of communication in the first sonnet to indicating the whole

distorted vision the husband has of the world snd time, The

satan~-hell imagery and its relation to time are closely inter-
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twined in the last four lines of the third sonnet:
&, no! I know too well
I cleim a star whose light is overcast:
I claim a phantom-women in the Past,
The hour has struck, though I heard not the bell!
The husbsnd knows "too well" that his wife has fallen and
that he is drawn to her only as he remembers her. The very
capitalization of "Past" suggests the static, motionless,
and unreal world to which he is drawn, Time has pessed and
time has changed the world, but the husband refuses to accept
the change: he "heard not the bell,™
The futllity of life for the husband when he is turned
in upon himself and divorced from time's movement is indicated
in the fourth sonnet:
All other joys of life he strove %o warm,
And magnify, gnd catch them to his lip:
But they had suffered shipwreck with the ship,
And geazed upon him sallow from the storm,
Or 1f Delusion came, 'twas but to show
The coming minute mock the one that went,
Cold as & mountain in its star-pitched bteunt,
otood high Philosophy, less friend then foe:
Whom self-caged Passion, from its prison pbars,
1s always watching with a wondering hate,
Not till the fire is dying in the grate,
Look we for any kinship with the stars.
The first four lines reveal that "all other joys of life"
have suffered the came fate as the wife in sonnet threes: as
she hag become a "phantom-women in the Past" to the husband,
so "all other joys" now but "gaze upon him sallow" and
carmmot pe warmed, magnified, or caught to his lip. In short,

4

&g the wife has become essentially unreal to the husband,



114
hes become a '"phantom-woman," his whole existence has become
essentially unreal and illusory. The image of "all other
joys" gazing upon the husband is reminiscent of the staring
dead men in "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," reminding the
Mariner that he is cursed with a death-in-life, 1In any case
the husband's inability to "warm" Yother joys of life" reveals
thet they have become illusory and phantom=-like to him,

The central image in the first four lines relates the
nugband'!s awareness of life's futility or unreallity to his
failure to recognize or azccept the change wrought by time
in his love relationship with his wife, "All other jJoys
of 1ife" have "suffered shipwreck with the ship." The ship
of love, as it were, or the ship bearing the couple's youthiul
love relationship on the ocean of time has been wrecked, and,
a8 the husband has seen ﬁall other joys of life" as belng part
of the same chip's company, they have suffered the seme fate
ag the wife and the love relationship he has known, They
heve become unreal, phantom-like, and “gaze upon him sallow
from the storm." Whether or not Meredith was conscious of
the similarity in imagery between the "other joys" gazing

the husband snd the dead men staring at the Anclent

W]
ot

liariner, the effect, surely, is the same: to indicate that
the husband, on the one hand, and the Heriner, on the other,

are cursed with death-in-life. The point is that as the
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wif'e has become a '"phantom-woman" to the nusband because "the
nour has struck" though he "heard not the bell," so the

nusbend's whole existence has become Joyless and futile because

the ship of love, has, in a sense, "struck," has been wrecked,
and because he has seen in their youthful end impassioned
love relationship life's meaning and joy., The "other joys"
can but remind him that he is cursed —-— or really has cursed

himselt -- with death-in-life. 7o the husband, at this stage,

the ship of impassioned and youthful love ig as well, the

The husband's despailr and sense of futility is revealed
in the last three'quatrains of' the somnet, He finds that the
"coming minute" comes but to "mock the one thet went," that
"Philosophy" is beyond him and that Tself-caged Passion" can
but regard 1t with a "wondering hate." The husband concludes
that "wisdom never comes when it is gold," but that "we have
it only when we are half earth." In short, the husband feels
that there is no help for him, that ell has "suffered ship-
wreck with the ship,"®

The husband, "self-caged" and apart from "Philosophy,"
reveals in somnet five that his world has become hell-like,
ingsofer as 1t is filled with doubts, fears, suspicions, and
desires frustrated by personal weakness., The husband becomes,
indeed, a satenic figure, regarding his wife as Satan does

¢od after his banishment, Ssten is attracted to Him -- although
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his personal degradation cauges him to think of God in
unworthy terms -~ bubt he 1s unable to attain union with Him
again because he can not conquer his own weakness, hls own
pride -- indeed he seems unconscious of 1it; moreover, his very
alteration makes union impossible, As well, however, one 1s
made to realize through the imagery the way to salvation for
the husband: he must abandon as logt the reality of sentl-
mental love and accept and understand the reality of nature
and time,

The somnet 1s 2lso important, of course, 1n that it
reveals the husband to be as satanic as he elsewhere thinks
the wife, He, too, insofar =8 he is a satanic figure, 1s
responsible for their hell, Both the husband and the wife
have denied their proper relation to nature and time by
regarding thelr sentimental and youthful love as statlc and
real, and have, therefore, caused themselves To be banished
to their hell, apart from time and truth:

A message from her set his brain afllame,

A world of household matters filled her mind,
Wherein he saw hypocrisgy designed:

She treated him as something that is tame,

And but at other provocation bites,

Famlliar was her shoulder in the glass,

Through that dsrk rain: yet 1t may come to pass
That 2 changed eye Tinds such familisr sights
More keenly teupting than new lovellness.

The 'What had been!' a moment seemed hils own:
The splendours, mysteries, dearer because known,

Wor less divine: Love's 1nmost sacredness
Called to him, 'Comel! -- In his restralning start,
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Eves nurtured to be looked at scarce could see
A wave of the great waves of Destiny
Convulsed at a checked impulse of the heart.
The character of the husband's world or of his mind

can be seen generally in the Tirst five lines, He Dbecomes

irrational, or his "brain" is set "aflsme," upon receliving

& "message from her," He 1s susplcilous of "hypocrisy desligned"
even in her concern with "household matters." He feels, 1n

short, that she is treating him as "something that is tame,®
es a lap-dog, possibly, as an inferlor belng. The tone of
the fourth line suggests that he resents wnat he supposes
to be her failure Go consider him at his worth, her tendency
to regerd him as a tame thing who "hut at other provocation
bites" and who must, therefore, be fondled,pampered, petted,
who mugt be kept qulet with trifles.
Thet the husband's world as it is revesled in the first

five lines is 2 hell of doubts snd susplcions 1s made
clearer in the lines following in which the husband becomes
a satanic figure looking upon & lost, divine world or upon
God, The sense of resentment conveyed by the line suggest-
ing that he 1s treated as "something thet is tame" 1s shown
by what follows to be the resentment of God by Satan, The
nusbsnd is drewn to his wife, desires her, as he sees her --
presumably in some state of undress--before a mirror:

Femiliar was her shoulder in the glass,

Through that dark raln: yet 1t may come t0 pass

That & changed eye finds such familiar sights
ilore keenly tempting than mew loveliness.
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On one level, of course, the lines indicate simply that the
husband finds his wife more desirable because division has
come between them., But behind the phrasing lies imagery which
relates the scene directly to the theme of "Modern Love" by
indicating the husband's satanic character and, therefore,
the hell-like condltion of his world.

It must first be noted that the husband is looking at
‘the wife "in the glass," in the mirror, and that he sees her
through & "dark rain," The "rain" must be the atmosphere
of distrust spoken of in the first five lines., It is, however,
"dark," and this has a significance beyond indicating an
emotional and mental turmoll in the husband, It bespeaks an
ominous and sinister identity., Thisg identity and the cause
of the "dark rain" are to be understood from the manner in
which the husband views his wife: not directly but in the
mirror, This, clearly, 1s not simply the husband but the
devil viewlng the soul of & woman which, by the mirror, has
been projected out of her body. This old wives! tale explains
much of the vaguely threatening tone in the lines: the devil
can snatceh the soul as 1t is reflected in a mirror and,
tnereby, kill the body. The husband has become a satanic
figure and he is tempted to claim the soul of his wife,

As well, however, the husband finds his wife "familiar"
and he looks upon "such familisr sights" with a "changed eye,"

ore 1s involved, obviously, than the plucking of a soul,
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The husband, as a satanic figure, has had carlier exper-
lences with the "familiar sights," It would seem clear that
the wife has become & lost heaven to the husband -- or z
God, insofar as the imesge must be particulsrized to conform
to the individual and animate figure of the wife, The husbend's
eye has "changed" in the same way that Satan changed after and
because of his banishment: he has undergone = degeneration,
A8 Satan became more degraded when the love relatlonship
between him and God ceased, S0 the husband has become degraded
since the death of the couple'!s love relatlonship, His
"changed eye," his degemneration, is clear from the neture of
his attraction, He is dreawn to hig wife by physical desire:
he finds "her shoulder" "keenly tenpting," Hven the tern
"femiliar" has & sensual ring to it,

The husband finds "such familiar sights/More keenly

tempting than new loveliness." Again on one level, this line

indicates no more than a common psychological truth: the known
but lost is more desirable than the new and obtainable. But
"new loveliness," when viewed through the satan-heaven imagery,

assumes a much greater significance by revealing its relation

to the main theme of the poem. In Paradise Lost —-- and much
of the satan-hell-heaven imagery finds its source in that
work -- Satan, before resolving to go to earth to tempt the

newly created man, first considers the re-~taking of heaven,
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He finds, that is, "familiar sights/liore keenly tempting
than new loveliness," He is tempted to try the impossible,
to regain his former seat, rather than exploit the new situa-
tiomn,

In the same way, the nhusbend is tempted to re-assert
the old love relationship, or rather is tempted to renew it
in a lustful, degenerate manner. As Satan, for & time,
ignores the "new loveliness" of earth and man in a vain wish
to renew the dead past, the husband oVerlooks the reality of
his situvation, the possibllities afforded by it, and wishes
to remew the old state of a sentimental love relationship,
which can now be no more than a lustful lisison, The "new

loveliness," as an indlividual in "Modern Love," will be "my

t

Ledy," with whom the husband hss an affair in sonnets twenty-
gseven to thirty-nine snd by whom he learns or has demonstrated
to him the efficacy and power of love within the processes of
nature, within time,

There 1s, of course, one obvious objectlon to making
"my Lady" the "new